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II.C.2.  PUBLIC OPINION ABOUT THE ENVIRONMENT, CONSUMPTION AND  
            ECONOMIC GROWTH  

II.C.2.a. General Support for Environmental Protection  

Box IIC-6 shows trends in the United States over the past 23 years of support for 

spending money to protect the environment. After a high point in the early 1970’s support 

moderated for most of that decade, then increased steadily through the 1980’s as evidence of 

threats to the environment mounted.  After a second high point in the late 1980’s and early 

1990’s, culminating in the 1991 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, support dropped once more.  

But despite the ups and downs the level of stated support for environmental protection is 

consistently high.  

Further evidence of strong support for environmental protection is seen in IIC-7 and  

IIC-8.   In 1989 the issues listed in IIC-7 were sources of “worry” for an average of 80% of 

Americans.  By 1997 this proportion had dropped a bit, to 75%, but this still indicates a very high 

level of concern.   In 1994 upwards of 75% of Americans considered pesticides, nuclear power 

and global warming either extremely or somewhat “dangerous,” as shown in Table 1 of IIC-8.  

And throughout the 1990’s, a period of great ferment against governmental regulation, over 80% 

of Americans consistently supported stricter regulations to protect the environment, as shown in 

Table 2. 

However, despite this very broad concern, environmental issues do not appear to stand 

out as a particularly deep concern.   IIC-9 and IIC-10 show the results of a 1996  Pew Research 

Center survey in which respondents were asked to state the main wishes, hopes, fears and worries 

they had, both for themselves and for the country as a whole.  The issues that people mentioned 

most frequently concerned money, jobs, health, their families, international conflict, crime,  
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BOX IIC-8.   Public Concern About Environmental Problems (2)  
[percents] 

 

Table 1 

       pesticides and        nuclear 

In general, do you think the items  chemicals       power global 

listed are…     used in farming       stations warming 

 

extremely/very dangerous for you and your family 37          40         41         

somewhat dangerous for you and your family  51          36         39 

not very/not dangerous for you and your family  12          24        20 

 

 
sources: National Opinion Research Center General Social Survey, 1994; codebook  

variables CHEMFAM, NUKEFAM and TEMPFAM.  

 

 

Table 2 

 

There needs to be stricter laws and regulations to protect the environment.  

 

     Completely  Mostly  Mostly 

     Agree  Agree  Disagree 

 

   Nov 97  41  40  13 

   July 94  46  36  13 

   June 92  55  35    7 

 
source: Pew Research Center for People and the Press, News Interest Index Poll, Nov. 1997.  
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BOX IIC-9.  PERSONAL HOPES AND FEARS 
[percents; up to three responses accepted] 
 

1. What are your main wishes and hopes for yourself and your family… the things you 

most hope for to be happy in your life?  

 

42 Financial 
  more opportunities/get a better job  (11); financial security (10); stability of social 

  security (7); make more money/better wages (6); more successful professionally (5); 

  sound economy (4); other (3) 

21  Health  
  good health/long life (18);  

18 Family/Children 
  happiness for family/children (7);  education/job opportunities for kids (6); starting 

  a family/having children (4); other (2) 

10 Peace/Stability 
  no wars/People not killing each other (7); other (3) 

6 Quality of life 

6 Less crime 

4 Less government 

4 Return to morality 

4 Education  
  get an education/finish school (3); other (1) 

3 Material possessions 
  buy a House (2); other (1) 

10 Other  

12  Don’t know 
 

2. What are your main fears and worries about your future?  
 

38 Financial  
  job security/find a job (10); personal finances/not enough money (10);  stability of 

  social security system (6); the economy (6); retirement plans/money for retirement 

  (4); other (5)  

14  Health 
  being sick/poor health (8); inadequate health care/insurance (5); other (2)  

10  Crime 

6 Worries about children’s future 

5 The political system 

4 War/international instability 

3 Things getting worse/going downhill 

3 Moral decline 

24 None/no worries 

2 Don’t know 

 

source: Princeton Survey Research Associates/Pew Research Center for the People & the 

Press; State of the Union Poll, 11/22-12/1 1996; Questions 3 and 4.  
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BOX IIC-10.  HOPES AND FEARS FOR THE COUNTRY 
[percents; up to three responses accepted] 

 

1.  WHAT ARE YOUR MAIN WISHES AND HOPES FOR THE COUNTRY’S 

FUTURE?  
 
26 Economic 
            more jobs (9); a good/better economy (7); balance budget/less gov debt (6); other (7) 

19 World Peace/National Security 
            world peace/no more war (16); stronger military/security (2); other (2) 

12 Crime 
            less crime/violence (11); eliminate drug problems (1); other (1) 

10 Religion and Morality  

            more moral society (5); more emphasis on religion (3); other 

9 Government/political Leadership 

            better leadership (3); other (6) 

8 Cooperation/unity  
           more unity (4); other (4) 

6 More money for education 

4 Race relations (4) 

           racial equality (2) other (1) 

4 Improved health care 

3 Taking care of our own citizens 

3 Help to the Homeless 

2 Change Welfare 

9 Other 

8  Don’t know 

 

2. WHAT ARE YOUR MAIN FEARS AND WORRIES ABOUT THE COUNTRY’S 

FUTURE?   

 
18 Economic 
           the economy (4); unemployment,  job loss (4); budget imbalance/debt (3); other (8) 

12 War/National Security 
           war/fighting between nations (10); other (2) 

10 Crime/violence 

8 Government/Political leadership  
           effectiveness of government/political leadership (4); other  

6 Religion and Morality 
           low morals (4); other (3) 

6 Things are getting worse/going downhill 

3 Racial tension 

15 Other 

28 None/no worries 

1 Don’t know 

 
source: Princeton Survey Research Associates/Pew Research Center for the People & the Press; State of 

the Union Poll, 11/22-12/1 1966; Questions 5 and 6.  
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morality, and the quality of political leadership.  Environmental concerns were not mentioned by 

enough people to appear in the final tally. 1 

The impression that public concern about environmental issues is broad but perhaps less 

than critical is supported by the survey results shown in IIC-11.  Eleven news stories that 

received important coverage in late 1997 are ranked by how closely they were followed by the 

general public.  Coverage of the debate over US global warming policy was ranked second to 

last.2 

It is possible that public concern about the environment is not so much less deeply held in 

a fundamental sense than are concerns about other issues, but that environmental issues appear to 

be more tractable, and thus perhaps less worrisome overall.   This possibility is supported by the 

results of the survey described in IIC-12, which asked about the extent of progress people 

believed was being made on 17 social problems.  Respondents believed that more progress was 

being made on addressing “environmental pollution” than on any of the other issues mentioned.  

Those issues on which they felt that little progress was being made were largely those that 

appeared as high sources of concern in the surveys described in IIC-9 and IIC-10.  As might be 

expected, environmental protection ranked low--15 out of 20--when respondents were asked to 

name the single issue that they would like to see more done about.  Crime, education, health care, 

finances, drugs and poverty/homeless issues headed the list.  

II.C.2.b. Willingness to Pay for Environmental Protection 

How willing are Americans to pay for environmental protection?  The survey results 

displayed in IIC-13 show very mixed responses. Tables 1, 2 and 3 all indicate that willingness to 

pay more for environmental protection is split roughly evenly between those who suggest they are  

                                                      
1 Concerns mentioned by less than 2% of respondents were listed as “other.”  

 
2 If the survey had been conducted at the end of December, after the Kyoto negotiations, rather than during 

the period preceding them, attention paid to coverage of global warming concerns might have registered 

higher.  
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and those who suggest they are not.   Table 3 and Table 4 distinguish between willingness to pay 

in the form of prices and taxes, and show a markedly greater unwillingness to pay in the form of 

taxes.  Table 5 is from Kempton et al.’s intensive survey of groups chosen to represent the 

spectrum of tendencies with respect to environmental values, ranging from Earth First! and the 

Sierra Club on one end, through a general public sample in the middle, to dry cleaners subject to 

toxic regulations and finally to saw mill workers who were laid off as a result of legislated 

reductions in logging on the other.  Kempton’s results show far higher willingness pay by the 

environmentalists, as would be expected, but show very high willingness among the general 

public and the dry cleaners as well.  The results in Tables 4 and 5, if valid, might be interpreted to 

imply that while 70% of the public believes that people should pay environmental taxes, only 

35% would be willing to actually pay them. Alternatively, there may have been important 

differences in the context and presentation of the survey that produced such apparently disparate 

results. 3   

Tables 6 and 7 in IIC-13 go beyond general sentiment and attempt to measure 

willingness-to-pay in dollar terms.  Whether these results indicate high or low willingness is a 

matter of interpretation.  The average household spends about $2803 annually for groceries; thus 

the 10% premium that 2/3 of Americans are willing to pay for environmentally safe grocery items 

represents an added dollar cost of $280/year. Meanwhile, as noted below in Table 4, most 

Americans appear willing to pay an extra 25 cents per gallon of gasoline to reduce global 

warming; for the average household this represents an added annual cost of $239.   The sum of 

these two premiums alone comes to $519 a year.  But Table 7 suggests that for a majority of 

Americans the amount they would be willing to pay to address environmental harms associated 

with “all goods and services” they consume would be in the neighborhood of $444 per year.   

                                                      
3 Kempton et al.’s results consistently show far higher levels of support for environmental protection than 

do the results of most other surveys.   
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Returning to the important topic of global warming, the public appears split down the 

middle on their general willingness to  support higher prices and taxes, but more clearly opposed 

to taking action if such steps would cause unemployment to go up a great deal, as shown in  

IIC-14.   When specific prices are mentioned, the levels of support or opposition become clearer. 

Nearly three-fourths would support a nickel per gallon gasoline tax, and, as noted above, 60% 

would support a 25-cent levy.  This tax is about the level required by the goals tentatively agreed 

to in the Kyoto accords, which would bring US CO2 emissions to 7% below 1990 levels by 2010.  

However, it is not enough to stabilize emissions at a level that would stabilize global warming 

below 2.5 degrees Centigrade; for this, carbon taxes at a level equivalent to as much $2.00 per 

gallon are probably required.  Still, these higher levels of price disincentives can be phased in 

over a period of several decades.   On balance, the apparent willingness of Americans to support a 

25 cent gas tax to address global warming is an encouraging sign.  But the question of how much 

Americans may be willing to pay to address the entire range of environmental concerns remains 

unresolved.   

II.C.2.c. Growth and the Environment 

The debate over “growth and the environment” takes place in at least two domains. One 

is a micro-domain of arguably calculable marginal costs and benefits, and focuses on the sorts of 

concerns we noted in the immediately preceding section.  The other is a macro-domain of less 

easily articulated but perhaps deeper concerns about the nature of the relation between growth 

and the environment, and what it means for the well-being of one’s self, one’s family and others.  

For most Americans the terms “growth” and “environment” both carry strongly positive 

connotations; thus the possibility of a conflict between them is unsettling. Survey results reflect 

this, as shown in IIC-15.  If forced to choose, most Americans will typically express a 

commitment to assuring the integrity of the environment, as shown in Tables 1 and 2.  At the 

same time, they seek to affirm statements which suggest that perhaps environmental protection  
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and economic growth need not, after all, be in conflict, as shown in Table 3 (and in Table 1 of 

Box IIC-17 as well).  Clearly, the terms “economic growth” and “environment” are too abstract to 

allow a useful unqualified judgment about their relative value.  But in the United States the terms 

are commonly used as metaphors for particular constellations of social values and commitments.  

These are indeed often in conflict, as suggested by the large minority positions shown in the 

survey results displayed in IIC-15, and especially in the widely diverging responses shown in 

Table 4.   

II.C.2.d. Consumption and the Environment 

Additional ambivalence concerning economic values and environmental values can be 

seen in the results reported in IIC-16.   By overwhelming majorities, the respondents express 

support for a whole range of statements that appear to reflect a dissatisfaction with consumerism 

and materialism, and a sense that the high-consumption path we are on is in some manner 

ecologically unsustainable, as seen in Table 1 and Table 2.   However, when it comes to making 

the sorts of changes in personal behavior that these sentiments seem to call for, the respondents 

agree to all of them, except for the one that would eliminate an individual’s continuing option of 

pursuing a high-consumption path, as shown in Table 3.  

Signs of ambivalence are further compounded by the results shown in IIC-17.  The 

statements shown in Table 1 and Table 2 were deliberately crafted by their authors to ferret out 

inconsistent beliefs.  They note that only the Earth First!ers respond in  clearly consistent 

proportions to the two statements (Kempton:130).  The responses of the other groups can be 

reconciled only if we assume they are suggesting that a “drastic” reduction in one’s “level of 

consumption” need not reduce one’s “standard of living.”  I use quotes around the key terms 

because their precise definition determines whether that suggestion may be reasonable or not.  

The results in Table 4 and Table 5 similarly appear to be inconsistent.  In Table 4 fully 

97% of the public appear willing to decrease their “standard of living today” if this is necessary in  
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order to “protect the environment for our children…”    But in Table 5 only 33% are clearly 

willing to accept cuts in their “standard of living in order to protect the environment,” and fully 

43% are explicitly unwilling.   The important difference, of course, is that the first question 

includes “for our children” as the stated rationale for protecting the environment, whereas the 

second question leaves the rationale unstated.  If the reported results are valid, this means that 

93% of the 43% of respondents who said they were unwilling to accept cuts in their standard of 

living in order to protect the environment in and of itself, so to speak, would be willing to do so if 

they believed the well-being of their children was at stake.  This finding might be felt to have 

important implications for the debate over growth and the environment.  On the other hand, the 

result shown in Table 4 may be less a measure of an intrinsic willingness to support the 

environment than it is of the willingness of parents to make sacrifices for their children.   

II.C.2.e. International Comparisons 

Many surveys of environmental opinions in countries other than the United States have 

been conducted.  We highlight a very few of these here to introduce the topic.  

A. World Values Survey (1990-1993)  

Inglehart (1995) supervised a wide-ranging survey of values held by people in 43 

countries, covering 70% of the world’s population.  Environmental values were directly 

addressed through several questions.  When asked if they approved or disapproved of the 

environmental movements in their countries, 96 % of the persons surveyed said they approved.  

When asked if they agreed or disagreed with the statement, “I would be willing to pay more taxes 

if I were certain that the money would be used to prevent environmental pollution,” 65% said 

they agreed.  The results by country are shown in Table 1 of IIC-18. People were also  

asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement, “The government has to reduce 

environmental pollution, but it should not cost me any money.” This is the same question as the 

preceding one, but structured such that a response of agreement indicates an unwillingness to pay  



SCENARIOS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY  

II.C.2. Green Sustainability: Public Opinion – 19 

 

 

 

 



SCENARIOS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY  

II.C.2. Green Sustainability: Public Opinion – 20 

taxes to reduce environmental pollution.  In response to this question only 45% expressed a 

willingness to pay.   Inglehart notes that none of these responses reveal the “true” level of support 

for environmental protection; rather, they measure different things.  Thus, for further analysis, 

Inglehart constructed an Environmental Protection Index based on the four questions shown at the 

bottom of IIC-18.  The country by country ranking of support for environmental protection, as 

measured by the Environmental Protection Index, is shown in Table 2.   

Inglehart notes that countries that score higher on the Environmental Protection Index 

tend to do so for several reasons.  Some score high for objective reasons, i.e., because the level of 

pollution in their countries is so great that the disutility is widely acknowledged.  These include 

both developing countries like China, Mexico and Brazil, which have only recently begun to 

industrialize, and more fully industrialized countries such as South Korea, Russia and 

Czechoslovakia.  Other countries score high because of subjective or cultural reasons.  These 

include the Nordic countries and the Netherlands, who have some of the lowest pollution levels of 

any countries of the world, yet score the highest on the Environmental Protection Index.   

Inglehart interprets the pattern of support for environmental protection among countries 

through his theory of postmaterialism:  

“…as a result of the rapid economic development and the expansion of the welfare state 

following World War II, the formative experience of the younger birth cohorts differed 

from that of older cohorts in ways that were leading them to develop fundamentally 

different value priorities.  Throughout most of history, the threat of severe starvation had 

been a crucial concern for most people.  But the unprecedented degree of economic 

security experienced by the postwar generation in most industrial societies was leading to 

a gradual shift from ”materialist” values towards “postmaterialist” values.”  (p 62) 

 

As used by Inglehart, “materialist” values emphasize economic and physical security, 

while “postmaterialist” values emphasize freedom, self-expression and the quality of life.    

In 1970 Inglehart devised a four-item survey module that, he believed, could distinguish 

persons and groups holding higher and lower levels of materialist and postmaterialist values.  

Since that time Inglehart and his colleagues have been conducting surveys that they believe 

demonstrate empirically the shift from materialist to postmaterialist values in industrial societies.   
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The four-item survey module asks respondents to consider four goals for their nation and 

identify the two that they believe should be the top goals.  The four goals are:  

 1. maintaining order in the nation 

 2. giving the people more say in important governmental decisions 

 3. fighting rising prices 

 4. protecting freedom of speech 

 

Persons choosing goals 1 and 3 are identified as “materialist.”  Persons choosing 2 and 4 

are “postmaterialist.”  Persons choosing any of the other four combinations are identified as 

having “mixed” values.4   

Box IIC-19 shows the distribution of materialist, postmaterialist and mixed values among 

the citizens of six Western European nations over the period 1971 to 1993.5  IIC-20 shows the 

same information for the United States.   

Inglehart claims that environmentalist values are clearly postmaterialist values, and 

associates the rise of the environmental movement in the West with the maturing of the first 

postwar birth cohorts.   IIC-21 demonstrates a high positive correlation between the importance a 

person gives to postmaterialist values and the likelihood that they will vote for the Greens in 

upcoming elections in Europe.  

Inglehart’s “cohort” theory of societal value shift is a predictive theory.  IIC-22 shows 

Inglehart’s calculations, using demographic and survey data, of the continuing growth of 

postmaterialist values through 2020 in the six European nations that he has surveyed most 

thoroughly.  Although postmaterialist values continue to spread, they do so at a slower rate than 

in past decades, largely due to the steady decline in population growth in these countries.  

                                                      
4 Inglehart has also developed 8- and 12-item modules that allow finer identification of materialist and 

postmaterialist value orientations.  The 8-item module include these four additional goals: a) maintaining a 

high rate of economic growth, b) making sure the country has a strong defense force, c) seeing that people 

have more say in how things are decided at work and in their communities, and d) trying to make our cities 

and countryside more beautiful.  The 12-item module adds e) maintaining a stable economy, f) progress 

toward a less impersonal, more humane society, g) the fight against crime, and h) progress toward a society 

where ideas are more important than money.  

 
5 The nations are West Germany, United Kingdom, The Netherlands, France, Belgium and Italy.   
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BOX IIC-21.  Intent to Vote For Environmentalist Political Parties, by 

Materialist/Postmaterialist Values in Four Countries 
[Reprinted from Inglehart, 1995] 

 

 
 

 

 

BOX IIC-22.   Past and Projected Growth of Postmodern Values 
[Reprinted from Abramson and Inglehart, 1995] 

 

The vertical axis shows the postmodernist/modernist difference index (PDI), the percentage of a 

surveyed population identified as postmodernists minus the percentage identified as modernists. 

The actual scores are based on surveys done in West Germany, Britain, the Netherlands, France, 

Belgium, and Italy.   
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Inglehart’s theory has been criticized on both conceptual and methodological grounds by 

many authors. One frequent criticism is that his use of the terms “materialist” and 

“postmaterialist” is not in accord with the most common understandings of these terms.  Under 

Inglehart’s definition, Bill Gates and Ted Turner, for example, might be characterized as holding 

“postmaterialist” values, if we suppose that they are motivated less by concerns about “economic 

and physical security” than they are by concerns about “freedom, self-expression and quality of 

life.” 

Terminology can be changed. If we believe that the substance of the theory might have 

some value, how might this inform our judgment about the credibility of the scenarios 

constructed in Part I of this dissertation?   

The most important thing to note is that the values that Inglehart believes accompany the 

spread of industrial development need not be consonant with one another.   On the one hand, 

more attention may be given to public goods values such as concern for the environment, whether 

in its utilitarian, aesthetic or intrinsic forms.  On the other hand, Inglehart’s postmaterialism 

emphasizes individualistic, rather than communitarian or solidaristic, sensibilities, which works 

against the realization of public goods values.  

B. Gallup Health of the Planet Survey (1992)  

The Gallup organization conducted a major survey of environmental opinions in 22 

countries in preparation for the 1992 Earth Summit.  IIC-23 shows responses to a question in that 

survey that sought to determine the relative priorities given to environmental protection and 

economic growth.  We see that in 20 of the 22 countries respondents give greater priority to 

environmental protection, “even at the risk of slowing down economic growth.”   The results 

appears to be at odds with many widely held assumptions and much current political controversy.  

For example, they suggest that Brazil and Mexico may be far more willing to sacrifice economic  
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growth in order to protect the environment than is the United States.6  In some cases the responses 

to the Gallup survey and to the Inglehart survey seem consistent with one another (e.g., Russians 

and Turks respond in nearly the same proportions on both surveys)  but in others they seem 

inconsistent (65% of Irish respondents support the environment over growth in the Gallup survey 

but only 35% score “high” on Inglehart’s enviro-index shown in Table 2 of IIC-18.) A regression 

of the Gallup results against the Inglehart results gives an R2 of only .20.   Many questions about 

the wording, format and administration of these surveys, and about cultural factors that might 

influence responses, would need to be answered before a confident interpretation of their results 

could be made.  

C. Latinobarometer (1995) 

Table 1 in Box IIC-24 shows responses given by people in 8 Latin American countries 

when asked to name the single most important problem facing their country today.  The pattern is 

similar to that shown in Boxes 4 and 5 when Americans are asked the same question: economic 

issues—unemployment, low salaries, inflation and poverty--receive the great bulk of mentions; 

environmental concerns barely show up on the list.   Despite this, when the same sample group 

(in the same survey!) is explicitly asked to choose between the economy and the environment, 

they respond strongly in favor of the environment, as shown in Table 2. These results appear to 

constitute a logical contradiction: when asked to judge the priority of two issues, one of which is 

felt to be far more important than the other, respondents give priority to the less important issue.   

Once more, a confident interpretation of these results is difficult without more information.  

D. International Environmental Monitor (1998)  

Box IIC-25 shows responses to another question that asks respondents to choose between 

environmental and economic values, this time in the context of the debate over global warming. 

Once again, a strong majority of people in a strong majority of countries expresses preferences  

                                                      
6 In 1994 India and Brazil had per capita incomes of $1,891 and $1,993, respectively; in that year US per 

capita income was $20,500.   
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for acting to protect the environment, “even if there are major costs.”  Support for action to 

address climate change increased dramatically from 1997 to 1998, presumably at least partially in 

response to attention given the issue as the Kyoto Accords were being negotiated, in December of 

1997.  But again, caution is necessary before seeking to interpret these results.  The countries 

surveyed differ greatly in level of economic development, cultural values, amount of schooling 

and other factors.  The questions as worded in IIC-25 require multiple judgments of facts and 

preferences, either explicate or implicitly, before an answer can be given.  It’s not obvious what is 

being communicated when we say, for example, that 71% of the population of Indonesia, or 51% 

of the population of the United States, agrees more with the second statement than with the first.  

II.C.2.f. Summary 

Support for environmental protection among Americans is very broad but may not be 

especially deep. When asked unprompted to name issues of concern, environmental issues receive 

far fewer mentions than do such issues as money, jobs, health, family and children.  Americans 

express a high willingness-to-pay for environmental protection in the abstract, but when specific 

dollar commitments are solicited this support weakens.  When forced to choose between 

“growth” and “environment,” large majorities of Americans choose “environment,” although 

their first preference is to affirm statements that deny that a choice needs to be made.  Americans 

show strong support for modifying particular consumption practices to avoid harming the 

environment, but reject suggestions that their aggregate levels of consumption should be reduced.  

Surveys of public opinion in other countries show consistently high support for environmental 

protection, although some of the same qualifications just noted apply.  

 

 


