
1

ENVIRONMENTALISM AND POSTMATERIALISM IN CHINA

Christopher Citro

Abstract
Postmaterialist values, those that emphasize higher-order human needs, have become widely 

accepted as the determining force behind environmentalism in the West.  Little research has been 

dedicated to studying the importance of these values outside of the developed world where experience 

ZLWK�SROOXWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�DVVXPHG�FDXVH�IRU�SHRSOH¶V�FRQFHUQ�IRU�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW��7KLV�VWXG\�VHHNV�

to expand the understanding of ecological concern in China by testing the values-based theory of 

HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�LQ�&KLQD���8VLQJ�VXUYH\�GDWD�WDNHQ�IURP�WKH�:RUOG�9DOXHV�6XUYH\��WKLV�VWXG\�¿QGV�

no evidence of a relationship between postmaterialist values and environmentalism in China.  Instead, 

LW� ¿QGV� WKDW� ZLGHVSUHDG� HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP� WKHUH�PD\� QRW� EH� WKH� UHVXOW� RI� REMHFWLYH� HQYLURQPHQWDO�

conditions but the result of other cultural factors not shared by Western societies. This study thus 

addresses a gap in the understanding of ecological concern in China and suggests topics for future 

scholarship.  This research also highlights the potential importance of cultural values in studying 

environmentalism in developing nations.

Introduction
In recent years, the topic of environmental concern has grown as an area of inquiry, beginning 

with the rise of environmentalism in the West during the later decades of the twentieth-century.  Early 

scholarship treated environmental concern as a luxury good only available to citizens of the wealthy 

industrialized world, and postmaterialist values eventually emerged as the primary explanatory variable 

for ecological concern in the West.  When environmentalism began to appear as a political force in 

developing nations, it was described as a materialist response to devastating ecological degradation, 

and a wholly distinct phenomenon from the postmaterial environmentalism in the developed nations.  

As a result, values in less industrialized nations generally have not been considered and little research 

KDV�EHHQ�GHGLFDWHG�WR�WKH�VXEMHFW���

China, despite its growing power and status as an advanced developing nation, is one of 

WKRVH�SODFHV�LQ�ZKLFK�HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�LV�SRRUO\�XQGHUVWRRG����$V�&KLQD�LV�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�PRVW�SRSXORXV�

nation and its second largest economy, environmental attitudes there may have profound effects 

on global efforts to address severe ecological threats.  This is especially true on the issue of climate 

FKDQJH��DV�&KLQD�KDV�¿HUFHO\�UHVLVWHG�HPLVVLRQV�OLPLWV���$V�WKH�&KLQHVH�UHJLPH�KDV�PRYHG�DZD\�IURP�
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the ideological-based legitimacy of the past, it has taken care to be more perceptive of newly-important 

public opinions.  Accordingly, popular attitudes towards environmental protection in China may play a 

YHU\�VLJQL¿FDQW�UROH�LQ�WKH�FRQWLQXLQJ�URXQGV�RI�FOLPDWH�WDONV���(YHQ�RQ�LVVXHV�VHHPLQJO\�ZLWKLQ�&KLQD��

the nature of pollution ensures that internal policies will have broad effects on the state of the global 

HQYLURQPHQW�� � )XUWKHUPRUH�� WKH� SRWHQWLDO� IRU� HQYLURQPHQWDO� FRQFHUQ� DQG� GHVWUXFWLRQ� WR� DIIHFW� WKH�

standing and legitimacy of the regime continues to grow as China eschews Communism in favor of state 

capitalism.  A better understanding of environmentalism in China may also prove valuable in studies of 

other industrializing countries as they reach more advanced levels of development.  

To contribute to the limited research on environmental attitudes in China, this study seeks to 

H[DPLQH�WKH�UROH�RI�YDOXHV��VSHFL¿FDOO\�SRVWPDWHULDOLVP��LQ�VKDSLQJ�FRQFHUQ���3RVWPDWHULDOLVW�LQGLYLGXDOV�

SODFH�JUHDW� LPSRUWDQFH�RQ� WKH�KLJKHU�HQG�RI�0DVORZ¶V�KLHUDUFK\�RI�KXPDQ�QHHGV�� � ,QFOXGHG�DPRQJ�

these concerns are morality, autonomy, expression, aesthetics, and quality of life.  Postmaterialists, 

as a result of continued abundance, take for granted basic human economic needs such as health, 

safety, and sustenance that are lower down on the hierarchy.  Environmentalism can be connected with 

SRVWPDWHULDOLVP�WKURXJK�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�SRVWPDWHULDOLVWV�SODFH�RQ�WKH�DHVWKHWLFV�RI�WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG�

and on the broader effects of human activity.  Postmaterialists value the environment beyond simple 

economic utility and see it as deserving of protection in spite of short-term costs. This type of concern 

does not require individuals to have experiences with pollution, and it includes issues that have little or 

QR�GLUHFW�HIIHFW�RQ�WKH�LQGLYLGXDOV¶�OLYHV���%HFDXVH�&KLQD�LV�DQ�DGYDQFHG�LQGXVWULDOL]HG�FRXQWU\�WKDW�KDV�

experienced three decades of continual development, postmaterialist values have likely taken hold in 

China to the point that their effect on environmentalism can be studied.  As a result, this study seeks to 

examine the hypothesis that postmaterialism is directly related to environmentalism in China.     

Literature Review
(QYLURQPHQWDO� FRQFHUQ� ¿UVW� HPHUJHG� DV� D� SROLWLFDO� IRUFH� LQ� :HVWHUQ� (XURSH� DQG� 1RUWK�

America in the mid-twentieth century.  As a result, environmentalism was initially considered a luxury 

JRRG�� RQO\� DYDLODEOH� WR� DIÀXHQW� VRFLHWLHV� WKDW� KDG� DOUHDG\� XQGHUJRQH� WKH� RIWHQ� SROOXWLRQ�LQWHQVLYH�

process of creating an industrial society.  

Dunlap, Gallup, and Gallup (1993) examined this relationship by analyzing the results of 

the global Health of the Planet Survey. This study compared national-level data on environmental 

DWWLWXGHV� DQG� JURVV� QDWLRQDO� SURGXFW�� �:KLOH� VRPH� GLIIHUHQFHV� ZHUH� VHHQ� LQ� FRPSDULQJ� DIÀXHQW� WR�

developing nations, namely the level of support for higher prices to pay for regulation, environmental 

attitudes were found to be largely consistent across the developing-developed gap.  Hence, this analysis 

VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�ZDV�PRUH�WKDQ�MXVW�WKH�SUHURJDWLYH�RI�SRVWLQGXVWULDO�VRFLHWLHV��DQG�

WKDW�DIÀXHQFH�ZDV�QRW�D�SURSHU�ZD\�WR�H[DPLQH�WKHVH�YDOXHV���

,Q� D� ODWHU� VWXG\� RI� JOREDO� SROOLQJ� GDWD�� )UDQ]HQ� ������� DOVR� H[DPLQHG� WKH� UHODWLRQVKLS�

EHWZHHQ� DIÀXHQFH� DQG� HQYLURQPHQWDO� FRQFHUQ�� 1RWLQJ� WKH� DVVHUWLRQ� WKDW� HFRQRPLF� SURVSHULW\� LV�

UHTXLUHG�IRU�HFRORJLFDO�FRQFHUQ�ZDV��DV�LQ�WKH�DERYH�VFKRODUVKLS��WKH�VXEMHFW�RI�FRQVLGHUDEOH�GHEDWH��WKH�

DXWKRU�VRXJKW�WR�FRQWULEXWH�E\�FRPSDULQJ�FKDQJHV�LQ�HQYLURQPHQWDO�FRQFHUQ�WR�FKDQJHV�LQ�DIÀXHQFH�

RYHU� WLPH�XVLQJ�QDWLRQDO�OHYHO� GDWD�� � )URP�KLV� UHVHDUFK��)UDQ]HQ� IRXQG� WKDW� HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�ZDV�

RQO\�ZHDNO\�FRUUHODWHG�ZLWK�DIÀXHQFH���$GGLWLRQDOO\��KH�IRXQG�WKDW�HFRQRPLF�JURZWK�KDG�DQ�H[WUHPHO\�

ZHDN�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�LQFUHDVHV�LQ�HFRORJLFDO�FRQFHUQ�DW�WKH�IULQJHV�RI�VLJQL¿FDQFH���7KRXJK�DIÀXHQW�
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countries were shown here to have a high level of concern for the environment, changes in prosperity 

were found to not be a useful predictor of differences in such attitudes.  Therefore, another feature of 

industrialized nations must be relevant in such analyses.

As simple economic wealth failed to provide adequate power in explaining environmentalism, 

an alternative theoretical framework was proposed.  In the seminal work on values in change, Inglehart 

(1995) targeted postmaterialist values as the driving force behind the emergence of environmentalism. 

7KLV�VHW�RI�DEVWUDFW�FXOWXUDO�YDOXHV�LV�UHODWHG�WR�FRQWLQXHG�DEXQGDQFH�DQG�WKH�DXWKRU¶V�H[SODQDWLRQ�KDV�

gained widespread acceptance.      

Inglehart linked postmaterialism with favorable opinions of environmental protection, as 

policy action on the environment often hinders economic growth and productivity but is strongly 

linked with aesthetics and quality of life.  Using the World Values Survey, Inglehart demonstrated 

that respondents espousing postmaterialist beliefs were more likely to favor efforts to protect 

the environment, even at the cost of economic growth.  This pattern held true for both types of 

economies, but was much weaker in developing nations.  Postmaterialism was also demonstrated to be 

concentrated in developed nations and to have emerged around the same time that environmentalism 

became widespread.  Inglehart took care to note that these industrialized nations often lacked the 

severe environmental degradation seen in the developing world yet still expressed substantial levels of 

concern.  Respondents in the developed world were therefore more likely to express negative sentiments 

on the global environment but have positive views of their local one.   

Inglehart also wrote that environmental conditions are able to explain the emergence of 

environmentalism in largely materialist societies.  As postindustrial societies transitioned to their 

current state, pollution-intensive industries were largely moved to the developing world.  As such, these 

countries have experienced high levels of ecological damage.  Citizens of these heavily polluted nations, 

generally in the industrializing world, were found in this analysis to express greater levels of concern for 

the environment.  In a reversal of an aforementioned relationship, these respondents were more likely 

to have a negative view of their local environment but care little for the state of the larger global one.  

A comparison of these two factors was inconclusive due to the limited availability of environmental 

GDWD�� � ,Q�JHQHUDO�� LW�GLG�DSSHDU�WKDW�ERWK�FXOWXUDO�DQG�REMHFWLYH� IDFWRUV�KDG�URXJKO\�HTXDO�HIIHFWV�RQ�

the development of environmentalist attitudes but were rarely, if at all, important in the same society 

simultaneously.  This important addition, however, addresses the main criticism of the postmaterialist 

WKHRU\�RI�HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�E\�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�KRZ�LW�FDQ�UHVXOW�IURP�REMHFWLYH�HFRORJLFDO�FRQGLWLRQV���

%XLOGLQJ�XSRQ�WKH�FXOWXUDO�IUDPHZRUN�ODLG�RXW�LQ�,QJOHKDUW��/HH�DQG�1RUULV��������ORRNHG�

at postmaterialism in Eastern Europe, as most in-depth analyses had hitherto been focused on North 

America and Western Europe. This study used the World Values Study to compare patterns that 

had been demonstrated in the West with those in the region.  In general, the authors found that the 

same demographic relationships with environmentalism observed in the West held true in Eastern 

Europe across national lines.  These demographic factors, namely education, wealth, and youth, can 

be connected to postmaterialist values, especially in the transitioning societies of the former Eastern 

Bloc.  Again, postmaterialism was found to be strongly correlated with environmental concern.  These 

results provided evidence to support the existence of a correlation between postmaterialist values and 

ecological concern in an advanced developing nation like China.  

&XOWXUDO�IDFWRUV�ZHUH�DOVR�H[SORUHG�LQ�6DULJ|OO�����������7KLV�VWXG\�FRPSDUHG�HQYLURQPHQWDO�
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attitudes between the capitals of developing Turkey and postindustrial Canada.  Residents of more 

polluted Istanbul were found to express a greater level of concern for the state of the environment 

WKDQ�UHVLGHQWV�RI�0RQWUHDO�LQ�DQ�DQDO\VLV�RI�RULJLQDO�VXUYH\�GDWD���7KLV�UHVXOW�DI¿UPHG�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�

RI� REMHFWLYH� FRQGLWLRQV�� � 6WURQJO\� SRVWPDWHULDOLVW� 0RQWUHDO�� KRZHYHU�� ZDV� IRXQG� WR� KDYH� D� ODUJHO\�

consistent level of environmentalism while such attitudes varied widely in Istanbul.  In Turkey, the 

educated and wealthy respondents who generally expressed greater levels of postmaterialism were 

also more likely to express concerns over the state of the environment.  This study provided further 

VXSSRUW� IRU� WKH�SRVVLEOH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�SRVWPDWHULDOLVP�LQ�DGYDQFHG�GHYHORSLQJ�QDWLRQV��DPRQJ�WKH�

other cultural factors considered.

In Pierce (1997), this values-based framework was critiqued using national-level survey data.  

The author demonstrated that wealthy nations such as Japan may demonstrate a greater level of concern 

for the state of the environment than other developed countries despite having fewer postmaterialists 

in its population. Accordingly, Pierce wrote that other cultural factors, such as traditionalism and 

religion, can have important implications for the study of these attitudes.   Care is taken to support 

the use of postmaterialism as an explanatory variable for environmentalism.  The author argued that 

unique aspects of national culture, however, should be considered if they have the potential to work 

with or against the widely-supported link between postmaterialism and environmentalism.         

A recurring theme in the literature on global environmental attitudes is the relative lack of 

in-depth and individual-level research done on developing nations.  Instead, early scholarship focused 

only on Western nations or a larger cohort in a comparative framework.  More recent research, such as 

/HH�DQG�1RUULV���������KDV�EHJXQ�WR�IRFXV�RQ�HPHUJLQJ�HFRQRPLHV���'HVSLWH�UHFHQWO\�VXUSDVVLQJ�-DSDQ�

DV�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�VHFRQG�ODUJHVW�HFRQRP\�DQG�EHLQJ�WKH�PRVW�SRSXORXV�QDWLRQ�RQ�HDUWK��&KLQD�UHPDLQV�D�

relatively new territory for research on environmentalism.

� &KXQJ�HQ� /LX� DQG� /HLVHURZLW]� ������� SUHVHQWHG� ¿QGLQJV� IURP� RQH� RI� WKH� ¿UVW� SXEOLFO\�

DYDLODEOH�QDWLRQ�ZLGH�VXUYH\V�RQ�HQYLURQPHQWDO�DWWLWXGHV�FRQGXFWHG�LQ�&KLQD��FRPSOHWHG�LQ��������,Q�

general, the survey found widespread support for the protection of the environment, with respondents 

expressing a preference for such efforts over unfettered economic development.  Those surveyed also 

expressed optimism on the potential for improvement in the local environment over the coming year 

and a greater level of concern for provincial conditions over global ones, including issues such as 

climate change.  Surprisingly, respondents generally reported contentment with the quality of their 

ORFDO�HQYLURQPHQW�GHVSLWH�OLYLQJ�LQ�VRPH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�PRVW�SROOXWHG�FLWLHV���7KH�SRVLWLYH�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�

WKH�LPPHGLDWH�HQYLURQPHQW�VXJJHVW�WKDW�WKH�REMHFWLYH�FRQGLWLRQV�WKHRU\�DORQH�FDQQRW�H[SODLQ�HFRORJLFDO�

concern in China, even with its localized focus.                           

�&DR��&KHQ��DQG�/LX��������SURYLGHG�D�GHHSHU�DQDO\VLV�RI�HQYLURQPHQWDO�DWWLWXGHV�LQ�&KLQD��

IRFXVLQJ� RQ� VSHFL¿F� GHPRJUDSKLF� IDFWRUV�� � 7KLV� DQDO\VLV� IRXQG� WKDW� DQ� RYHUZKHOPLQJ� PDMRULW\� RI�

respondents agreed that their nation was undergoing “severe environmental degradation” and that 

these conditions had negative implications for their health. Despite this fact, only around half of the 

respondents stated that protecting the environment was more important than economic growth.  

Stronger environmental attitudes were associated with higher education levels, white collar professions, 

and both high and low incomes.  An analysis of limited geographic data also suggested greater concern 

in areas of China expected to be more polluted.  While this fact, combined with the ambivalence of 

UHJXODWLRQ� YLV�j�YLV� JURZWK� DQG� WKH� UHVSRQGHQWV¶� EHOLHI� WKDW� SROOXWLRQ�KDV� SHUQLFLRXV� KHDOWK� HIIHFWV��
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LPSOLHV� WKH� VWUHQJWK�RI� WKH�REMHFWLYH�FRQGLWLRQV� IUDPHZRUN�� WKH�KLJK� OHYHOV�RI� FRQFHUQ�H[SUHVVHG�E\�

wealthy, well-educated, and professional Chinese suggests that values may also be of consequence.  It is 

these very people who would be expected to be the most postmaterialist in Chinese society.   

The next step in the development of a comprehensive understanding of environmental 

concern in China is to investigate the postmaterialist values theory that has become the widely 

DFFHSWHG� VWDQGDUG� LQ� WKH�¿HOG�� �2QFH� WKLV� JDS� LQ� WKH� OLWHUDWXUH�KDV�EHHQ�¿OOHG�� WKH�EDVH� IRU� IXUWKHU��

more sophisticated research on environmentalism, such as examining its salience as a political issue, 

ZLOO� KDYH� EHHQ�¿UPO\� HVWDEOLVKHG�� �$V�&KLQD� LV� DQ� DGYDQFHG�GHYHORSLQJ� HFRQRP\�� DQ� LQ�GHSWK� ORRN�

at cultural factors of environmentalism may also provide insight to the applicability of values-based 

theories in other industrializing economies.

Looking at the previous scholarship, it is clearly valid to test for a relationship between 

WKHVH� WZR� YDULDEOHV�� � &DR�� &KHQ�� DQG� /LX� ������� KDYH� GHPRQVWUDWHG� WKDW� WKHUH� LV� D� KLJK� OHYHO� RI�

environmentalism expressed by the individuals most likely to be postmaterialist, mainly the young, 

educated, and economically secure.  

Methodology
The hypothesis tested in the study was that, in China, individuals expressing postmaterialist 

values will also report a greater level of concern for the state of the environment, i.e. that the relationship 

so well-documented in the West will hold true.  This hypothesis would be proven by a direct (and 

VLJQL¿FDQW��UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SRVWPDWHULDOLVP�DQG�HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�YDULDEOHV�GHWDLOHG�EHORZ���

2Q�WKH�FRQWUDU\��WKH�ODFN�RI�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�YDULDEOHV��RU�DQ�LQYHUVH�RQH��ZRXOG�

disprove the hypothesis.    

The data used in this analysis was taken from the most recent wave of the World Values 

6XUYH\���)RU�&KLQD��WKLV�GDWD�GDWHV�WR��������$GGLWLRQDO�GDWD�XVHG�IRU�FRPSDUDWLYH�SXUSRVHV�ZDV�DOVR�

WDNHQ� IURP�WKH�:RUOG�9DOXHV�6XUYH\� IRU�*HUPDQ\��������DQG�-DSDQ��������� �7KH� IRUPHU�ZDV�XVHG�

to establish a baseline as a secure, highly-developed, prosperous Western nation, and to indicate the 

appropriateness of the model, while the latter was included to provide a different baseline, that of a 

highly-developed nation that also shares a similar cultural tradition to China.   

Postmaterialism was measured with an index calculated by the World Values Survey (see 

$SSHQGL[� $��� � ,W� LV� EDVHG� RQ� WKH� UHVSRQGHQWV¶� DQVZHUV� WR� VL[� TXHVWLRQV� DERXW� WKH� GHVLUHG� JRDOV� RI�

contemporary society.  The six questions were divided over three sets of societal aims, with respondents 

directed to select only two.  These sets included postmaterialist responses about protecting and 

expanding free speech, progressing towards a more humane and personal society, and increasing 

citizen input in important government decisions.  Such concerns are quite clearly related not to basic 

KXPDQ�VXUYLYDO��EXW�WR�WKH�VXEMHFWLYH�KXPDQ�H[SHULHQFH���7KHVH�UHVSRQVH�VHWV�DOVR�LQFOXGHG�VWDQGDUG�

PDWHULDOLVW�UHVSRQVHV�VXFK�DV�PDLQWDLQLQJ�RUGHU��SUHYHQWLQJ�LQÀDWLRQ��DQG�HQVXULQJ�D�VWURQJ�QDWLRQDO�

military.  This group of potential responses is intimately related to meeting the base human needs of 

security and sustenance.  The index score for respondents was then based on how many postmaterialist 

responses they chose in each of the three sets.  The highest score individuals could receive was six 

(highly postmaterialist) while the lowest was zero (highly materialist).  As the hypothesis the study 

sought to test was that postmaterialism is directly related to environmentalism, this variable was used 

as the primary independent variable (see below).

Citro
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:KLOH�HPSLULFDOO\�PHDVXULQJ�YDOXHV�LV�FHUWDLQO\�D�GLI¿FXOW�SURSRVLWLRQ��WKH�DERYH�DSSURDFK�

was designed to capture a key aspect of postmaterialists: the tendency to emphasize and to exhibit a 

clear preference for higher-order concerns over lower ones.  This was done by directly pitting obviously 

postmaterialist and materialist goals against one another.  By taking into account the expressed 

preference for a variety of different goals across three sets thereof, this method was able to approximate 

how strongly postmaterialist and individual is.  Because of the hypothesis of the present study, such 

differentiation is essential.  And as China is a place where postmaterialist values are not yet universal, 

an index variable designed to measure postmaterialism over a range likely presented are more accurate 

representation of the population in question. 

(QYLURQPHQWDOLVP�ZDV�PHDVXUHG�ZLWK�DQ�LQGH[�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�UHVSRQGHQWV¶�DQVZHUV�WR�WKUHH�

questions about environmental protection (see Appendix B).  This set included the willingness to pay 

higher prices for the purpose of ecological protection, support for higher taxes to do the same, and the 

EHOLHI�WKDW�VXFK�DFWLRQV�QRW�FRVW�FLWL]HQV�DQ\WKLQJ���)RU�HDFK�TXHVWLRQ�LQ�WKH�VXUYH\��UHVSRQGHQWV�ZHUH�

DEOH� WR�VWDWH� WKHLU� OHYHO�RI�DJUHHPHQW� IURP�³VWURQJO\�DJUHH´� WR�³VWURQJO\�GLVDJUHH�´� �)RU� WKH�¿UVW� WZR�

questions, expressing “positive” concern for the environment was reversed coded so that agreement 

ZRXOG�LQFUHDVH�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�LQGH[�VFRUH���7KH�FRPSRVLWH�YDULDEOH�ZDV�EXLOW�E\�DGGLQJ�WKH�VFRUHV�IRU�

each question.  The lowest score possible for respondents was three (least concern for environment) 

while the highest was twelve (highest concern).  Based on the goal of examining the explanatory power 

of postmaterialism on environmentalism in China, this variable was used as the dependent variable 

(see below).

7KH�HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�LQGH[�ZDV�GHVLJQHG�WR�DFFXUDWHO\�SRUWUD\�WKH�OHYHO�RI�D�UHVSRQGHQW¶V�

concern for the environment.  It is quite possible to envision, in isolation, nearly all respondents 

expressing at least some level of support for environmental protection.  The outlined approach, however, 

attempts to discriminate amongst respondents by imposing hypothetical costs for policies to protect 

and improve the state of the environment.  As with the aforementioned postmaterialist values, the 

use of three different questions with varying levels of support allows for a true range across individual 

UHVSRQGHQWV�DQG�FDQ�WKXV�EH�HIIHFWLYHO\�LQFRUSRUDWHG�LQWR�WKH�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�WKLV�VWXG\¶V�K\SRWKHVLV���,W�

must be noted here that central to this approach is the assumption that all environmentalists, no matter 

the cause, would be willing to bear hypothetical costs for environmental protection.  This assumption 

LV�UHDVRQDEOH�EHFDXVH�D�SRVWPDWHULDOLVW�HQYLURQPHQWDOLVW�ZRXOG�EH�H[SHFWHG�SUHIHU�WKH�EHQH¿WV�RYHU�

the economic costs while a materialist environmentalist would be expected to safeguard health and 

survival, the most basic of concerns, through these costs.  

Demographic variables were included in this analysis as well.  These factors have been shown 

in previous scholarship to be of some consequence in determining environmentalism in China and/or 

other regions.  Education level and income were broken down into ten point indices by the World Values 

Survey, with educational attainment and high incomes associated with higher values respectively.  A 

profession dummy variable was also created, with white collar professions being assigned a value of 

one.  All cases were weighted using the computed variable provided by the World Values Survey. 

An additional set of two variables measuring perceptions of the local and global environment 

was prepared from the World Values Survey as well.  These variables, and their use in place of 

postmaterialism in subsequent analyses as independent variables, are discussed in detail in the next 

Citro
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section. 

To examine the relationship between postmaterialism and environmentalism, a multivariate 

regression analysis was performed.  This statistical technique was selected due to the large ranges 

present in the two additive indices and the ability to control for the effects of variables demonstrated to 

be pertinent in prior research.  With environmental concern as the dependent variable, postmaterialism, 

respondent age, education level, household income, and profession were selected as the independent 

variables.  All statistical analyses were conducted using the IBM SPSS Statistics 19 software package.  

Results and Analysis
Table 1 shows the mean values for the two variables in question.  

Table 1: Environmentalism and Postmaterialism (Mean)

Nation China Germany Japan

Postmaterialist Index 1.30 (1.10) 2.66 (1.11) 2.11 (1.14)

Environmentalism 
Index

8.45 (1.59) 5.98 (2.20) 7.53 (2.00)

N 1026 1772         675

 

 As the above data demonstrates, China as a developing nation has not yet experienced the 

same level of acceptance of postmaterialism that Japan and Germany have after attaining industrialized 

status.  China does, however, express a level of concern for the environment that is higher than in Japan 

or in Germany.  While such a result would appear to call into question the theoretical framework for 

this study, it is important to note that the target relationships exist not in this aggregate national level 

data but instead at the individual level.  

7DEOH����$VVRFLDWLRQ�RI�,QGHSHQGHQW�9DULDEOHV�ZLWK�(QYLURQPHQWDO�&RQFHUQ

Table 2: Association of Independent Variables with Environmental Concern

Nation China Germany Japan

Postmaterialism .008 (.046) .405 (.050)*** .166 (.068)*   

Income .135 (.028)*** .203 (.032)*** .134 (.028)*** 

Education Level .019 (.023) .227 (.028)*** .106 (.051)*         

White Collar .207 (.130) .292 (.125)**            .179 (.169)

Age .023 (.076) -.033 (.079) .366 (.111)** 

Intercept 7.87 (.261)*** 2.79 (.285)*** 4.92 (.505)***

Standard Error 1.577        1.986 1.910

R2 .035        .171 .076

N 1026         1772 675

�S�������S�������S�������

\ ǃ¤��ǃ��3RVWPDWHULDOLVP��ǃ��,QFRPH��ǃ��(GXFDWLRQ��ǃ��:KLWH�&ROODU��ǃ��$JH��

 

$V� VKRZQ� LQ� 7DEOH� ��� SRVWPDWHULDOLVP� DW� WKH� LQGLYLGXDO� OHYHO� ODFNHG� H[SODQDWRU\� SRZHU�
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IRU� HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP� LQ�&KLQD�DV� LW� GLG�QRW�KDYH�D� VLJQL¿FDQW� UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK� HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP���

Accordingly, it can be said that environmental concern, clearly espoused by the Chinese people as 

seen in Table 1, is quite evenly diffused across the cultural boundaries created by postmaterialist 

YDOXHV�� � $V� H[SHFWHG�� SRVWPDWHULDOLVP� DV� DQ� LQGHSHQGHQW� YDULDEOH� LQ� WKLV� PRGHO� ZDV� VLJQL¿FDQWO\�

related to environmental concern in the other two countries included.  This was particularly true 

for Germany, with postmaterialism having the greatest effect on environmentalism and the model 

RYHUDOO�KDYLQJ�D�UDWKHU�UREXVW�5��YDOXH�RI��������7KH�*HUPDQ�UHVXOWV�VHUYH�WR�LQGLFDWH�WKDW�WKH�PRGHO�

applied above was appropriately designed as it adequately explained environmentalism in a nation 

where environmentalism is largely understood.  It is apparent that this values-based explanation of 

environmentalism, strongly expressed in previous literature on the developed world, failed in China.  

$V�SRVWPDWHULDOLVW�YDOXHV�IDLO�WR�DIIHFW�HQYLURQPHQWDO�FRQFHUQ�VLJQL¿FDQWO\��WKH�QH[W�ORJLFDO�

H[SODQDWLRQ� IRU� HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP� LQ�&KLQD� LV� WKH�REMHFWLYH� FRQGLWLRQV� WKHRU\�� �$V� VHYHUH� HFRORJLFDO�

degradation can clearly become a devastating health hazard, not to mention an economic one, 

environmentalism can thus be the result of very materialist concerns of personal safety, and not that 

of cultural values.  By all accounts, China is among the most polluted nations on Earth, the product of 

years of rapid economic growth and the relocation of heavily polluting industries and processes from 

Western postindustrial economies.  If it is widespread environmental damage that causes the high level 

of concern expressed in China, then environmentalism would be expected to be observed across values-

based boundaries.  The above results do exhibit this pattern, with high levels of ecological concern that 

FDQQRW�EH�VXI¿FLHQWO\�H[SODLQHG�E\�WKH�UHJUHVVLRQ�PRGHO�WKDW�ZDV�DSSOLFDEOH�WR�*HUPDQ\�DQG�-DSDQ���

7KHUH� LV� QR� UHDGLO\� DYDLODEOH� GDWD� WR� REMHFWLYHO\�PHDVXUH� ORFDO� HQYLURQPHQWDO� FRQGLWLRQV�

that could be compared to environmental attitudes in China.  The World Values Survey did, however, 

include several questions asking respondents about both local and global environmental issues.  Since 

LW� LV� WKH� VXEMHFWLYH�H[SHULHQFH�ZLWK�HQYLURQPHQWDO� FRQGLWLRQV� WKDW�GULYHV�PDWHULDOLVW�EDVHG�FRQFHUQ��

WKHVH�VXUYH\�TXHVWLRQV�DUH�DQ�H[FHOOHQW�SUR[\�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�WR�H[DPLQH�WKH�REMHFWLYH�FRQGLWLRQV�WKHRU\���

,I� REMHFWLYH� FRQGLWLRQV� DUH� WKH� FDXVDO� IDFWRU� EHKLQG� HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP� LQ� &KLQD�� ORFDO�

ecological issues would be expected to be viewed in a negative light by respondents.  Problems such 

as unsafe drinking water and poor air quality are intimately related to human health and are highly 

localized in scope.  On the contrary, more abstract environmental issues such as climate change and 

biodiversity loss would likely be much less important to the materialist environmentalist, as they 

esoteric, if not minimal, effects on individuals and their well-being.  Individuals that placed great 

VLJQL¿FDQFH�RQ�WKHVH�LVVXHV�DUH�OLNHO\��LQÀXHQFHG�E\�KLJKHU�RUGHU�FRQFHUQV�WKDQ�EDVLF�KHDOWK�DQG�VDIHW\��

and hence may express high levels of environmentalism despite having a positive perception of their 

local environment.   

7R� SURYLGH� LQVLJKW� RQ� WKH� VWUHQJWK� RI� WKH� REMHFWLYH� FRQGLWLRQV� IUDPHZRUN� LQ� H[SODLQLQJ�

ecological concern, a second set of regression analyses was performed.  The World Values Survey set 

this data was taken from asked respondents whether they believed poor water, air, and sanitation, 

ELRGLYHUVLW\�ORVV��RFHDQ�SROOXWLRQ��DQG�JOREDO�ZDUPLQJ�DUH�VLJQL¿FDQW�SUREOHPV��VHH�$SSHQGL[�&����7KH�

six issues can be separated into two groups by virtue of being, with regard to individuals, local and 

concrete (the former three) or abstract and global in nature (the latter three).  A local and abstract 

environmental issues index was calculated for each respondent by reverse coding and adding together 

VXUYH\�DQVZHUV�WR�WKH�DIRUHPHQWLRQHG�TXHVWLRQV���7KHVH�TXHVWLRQV�ZHUH�VHOHFWHG�IRU�WKHLU�VSHFL¿FLW\��WKH�
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conditions-based theory of environmentalism is premised entirely on the proximity of environmental 

reality to the individual.  Basing an index variable on inquiries as to concern for water, air, and 

sanitation quality, separately, was done to most directly probe this connection to environmental 

perception on those very aspects that relate most to human welfare.  Each index had a range from 

three to twelve, with higher values associated with the respondent rating the presented issues as more 

serious problems.  The indices were then used as independent variables in place of postmaterialism in 

the above statistical model.  

 Table 3: Association of Local and Abstract Conditions with Environmental Concern in China

 Table 3: Association of Local and Abstract Conditions with Environmental Concern in 
China

Local Issues Abstract Issues

Index .005 (.017) .106 (.027)***

Income .107 (.025)*** .159 (.028)***

Education Level .035 (.020) .007 (.023)

White Collar .104 (.122) .014 (.127)

Age .040 (.070) .141 (.075)

Intercept 7.85 (.267)*** 6.67 (.356)***

Standard Error 1.537 1.454

R2 .026 .067

N 1408 1006

��S�������S�������S�������

\ �ǃ¤��ǃ��ORFDO��ǃ��,QFRPH��ǃ��(GXFDWLRQ��ǃ��:KLWH�&ROODU��ǃ��$JH��

\ �ǃ¤��ǃ��DEVWUDFW��ǃ��,QFRPH��ǃ��(GXFDWLRQ��ǃ��:KLWH�&ROODU��ǃ��$JH����

 

$V�7DEOH���GHPRQVWUDWHV��FRQFHUQ�DERXW�ORFDO�HQYLURQPHQWDO�SUREOHPV�ZDV�QRW�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�

related to environmentalism in China.  Instead, expressed concern about abstract environmental 

SUREOHPV�ZDV�� WR�D�KLJK�GHJUHH�� �7KLV� UHVXOW� VHUYHV� WR�VXJJHVW� WKDW�REMHFWLYH�FRQGLWLRQV�PD\�QRW�EH�

the dominant narrative, as the high level of ecological concern is not related to negative perceptions 

RI�UHVSRQGHQWV¶� LPPHGLDWH�HQYLURQPHQW�� �7KH�H[SODQDWRU\�VWUHQJWK�RI�DEVWUDFW�FRQFHUQV�VXSSRUWV�D�

values-based framework, as efforts to address these issues likely involve economic costs that materialists 

would avoid without direct harm.  In general, they are more a function of societal interaction with the 

natural world, divorced from the individual.  While postmaterialism is an example of such a theory, its 

weakness as an independent variable suggests that other values are more important.  

The relevance of different cultural factors is also supported by statistical results for Japan.  

7KRXJK�WKH�GDWD�UHVHPEOHG�WKDW�IRU�*HUPDQ\��WKH�PRGHO�RYHUDOO�ZDV�ZHDNHU�KHUH��5� ��������ZLWK�

SRVWPDWHULDOLVP� EHLQJ� D�PRUH�PLQRU�� DOEHLW� VLJQL¿FDQW�� YDULDEOH� LQ� GHWHUPLQLQJ� HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�

�VHH�7DEOH������+HQFH��ZKLOH�-DSDQ�LV�FRPSDUDEOH�WR�*HUPDQ\�HFRQRPLFDOO\�DQG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�REMHFWLYH�

conditions, ecological concern is somewhat different.  Pierce (1997) argued that Japan, by virtue of 

cultural traditions, was unique among postindustrial economies is an excellent example of a nation in 

which the postmaterialist values theory lacks strength.  As an East Asian neighbor, one that exerted 

Citro
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JUHDW� LQÀXHQFH� RQ� WKH� UHJLRQ� IRU� FHQWXULHV�� &KLQD� KDV� FXOWXUDO� WUDGLWLRQV� WKDW� DUH� YHU\� VLPLODU� WR�

Japan, especially in comparison to the West.  It follows then that relevant cultural factors beyond 

postmaterialism would be shared by the two nations.  The likely importance of these other values 

LPSOLHV�WKDW�WKH�REMHFWLYH�FRQGLWLRQV�SDUDGLJP�LV�QRW�WKH�RYHUULGLQJ�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHKLQG�HQYLURQPHQWDO�

FRQFHUQ�LQ�&KLQD���,QVWHDG��VXEMHFWLYH�YDOXHV�RXWVLGH�RI�SRVWPDWHULDOLVP�DUH�VXSSRUWHG�DV�WKH�SRVVLEOH�

explanation behind the dependent variable.

Pierce (1997) called attention to the less individualistic nature of Eastern societies compared 

to Western traditions.  Individualism, according to Pierce, leads to an anthropocentric worldview, 

RQH�WKDW�VHHV� WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG�DV� MXVWO\�H[SORLWHG� IRU�KXPDQ�QHHGV�DQG�EHQH¿W�� �%\�VXEVFULELQJ�WR�

this viewpoint, one would be expected to place economic needs over environmental protection and 

see no inherent importance in such efforts.  Because Eastern societies place a greater value on the 

community, they are more likely to see the environment as part of larger society and as a provider of 

shared goods, thus deserving of protection (Pierce 1997).  It follows that communitarian individuals 

would likely express support for environmental ideas even in the absence of personal experiences with 

severe pollution, and be concerned with even abstract human effects on the natural world.  

&RQIXFLDQ�YDOXHV��VKDUHG�LQ�DW� OHDVW�VRPH�IRUP�E\�&KLQD¶V�QHLJKERUV��DOVR�PD\�EH�DEOH�WR�

explain environmental concern.  Despite the efforts to expunge these cultural traditions, Confucian 

YDOXHV�KDYH�UHPDLQHG�D�SRZHUIXO�FXOWXUDO�IRUFH�LQ�&KLQD���$V�GLVFXVVHG�LQ�6Q\GHU���������&RQIXFLDQ�

thought is well suited towards an anthrocosmic viewpoint, in which humans act in concert with nature.  

A harmonious relationship with nature is an essential component of this belief system.  The great 

importance placed on moral relationships in Confucianism would thus lead individuals to see an 

LQKHUHQW�YDOXH� LQ�WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG�DQG�VHHN�WR� LQWHUDFW�ZLWK� LW� LQ�D�VXVWDLQDEOH�DQG�MXVW�ZD\�� �/LNH�

communitarian beliefs, this outlook likely leads to concern with impacts on the environment that are 

divorced from everyday life. 

Conclusion
With the inability of postmaterialism to explain the strong environmental concern expressed 

in the absence of postindustrial abundance in China, additional cultural values emerge as the possible 

impetus behind the strong level of ecological concern expressed in the World Values Survey. The ability 

to link Confucian belief systems and communitarian outlooks with environmentalism philosophically 

IXUWKHU�VXSSRUWV�WKLV�DVVHUWLRQ���$W�WKH�SUHVHQW�WLPH�WKHUH�LV�QRW�HQRXJK�VXI¿FLHQW�GDWD�WR�DOORZ�IRU�DQ�

empirical study of the effects of these Eastern values on environmentalism in China.  This analysis does 

DI¿UP��KRZHYHU��WKDW�FXOWXUH�PXVW�EH�D�WRSLF�RI�IXUWKHU�UHVHDUFK�WR�H[SDQG�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�HFRORJLFDO�

concern in China.  

This study serves to highlight the shortcomings of the postmaterialist theory of environmental 

concern.  Though the relationship has been well-documented in the Western world, it has been 

found to be less important to understanding environmentalism in East Asia.  And although it is not 

unreasonable to predict that, as China continues to develop, such values may grow in stature, these 

¿QGLQJV�VXJJHVW�WKDW�SRVWPDWHULDOLVP�PD\�QHYHU�EH�WKH�GULYLQJ�IRUFH�EHKLQG�HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�WKHUH�

as it is in the West.  Additionally, this study highlights the need to consider a broad range of cultural 

factors, many unique and not shared in the West, when analyzing such topics as environmentalism. 

Environmental concern in China may yet prove to have profound implications for the global 
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environment and economy.  Growth in environmentalism has the ability to propel the nation towards 

accepting emissions limitations, a key term that has kept the United States from signing on to any 

meaningful climate treaty.  Internal regulations brought about by public pressure could also make 

GRLQJ�EXVLQHVV�LQ�&KLQD�PXFK�PRUH�FRVWO\���)DLOXUH�E\�WKH�UHJLPH�WR�DGHTXDWHO\�UHVSRQG�WR�SRWHQWLDOO\�

strong environmentalist sentiment may very well have a deleterious impact on its grip on power and 

help provide an impetus for more radicalized political actions, outside of tightly controlled Chinese 

SROLWLFV���Ɉ
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 Appendix

$SSHQGL[�$
Postmaterialism in this study was measured with an index variable calculated by the World 

Values Survey.  Participants were directed to select two responses from three sets of four societal 

aims as the most important.  These goals can be easily categorized as materialist or postmaterialist 

and this method thus indicates when respondents elevate higher-order concerns directly over lower 

ones, the essence of postmaterialism.  Respondents that chose more postmaterialist goals as societal 

imperatives were given a higher value for this variable.  The range of the index was zero (materialist) to 

six (postmaterialist). The three sets of aims are listed below.

First Group:�D�KLJK�OHYHO�RI�HFRQRPLF�JURZWK��PDNLQJ�VXUH�WKLV�FRXQWU\�KDV�VWURQJ�GHIHQVHV��

VHHLQJ�WKDW�PRUH�SHRSOH�KDYH�D�VD\��WU\LQJ�WR�PDNH�RXU�FLWLHV�DQG�FRXQWU\VLGH�PRUH�EHDXWLIXO

Second Group:�PDLQWDLQLQJ�RUGHU� LQ� WKH�QDWLRQ��JLYLQJ�SHRSOH�PRUH�VD\� LQ�JRYHUQPHQW�

GHFLVLRQV��¿JKWLQJ�ULVLQJ�SULFHV��SURWHFWLQJ�IUHHGRP�RI�VSHHFK

Third Group:�D�VWDEOH�HFRQRP\��SURJUHVV�WRZDUGV�D�PRUH�KXPDQH�VRFLHW\��SURJUHVV�WRZDUG�

D�VRFLHW\�LQ�ZKLFK�LGHDV�FRXQW�PRUH�WKDQ�PRQH\��WKH�¿JKW�DJDLQVW�FULPH�

 

$SSHQGL[�%
Environmentalism in this study was measured by calculating an index based on three World 

9DOXHV� 6XUYH\� TXHVWLRQV�� D� VLPLODU� DSSURDFK� WR� /HH� DQG� 1RUULV� �������� � 3DUWLFLSDQWV� ZHUH� VKRZQ�

three statements on environmental protection and could respond that they strongly agreed, agreed, 

disagreed, or strongly disagreed. These statements are as follows:

I would give part of my income if I were certain that the money would be used

WR�SUHYHQW�HQYLURQPHQWDO�SROOXWLRQ�

I would agree to an increase in taxes if the extra money were used to prevent environmental 

SROOXWLRQ��DQG

The Government should reduce environmental pollution, but it should not cost me any 

money.

)RU� WKH� ¿UVW� WZR� VWDWHPHQWV�� WKH� ³VWURQJO\� DJUHH´� UHVSRQVH� ZDV� DVVLJQHG� D� YDOXH� RI� IRXU�

DQG�WKH�VXEVHTXHQW�UHVSRQVHV�DVVLJQHG�GHFUHDVLQJ�YDOXHV��7KH�UHVSRQVHV�IRU�WKH�¿QDO�TXHVWLRQ�ZHUH�

UHYHUVH�FRGHG�IURP�WKH�:RUOG�9DOXHV�6XUYH\�GDWDVHW�WR�IROORZ�D�VLPLODU�SDWWHUQ���)RU�HDFK�UHVSRQGHQW��

the value for each question was summed, to give a maximum value of twelve and a minimum value of 

three for this environmental concern index. 
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$SSHQGL[�&
The perceptions of local and abstract conditions were measured by calculating two index 

YDULDEOHV�EDVHG�RQ�VL[�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�GLIIHUHQW�HQYLURQPHQWDO�LVVXHV��WKUHH�IRU�HDFK�VHW��� �)RU�ORFDO�

conditions these issues were poor water quality, poor air quality, and poor sanitation and sewage.  

)RU� DEVWUDFW� FRQGLWLRQV�� WKHVH� LVVXHV� ZHUH� ELRGLYHUVLW\� ORVV�� RFHDQ� SROOXWLRQ�� DQG� FOLPDWH� FKDQJH���

Respondents could answer that they felt the problem was very serious, somewhat serious, not very 

serious, or not serious. The responses were reverse-coded so that high levels of the indices were 

associated with rating the issues as being more serious.  The minimum value for both variables was 

three and the maximum was twelve.  
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