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Abstract

Consumerism and Environmentalism are often viewed as mutually opposing constructs. While the for-
mer emphasizes the accumulation and consumption of material resources, the latter advocates resource
conservation and long-term sustainability. Highly materialistic individuals are known to be selfish, pos-
sessive, and to place a greater value on the accumulation of material possessions. Conversely, environ-
mentally concerned individuals are more often motivated by compassion, social concern, and a
broader self-concept. In this study, we show that Consumerism and Environmentalism can both be pre-
dicted by the personality trait of Agreeableness. We assessed the personality, consumer goals, and envi-
ronmental attitudes of undergraduate students at the University of Toronto. While Consumerism was
negatively associated with Agreeableness, Environmentalism was positively associated with both Agree-
ableness and Openness. These findings are discussed in terms of the broader relationship between values
and personality traits.
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1. Introduction

Attempts to understand the psychological factors contributing to Consumerism and Environ-
mentalism have largely focused on the role of values, beliefs, and personal norms (e.g., Bamberg,
2003; Dietz, Fitzgerald, & Shwom, 2005; Dietz, Stern, & Guagnano, 1998). According to these
models, specific environmental behaviours are motivated when a personal norm associated with
a particular value becomes activated. Values themselves are thus understood as higher-order life
orientations that inform one’s daily goal-directed behaviours (Rokeach, 1973). While attitudes
deal with the evaluation of specific entities, and goals involve movements towards such entities,
values describe more abstract, trans-situational guides to what is important in one’s environment
(Rohan, 2000).

Research into the structure of human values suggests that they can be broken down into 10 uni-
versal domains (Schwartz, 1992), which in turn can be significant predictors of behavioural out-
comes (Bardi & Schwartz, 2003). The 10 broad value domains include achievement, benevolence,
conformity, hedonism, power, security, self-direction, stimulation, tradition, and universalism.
Together, these 10 values are organized around the two higher-order value dimensions of self-
enhancement vs. self-transcendence and openness to change vs. conservatism (Schwartz, 1992).
The former dimension opposes the values of power and achievement with benevolence and uni-
versalism, while the latter dimension separates self-direction and stimulation from security, con-
formity, and tradition. Hedonism, finally, is related to both self-enhancement and openness to
change. Although the structure of human value systems appears to be universal, the specific value
priorities that are adopted will vary across individuals and different cultural contexts (Schwartz &
Bardi, 2001).

Just as researchers have described the structure of human values, parallel developments in trait
theory have produced the ‘‘Big Five’’ model of personality (Goldberg, 1993). This widely used
framework describes personality as being comprising of five broad trait domains: Extraversion,
Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness (McCrae & John, 1992). Extraver-
sion describes the extent to which individuals are outgoing, talkative, and energetic; Agreeableness
relates to one’s levels of compassion, empathy, and concern for others; Conscientiousness includes
traits such as responsibility, self-discipline, and orderliness; Neuroticism covers the extent to which
an individual is anxious, irritable, and emotionally unstable; finally, Openness describes one’s lev-
els of imagination, creativity, and openness to ideas. These five trait domains appear to be cross-
culturally valid (McCrae & Costa, 1997), are relatively stable across the lifespan (Costa et al.,
1997), and can be used to predict a variety of real-world outcomes (Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2006).

While the study of values has largely been separated from the study of personality traits, a
growing literature suggests that there are important relationships between the two fields (classic
examples of such links can be found in Eysenck, 1954 & Rokeach, 1973). In two recent studies,
correlational analyses revealed that each of Schwartz’ 10 value domains can be related to at least
one of the Big Five personality traits (Oliver & Mooradian, 2003; Roccas, Sagiv, Schwartz, &
Knafo, 2002). Although no causal inferences can be drawn from these studies, the authors suggest
that individuals tend to adopt personal values that are compatible with their dispositional traits.
While previous research has examined the relationship between the Big Five and Schwartz’ broad
value domains, the current study looks at how personality is related to the more specific values of
Consumerism and Environmentalism.
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1.1. Consumerism

Consumerism has been conceptualized as a value structure that emphasizes the importance of
material possessions and the pursuit of personal wealth (Fournier & Richins, 1991). Although
consumer values have often been examined at a cultural level (Mukerji, 1983; Campbell, 1987),
psychologists have also studied how they operate on an individual level (e.g., Kasser & Kanner,
2004). People possessing high levels of this value tend to be more focused on the material needs of
the self and pay less attention to communal goals (Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002). Associated
with this lack of other-focus, materialist individuals also demonstrate lower levels of empathy,
a lack of gratitude, and greater levels of relationship conflict (Belk, 1985; Kasser, Ryan, Couch-
man, & Sheldon, 2004; McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002).

Another distinct characteristic of materialistic values is that they appear to be negatively related
to subjective well-being (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2004; Kasser & Ahuvia, 2001; Kasser & Ryan,
1993). One interpretation of this finding is that materialistic individuals tend to be less satisified
with their current resources, always aspiring toward the accumulation of even greater wealth. It
should be noted, however, that materialistic values are negatively related to life satisfaction across
a number of domains, including satisfaction with friends, family, income, and fun (Richins &
Dawson, 1992). Some authors suggest that this negative relationship with well-being results from
the fundamental value conflicts that arise from having a predominantly self-focused worldview
(Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002). Note, however, that the relationship between values and well-
being may depend upon the congruence between one’s personal values and those found in his
or her environment (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2000). Within Schwartz’ value framework, Consumerism
falls within the higher-order group of self-enhancement values.

To date, no studies have situated Consumerism within the Big Five framework, but based upon
the emphasis of material self-interest over communal goals and well-being, we expected that a neg-
ative relationship with Agreeableness would emerge. The negative relationship between materialist
values and life satisfaction also suggests that there may be a positive relationship with Neuroticism.

1.2. Environmentalism

While self-interest and a lack of community focus are associated with consumer values, empa-
thy and a concern for others appear to be associated with pro-environmental values. According to
research into the structure of pro-environmental motivations, there are three distinct value-bases
for environmental attitudes: egocentric, altruistic, and biospheric (Schultz, 2001). People with dif-
ferent value-bases have different reasons for being concerned about environmental degradation.
Egocentric concerns relate to how environmental degradation may affect one’s self, altruistic con-
cerns relate to how much an individual cares about the well-being of others, and biospheric con-
cerns are linked to caring about the integrity of nature itself. Both altruistic and biospheric
concerns are positively correlated with measures of perspective taking and empathic concern,
and are also better predictors of pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours than egocentric con-
cerns. More support for the link between other-focused values and Environmentalism comes from
a cross-cultural study spanning six countries, in which altruistic and biospheric concerns were pos-
itively correlated with the higher-order value domain of self-transcendence, but negatively corre-
lated with self-enhancement (Schultz et al., 2005).
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Interpretation of this empathy-environment relationship draws upon theories of altruism and
the self-concept, which suggest that an expanded sense of self is more likely to produce helping
behaviours towards others (Cialdini, Brown, Lewis, Luce, & Neuberg, 1997). One of the key
consequences of empathy towards another is the incorporation of the other into the self. In
other words, feeling empathy for another can be thought of as extending the boundaries of
one’s self-concept to include the other. This has been amply demonstrated in the domain of inti-
mate relationships, where the experience of falling in love has been demonstrated to involve a
cognitive merging of one’s representation of self with one’s representation of partner (e.g.,
Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991). In a parallel line of reasoning, it has long been argued
that the root of environmental problems is the human sense of disconnection from nature
and, therefore, the most important step towards improving the relationship between humans
and nature is the development of a sense of personal connection to the environment. This sense
of environmental connectedness has been termed an ecological self-concept (e.g., Bragg, 1996).
Previous research on the ecological self-concept has found that it is a better predictor of a wide
array of pro-environmental motivations than existing measures of environmental concern
(Mayer & Frantz, 2004). The suggestion is that caring and empathic values lead individuals
to incorporate nature into the self, thus motivating more environmentally responsible values
and behaviour. Some evidence for this comes from the fact that an emotional affinity towards
nature is a powerful predictor of environmentally protective behaviours (Kals, Schumacher, &
Montada, 1999), and that a simple perspective-taking manipulation is able to raise levels of bio-
spheric environmental concerns (Schultz, 2000).

In terms of the Big Five personality constructs, we also expected Environmentalism to be re-
lated to Agreeableness, but in a positive direction. Because Agreeableness is associated with high-
er levels of empathy, it should be related to higher levels of pro-environmental values. The
relationship between Environmentalism and a broader self-concept suggests that there may also
be a positive correlation with Openness to Experience, which predicts a greater flexibility in the
boundaries of one’s identity (Tesch & Cameron, 1987).
2. Method

2.1. Participants

Participants in this study were 106 undergraduate students from The University of Toronto (74
female) ranging in age from 17 to 45 (M = 21, SD = 3.4). Participants were recruited through
campus flyers advertising the experiment and were paid $10 for their time.

2.2. Materials

New Ecological Paradigm (NEP): The NEP measures the extent to which respondents are con-
cerned about environmental issues (Dunlap, Van Liere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000). The scale contains
15 statements about the environment and participants must rate their agreement on a 7-point
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Example items include ‘‘Humans are severely
abusing the natural environment’’, and ‘‘The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset’’.
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The scale is a revised version of the original NEP scale (Dunlap & Van Liere, 1978), which has
been validated extensively in the study of environmental attitudes.

Ecological Self Scale: Participants’ sense of personal connection to the environment, or ecolog-
ical self, was measured using the Ecological Self Scale (Dolderman, 2004). This scale contains 26
items reflecting the extent to which one feels personally connected to the natural environment, or
that the natural environment is a part of one’s self-concept. Example items include ‘‘I am part of
nature’’, and ‘‘I feel very connected to nature’’. Responses were made on a 9-point scale (1 = does
not describe me at all; 9 = completely describes me). This scale has been found to be a valid pre-
dictor of environmental attitudes and behaviour, much like other scales measuring similar con-
structs (e.g., Mayer & Frantz, 2004; Schultz, Shriver, Tabanico, & Khazian, 2004).

Consumer Values Orientation Scale: The Consumer Values Orientation scale (Richins & Daw-
son, 1992) was used to measure the extent to which participants value material possessions and the
accumulation of wealth. Example items include ‘‘Buying things gives me a lot of pleasure’’ and
‘‘I like to own things that impress people’’. Responses were made on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree; 7 = strongly agree). This scale demonstrates good test–retest reliability, and is a valid
predictor of consumerist attitudes and behaviours.

Behavioural Goals: We provided participants with a list of 40 goals, a subset of which were re-
lated either to Consumerism or pro-environmental behaviours. Participants rated the extent to
which they intended to pursue each goal on a 9-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 9 = strongly
agree). Example consumer goals include ‘‘I plan to make lots of money’’, and ‘‘I plan to spend more
time shopping’’. Example pro-environmental items include ‘‘I plan to spend more time learning about
how I can help the environment’’, and ‘‘I plan to write to my political representative about environmen-
tal issues’’. Self-reported behavioural intentions such as these are one of the most valid predictors
of subsequent behaviour (e.g., Kaiser, Wolfing, & Fuhrer, 1999; Stern, Dietz, & Guagnano, 1995).

Big Five Inventory (BFI): The Big Five personality traits were measured with the Big Five
Inventory (John & Srivastava, 1999), a reliable and widely used measure of the five factors.
The BFI contains 44 items spread across the five dimensions. Participants rate the extent to which
they can be described by the items on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).
Sample items include ‘‘Is helpful and unselfish with others’’, and ‘‘Is a reliable worker’’.

2.3. Procedure

After consenting to participate in the study, participants completed a questionnaire package
containing the measures listed above. The ordering of the scales was randomized for each partic-
ipant to minimize any order effects. Upon completing the study, participants were given $10 and
fully debriefed.
3. Results

3.1. Extracting Environmentalism and Consumerism components

The scales used in the study demonstrated internal consistency, with Cronbach’s a ranging from
.83 to .95 (See Table 1). In order to extract a single Environmentalism variable, we performed an
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unrotated principal component analysis on responses from the NEP, Ecological Self Scale, and
Pro-Environmental behavioural goals. The initial component accounted for 65% of the total var-
iance of the scales, and was used as our aggregate measure of Environmentalism. Similarly, in
order to extract a single Consumerism variable, we conducted another unrotated principal com-
ponent analysis on the Consumer Values Orientation Scale and the Consumerist behavioural
goals. The initial component to emerge from this analysis accounted for 71% of the total variance,
and was used as our measure of Consumerism. Descriptive statistics and component loadings for
the original scales are presented in Table 1. Note that we are taking a latent variable approach in
which Environmentalism is here defined as the set of values, goals and beliefs that result in pro-
environmental behaviours. Similarly, Consumerism is here defined as the set of values, goals and
beliefs that emphasize the relative importance of material goods over other domains of life.

3.2. Gender differences in Consumerism and Environmentalism

Due to the limited number of males in our sample, we combined both males and females into a
single group for our analyses. A one-way ANOVA demonstrated that there were no significant
gender differences in our composite measures of Consumerism, F(1,104) = 1.08, p = .301, or
Environmentalism, F(1,104) = 1.22, p = .273. The only measure of these constructs that did pro-
duce gender differences was the NEP, with males scoring lower (M = 12.91) than females
(M = 18.92), F(1,104) = 4.48, p = .037.

3.3. Personality–Consumerism relationships

Raw correlations between the Big Five personality traits and the Consumerism component re-
vealed a significant negative association with Agreeableness (r = �.27). This relationship re-
mained stable when age and gender were controlled for in a partial correlation (r = �.26). No
other personality trait neared significance. The full correlation matrix is displayed in Table 2.
A linear regression including all five traits confirmed that only Agreeableness was a significant
predictor of Consumerism, b = �.26, t(100) = �2.51, p = .014, with all other traits having
p > .65.
Table 1
Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and component loadings for measures of Consumerism and Environmentalism

Scales M SD a C loadings E loadings

Consumerism

Consumer goals 5.38 1.67 .83 .843
CVOS 4.10 0.95 .87 .843

Environmentalism

Ecological self 4.67 1.63 .95 .867
Environmental goals 4.49 1.47 .94 .876
NEP 5.14 0.91 .85 .664

C loadings = component loadings for first unrotated Consumerism principal component. E loadings = component
loadings for first unrotated Environmentalism principal component.
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3.4. Personality–Environmentalism relationships

The Environmentalism component demonstrated significant positive relationships with both
Agreeableness (r = .33) and Openness (r = .24), with no other associations nearing significance.
Controlling for age and gender again had no influence on the relationship between Environmen-
talism and Agreeableness (r = .32) or the association with Openness, which remained the same
(r = .23). Table 2 displays the full pattern of intercorrelations.

A linear regression demonstrated that Environmentalism was independently predicted by both
Agreeableness (b = .34, t(103) = 3.81, p < .001) and Openness (b = .26, t(103) = 2.87, p < .01).
Taken together, the two personality variables accounted for a significant portion of the total var-
iance (R2 = .17, F(2,103) = 10.78, p < .001). None of Extraversion, Conscientiousness, or Neurot-
icism reached significance in a model including all five factors as predictor variables.

When looking at the specific measures of Environmentalism, Neuroticism had a significant
zero-order correlation with the Ecological Self questionnaire, r = �.20, p < .05. This is most likely
due to the shared variance with other traits, however, because the relationship was no longer sig-
nificant when Neuroticism was entered into a regression with Agreeableness and Openness as pre-
dictors, b = �.08, t(102) = �0.88, p = .38.

On its own, the NEP showed no significant correlations with any of the personality traits,
although there was a trend towards significance for Agreeableness, r = .17, p = .09, two-tailed.
4. Discussion

The Big Five personality traits emerged as significant predictors of both Consumerism and
Environmentalism. Specifically, Agreeableness negatively predicted Consumerism, while both
Agreeableness and Openness positively predicted Environmentalism. These findings can be inter-
preted as specific instances of the higher-order trait-value relationships found in the literature. In
particular, Agreeableness and Openness are positively associated with the higher-order value of
Table 2
Correlations between Personality, Consumerism, and Environmentalism

Variables E A C N O

Consumerism .03 �.27** �.09 .05 .05
Goals Con .04 �.15 .01 �.03 .17
CVOS .00 �.30** �.16 .11 �.09
Environmentalism .04 .33** �.04 �.13 .24*

Goals Env .09 .31** .08 �.09 .23*

EcoSelf .06 .30** �.08 �.20* .30**

NEP �.08 .17 �.11 .01 .02

E = Extraversion, A = Agreeableness, C = Conscientiousness, N = Neuroticism, O = Openness, Goals Con = Con-
sumer Goals, CVOS = Consumer Values Orientation Scale, Goals Env = Environmental Goals, EcoSelf = Ecological
Self Scale, NEP = New Ecological Paradigm.

* p < .05, two-tailed.
** p < .01, two-tailed.
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self-transcendence, and negatively related to the higher-order value of self-enhancement (Oliver &
Mooradian, 2003; Roccas et al., 2002).

The negative relationship between agreeableness and self-enhancement is supported by studies
demonstrating that less agreeable people tend to be more self-focused in numerous life domains
(Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997). Some researchers have suggested that this increased self-focus
may develop from feelings of scarcity or insecurity during childhood (Inglehart, 1990; Kesten-
baum, Farber, & Sroufe, 1989; Shaver & Brennan, 1992). It appears that one way that this
self-focus manifests itself is as an increased concern for material self-interest and the accumulation
of wealth.

On the other end of the spectrum, a high level of Agreeableness is one of the best personality
predictors of empathic concern (Ashton, Paunonen, Helmes, & Jackson, 1998). Individuals with
high levels of this trait are more likely to be warm, caring, and altruistic, potentially due to the
greater degree of overlap between their representations of self and other (Cialdini et al., 1997).
Our study has demonstrated that these people are also more likely to display higher levels of Envi-
ronmentalism, as predicted by recent theories of pro-environmental motivations (Schultz, 2000).

An interesting finding from our study is that both Agreeableness and Openness predict unique
aspects of the total variance in Environmentalism. This suggests that the contributions of Open-
ness may be distinct from the empathy-related contributions of Agreeableness. One interpretation
of this finding is based on the role of aesthetic experience in shaping pro-environmental values
(Kellert, 1997). The aesthetic sensibilities of individuals with high levels of Openness may help
to enhance their experience of nature, thereby increasing their personal valuation of the natural
environment. Support for this notion comes from studies demonstrating that one’s experience
of the natural world is a strong predictor of subsequent environmental attitudes and behaviours
(Finger, 1994; Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).

The pattern of correlations obtained with the specific measures of Environmentalism (see Table
2) suggests that personality factors are most effective at predicting specific pro-environmental
goals and the extent to which nature is included in one’s self-concept. The NEP, which is a com-
mon measure of environmental concern, did not demonstrate any significant personality corre-
lates (although there was a trend in the expected direction with Agreeableness). This reduced
correlation may be due to the association of this measure with the more cognitive aspects of Envi-
ronmentalism, such as an awareness of potentially hazardous environmental consequences (Stern
et al., 1995). Such a view is consistent with our interpretation that it is primarily the empathy-
related elements of Environmentalism that are being predicted by the Big Five personality traits.
It is also worth noting that specific behavioural intentions and the inclusion of nature in the self
are better predictors of pro-environmental behaviour than is environmental concern (Kaiser et al.,
1999; Schultz, 2001).

Although the obtained results are promising, a number of limitations to the study could be im-
proved upon in future research. First of all, our relatively small sample prevented us from looking
at demographic variables such as socioeconomic status and cultural background. We also had a
larger proportion of females in our sample, although no significant gender differences were found
in our extracted Environmentalism and Consumerism measures. A larger sample would allow for
a more detailed examination of how gender, socioeconomic status, and cultural background may
interact with personality in predicting the variables of interest. Second, our reliance on self-report
measures prevented us from assessing how personality traits may influence behaviour in the real
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world. Subsequent studies would benefit from employing objective measures of consumer and
environmental behaviours, in addition to the self-report questionnaires. Finally, the use of a cor-
relational design prevents us from drawing any conclusions about causality. A more detailed anal-
ysis of the processes involved and their development over time would clarify the nature of the
observed relationships.

Overall, the current findings emphasize the importance of personality in predicting Environ-
mentalism and Consumerism. While social and structural factors undoubtedly influence both of
these domains (e.g., Dietz et al., 1998; Kasser et al., 2004), examining the contributions of indi-
vidual personality traits also appears to be a fruitful approach. Future research into these areas
would benefit from combining social, structural, and personality approaches in order to maximize
our predictive ability and further our knowledge in these domains.
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