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Abstract: 

    Purpose 

    – This papers aim is to test the relationships between the Dominant Social Paradigm (DSP), 
materialism, environmental concern, and environmental behaviours, in four Asian economies. It 
examines the relationships between these constructs and identifies that the model of the relationship is 
applicable in regions with different cultural foundations. 

 

    Design/methodology/approach 

    – A sample of 1,174 consumers from four Asian economies with a strong Chinese background – 
mainland China (364), Hong Kong (260), Taiwan (289), and Singapore (261) – were recruited 
through an international online panel provider. Structural equation modelling was used to test the 
hypothesised relationships in the proposed model. 

 

    Findings 

    – The relationships within the model were all confirmed, with the exception of the link between the 
DSP and environmental concern, which was positive, which suggests that within these Asian 
economics there may be a realisation that consumption and the environment are intertwined. DSP was 
found to influence the dimensions of materialism and materialism negatively impacted on 
environmental concern. Environmental concern in turn increased direct and indirect environmental 
behaviours. 

 

    

 



 Originality/value 

    – This research is the first to look at the application of the Dominant Social Paradigm in Asian 
economies and shows that it applies in that context, although the relationships do differ to those 
identified in past research in Western economies. The model linking the DSP, materialism, 
environmental concern and environmental behaviours showed that most relationships are 
generalisable. However, the positive relationship between the DSP and environmental concern 
suggests that consumers in Asian economies appear to make a connection between consumption and 
its environmental impacts. 

 

Introduction 

Most researchers agree that human consumption has a significant, negative impact on the natural 
environment and contributes to environmental degradation (Stern, 2000). This has not gone 
unrecognised by consumers who, globally, are purported to have increasing levels of environmental 
concern (Kilbourne et al., 2009; Schultz et al., 2005), and are increasingly seeking to integrate 
evnironmental factors into their decision-making and consumption (Polonsky et al., 2012). However, 
there is an argument that less environmentally harmful consumer behaviour will not truly occur as 
long as marketers focus on the creation of exchange which is embedded in consumers believing that 
the acquisition of material wealth (i.e. materialistic values) improves their wellbeing or quality of life 
(Wang and Wallendorf, 2006). This is an even broader issue as the connection between materialism 
and happiness is tenuous, that is, consumers in the wealthiest countries are far from the happiest 
(Haller and Hadler, 2006). 

 

Examining consumption generally or in regard to environmentally focused consumption, must take 
into consideration the broader societal, political and economic environment. How these factors are 
institutionalised within societal, political and economic structures, has been referred to as the 
dominant social paradigm (DSP) (Kilbourne et al., 1997). The DSP and other underlying values such 
as materialism, therefore, influence how consumers perceive the natural environment and thus their 
environmental concern. This concern, in turn, shapes consumers' intentions to behave more 
responsibly and, theoretically, their intentions to consume in a less environmentally harmful fashion 
which should then shape alternative types of consumer behaviour (Polonsky et al., 2012; Thøgersen 
and Ölander, 2006). However, a number of authors have reported that there is a gap between 
intentions and action (Davies et al., 2002; Thøgersen, 2004). 

 

This research seeks to model the relationships between the dominant social paradigm, materialistic 
values, environmental concerns, intentions to behave more responsibly and more environmentally 
responsible behaviours, using data from consumers in four Asian economies that have strong 
Confucian and Taoist backgrounds. Given we are exploring the underlying instutional forces, limiting 
cultural variations is important (Steenkamp, 2001). Asian economies were selected because of the 
accelerating economic growth within this region (covering over 60 per cent of the world's population) 
and the increased negative environmental impacts this growing consumption causes (Jenkins, 2002; 
Martinsons et al., 1997). For example, China now produces more CO2 emissions than any other 
country, including the US. 

 

This paper advances our understanding of the underlying causes of environmental behaviour, by 
examining consumers' views of the underlying institutional forces and levels of materialism. The 



research finds that the DSP is positively related to the dimenions of materialism, as was anticipated, 
but that the DSP is also positively related to environmental concern, which was unexpected. The 
dimensions of materialism were found to be negatively linked to environmental concern (success was 
negative and significant, but happiness was negative and insignificant). As was hypothesised, higher 
levels of concern were positively related to environmental intentions, and intentions lead to positive 
behaviour (direct and indirect), thus, there was no intention gap within this model for consumers in 
Asian economies. 

 

Within the paper we first discuss the role of culture in shaping views about the environment. This is 
followed by a discussion of the literaure surrounding the dimensions – DSP, materialism, 
environmental concern, intentions and behaviours (direct and indirect) – and the associated 
hypotheses related to relationships tested within the model. We then discuss the methodology and 
analysis, as well as the implications for theory and practice, along with limitations and avenues for 
future research. 

 

Conceptual foundation 

Culture and the environment 

Within this paper, we focus on examining how consumers in four Asian economies view their 
underlying societal, political and economic foundations (i.e. the dominant social paradigm), 
materialism, environmental concern, and environmental behaviours. The research examining 
consumers' knowledge, attitudes and behaviours related to the natural environment has tended to 
focus on Western economies (e.g. Kilbourne et al., 2009; Fryxell and Lo, 2003). Environmentally 
focused research has, however, also been undertaken in Asian economies (e.g. Chan et al., 2008) and 
Asian groups in Western economies (e.g. Deng et al., 2006). While we do not directly compare 
Western and Asian consumers, it is important to understand how they might differ, especially because 
of their differing cultural foundations, which shape all types of behaviour, including environmentally 
focused consumption. 

 

Past examination of Asian cultural values has found that they are generally different from Western 
values (Bond, 1988; Kim et al., 1999; Sun et al., 2004; Yau, 1988), and that the traditionally 
recognised set of Western conceptualisations of values does not cover the full scope of values in all 
societies. For example, Bond (1988) found that some values were unique to Asia or to Western 
societies, while other values were shared by both. Hofstede and Bond (1988) expanded his cultural 
framework (Hofstede, 1983) to integrate time horizon (short and long-term) and risk-seeking, which, 
he suggested, have more relevance in Asian contexts (Xiao and Kim, 2009;Yau, 1988). However, 
some researchers have found that Asian values are not necessarily very different from those in 
Western societies (Shafer et al., 2007), and that Asians' values are changing as they become more 
market focused (Chang et al., 2003; Xiao and Kim, 2009), although traditional Asian values still have 
a strong impact on behaviour (Le, 2002). 

 

Discourse on the underlying role of religion and the values espoused by religions within society and 
cultures, including human interaction with the environment and its related consumption (Biel and 
Nilsson, 2005), have more frequently been examined within the domain of philosophy and religion. 
But religion is a key dimension of marketing because it shapes consumers' motivations to consume (or 
not consume), and also forms part of the wider societal norms within which consumers operate. 



Western cultural perspectives tend to be grounded in Christian/Judaic religious foundations. They 
tend to take an anthropocentric view of the world in which there is a belief that non-human nature 
exists to serve humankind. The anthropocentric view arises directly from the earliest religious 
teachings. For example, as stated in the Bible: 

 

[…] be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of 
the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth (Genesis 
1:28, italics added). 

 

Asian cultures are based on alternative religious foundations of Confucianism and Taoism. There is 
extensive debate about what defines religion (Harrison, 2006). One feature of a religion is that it 
comprises an overarching value and belief system, guiding behaviour. Within Asia, both of 
Confucianism and Taoism set out such belief systems and these have a similar influence on business 
and consumer behaviour (Ip, 2009; Le, 2002) within the societies adopting these philosophical 
approaches, as do the underlying philosophies associated with Christianity and Judaism in Western 
societies. While Confucianism and Taoism have less organised religious structures than (more 
formalised) Western religions, these belief systems have been classified and practised as religions in 
Chinese societies (Taylor and Arbuckle, 1995; Verellen, 1995). 

 

Confucianism posits the need for balance and harmony between nature and human society (Tucker 
and Berthrong, 1998) and considers the universe as a vast integrated unit rather than as discrete 
mechanistic parts. Nature is seen as “unified, interconnecting and interpenetrating, consistently 
relating microcosm and macrocosm” (Tucker and Grim, 1998, p. xxxvi). Taoism also posits the view 
that man and nature are interconnected (Novak, 1993), where man needs to act “in harmony with tao 
[italic added]”, that is, nature (Parkes, 1989, p. 81). Thus, in Asian cultures, human activity is viewed 
as having a direct effect on the natural world and the two are viewed as being interdependent, rather 
than the Western view where there is an explicit separation or domination of the environment by 
mankind. 

 

Hence, when examining the interactions between consumers' cultural environment and the physical 
environment it is important to control for differences in value systems. For example, because of high 
levels of Hofstede's feminine and collectivism values, consumers in Asian cultures might have a 
better understanding of the interconnections between people and the environment. It may be that as 
Asian economies desire to become more developed, they become more Western in values (Bond, 
1988; Chang et al., 2003; Ralston et al., 1997; Yau, 1988). While we do not directly compare 
alternative cultural paradigms, in the following sub-sections we identify instances where such 
differences might be important. 

 

Dominant social paradigm 

One might anticipate that there are macro-institutional structures that are common to all societies, but 
that societies and consumers would also differ in how they value the dimensions of those structures. 
That is, different world views, or paradigms, will make different components of behaviour important 
in different societies, as will the perceived relationships between components. For example, the 
individual in Western societies is perceived differently than in Eastern societies that tend to be more 
collectivist, and this might result in differences in managerial and consumer behaviour. In atomistic 



societies, the individual is seen as an independent entity without particularly strong ties to 
communities. In Eastern, more collectivist societies, the relationship to one's community is far more 
important as is the effect one's behaviour has on the community (Munro, 1985; Ralston et al., 1997). 
A desire for balance and community would be expected to influence a range of consumer behaviours 
and attitudes, including one's relationship to nature and whether one considers nature as organic or 
mechanical (Merchant, 1980). The importance of different aspects of a society's paradigm will 
eventually converge into a dominant way of thinking and acting within that society. Once a particular 
paradigm prevails in a society, it becomes their DSP (Pirages and Ehrlich, 1974). The DSP then 
influences how all other institutional arrangements emerge and how individuals relate to those 
institutional components. 

 

While the DSP construct and consumers' perception of the DSP has been used in environmental 
research, it has received limited attention in marketing until recently. In the environmental context, 
Cotgrove (1982) provided the first comprehensive empirical study of the DSP. Milbrath (1984) 
followed two years later with a similar study. These two multinational studies examined the 
relationship between two groups considered to value different aspects of their DSP differently. They 
concluded that there were individuals who were high or low in terms of their assessment of the DSP, 
and these assessments were correlated with whether individuals were considered as environmentalists 
or not. It was suggested that environmentalists tended to be lower on the DSP than those considered to 
be industrialists. 

 

Dunlap and Van Liere (1984) demonstrated that consumers' assessments of the DSP consisted of 
economic, technological, and political dimensions, which have also been found in the marketing 
literature (e.g. Kilbourne et al., 1997; Kilbourne et al., 2002), with Kilbourne et al. (2002) concluding 
that consumers' assessment of the DSP was related to willingness to consume less and to trade-off 
economy for ecology in the face of a deteriorating environment. The DSP dimensions are discussed 
briefly below, but readers should refer to earlier works for more detailed discussion of the complexity 
of the DSP (e.g. Dunlap and Van Liere, 1984; Kilbourne et al., 1997; Kilbourne, 1998). 

 

The three dimensions of the DSP (economic, political, and technological) have been applied by a 
range of researchers in environmental contexts (e.g. Nash and Lewis, 2006; Schaefer and Crane, 
2005). Generally, researchers have found that consumers' assessment of the dimensions of the DSP is 
negatively related to individuals' willingness to consume less, willingness to trade economy for 
ecology, and perceived need for environmental accountability, and it is an obstacle to pro-
environmental behaviours (defined in a variety of ways). Given the focus on consumption in 
developed societies, this may be related to the underlying foundations of Western society in which 
humans, through their institutions, believe they have the right to use nature indiscriminately to 
achieve want satisfying goals (i.e. anthropocentric views). This may also shape views of developing 
societies that are becoming more consumption focused (Ger and Belk, 1996). 

 

Kilbourne (1998) provided a more detailed description of the different dimensions of the DSP by 
elaborating on the different features contained within each of the dimensions that had been previously 
established empirically. The political dimension contains institutions relating to possessive 
individualism, private property, and limited government that were first proposed by Locke (1980). 
These institutions form the basis for what is now referred to as political liberalism. The constituent 
elements of the economic dimension can be attributed to Adam Smith (Hirschman, 1977), and consist 



of the beliefs that self-interest is the sole motivator of individual behaviour, that allocation of 
resources through free, competitive markets provides the greatest good for society, and that markets 
should be powerless and unrestrained. The confluence of political and economic liberalism, now 
referred to as neoliberalism, has become defined as the sine qua non, of material progress in Western 
societies (Kassiola, 1990). The outcome of this union of economics and politics is the idea that 
economic growth is the ultimate good, and that it can only be achieved through these institutions. 

 

During the evolution of liberalism throughout the Enlightenment, technology became equated with 
material progress (Feenberg, 1991; Winner, 1986), and Western societies have become imbued with a 
sense of unlimited technological optimism and control (Ehrenfeld, 1978). This results in the 
prevailing belief that technology provides the solution to society's problems whether they are 
technical or social. Technology is seen as a positive force under human control, and it provides hope 
for the future by solving problems that even technology itself creates. It is important to recognise that 
not all societies hold these beliefs to the same degree. An example of differences is the rejection of 
genetically modified (GM) foods in many European economies, whereas the USA has been more 
comfortable in accepting GM products. Those opposed to GM foods see their introduction as a 
mechanism of further controlling production by big business rather than a mechanism for feeding the 
masses (Paarlberg, 2001). While most cultures embrace technological optimism, they still have their 
differences in how they see technology being applied, although there may be other factors that also 
influence the acceptance or rejection of technological advances, as in the case of GM foods. 

 

Drawing on the past literature, we propose that the consumers' assessment of the DSP contains three 
basic dimensions – consumers' views of the economic, political, and technological environment. 
However, we further separate the political dimension conceptually as two separate dimensions both 
relating to Lockean liberalism, and examine consumers' views of possessive individualism and private 
property as separate dimensions. It should be reiterated that these are considered to be an integrated 
system of thought within societies, but weightings allocated to each factor may differ across 
economies. In some societies, different macro-institutional structures take precedence over others and 
can vary considerably across cultures. Most developed societies are characterised predominantly as 
capitalist economic organisations in which private property is highly valued, whereas in Russia, for 
example, it would be expected, because of their communist history, that private property would be of 
lesser value. The same would be true of individualism, although this would also be shaped by deeper 
cultural underpinnings, such as having a collectivist and/or Confucian background, as occurs in many 
Asian cultures. 

 

Materialism 

Materialism is characterised in a number of different ways in research. They include inter alia 
psychological traits (Belk, 1985), a values orientation (Richins and Dawson, 1992), and as a means of 
self-identity (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995). Belk (1985) demonstrated that three psychological 
traits (i.e. possessiveness, non-generosity, and envy) were found among high materialists. He also 
argued that there is a negative relationship between materialism and happiness in life. Richins and 
Dawson (1992) support this conclusion in demonstrating that materialism is negatively correlated 
with overall life satisfaction and self-esteem, even though they approach materialism from a values 
perspective rather than as a set of psychological traits. Materialism was defined by Richins (1994, p. 
522) as “[…] a value that represents the individual's perspective regarding the role possessions should 
play in his/her life”, and this values perspective is adopted within this research. 



 

Materialism is considered to be the importance that one attaches to material goods in general, which 
distinguishes it from consumption itself. Consumption, in contrast, relates more directly to the 
acquisition and use of goods and less to their subjective meaning. In a cross-cultural examination of 
the relationship between the DSP and materialism, Kilbourne et al. (2009) found that there was a 
positive relationship. Their study, however, examined the beliefs of university students in Western 
economies in which the value systems were similar, and Asian values were not considered. Based on 
these results, we anticipate that the positive correlation between the DSP and materialism will hold for 
the economies being studied as well. Thus, we hypothesise: 

 

H1. There will be a positive path coefficient between the DSP and the dimensions of materialism. 

 

Environmental concern 

Kilbourne and Pickett (2008) demonstrated that materialistic values in the US, as measured with the 
Richins and Dawson (1992) material values scale, are inversely related to environmental concern. 
Specifically, as materialistic values increase, expressions of environmental concern decrease. They 
argue that this is through a process of dissonance reduction because materialistic values are so 
pervasive in the US that they form an ideological lens through which other behaviours and 
consequences are filtered. Thus, if one has materialistic values that are central in their life, the 
knowledge that consumption behaviour leads to negative consequences in the environment creates 
dissonance that must be resolved. The resolution can be achieved by minimising one's belief that one's 
behaviour causes environmental problems, which results in one being less concerned about the 
environment. Consequently, we can expect there to be a negative relationship between materialistic 
values and environmental concern: 

 

H2. There will be negative path coefficients between the dimensions of materialism and 
Environmental Concern. 

 

While the model proposed in the present study (see Figure 1) also indicates a relationship between 
consumers' assessment of the DSP and Environmental Concern, balance theory would suggest that the 
relationship ought to be negative to achieve cognitive balance, with some related research suggesting 
that Asian consumers' environmental behaviour is driven by their attitudes more generally (Aoyagi-
Usui et al., 2003; Chan and Lau, 2002). However, some research has found consumers in Western 
economies to be inconsistent in their views, that is, environmental concern does not necessarily shape 
all types of behaviour, thus, consumers have some internal cognitive dissonance (Thøgersen, 2004). 
Consumers may, in fact, have imbalanced views that could reflect the conflict between a desire to 
address environmental concerns and the realisation that their consumption contributes to 
environmental problems. 

 

Some authors argue that the relationship can be more complex than is usually assumed (Stern, 2000) 
because the DSP is shaped at the broader cultural level, while personal concern is shaped at the 
individual level taking into consideration the cultural environment. The further down the causal chain 
a variable is, the less likely it is that an upstream variable will have a direct, predictable effect. 
Fransson and Garling (1999), for example, argue that this is one reason behavioural measures are 



frequently unrelated to more general measures such as the new environmental paradigm. Other 
authors suggest that environmental intentions do not necessarily lead to environmental behaviour 
(Davies et al., 2002; Thøgersen, 2004). We predict a negative relationship because it is consistent with 
balance theory, although recognising that this might not be the case. However, with increasing 
knowledge about the relationship between consumption and global warming, the prediction becomes 
problematic and may cause some internalised conflict that will need to be resolved. This may come 
about through what is defined as socially responsible consumption (Fisk, 1973) whereby individuals 
seek to consume, but in a “less harmful” way. From this assessment we believe that: 

 

H3. There will be a negative path coefficient between the DSP and Environmental Concern. 

 

Environmentally-related behaviour 

While self-reported environmental behaviours are problematic, it has been demonstrated that as 
behavioural intentions increase, self-reported behaviours also increase. Stern (2000) argues, however, 
that some of the inconsistent results can be attributed to the fact that there are different types of 
environmentally related behaviours, and each type might be subject to different influences, which is 
consistent with research suggesting people do not adopt all environmental behaviours to the same 
level (Thøgersen and Ölander, 2003). There are several approaches that can be taken in categorising 
behaviours, and Stern's suggestion is that direct and indirect behaviours should be considered 
separately. Direct behaviour refers to those that have a direct impact on the environment. This 
includes such behaviours as recycling, reusing, and using public transportation. Direct behaviours are 
such that they reduce environmental damage only in the aggregate, that is, many people must conform 
to them before there is a positive impact. Indirect behaviours include such things as donating to 
environmental organisations, writing to political representatives, and boycotting environmental 
offenders' products. They have no immediate impact on the environment, but a small number of 
people can have a large impact in some cases. In this study, we consider both direct and indirect self-
reported behaviours. The literature suggests that there is a positive correlation between pro-
environmental intentions and pro-environmental behaviour (Stern et al., 1995). Because direct and 
indirect pro-environmental behaviours are closely related, we also suggest that the path from indirect 
to direct behaviours will be positive. Those who participate in environmental activities are more likely 
to behave in pro-environmental ways. This provides the following hypotheses: 

 

H5. There will be a positive path coefficient from intentions to indirect environmental behaviours. 

 

H6. There will be a positive path coefficient from intentions to direct environmental behaviours. 

 

H7. There will be a positive path coefficient from indirect to direct behaviours. 

 

This completes the proposed model that is presented in Figure 1. Most of the relationships have been 
found to hold for consumers in Western economies, thus, we believe that the relationships should also 
hold for consumers in Asian economies. Broadening geographic coverage is, therefore, important for 
assessing the generalisability of relationships (Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 1998), although some 



such comparisons for individual scales have found that variations exist within the material values 
scale (Richins and Dawson, 1992; Griffin et al., 2004). 

 

Methodology 

Sample 

A multi-national sample was taken from four Chinese-speaking Asian economies, China, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and Singapore. Because northern and southern China are socially diverse, half of the 
Chinese sample came from northern China and half from southern China in an attempt to be 
representative. The two Chinese sub-samples were merged, as no differences in means were found on 
any variable. It should also be noted that Hong Kong is considered a special administrative region of 
China so, technically, it is not a country. We also acknowledge that some consider Taiwan to be an 
integral part of China. Further, while Singapore is multi-cultural, it has a very strong Chinese cultural 
foundation (Lee, 1996; Wimalasiri, 1988). 

 

Data were collected using an online survey company (Survey Sampling International- SSI) that 
maintains omnibus panels in each of the four economies and purports to follow international panel 
quality standards (Baker et al., 2010). Online panels are increasingly used in academic research 
(Baker et al., 2010). For example, within academic marketing journals there has been substantial use 
of online data collection reported in papers appearing since 2005[1] – Web survey (114); Online 
Survey (529); Internet survey (86); online panel (110). 

 

Online panels are sometimes criticised for not necessarily being representative of the overall 
population (McDevitt and Small, 2002), which might especially be the case when researching in 
emerging economies with less sophisticated infrastructure (Craig and Douglas, 2001). However, one 
would anticipate that even within these countries online panels adequately cover urban, educated, and 
wealthier respondents, that is, those consumers who can afford and have access to reliable internet 
services and may also have greater consumption. However, other segments of the population such as 
low income and rural consumers may not be as effectively covered. In terms of any bias introduced by 
using an internet data collection process, in meta-analysis comparing web and other survey methods 
Manfreda et al. (2008) and Shih and Fan (2008) found that response rates were lower online, although 
online data also had lower non-response error. 

 

Using one data collection process, therefore, allowed us to source a similar set of respondents, that is, 
people with internet access who have agreed to receive invitations to participate in research on a range 
of topics. We also explicitly asked the panel providers to seek people who were fluent in Chinese. The 
final sample consisted of 1,174 respondents, and the demographics of the sample are presented in 
Table I. We did not try to match samples in terms of demographics, although in all cases the panel 
provider distributed the invitation to a representative sample from their panel within each economy. 

 

The questionnaires were professionally translated into the appropriate version of Chinese for each 
economy using standard back-translation protocols. For the Singapore sample, the questionnaire was 
administered in English, as SSI's panel there was predominantly bilingual, but a screen question 
assured they were also fluent in Chinese. Questionnaires were distributed online and respondents were 
paid a fee for completing the twenty-minute questionnaire. The data were then screened for 



respondents who completed the questionnaire in less time than was necessary (speeders), as 
determined in a pre-test of 100 respondents, and for those who had too little variation in their answers 
(flatliners) determined again in the pre-test. Such pre-tests are important online data quality checks 
(Baker et al., 2010). There were also four questions embedded in the questionnaire for which the 
responses would be in the opposite direction for respondents who were seriously considering their 
responses. Respondents meeting the first two screening criteria who then failed one of these three data 
quality checks were also eliminated from the final sample. The number of respondents eliminated was 
approximately 18 per cent and was consistent across the four economies. The final samples were 
China (364), Hong Kong (260), Taiwan (289), and Singapore (261). Determining response rates when 
using online surveys is problematic as one does not necessarily know how many people were sent the 
invitation or completed the survey after starting it (Callegaro and DiSogra, 2008). Given all these 
factors, we believe they are representive of populations within the countries. 

 

Questionnaire constructs 

While the DSP has been used as a reflective construct in the past, the argument might be made that its 
factors actually define the DSP for an individual. This suggests that it might be characterised as a 
formative construct as well, and this approach is taken in this research as it also serves to simplify the 
interpretation of the results. Consequently, the final hypothesised model consisted of one formative 
and four reflective latent constructs. The individual items making up the constructs are shown in 
Table II. 

 

The formative construct was the DSP and the four reflective latent constructs measured were 
consumers' views of two sub-dimensions of materialism (happiness and success), environmental 
concern, behavioural intentions, and direct and indirect self-reported behaviours. For each reflective 
construct, the methods for cross-cultural studies proposed by Steenkamp and Baumgartner (1998) and 
Byrne and Campbell (1999) were followed. As a fit criterion, we used the difference in CFI 
recommended by Cheung and Rensvold (2002). The procedure entailed separately establishing 
configural, metric, scalar, variance, and covariance invariance for each of the constructs first. In each 
case, only partial invariance is required. Because we were developing a nomological net rather than 
means comparisons, scalar invariance was not required, although we also assessed scalar invariance 
for completeness. The items and factor loadings for each scale independently are presented in Table 
II. The results of the invariance tests of the separate reflective constructs are presented in Table III. 

 

Assessment of reflective constructs 

Materialism. To measure materialistic values, we used the Richins and Dawson (1992, p. 608) multi-
dimensional measure of materialism, the Material Values Scale (MVS). This has been extensively 
used in the US but its reliability within cross-cultural research has been questioned by Griffin et al. 
(2004). Thus, we performed both exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis on the scale. The 
results of the EFA analysis indicated that the three-factor structure (success, centrality, and happiness 
dimensions) did not hold up in any of the economies, and the coefficient alpha for the Centrality scale 
did not approach acceptability within any sample. Thus, within our model, we used a two-factor 
structure with Success and Happiness as the dimensions, as they were consistent across all four 
samples, although one item in the Happiness scale did not load consistently across economies and was 
removed. The resulting scale possessed configural, scalar, metric, covariance, and variance invariance 
using the procedures recommended. Thus, the two dimensions of the materialism scale were 



integrated into the model, with four indicators for material success and three indicators for material 
happiness. 

 

Environmental concern. The items for the environmental concern scale were developed from several 
studies that used measures of concern. This was a six-item scale using the items presented in Table II 
that also presents the factor loading for each item. Reliabilities are presented in Table IV. EFA for the 
scale indicated that a single factor existed for each of the samples. Using CFA it was also determined 
that the six-item concern scale possessed configural, metric, scalar, and variance invariance. Fit 
statistics for the results of the invariance tests are in Table III, which suggests that the measure is 
applicable in all four Asian economies. 

 

Behavioural intentions. The items and their factor loadings are presented in Table II, and reliabilities 
in Table IV. Because of the difficulty in measuring actual environmental behaviours alone, we chose 
to measure behavioural intentions as an intermediate variable between environmental concern and 
behaviours. It has frequently been argued that this is a necessary step in predicting behaviours, and 
Ajzen and Madden (1986) argue that intentions precede behaviours in causal models. This approach, 
including environmentally-related behavioural intentions, has been used in other studies as well 
(Aoyagi-Usui et al., 2003; Chan, 2001), although others have raised some concerns regarding the 
connection between behavioural intention and actual behaviour (Davies et al., 2002). However, given 
that much of the literature has suggested that intention is intermediate in causal relationships, we have 
included it within the model (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1977). The items in the scale incorporated seven 
different types of intentions related to direct and indirect behaviours. However, the EFA indicated that 
each of the samples yielded a single factor with only five of the items. The two items eliminated from 
the scale, contacting political representatives and buying used products, were not highly correlated in 
any of the samples. The CFA for the five remaining items had a very high fit with configural, metric, 
scalar, and variance invariance across the samples (see Table III for the statistics). Thus, while Stern 
(2000) suggested that direct and indirect behaviours should be considered separately, analysis of the 
behavioural intentions' scale properties suggested that, with regard to intentions at least, one 
composite construct was most appropriate. 

 

Self-reported behaviour. As indicated earlier, two types of behaviour were analysed. They were 
categorised as direct and indirect behaviours. Initially, ten different indirect behaviours were used. 
But the EFA indicated that only six of the behaviours were consistently in one factor across the 
economies. These six items were maintained in the analysis. Similarly, of the initial ten direct 
behaviours, only five were in the same factor across samples. Thus, the direct behaviour measure 
consisted of five items. This refined eleven-item scale was further assessed using CFA. The results of 
this analysis, shown in Table III, indicated that the behaviour construct was two-dimensional with 
direct and indirect behaviours representing the dimensions. This supports Stern's (2000) argument that 
the two types of behaviours are distinct, and applies in the Asian economies as well. Further 
assessment of the behavioural scale indicated that it possessed configural, metric, partial scalar, 
variance, and covariance invariance across the economies. Reliabilities for the scale are shown in 
Table IV. 

 

Thus, all four reflective constructs fit the data independently across countries and possessed 
configural, metric, scalar, variance, and covariance invariance (where appropriate). In the next phase 
of the analysis, the formative construct, DSP, was assessed for its appropriateness in the model. 



Assessment of formative construct 

Dominant social paradigm. The DSP was modelled as a first-order formative construct because the 
sub-dimensions “Private property,” “Possessive individualism,” “Economic growth,” and 
“Technological optimism” are assumed to be mutually exclusive types of beliefs that may be 
correlated, but need not be in order to satisfy the conceptual nature of the construct (Wilson et al., 
2011). Rather than using a formative second-order model (for a review, see Diamantopoulos et al., 
2008), the above sub-dimensions were quantified by computing the mean of the set of items within 
each sub-dimension. This method is necessary when undertaking invariance of a formative construct 
as the literature has, as yet, only investigated invariance of first-order formative measures 
(Diamantopoulos and Papadopoulos, 2010). 

 

The distinctiveness of formative constructs has been emphasised in the literature, suggesting that 
conventional methods of construct validity and reliability are not suitable (Bollen, 1989). Hence, 
reliability in the internal consistency sense and construct validity in terms of discriminant validity are 
not meaningful for formative constructs (Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer, 2001). Convergent validity 
for formative constructs is also not relevant. This is because formative construct indicators are, as 
mentioned previously, not necessarily correlated. 

 

Because the formative construct's empirical assessment on its own is statistically under-identified 
(Bollen, 1989), we followed the recommendation given by Jarvis et al. (2003) that was adopted in 
Diamantopoulos and Papadopoulos (2010), whereby two reflective indicators were added to the 
formative construct. In other words, the model tested was a multiple indicator, multiple cause 
(MIMIC) model Joreskog and Goldberger (1975). The procedure used involved: testing the metric 
invariance of the y-variables; estimating a baseline MIMIC model; and testing equality constraints for 
the γ and ϕ coefficients to be equal in the four different groups. The results of these tests (shown in 
Table V) indicate that the DSP as a formative construct consisted of four observed variables – 
political, individualism, economic, and technological. 

 

Structural model 

Following the analysis of the separate reflective constructs across countries establishing metric, 
scalar, covariance and variance invariance, an assessment of the measurement model containing all 
reflective constructs was completed. The results of this analysis (shown in Table VI) indicate that the 
model of reflective indicators was consistent across countries and met the standard fit indices. 

 

In the next phase of the analysis, the configural, metric, and scalar invariance were tested across 
groups and the data were found to possess partial metric and partial scalar invariance, which justifies 
pooling the data across groups for the final structural equation model. The results of this test are 
presented in Table VII. 

 

After invariance was established and before running the structural model, we performed a 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of the pooled model of all the reflective constructs. The CFA 
model yielded χ2(362)=2131.87 (p=0.000) CFI (Comparative Fit Index)=0.924 TLI (Tucker Lewis 
Index)=0.914 RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of Approximation)=0.065 SRMR (Standardised 
Root Mean Square Residual)=0.053. As indicated by Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Anderson and 



Gerbing (1988), convergent validity was assessed by observing the strength in factor loadings and 
their associated significant t-values (factor loadings should be >0.7), and the Average Variance 
Explained (AVE; questionable if <0.5) and Composite Reliability (CR; should be >0.7). The above 
tests are reported in Table VIII. 

 

All the λ coefficients were statistically significant at p=0.000 and ranged from a minimum of 0.619 to 
a maximum of 0.911 (completely standardised) which were deemed satisfactory. Discriminant 
validity, on the other hand, was assessed by observing that for the six factors, the square root of the 
AVE must be greater than the correlation coefficients between the model's factors (Fornell and 
Larcker, 1981). The results of this test are presented in Table IX and indicate that the requirement for 
discriminant validity was met. 

 

Final structural model 

The final phase of the analysis was to examine the full structural model containing both the formative 
and reflective indicators. This analysis was undertaken and yielded χ2(481)=2877.070 (p=0.000) 
CFI=0.899 TLI=0.890 RMSEA=0.065 SRMR=0.074, and each of the fit ratios was judged to be 
satisfactory. To ensure that there was not a country effect on the structural parameters, we also ran a 
model incorporating country as a control variable by integrating three dummy variables. These 
additions did not impact on the structural parameter estimates as reported in the model not including 
the control variables, and thus the re-estimated paths were not deemed to be influenced by country 
effects. The structural relationships for the model without country control variables and their 
significances are reported in Figure 2 and Table X. 

 

Discussion 

Theoretical implications 

The purpose of this paper was to investigate the relationships between the DSP, Materialism, 
Environmental Concern, Intentions, and Environmental Behaviour, within four Asian economies. The 
study found that beliefs in these five constructs generally held across all four economies, however, the 
composition of the constructs varied slightly from those defined in previous Western focused 
research. For example, the three dimensions of the Material Values Scale (Richins and Dawson, 1992) 
did not hold in its standard form, and there were only two dimensions across the four Asian 
economies. The consistency in constructs within the four countries seems to suggest that they are 
generalisable within Asian economics, which, taken in conjunction with other research, would suggest 
they apply globally. 

 

The proposed structural model held, although not all the anticipated relationships were found to exist 
or to follow the predicted directions. The results show that consumers' in Asian economies views of 
the underlying dominant social paradigm positively affected the dimensions of materialism (i.e. 
success and happiness). That is, the more someone believed in individualism, private property, 
economic growth, and technology, the higher were their materialistic values relating to happiness and 
success. This link does seem to support the view that the changing nature of Asian economies means 
those consumers are positively disposed to materialistic values (Durvasula and Lysonski, 2010), 
which is being supported in the changing economic and social institutions. 

 



Kilbourne and Pickett (2008) demonstrated that materialistic values are negatively related to 
environmental concern and behaviours which is confirmed in this study for success, but not for 
happiness. These findings are important given the increasing levels of materialism within developing 
economies (Ger and Belk, 1996) which will mean they may be less willing to give up consumption to 
protect the environment. This would be consistent with the view that as Asian economies become 
more Western, Asian values have less impact (Aoyagi-Usui et al., 2003; Chang et al., 2003; Xiao and 
Kim, 2009). Thus, the spread of consumerism as a measure of success may be an undesirable 
consequence of globalisation (Levitt, 1983). The fact that happiness is not linked to environmental 
concern, does suggest that there is some recognition that the environment is important. While 
governments may be able to regulate behaviour (corporate and consumer), environmental regulation is 
often less stringent in Asian economies, potentially making it harder to reduce the negative impacts of 
consumption unless attempts are also made to focus on how not to impede consumers' material 
success. Targeting changes in outcome behaviours might be less effective than desired if consumers 
do not change the underlying values on which consumption decisions are made. 

 

We also found that the way the respondents viewed the broader economic system (i.e. the DSP) had a 
positive impact on consumers' environmental concern. As was previously discussed it was unclear as 
to whether or not there would be a direct or indirect relationship. Past research has found that this 
relationship is often negative (Kilbourne et al., 2009), which, taken in conjunction with the 
relationship between the DSP and materialism, would mean that there is a balanced relationship 
between these three factors. However, the results suggest that consumers in Asian economies may be 
in a state of flux, shifting away from the more balanced Asian world perspective (although this is not 
the case when looking at success). As belief in the DSP increased, environmental concern increased, 
but so did the level of materialism and the understanding that it lowers environmental concern. That 
is, consumers operated with some implicit inconsistencies in behaviour (Davies et al., 2002; 
Thøgersen, 2004; Thøgersen and Ölander, 2003). Thus, there may be internal cultural conflict on the 
part of consumers in Asian economies when adopting Western focused DSP and materialism values. 
This could be analogous to the attitude/behaviour gap (Alwitt and Pitts, 1996; Davies et al., 2002; 
Hansla et al., 2007), suggesting that, while consumers are becoming more concerned about the 
environment, their behaviour does not reflect their increasing concern. Such an anomaly could be 
explained by the fact that consumers in Asian economies are aware of the effect their consumption 
has on the environment, realise they need to change behaviour but are unsure how to do it. And, as a 
result, they do not act at all. Thus, there are mixed messages, with the DSP and materialism telling 
them to consume more, and another (quieter voice) telling them to consume less. So, while 
individuals may still believe in the tenets of the DSP, they may increasingly be aware that their beliefs 
might be leading to consumption behaviour that degrades the environment. This attitude would be 
consistent with their cultural foundations indicating that the environment should be valued. Thus, 
there may still be a lingering connection between underlying Asian cultural foundations that value the 
natural environment. 

 

The research supports the view that increased environmental concern leads to higher intentions to 
behave in pro-environmental ways, which is consistent with much of the environmental research 
(Kilbourne et al., 2009). Polonsky et al. (2012) found that environmental attitudes were more 
important than other antecedent factors, such as environmental knowledge. Thus, increasing 
consumers' level of concern would possibly be more impactful in terms of changing their 
environmental behaviour, which may go some way to explaining the imbalanced results between 
DSP, materialism, and concern. That is, consumers know that they need to do something, even though 
the present economic systems do not support such actions. 



 

While some researchers have found there is an intention behaviour gap in terms of environmental 
behaviour, others have found direct relationships exist (Schlegelmilch et al., 1996). Within this study 
we found that intentions resulted in both indirect and direct action or behaviour, suggesting the gap is 
less significant for consumers within Asian economies, and that those consumers appear to act 
according to their levels of concern. This may, again, relate to the way that nature has been 
traditionally viewed as being interconnected with the individual in Asian culture. 

 

The overall implication seems to be that concern is a critical component in the model of consumer 
behaviour in relation to the environment, that is, it shapes people's intentions which, in turn, 
determine behaviour. The DSP seems to be enhancing consumers' environmental concerns within 
Asian countries, whereas, in other countries, it has been found to negatively affect environmental 
concern. 

 

Policy implications 

The move to a consumption philosophy seems to be resulting in conflicting signals to consumers. 
There is a realisation that addressing the environment is important practically as well as culturally, for 
consumers in Asian economies. There seems to be a direct link between adopting the DSP and 
environmental concern. While the DSP increases material success, it indirectly influences 
environmental concern. Thus, the definition of success possibly overemphasises consumption. For 
example, Polonsky et al. (2012) suggests that we marketers need to focus consumers on want 
satisfaction, rather than the acquisition of physical goods, so consumers can acquire success without 
material possessions. This would be a more Asian perspective of how consumers can interact with the 
world. It might also mean changing the messages portrayed in the DSP, where materialism is not seen 
as the road to individual well-being. 

 

The research does suggest that if policy-makers are to improve environmental outcomes and 
consumer behaviour, they do need to ensure that actions enhance consumer concern. However, such a 
policy does need to be adopted with caution, as past social marketing research identified that raising 
consumers' concerns too much, through highly emotive appeals, resulted in some consumers turning 
off to such messages (Hastings et al., 2004). Although seeking to focus solely on informative 
information was also not effective, some recent research in Western countries suggests that 
knowledge alone does not necessarily increase attitudes or concern (Polonsky et al., 2012).Given that 
Asia represents the majority of the world's population, and is experiencing unprecedented economic 
growth, understanding the underlying factors driving consumers and, thus, the world's environmental 
problems is imperative. 

 

Limitations 

There are some clear limitations in this study, and foremost among them is the sampling method used. 
Whether the samples were representative of the overall population within economies is problematic. 
The online consumer panels are restricted to those who have computers, and might result in the 
samples containing more educated, affluent, and urban consumers than would be found in the general 
population. Panel owners purport that they are able to draw nationally representative samples from 
their panels, but the samples are a significant limitation. Further work is needed, therefore, to collect 



data on nationally stratified samples that might need to be accessed in alternative ways or through 
multiple data collection processes (Baker et al., 2010). Potentially, data collection could also be 
explored by focusing on variations across socio-demographic sub-segments within countries. Even 
having nationally representative samples could also cause some issues, as there may be regional 
differences within economies that are not captured. Of course, it may also be that other Asian 
economies based on different religious values (such as Buddhism, Hinduism or Islam) could have 
different views, although Buddhism and Hinduism also have a very strong environmental ethos 
embedded in them. The fact that the Singapore sample completed an English version of the survey 
rather than a Chinese version may also be a limitation. However, we did seek to include only 
respondents who spoke Chinese within the sampling frame. 

 

Another limitation of the study is that it was restricted to using correlational methods with their usual 
limitations. That is, while theory suggests that the DSP and consumers' assessment of DSP are 
underlying motivators for materialism, it is also possible that material values are a reaction to the 
DSP. Thus, cause and effect relations cannot be determined. However, this study represents a first 
step in the global assessment of the DSP, materialism, and the environment in diverse cultures. We 
did not include data from Western societies, thus, no explicit comparisons could be made, but rather 
discussion relied on comparisons made within the literature. Future research could further explore 
potential variations in relationships between Asian economies, even though in our case, the modelling 
integrating country effects identified that the strength of relationships did not vary between 
investigated countries. Direct comparisons between Asian and Western economies could also be 
undertaken rather than inferring differences based on the relationships identified in past literature on 
Western economies. However, if there are differences within societies (or sub-societies), it may be 
that relationships (or even construct domains) may differ, as occurred in the determination of the 
materialism scale, which was only found to comprise two reliable dimensions across the four Asian 
economies. 
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