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Abstract

Laddering techniques are used to identify personal values underlying a range 
of 21 potential energy-saving behaviors or purchases. At an individual level, 
ladders (or means-end chains) are quite simple; when aggregated, however, 
they are complex and show many different paths between underlying values 
and behaviors. The values identified can promote energy-efficient behaviors 
or act as obstacles to change. The value “pleasure,” for example, was found 
to influence energy-efficient behavior, such as hanging the laundry on the line, 
and inefficient behavior, such as taking long showers. Results show that values 
relating to “achievement” are most influential on the way people use energy 
in the home. Thus, social marketing campaigns promoting energy efficiency 
and conservation should tap into achievement values such as capability and 
intelligence because these campaigns are more likely to be effective than 
those that use other types of appeal.
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Introduction

Climate change and future availability of resources mean that changing 
consumer behavior and making improvements in the efficiency of energy use 
in the market place are absolute requirements (Stern, 2007). The International 
Energy Agency (2008) concluded that “a huge step-change in the attitudes to 
energy efficiency and consumer purchases by hundreds of millions of people 
worldwide is needed” (p. 501). However, inefficient practices in energy con-
sumption have proved resistant to change and have made a mockery of gov-
ernment targets for increased consumer energy efficiency (Energy Efficiency 
and Conservation Authority, 2006; Kern & Smith, 2008). Despite ongoing 
attempts to encourage better energy efficiency in the home, adoption rates of 
technologies and behaviors lag far behind behaviors that would reflect ratio-
nal economic choices (McKinsey, 2009). As Stern (2007) observed, “It is 
difficult to explain low take up of energy efficiency as purely a rational 
response to investment under uncertainty” (p. 378). Stern also acknowledged 
a lack of understanding with regard to motivational factors as one of the three 
main sets of reasons why so-called “rational” responses to adopting energy-
efficient behaviors have not occurred. One area where motivational linkages 
to energy behaviors have been examined is in previous work examining 
personal values. Values would appear to be a potentially useful construct 
because, by definition, they are fairly stable, and they should offer good 
insights on which to base social marketing and other promotional campaigns 
that policy makers and companies might use for persuasion. Previous empir-
ical work has, however, shown low and sometimes nonexistent correlations 
between values and environmental behavior in this regard. The aim of this 
article is to reexamine relationships between values and energy-related behav-
iors using a different qualitative methodology that offers new insights as to 
how the constructs might be related and why some of the empirical work may 
have obtained weak or insignificant results. In this article, we investigate the 
paths that link energy behaviors to peoples’ rationalizations for those behav-
iors, to their personal values. The results from our research show the different 
means-ends models that link values to behaviors for a range of energy-saving 
behaviors and investments. Means-ends as a structured approach to understand-
ing behaviors is usually attributed to Kelly (1955) and was a fundamental idea 
in Rokeach’s work on values (Rokeach, 1973).

Energy Consumption and Values
Whereas there is extensive literature in consumer behavior with respect 
to energy use from many different perspectives (reviewed by Lutzenhiser, 
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1993; Maréchal, 2009; Wilson & Dowlatabadi, 2007), there is a limited under-
standing of how energy consumption is related to underlying values. The 
research on energy consumption and values has largely focused on individual’s 
environmental values (e.g., de Groot & Steg, 2008; Kaiser, Wölfing, & Fuhrer, 
1999; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Nordlund & Garvill, 2002; Poortinga, 
Steg, & Vlek, 2004; Stern, 1992, 2000; Stern, Dietz, & Abel, 1999). Most of 
this research seems motivated by interest in an increased environmental 
awareness and the hope that more sustainable consumption practices would 
arise in consequence of this increase. The general conclusion from these 
studies found limited support for this hypothesis and repeatedly identified 
large gaps between attitudes and behaviors. Reasons for the weak links iden-
tified in this research include social desirability in responses (e.g., Kollmuss 
& Agyeman, 2002) and the presence of intervening variables between values 
and behavior, as modeled in the sustainability research by Barr and Gilg 
(2007).

Aside from research that has focused on environmental values, there are a 
few studies that have investigated a wider range of values in relation to either 
energy-consumption behaviors or environmental behaviors (Karp, 1996; 
Labay & Kinnear, 1981; Neuman, 1986; Vringer, Aalbers, & Blok, 2007). All 
but one of these studies found weak but significant relationships between val-
ues and aspects of energy usage or wider environmental behaviors but no con-
sistent relationships. Furthermore, the aforementioned studies do not show 
consistent results. Reflecting on other consumer behavior research (Reynolds 
& Gutman, 2001), it is possible that values and behaviors might be linked in 
more complex ways than can be uncovered through the correlations that are 
examined, for example, in structural equation modeling. Similar values might 
be linked to different behaviors through different reasoning processes, and 
different values could be linked to the same behavior. In this article, we pres-
ent a summary of findings investigating 21 different energy-saving behaviors 
or purchases.

Method
To investigate in-depth the way in which values may be related to energy-
saving behaviors, we use “laddering” methods, which have been developed 
to identify means-ends chains (Reynolds & Gutman, 2001). In laddering, 
only the relevant behaviors are predefined in the research, and the values are 
uncovered by repeated questioning or probing about why particular things 
are done or are seen to be important. The behavior (means to the end) is first 
described by the respondent who is then probed as to “why” they behave 
in that way. This normally uncovers some conscious rationalization of the 
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behavior, and this rationalization is then probed as to why that is important 
to the individual. The underlying reasons, where a respondent can genuinely 
articulate them, can be associated with their fundamental underlying values. 
Ultimately, the aim of the questioning was to get respondents to think critically 
about what their motivations were for doing, or not doing, the energy-saving 
and energy-efficient behaviors, thereby allowing the interviewers to identify 
the underlying drivers or barriers for the behaviors. An example of a typical 
line of questioning and answers is as follows (note that to preserve the ano-
nymity of the respondents, the names presented in the article are fictitious):

Interviewer (I): How often do you line drying your laundry?
Respondent (R) (Rackmil, Wellington): Almost always. I’m very proud 

of my new outside line. I used to have to use my indoor drying rack 
and put that on the deck but just recently I had a wonderful line put 
on the deck which I just love; it’s a wonderful drying spot. Since 
I’ve got my new washing line that I can pull up or pull down, I have 
said to my daughter: “I don’t think I have ever found hanging out the 
washing so pleasurable.”

I: Why do you take the time to hang your laundry outside as opposed to 
just putting it in the washing machine?

R: Why do I bother? I just like the freshness of being able to dry the 
washing outside on the line.

I: Could you please clarify. Are you referring to the freshness of actu-
ally being outside while you are hanging out the washing or the 
freshness of the laundry itself, or something else?

R: The freshness of the laundry. The clothes smell so different when 
they’ve been hung outside to dry in the sun and the wind. Yes much 
nicer, very much so.

As Grunert and Grunert (1995) explained, in the laddering literature this 
type of semistructured interview (which encourages the natural flow of con-
versation and allows respondents to respond freely to questions using their 
own terminology) is known as “soft” laddering. In accordance with this 
approach to laddering, interview respondents were allowed to move back and 
forth between different levels of abstraction (between the behaviors, rational-
izations, and values), and the actual ladders were only inferred post hoc by 
the researchers in the coding process. This approach is in contrast to “harder” 
laddering methods, which artificially force respondents to give answers that 
fit into predefined categories (commonly applied method in a closed question-
naire), or to single words, like in a word-association task. It is recommended 
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that in cases where “we can expect the cognitive structure of the respondent 
to be weak, due to low involvement,” as is obviously the case with many of 
the routinized energy behaviors we enquire about, softer methods are more 
appropriate (Grunert & Grunert, 1995, p. 217). The advantage of using a 
qualitative laddering method over alternative quantitative methods (which 
tend to focus on the correlations between behaviors and values) is that the 
ladders allow us to examine the mechanisms that show how behaviors and 
values are linked. So far in the literature, this has received scant attention. 
Understanding the different paths through which a value might be associated 
with a particular behavior is important to comprehend the role that values 
play in determining behavior generally and also in devising interventions for 
behavior change.

Residents in four communities in New Zealand—Pakuranga (Auckland), 
Cambridge (in the Waikato), Thorndon and Wadestown (in Wellington), and 
Northeast Valley (in Dunedin)—were contacted by randomly selecting num-
bers from the telephone directory. A handful of respondents were also recruited 
by recommendation from interviews on the basis that they would be interested 
in the study. The four communities were selected for contrasting climates, 
housing stock, and socioeconomic criteria. While the selection of interview 
respondents was guided by practical considerations, as the sample size 
increased, efforts were made to screen participants to ensure a wide spread 
of ages and incomes. However, given the relatively small numbers of inter-
view respondents in each of the case study areas (approximately 25), we do 
not claim that the respondents are statistically representative of their respec-
tive areas per se. In all, 21 separate behaviors and/or purchase options that 
could be undertaken to reduce energy consumption in the home were discussed 
with all respondents. The list of behaviors was derived and modified from the 
work of Barr and Gilg (2007) who defined a wide ranging set of possible 
activities that could support a more sustainable lifestyle. For this study, items 
related to energy conservation were selected. All respondents rated each item 
on a 5-point scale describing whether they already did the behavior or whether 
they had already purchased—or were interested in purchasing—the item (see 
Table 1 below). As well as giving a summary of the energy-saving behaviors 
and investments discussed in the interviews, Table 1 shows the percentage of 
respondents that answered either negatively or positively on the 5-point scale. 
For conceptual clarification and ease of reporting, midpoint responses are not 
shown.

Once the behavior was recorded, to understand the reasons behind it we 
probed in the manner described above, and this was repeated for all the dif-
ferent behaviors. In some cases, an explanation once given for one behavior 
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could be applied to subsequent behaviors without repeated lengthy discus-
sion and recording. The interviews lasted between 40 and 90 min. With a total 
sample size of 101 respondents, data collection ceased because it was clear 
that we had achieved saturation in the range of values identified.

Interviews were transcribed and coded for rationalizations and values 
using a formal text analysis method and the analytical software NVIVO 9. 

Table 1. Summary of Energy-Efficient Behaviors and Investments Included 
in Interviews Showing the Percentage of Respondents That Answered Either 
Negatively or Positively on the 5-Point Scale.

Energy-saving behavior or investment
Not interested or 
rarely done (%)

Interested or 
frequently done (%)

Turning appliances off at the wall 30.4 39.2
Washing hands in cold water 19.6 34.3
Rinsing the dishes in cold water 34.3 46.1
Reduce heating in unoccupied rooms 19.6 70.6
Reducing hot water temperature 29.4 20.6
Wait for a full load before using 

washing machine
15.7 71.6

Put on more clothing before turning 
up the heating

9.8 77.5

Keep household heating low to save 
energy

28.4 60.8

Line drying of laundry 7.8 84.3
Taking shorter showers 41.2 51
Doing dishes by hand 6.9 84.3
Cooling house by opening windows 6.9 84.3
Cooking on gas 40.2 49
Installing double glazing 36.3 38.2
Installing an energy-efficient 

refrigerator
18.6 58.8

Buying a smaller refrigerator 78.4 13.7
Installing an energy-efficient washing 

machine
21.6 54.9

Installing energy-efficient light bulbs 16.7 75.5
Insulation of heating pipes 21.6 50
House insulation 7.8 79.4
Installing an energy-efficient heating 

system
31.4 54.9
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Codes were allocated according to Reynolds and Gutman’s (2001) frame-
work, meaning that there were three levels of analysis—the behaviors, the 
rationalizations, and the values. For each of these three levels, a different cod-
ing technique was used. The behavioral responses had been recorded using the 
5-point scale, which was used to identify clusters of those committed to versus 
those not committed to doing a particular behavior. Rationalization level 
responses (the immediate reasons that were identified for doing or not doing a 
particular behavior) were analyzed according to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 
thematic six-step content analysis approach. This involved an ongoing dialogue 
between three coders as themes were developed, collapsed, and extended. 
Value-level responses (motivations or enduring beliefs underpinning the 
rationalizations) were analyzed using the classification of personal values 
developed by Schwartz (1992) so that we can link and compare with previous 
literature. The various studies conducted by Schwartz over 25 years repre-
sented the single most tested/validated approach to categorizing and structur-
ing personal values as well as providing the most comprehensive listing in 
the 1992 article. Ongoing consistency checks were made by the project leader 
throughout the coding process to ensure intercoder reliability. Aggregate 
value-to-behavior chains were then devised for each of the 21 questions. For 
each question, two sets of ladders were drawn. One ladder describes the neg-
ative responses when people never do the behavior and are unlikely to con-
sider doing it, and the other ladder describes the positive responses where the 
behavior is already completed or actively being considered in some way. Note 
that we have used the term rationalizations throughout our study to replace the 
more commonly used laddering term consequences (which is mainly used in 
the context of product attributes) as this better represents the types of responses 
we received.

Results
It is clear from Table 1 that there are a range of behaviors related to conserving 
the energy used in the home that are commonly practiced, such as line drying 
laundry, doing dishes by hand, and cooling the house by opening windows. 
The table also reveals that there is much resistance to the adoption of other 
behaviors or investments, most notably buying a smaller refrigerator.

Table 2 shows the main values that emerged across all the questions as a 
result of the laddering enquiries. The individual values were arranged into 
value sets in accordance with Schwartz (1992) framework. A further 17 differ-
ent individual values from Schwartz framework were also identified but each 
with a frequency of six or less occurrences. The lower frequency values were 



462  Environment and Behavior 45(4)

drawn from all parts of Schwartz framework and often represented some par-
ticular context that seemed unique to the individual. One feature is especially 
noteworthy in Table 2. For 21 behaviors and 101 respondents, there are 2,121 
potential individual ladders that could lead to an identifying value, but less 
than half of the ladders actually resulted in the identification of a core per-
sonal value. The repetitious nature of the questioning on similar topics may 
partly explain this, but the other key feature was the simplicity and routine 
nature of many of the behaviors. Many respondents clearly found it difficult 
to articulate beyond a simple rationalization. For example, those who rinsed 
their hands in cold water could not articulate why they did so, and it was often 
especially difficult to identify rationalizations and values with avoidance or 
negative behaviors. Included in Table 2 are the most important value sets, that 
is, those that contain more than 60 codes.

The five value sets—achievement, universalism, hedonism, tradition, and 
security—are now discussed, and an illustrative ladder and respondent quotes 
are provided to help understand the underlying influence of these values for 
determining respondents’ behaviors with regard to energy use in their homes.

Achievement. According to Schwartz (1992), the defining goal of this value 
type is “personal success through demonstrating competence according to 
social standards” (p. 8). This value set encompasses those values related 
to getting ahead through active self-assertion, and adjectives to describe 

Table 2. Frequency of Main Values Identified by Laddering Process.

Value set Individual value
Times coded across all 

interviews (n)

Achievement Capability 294
 Intelligence 97
Universalism Protecting the environment 159
 Social justice 13
 Unity with nature 11
 Equality 9
 A world of beauty 7
Hedonism Pleasure 83
 Enjoying life 18
Tradition Respect for tradition 66
Security Cleanliness 48
 Social order 17



Mirosa et al. 463

achievement would include being capable, ambitious, intelligent, successful, 
and influential (Schwartz, 1992). With regard to energy efficiency (see Table 2), 
the value relating to being capable dominates the list. Being capable is having 
the ability required for a specific task or accomplishment, whereas living in a 
“capable” sort of way is about achieving to the best one can.

Our results show that although being capable is often linked to monetary 
factors, it is not just about the desire to save money and links to a wide range 
of rationalizations such as convenience, environment, situation, and comfort. 
The following quote from one of our interviews demonstrates how a response 
was coded as capable: “I’m not what you could call green as such so that the 
concept of saving the earth’s resources isn’t big in my mind. But, saving 
money and having more efficient things around appeals to me as an engineer” 
(Fazer, Wellington). As the interview progressed, there was a clear sense that 
this respondent liked efficiency for efficiency’s sake, and mastering control 
over his household appliances was important to him: “A little while ago I 
bought a little device that allows you to actually measure the currency from 
devices.” Other respondents expressed similar sentiments: “I have a ther-
mometer, hydrometer and barometer so if the temp drops below 15.5 degrees 
Celsius then the heaters will go on. I do like to take control” (Beacham, 
Dunedin).

The aggregate ladder in Figure 1 shows the capable value and how this 
value underlies their decision to turn household appliances off at the wall for 
a number of respondents. The ladder for Question 1 in Figure 1 shows that 
respondents who said they often or always turn appliances off at the wall do 
so for a wide range of reasons, mostly for monetary, environmental, habitual, 
and safety reasons. Three values—respect for tradition, being capable, and 
protecting the environment—were found to underpin this behavior, and in 
this context, being capable is clearly linked to the rationalizations economy 
and environment.

The other most important value from our data in the achievement category 
is intelligence. This value is similar to being capable. It has an element of 
common sense—“Ahh, it just seems silly to heat a whole house when there 
are only two of us” (Rabling, Wellington)—and logical thinking—“I check 
my power bill each month when it comes in and I keep a record of it. I keep 
a record of over the different years too; I have a notebook which I keep my 
power bills in” (Heap, Wellington). The latter respondent went on to say that 
he trialed a range of different behaviors such as “turning the main heater off, 
leaving it on overnight, and leaving the bedroom one on” and matched this 
with his monthly power bill to see how much the difference in price actually 
was. Another interesting example is the following quote from a respondent 
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who was not able to directly articulate intelligence as the reason for hanging 
her clothes on the line, but indirectly alluded to this as being the reason:

I just can’t be the person that takes things from a washing machine and 
put it in the dryer though, ever, that is just not me and a lot of that isn’t 
about money and environment, a lot of it is just a brain thing. (Barchi, 
Wellington)

The value “intelligent” manifested itself in a number of other contexts, 
particularly in influencing decisions around energy-efficient investments. 
For example, when asked if they would consider double glazing their win-
dows, one respondent said “it wouldn’t be worth it because when we re-sell 
the house . . . we wouldn’t recoup the costs” (Katie, Cambridge). This last 
quote provides an important insight into how the achievement value set can 
sometimes act as a barrier for undertaking specific energy-saving measures 
around the home.

Universalism. Opposing the value set of achievement is the value set uni-
versalism, which is “an understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protec-
tion for the welfare of all people and for nature” (Schwartz, 1992, p. 12). The 
individual values that make up this value set are wisdom, world at peace, bro-
admindedness, inner harmony, protecting the environment, social justice, unity 
with nature, equality, and a world of beauty. The last five of these values were 
identified in our data set as being the most important ones in this value domain 
influencing peoples’ energy behaviors. Protecting the environment, perhaps 
not surprisingly given the context, overwhelmingly dominated this list. 
Logically, this value always acted to promote, not block, energy-efficient 
behaviors. An example of this can be seen in Figure 2, where protecting the 

Figure 1. Aggregate ladder for affirmative responses to the question “Do you turn 
appliances off at the wall?”.
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environment was ranked as the most important for influencing respondents’ 
decisions to line dry their laundry. The following quote is typical of the types 
of explanations given by respondents:

I’m just conscious of the use of electricity . . . New Zealand it’s sup-
posed to be a renewable resource but obviously if we keep using too 
much we might have to look at other ways of generating electricity and 
that is something that concerns me. I don’t want to see them firing up 
the Huntley Coal Power Station if possible, yeah, so that’s just sort of 
in the back of one’s mind. (Rackmil, Wellington)

The value “social justice” is about correcting injustices and caring for the 
weak. This value came through in discussions about switching energy pro-
viders (e.g., because “They [the energy company] put up my prices and then 
handed out a lot of money to themselves”; Bartton, Wellington) and was also 
often mentioned in conversations respondents had about why people should 
not be wasteful, for example,

As a matter of principal I don’t like to waste. I mean there is a cost and 
even if the cost is not to me there is a cost to the community . . . as a 
socially responsible citizen I shouldn’t waste those resources. (Craig, 
Wellington)

The value “unity with nature” is about people fitting in with the natural envi-
ronment. This value had a particularly strong influence on the decision to cool 

Figure 2. Aggregate ladder for affirmative responses to the question “Do you line 
dry laundry?”.
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the house by opening windows rather than using air conditioning: “I love 
indoor-outdoor living . . . it’s just really pleasant, you feel in touch with your 
environment” (Yates, Dunedin). The equality value is about equal opportunity 
for all. Respondents expressed this value mainly when explaining why they 
are careful to watch their energy usage as the following two quotes illustrate: 
“I live here with other people and any power that I use is also paid for by 
them” (Robberts, Wellington) and “I try and take really short showers because 
it’s wasting lots of hot water and there’s other people to have showers and so 
I should be respectful of them as well” (Charlie, Dunedin). Although not a 
particularly large influence, the value world of beauty is interesting in the way 
that it affects a range of energy behaviors. This includes promoting energy-
efficient behaviors such as line drying laundry (“it’s just nice to see them blow-
ing round in the breeze and with a bit of sun on them”; Jenkins, Wellington), 
as well as inhibiting them (e.g., not pulling curtains because “I like to be able 
to look out and see the lights at night”; Trooper, Dunedin; and not installing 
energy-efficient bulbs because “visually I find them unpleasant”; Brocken, 
Dunedin).

Hedonism. Opposite to the conservatism dimension is hedonism, which 
is “pleasure or sensuous gratification for oneself” (Schwartz, 1992, p. 8). 
Individual values within this dimension are pleasure and enjoying life, both 
of which we found to be relevant to our study context. In some rare instances, 
these values promoted energy-efficient behavior. For example, a number of 
respondents stated that they found hanging the washing on the line a pleasur-
able task to do and that they enjoyed the smell of clothes that had been hung 
outside (see Figure 3). However, in the majority of instances, these values 
acted as a barrier to carrying out a particular energy-efficient behavior. This 
was especially noticeable with regard to space and water heating. Pleasure 
and enjoying life inhibited people taking shorter showers as shown in Figure 4. 
With regard to shower duration, enjoying life was based around enjoying the 
shower as a leisure activity and was expressed through comments such as 
“my one luxury, I’m not too fast, no absolutely not” (Bartton, Wellington) 
and “I compromise on everything else but don’t want to feel like I’m totally 
camping out so I don’t actually time myself in the shower” (Williamson, 
Dunedin). The pleasure value was more to do with the gratification of physi-
cal desires as the following respondents explain: “I just love the feeling of the 
hot water running on my back, it’s a pleasurable thing” (Rackmil, Wellington) 
and “I shower in the morning and it helps me to wake up and it’s comfortable 
and I feel good so I take long showers” (Craig, Wellington).

Tradition. This value type is defined by Schwartz (1992) as a “respect, 
commitment, and acceptance of the customs and ideas that one’s own culture 
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or religion impose on the individual” (p. 10). It is made up of the following 
individual values: respect for tradition, moderate, devout, detachment, hum-
ble, and accepting portion in life. Dominating this list is the value respect for 
tradition, which is centered on the idea of preserving time-honored customs. 
Here, the nationality of the respondent and their upbringing in their home country 
were often given as the reasons why they behaved in certain ways. For example, 
respondents said things like, “I prefer the sun to dry my clothes, from my back-
ground in the Dutch East Indies” (Avon, Dunedin). In other situations, the 
respondent’s upbringing was why they behaved the way they do today: “I 

Figure 3. Aggregate ladder for negative responses to the question “Do you take 
shorter showers?”.

Figure 4. Aggregate ladder for affirmative responses to the question “Do you wash 
your hands in cold water?”.
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grew up in the country with tanks, so I know to be careful with water. I’ve 
been brought up to be careful with water” (Fazer, Wellington). This value can 
be seen in Figure 4 as one of three values that have an influence on washing 
hands in cold water.

Security. This value type is “safety, harmony, and stability of society, of 
relationships, and of self” (Schwartz, 1992, p. 9), and it consists of the follow-
ing individual values: national security, sense of belonging, reciprocation of 
favors, family security, health, cleanliness, and social order. In relation to 
household energy usage and investment, cleanliness and social order were the 
most relevant. The value “cleanliness” was almost always mentioned in rela-
tion to hot water usage in some way as the following quote exemplifies: “I 
believe that there’s more bugs killed with hot water than cold” (Croft, 
Wellington). The value “social order” is depicted pictorially in Figure 5 as one 
of three important values that promote the installation of energy-efficient light 
bulbs in the home. The respondents who value social order do things to try and 
maintain stability within society. A number of respondents actually said they 
already use, or would actively consider using, energy-efficient light bulbs 
because the previous government had said that they were better than the incan-
descent light bulbs and was working toward legislation that would ban their 
use. For example, one respondent said, “I’m all for the Nanny state . . . Yes 
I wouldn’t mind the government [nudging you to do what is right for you and 
for the environment] No I wouldn’t mind at all” (Heap, Wellington). 
Interestingly, another respondent said that although he thinks energy-efficient 
light bulbs are “ugly actually,” he does think that

they have got to legislate, they should legislate . . . I prefer to use 
incandescent but they should have the right to legislate against us using 
light bulbs if they think it’s going to be heaps savings for the country 
or whatever for electricity or whatever cause. (Watkins, Wellington)

What is interesting in this ladder is that the respondents were able to articu-
late this social order value without following the more typical process through 
the ladder (i.e., rationalizing their action before moving on to explain the more 
abstract value driving this response). At this stage, it is also worth mentioning 
the closely linked value “obedience” (coded 32 times across all interviews), 
which, despite falling into a different value set (conformity), is obviously 
related to maintaining social order because both were expressed in similar 
ways and respondents tended to talk about the two simultaneously. On one 
hand, obedience is about being dutiful and meeting obligations, and this value 
tended to be most relevant in the context where following instructions from 
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specific individuals (e.g., setting their hot water cylinder at a certain tempera-
ture because the plumber said it would be the most cost-effective). On the 
other hand, maintaining social order appeared to manifest itself at a societal 
level rather than an individual level.

Discussion and Implications
In this research, we have identified a range of personal values that guide 
decisions regarding a selection of behaviors and possible purchases that 
could conserve the use of energy in the home. This structured but more 
qualitative approach to researching values and behavior supports and at 
least partially explains why previous research has shown that the empirical 
relations between behaviors and values often tend to be relatively weak. 
There are many instances where we cannot identify an underlying value for 
a behavior. Different values can underlie the same behavior; the same value 
can underlie different and opposing behaviors; and the same values can be 
connected to the same behaviors but for different reasons (as articulated in 
the rationalizations).

Having explained why linkages may be weak, we still believe that it is use-
ful to understand values in this context. Given the right set of circumstances, 
most people are likely to adjust their behavior to act more consistently with 
their values. Furthermore, values are entrenched and difficult to change. If we 
want to change behavior, it must be recognized that it is unreasonable to expect 
people to behave in ways they are opposed to. For example, the reason behind 

Figure 5.  Aggregate ladder for affirmative responses to the question “How likely 
would you be to consider installing energy-efficient light bulbs?”.
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reluctance to draw curtains at dusk was explained as a valuing of the aesthetic 
qualities of the evening light. In such situations, it may be fruitless to continue 
promoting this simple behavior, and perhaps it might be more important to find 
an alternative intervention such as supporting the installation of double glazing 
to achieve energy efficiency and conservation objectives. The main objective 
of this research has been to support policy makers in planning more targeted 
interventions to maximize uptake of smarter energy use by consumers. Thus, 
from the findings presented in the previous section, we deduce a number of 
specific recommendations for policy makers and other parties interested in 
influencing the way people use energy in the home.

First, we propose that a greater understanding of values will provide pol-
icy makers with more relevant information on which factors drive (and/or 
inhibit) people to use energy in a more sustainable way, thus allowing them 
to devise more targeted behavior-change interventions.

Second, consistent with other studies that highlight a link between values 
and environmental behaviors (see Karp, 1996; Poortinga et al., 2004; Stern, 
Dietz, & Guagnano, 1995), our study found the value protecting the environ-
ment to be clearly related to energy behaviors and purchases. However, our 
study revealed that although this particular value was important, it was not the 
most important influencer, and, in fact, a much wider range of personal values 
exist, which influence energy use and purchases in the home. While values 
from each of the 10 categories of Schwartz’s (1992) work were identified in 
the interviews, just one of these, achievement, accounted for 38% of all of the 
responses. Although the achievement value dimension has been previously 
linked to environmental concern in the literature (Poortinga et al., 2004), our 
study is the first to highlight the overwhelmingly dominant influence that this 
value has in driving and/or inhibiting energy-efficient behaviors and invest-
ments in the home. In particular, our study demonstrates that it is the individ-
ual values of being capable and intelligent that are most closely and consistently 
associated with energy-efficient behaviors. This indicates that many people 
are guided by what they believe is a sensible way to behave. This simple 
premise is one that, to our knowledge, has not often been exploited in social 
marketing efforts to change behavior to increase efficiency in energy usage. 
Future social marketing efforts to change energy behaviors should con-
sider appealing to achievement values as simply using the environment 
value to promote energy-saving and energy-efficient behaviors will miss 
out on a significant chunk of the population for whom this is not a key  
value. For example, a campaign promoting the message that certain energy-
efficient behaviors (such as turning off appliances at the wall and installing 
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energy-efficient light bulbs) are smart things to do that will make people 
warmer and save them money may be a useful strategy. Likewise, reinforcing 
the idea that individuals are capable of making energy-efficient changes (i.e., 
that the changes are simple to make) will be a strong message to push in 
future communication campaigns promoting energy efficiency.

Third, our study also revealed that values drive energy-inefficient behav-
iors. The most prominent example of this is the value “cleanliness”. People 
for whom this value was important were reluctant to do energy-saving behav-
iors that related to hot water usage in some way (i.e., washing dishes, hands, 
and clothes in cold water; taking shorter showers). This in itself is not a novel 
finding as others have also pointed out that some values are inversely linked 
to energy conservation (e.g., Neuman, 1986, highlights that traditional suc-
cess values such as pleasure, accumulation of personal wealth, and social 
recognition are not associated with behavioral commitment to conservation). 
However, what is new and particularly interesting is that we find that some non-
efficient behaviors are driven by the same values as efficient ones. For example, 
the values “pleasure” and “enjoying life” were consistent with enjoying a 
warm, insulated house but were also consistent with long hot showers. Thus, 
the directional influence of values on behavior appears to be more complex 
than previous literature has recognized. To address this, future research could 
consider the ways in which individual values combine to influence people’s 
choices of energy behaviors (for a fuller justification for studying value com-
binations, see Lee, Soutar, & Sneddon, 2010). Given that our findings have 
shown that the values vary considerably for different behaviors, we recom-
mend that interventions be designed on a behavior-by-behavior basis, on 
the basis of the most common value(s) supporting or in opposition to chang-
ing that behavior. Identifying the most common value(s) for given behav-
iors (as is outlined in the article) will assist in crafting these behavior-specific 
interventions.

Fourth, given that people’s personal values tend to be relatively immutable, 
it makes sense not to try to change them, but to address the obstacles that pre-
vent people from acting in energy-efficient ways that are consistent with their 
values. Our study confirms the findings of others in the energy field (Poortinga 
et al., 2004) that these obstacles can be motivational and contextual. In cases 
where there is a disjunction between peoples’ core values and the way in which 
they behave, understanding behavioral rationalizations is likely to be more rel-
evant when seeking to identify appropriate interventions. We are currently 
working on research that focuses specifically on the common rationalizations 
for given behaviors.
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In conclusion, the major contribution of this study is a new link between a 
wide range of personal values and specific energy-saving behaviors in the 
home by looking at rationalizations. It should be noted that the ladders in this 
research cannot be claimed to represent the sole causes or drivers of behavior. 
Behavior has many influences, some of which are able to be easily verbalized 
by individuals and others which may be unable to be articulated or even under-
stood to be an influence. Nevertheless, the “ladders” do give insights into 
people’s rationalizations for their behavior and how these link to their personal 
values, which, as outlined above, have a number of useful implications for 
influencing behavior change in this area. Eventually, one application of these 
results will be to find out which segments of respondents are most likely to 
share the same values and rationalizations so that policy makers’ campaigns 
can target these people. The next step of our 3-year research project is to link 
these values to specific preferences as demonstrated in choice-modeling 
experiments that will represent the real trade-offs that consumers are required 
to make in decisions about using energy efficiently in the home.
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