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Abstract 

The study investigates the impact of individuals’ pro-sustainability culture on the level of 

attained sustainable development in their countries. Culture is represented by the pro-

sustainability values and behaviors of individuals. The study used data from the World Values 

Survey (WVS), covering 100 world countries. Using data from the 6th (2010-2014) and the 7th 

(2017-2021) waves, the study concluded that individuals’ pro-sustainability values and 

behaviors positively impact the ble developmentcountry's sustaina . This result pinpoints 

society’s cultural factors as a key determinant of achieving sustainability. The study provides 

some practical insights to build a solid pro-sustainability culture in society. This requires the 

cooperation of all involved societal actors, including the government, business sector, and civil 

society institutions. Besides, the potentially adopted tools include compulsory government 

regulations, focus on education, and persuasive instruments to clarify the importance of pro-

sustainability behavior, facilitate it, and encourage it.  

Keywords: Pro-sustainability culture, pro-sustainability behavior, sustainable development, 

world values survey 

 

 مستخلص

التنمية المستدامة للدولة. في  تستهدف هذه الدراسة قياس تأثير ثقافة الأفراد المؤيدة للاستدامة على مستوى 
هذا السياق، يتم التعبير عن ثقافة الأفراد باستخدام متغيرين؛ القيم والسلوك المؤيدين للاستدامة. استخدمت 

وبالتحديد بيانات الموجتين السادسة  (World Values Survey)الدراسة بيانات "مسح القيم العالمي" 
وقد خلصت الدراسة إلى وجود تأثير إيجابي لكل من القيم (. ٢٠٢١-٢٠١٧( والسابعة )٢٠١٤-٢٠١٠)

والسلوكيات المؤيدة للاستدامة على مستوى التنمية المستدامة للدول. وتلقي هذه النتائج الضوء على أهمية 
ثقافة الشعوب والمجتمعات كمحدد مهم من محددات التنمية المستدامة. كما تقدم الدراسة بعض المقترحات 

ء قاعدة قوية من الثقافة المؤيدة للاستدامة في المجتمعات، وهو ما يتطلب تضافر جهود كل العملية لبنا
الأطراف، بما في ذلك الحكومات، وقطاع الأعمال، ومؤسسات المجتمع المدني. أما فيما يتعلق بالأدوات 

فرضها الحكومة، والاهتمام المتاحة لبناء هذه القاعدة الثقافية، فإنها تتضمن القوانين والقواعد الملزمة التي ت
 بالتعليم، والأدوات المحفزة، التي توضح أهمية السلوك المؤيد للاستدامة، وتيسره، وتشجع عليه.  

الثقافة المؤيدة للاستدامة، القيم المؤيدة للاستدامة، السلوك المؤيد للاستدامة، مسح القيم الكلمات الدالة: 
 العالمي
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Introduction 

Culture means the set of shared symbols, norms, and values in a social organization 

(Walsham, 2002). Throughout the past decade, culture, including tangible and intangible 

heritage, cultural industries, and infrastructures, has been proven to be a significant driver and 

enabler of development, in light of its social, economic and environmental impacts (Piece, 

2012; Opoku, 2015; UNESCO, 2012 and Bandarin et al., 2011). Amartya Sen (1998) stressed 

the critical importance of cultural issues in understanding economic performance, where 

culture is simultaneously considered an end of the development process and a means of it (Sen, 

1998). Cultural conditions exert a strong influence on human behavior, which affects economic 

choices and business decisions, as well as social and political behavior. Different societies have 

heterogeneous cultures which produce different and non-homogeneous behavior patterns. 

Accordingly, economic development is perceived as a multidimensional process that requires 

not only formal institutions but also certain norms or social values - as parts of the society's 

culture - that promote exchange, savings, and investment behavior (Fukuyama, 2001; Tabellini, 

2005).   

In the early 1980s, the concept of sustainable development (SD) was introduced by the 

United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) (Basiago, 1998; Roberts and Tribe, 2005). Sustainable 

development was defined as “the development that meets the needs of the present generation 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 

1987). It has three distinct dimensions, where it aims at balancing the economic, environmental, 

and social needs of human existence. The desired result is a state of society where living 

conditions and resources are used to continue to meet human needs (present and future) without 

undermining the integrity and stability of the natural system. Eventually, sustainable 

development has become a central mission in numerous international organizations and 

national institutions.  

Cultural dimension has started to emerge in the context of sustainable development, besides 

the three traditional ones, since the publication of "Our creative Diversity" report by the World 

Commission on Culture and Development in 1995 (Dallaire and Colbert, 2012). Since then, 

UNESCO has been actively promoting the cultural perspective of development (De Leo, 2002), 

particularly as sustainable development occurs within cultural contexts. Sraker and Vecco 

(2016) argued that cultural heritage can be regarded as the “glue” among the various 

dimensions of sustainable development. Through its impact on individuals’ values, norms and 
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behaviors, culture can play a crucial role in determining the level of sustainability attained by 

each country. Having a pro-sustainability culture (values and behavior) can enhance people’s 

commitment to their country’s adopted economic, social, and environmental policies.   

With an anticipated population of 9 billion by 2050, the world faces unprecedented threats 

to the earth’s ecosystems. As the world faces cascading and interlinked global crises and 

conflicts, the aspirations set out for Sustainable Development are in jeopardy. The rising threats 

of humanity’s impact on Earth’s life support system, including extreme weather, deterioration 

of food production, and ecosystem loss, made it mandatory for the whole world countries to 

adopt a set of sustainable development goals (SDGs) to ensure the evolution of the global 

society (Griggs et al., 2013; Sachs, 2012) and to address these risks via internationally 

coordinated actions. By September 25th, 2015, some 193 countries officially adopted “The 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, which includes 17 SDGs and 169 sub-goals for 

the following 15 years (UN, 2015). These goals were built upon the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) which represented the first form of common global sustainability goals and 

were operating between 2000 and 2015 (ElMassah and Mohieldin, 2020). By July 2021, some 

176 countries have submitted their voluntary review reports (VNRs) on sustainable 

development to the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) of the United Nations to present the 

developments of their performance towards the 2030 agenda (UN DESA, 2020-2021). This 

has, in turn, shed the light on the main factors and prerequisites determining the fulfillment of 

these goals. Better economic policies and institutions, improved environmental protection 

practices, and quality governance, nationally and internationally, would pave the way to 

achieve these SDGs (ElMassah and Mohieldin, 2020). But also, in light of the mounting 

importance of cultural factors as a driving power of economic development, in general, and 

sustainable development, in particular, these factors have to be taken into consideration as an 

additional key determinant of sustainability.  

This study aims to measure the impact of individuals’ culture on the attainable level of 

sustainable development of their respective countries. In the context of methodology, the study 

uses the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) method to estimate the impact of the independent 

variable (culture) on the country’s achieved level of sustainability (the dependent variable) 

using cross-sectional data of all world countries. Culture is represented by individuals’ pro-

sustainability values and behaviors, that is, the values and behaviors that consider social and 

environmental aspects. The main potential value added of this study is being the first to use the 

quantitative method to investigate this relationship, while prior literature has been mainly based 

upon the conceptual and qualitative approaches. The study uses data from the World Values 
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Survey (WVS), which covers 100 world countries in the form of 7 successive waves between 

1981 and 2021.   

After the introduction, section 2 includes the literature review, section 3 shows the data and 

methods, and consequently, results are presented in section 4 and discussed in section 5 with 

the recommendations. 

Literature Review 

Culture and Behavior 

Culture is regarded as one of the most complicated words, as it is broadly used in distinct 

intellectual disciplines and thought systems (Geertz, 1973). It is also used in various ways and 

different contexts. Therefore, multiple definitions and categories of culture exist 

simultaneously (Soini and Dessein, 2016). Hofstede (2001) defines culture as the aggregated 

set of minds that distinguishes a specific group of people from others. He believes that this 

definition applies to national societies and to any other groups, such as regions, ethnicities, age 

brackets, or genders. In the context of sustainable development, Thorsby (1995) perceives 

culture as both the heritage of the society and the instrument facilitating or constraining 

economic and social development. 

Culture shapes values and norms and thus attitudes and behaviors of nations and societies. 

On the one hand, culture forms the roots of human values acquired by individuals and thus 

societies (Schwartz, 1992). Values are the abstract standards that form the principles of each 

person’s life (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1987). Values are also defined as the belief in the worth of 

things, qualities, or behaviors, and accordingly, they provide standards against which 

individual or social behaviors can be evaluated (Sue and Sue, 1990; Roberts and Tribe, 2005). 

On the other hand, culture also shapes social norms (Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010), which refer 

to how people think and behave (Shteynberg et al., 2009). A common distinction between 

norms and values is the fact that values are inside the person, whereas norms are perceived to 

be outside him (Ferse et al., 2014).  

Culture and Economic Development 

Culture has been proven to be interconnected with development (Thompson, 2001; 

Tabellini, 2005). It is widely believed that socio-cultural values have a prominent role in 

shaping people’s relationship with the natural environment and framing how they manage and 

impact it. Socio-cultural values, therefore, can be a valuable resource for achieving economic 

development (Schwartz, 1992; Brown, 2002; Dietz et al., 2005; and Sabatini, 2006). Fukuyama 

(2001) argues that cultural values can affect economic behavior in at least four ways; through 
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their impact on organization and production, attitudes towards consumption and work, the 

ability to create and manage institutions, and the creation of social capital. 

In the field of economic development, economic models are criticized for being incomplete 

without cultural variables (Inglehart, 1997). Missing such variables made these models unable 

to adequately explain problems like poverty, unbalanced economic growth, income 

inequalities, low improvement in quality of life, and social injustice. Thus, culture could be the 

missing puzzle piece, as it influences economic outcomes by affecting personal traits such as 

honesty, thrift, cooperation, and a tendency to work hard (Carpenter et al., 2004; Chua et al., 

2005). Bandarin et al., (2011) conclude that there is a mutual impact between culture and 

development, where the culture supports development which in turn boosts culture. Values, 

moreover, serve as a catalyst for development by connecting the collective cultural power of 

the society (Bhandari and Yasunobu, 2009). Ntibagirirwa (2009) argues that people’s cultural 

beliefs and values are crucial for economic development.  

Culture and Sustainable Development 

Arguments have been raised to advocate the culture's key role as the fourth pillar of 

sustainable development, along with the three traditional ones (Folke, 2006; Nurse, 2006; 

Raymond et al., 2009; and Dallaire and Colbert, 2012). Scholastic work on sustainability has 

emphasized its strong relationship with culture. Since sustainable development is achieved in 

cultural contexts, culture affects all its other dimensions and is interrelated to them, and 

accordingly should be integrated into sustainability strategies (Piece, 2012; UN. ESCAP, 

2013). Similarly, ethical values are heavily endorsed by the Earth Charter and the United 

Nations Millennium Declaration as a crucial dimension of sustainable development (Burford 

et al., 2015). Achieving SDGs requires a critical understanding of “how people make decisions 

and act on them, how they think about, influence, and relate to one another, and how they 

develop beliefs and attitudes” (UNDP, 2016).  

Yet, the influence of culture within the sustainable development framework is still relatively 

ambiguous and has been rarely combined (Soini and Dessein, 2016). In terms of goals and 

targets, none of the 17 goals focuses exclusively on culture. However, several overt references 

to cultural elements are mentioned in its resulting Agenda (Figure 1).1 More specifically, 

                                                           
1 The explicit mention of culture in the SDGs includes: Target 4.7, which includes, among other things, 

education for global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity, as well as the contribution of culture to SD; 
Targets 8.9 which focuses on sustainable development that creates jobs and preserves local culture and products, 
as well as the need to develop suitable monitoring tools in this area; Target 11.4, which emphasizes the need to 
strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world's cultural and natural heritage; and Target 16.4. focusing on 
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culture is only mentioned in four areas in the final SDGs document, including education, 

economic growth, patterns of production and consumption, and sustainable cities. Accordingly, 

despite the growing interest among scholars and policymakers in integrating sustainability and 

culture, this task is still strenuous. There are only a few attempts to combine “culture” and 

“sustainability”, where culture is often analyzed as a part of social sustainability.  Recently, 

several global cultural networks campaigned to include a specific goal related to culture or 

integrate cultural aspects among existing SDGs (Culture 21, 2019). 

Figure 1 

Culture in SDGs and Sub-targets 

 
Source: constructed by the author based on the 17 sustainable development goals:  
https://www.undp.org/sustainable-development-goals 

This study argues that it has become a necessity to include culture in the sustainability 

discourse as a primary determinant of the level of achieved sustainable development. This is 

because the achievement of sustainability goals mainly depends on human actions and 

behavior, which are, in turn, culturally embedded.  

There is a growing body of literature that investigates the contribution of culture towards 

achieving sustainable development. In several studies, culture appears as an important 

explanatory variable for sustainability variations (Ringov and Zollo, 2007; Haxhi and Ees, 

2020; Parboteeah et al., 2012). Stern (2000) highlights the influence of people’s behavior on 

the utilization of natural resources, which impacts sustainability. Hawkes (2001) claims that a 

comprehensive sustainability model should include cultural vitality. Leiserowitz et al., (2005) 

find that global sustainability values, attitudes, and behaviors suggest that there are short and 

                                                           
combating all forms of organized crimes, and 16.10 that recognizes the importance of libraries, archives, and other 
cultural institutions to improve public access to information (Culture in the implementation of the 2030 agenda). 
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long-term strategies to promote individual and collective sustainable behavior. Leiserowitz et 

al. (2005) demonstrate that the three traditional pillars of sustainable development; the 

benchmark goals of the Millennium Declaration, the Sustainability Transition, and the Great 

Transition; and the many indicator initiatives are all expressions of values. Nurse (2006) argues 

that people’s identities shape how the environment is viewed. Additionally, cultural aspects 

can indirectly affect countries' sustainability practices which means that a cultural shift is 

required to achieve a more sustainable society (Cortese, 2003; Taylor, 2009; Fithian and 

Powell, 2009). 

Numerous literary works divide sustainable development into multiple dimensions: 

environmental, economic, social, and sometimes cultural (Seghezzo, 2009; Hasna, 2007; and 

Mensah, 2019). Parodi (2011) defines culture as a goal and a condition of sustainable 

development. Piece (2012) finds that culture drives sustainable development and further 

emphasizes its' role as a transformative power on existing development approaches, which 

helps make development much more relevant to the needs of people. Caprar and Neville (2012) 

perceive culture as a key condition influencing the adoption of sustainability, while Burford et 

al., (2013) propose culture as the fourth pillar of SDGs, where they identify culture as 

consisting of human values, ethics, and worldviews. 

Through reviewing the various meanings applied in scientific publications to the concept of 

“Cultural Sustainability", Soini and Birkeland (2014) found three proposed roles of culture in 

this context. The first role considers culture as an individual additional sustainability pillar. The 

second one finds that culture acts as a mediator for achieving sustainability. The third 

perception considers culture as one of the goals of sustainability. In the same context, 

McKenzie and Schultz (2014) claim that “Behavior change is central to the quest for a 

sustainable future”, while Opoku (2015) believes that cultural values shape the way of life in 

societies and, therefore, have the potential to make the changes in attitudes needed to ensure 

the attainment of sustainable development. Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) highlight the crucial 

impact of culture on achieving sustainability both in urban and rural environments. Klaniecki  

et al., (2019) find that mitigation of unsustainable behavior can reduce the acceleration of 

environmental degradation and promote achieved sustainability. Similarly, Petti et al., (2020) 

focus on assessing the SDGs implementation with reference to cultural heritage in the European 

region.  
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Pro-Sustainability Behavior 

Recently, several efforts have been devoted to enhancing the countries’ sustainability level 

by adopting policies that regulate the effect of human activity. These efforts depend not only 

on the schemes implemented by governments but also on the individuals' daily choices.  

Pro-sustainability is a term that refers to all types of behaviors that show individuals’ 

willingness to act in favor of current and future generations. This type of behavior includes 

pro-social and pro-environmental behaviors. Pro-sustainability attitudes and behaviors are, 

therefore, a fundamental part of identifying the potential of SD (Lee et al., 2019).  

Pro-social behavior covers all deliberate actions that intend to benefit others, such as 

cooperation, sharing, helping, donating, and volunteering, among others. Such behavior usually 

entails some costs incurred by the actor (agent) and reflects her/his readiness to endure some 

sacrifice in favor of society (Manesi et al., 2017; Eisenberg and Miller, 1987), such as spending 

time, effort, or resources. In the same vein, Weinstein and Ryan (2010) argue that pro-social 

behavior means cooperating with others and taking appropriate actions to support their well-

being. These actions might include activities aiming at the conservation of the environment. A 

wide array of environmental forces can steer pro-social behavior, including siblings and peers 

(Hastings et al., 2007), close friends, and parents' attitudes toward their children (Gupta and 

Thapliyal, 2015).   

Similarly, Pro-environmental behavior can be described as an individual’s actions that 

contribute to environmental sustainability, such as limiting energy consumption, avoiding 

waste, recycling, and environmental activism (Ones et al., 2015). Particularly, pro-

environmental behavior attributes to many socio-demographic and psychological determinants 

(Blankenberg and Akhusen, 2019). According to Stern (2000), four factors drive pro-

environmental behavior: attitudinal factors (which include norms, beliefs, and values), 

contextual forces, personal capacities, and individual habits and routines. Environmental 

knowledge also is reported to be a very important driver of pro-environmental behaviors (Grilli 

and Curtis, 2019). 

To our knowledge, despite the vast social-science literature that studied the interconnection 

between culture and SD, no prior study used the quantitative method to investigate this relation. 

The existing empirical researches are mostly conceptual and qualitative in nature, mainly due 

to the complexity of unraveling what culture means and how to be measured. This study aims 

to bridge this gap by quantitatively measuring the impact of individuals’ culture on the level of 

achieved sustainability. In this context, culture will be represented by two factors: the pro-

sustainability values of the individuals in the society and their pro-sustainability behaviors. 
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Values represent the abstract principles of people in a certain society, while behavior represents 

their actions. The study operates a cross-sectional regression to estimate the impact of both 

variables on the level of achieved sustainable development using the available data on all 

countries. 

Data and Method 

Theoretical Framework and Derivation of Hypotheses 

The previous literature review shows that the relationship between culture and sustainable 

development has been investigated only in a qualitative context. This study proposes a first 

trial to estimate this relationship quantitatively. Considering the prior highlighted theoretical 

definition of culture as being mainly represented in human values and behavior, the study uses 

both individuals’ pro-sustainability values and behaviors as proxies of society’s culture and, in 

turn, aims at measuring their impact on the country’s achieved level of sustainable 

development, as shown in Figure (2). Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

𝐻𝐻0: Individuals’ pro-sustainability values do not affect their countries’ achieved level of 

sustainable development 

𝐻𝐻1: Individuals’ pro-sustainability values affect their countries’ achieved level of 

sustainable development 

𝐻𝐻00: Individuals’ pro-sustainability behavior does not affect their countries’ achieved level 

of sustainable development 

𝐻𝐻2: Individuals’ pro-sustainability behavior affects their countries’ achieved level of 

sustainable development 

First, sources of data will be described, followed by a discussion of the method and model 

used. 

Figure (2) 

Study Design 

 
Source: constructed by the author  

Level of 
Sustainable 

Developmen
t

Pro-
Sustainability 

Values
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Data 

The study covers data from 100 countries. The World Values Survey (WVS)2 is the source 

of data related to personal values and behaviors. This survey studies human values and their 

impact on social and political life. The study used the data of the most recent wave 7 (2017-

2021) and also wave 6 covering years (2010-2014) to run the model twice. This is mainly 

because Wave 7 survey does not have enough questions reflecting individuals’ pro-

sustainability values or behaviors relevant to this study. Only one proxy for each variable was 

available in this survey. Accordingly, wave 6 was used to rerun the model, since it has more 

questions targeting this type of values and behaviors.  

From wave 7 of the WVS data, only one indicator was used to represent each of the study's 

independent variables. Pro-sustainability values were represented by one question; comparing 

the importance of protecting the environment (coded as 1) vs. economic growth (coded as 

zero). Individuals’ pro-sustainability behavior was also represented by one question; whether 

the person is a member of a conservation, environment, ecology, or animal rights organization 

(“yes” was coded as 1 while “no” was coded as zero). Due to the missing questions among 

survey countries, the final study sample includes 75 countries. 

From wave 6 of the WVS, two indicators were used to represent pro-sustainability values 

and another two to represent individuals’ behavior. Among the survey’s questions, 

environmental values were represented by two questions; how important is looking after the 

environment for this person (answers were coded ascendingly according to the level of 

importance) and comparing the importance of protecting the environment (coded as 1) vs. 

economic growth (coded as zero). Pro-sustainability behavior was proxied by two other 

questions; whether the person has given money to an ecological organization during the last 

two years, and whether the person has participated in a demonstration for some environmental 

cause (yes is coded as 1 while no is coded as zero for both questions). Again, due to the missing 

questions among survey countries, the final study sample includes only 56 countries. 

As for the dependent variable, the study used the Environmental Performance Index (EPI) 

as an indicator of the sustainable development level achieved by the country since sustainable 

development scores were not available before 2015. EPI summarizes the sustainability level 

across world countries, using 32 indicators of performance to rank 180 countries on 

environmental quality and ecosystem vitality. EPI data is available on published reports on 

                                                           
2 www.worldvaluessurvey.org  
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their site.3 The study used EPI data of year 2014 for wave 6 and year 2021 for wave 7. That is 

to represent the latest possible value for the indicator within the duration of each wave.  

Two control variables were added to the model. The first is the Democracy index 

representing the level of democracy in sample countries which can affect countries’ decisions 

to adopt pro-sustainability laws or policies. The index is calculated by the Economist 

Intelligence Unit (EIU),4 and it measures the state of democracy in 167 world countries. The 

second introduced control variable is the countries’ human development index (HDI) which 

reflects the level of economic development of each of the sample countries, which can in turn 

affect its achieved level of sustainable development. The HDI is calculated by the United 

Nations Development Program and is published annually in the human development report.5  

Model 

The study applies the OLS regression model to estimate the proposed (equation 1) that 

shows the impact of two independent variables (pro-sustainability values and behavior) on the 

achieved level of sustainable development. 

𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖 =∝0+∝1  𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑖𝑖 +∝2 𝐵𝐵𝑉𝑉ℎ𝑉𝑉𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖 +∝3 𝐷𝐷𝑉𝑉𝐷𝐷𝑎𝑎𝐷𝐷𝑎𝑎𝑉𝑉𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖 +∝4 𝐻𝐻𝐷𝐷𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖            (Equ.1)  

Where 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖 is the environmental performance indicator value of each country (i) to reflect 

the achieved level of sustainable development. 𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑉𝑖𝑖 and 𝐵𝐵𝑉𝑉ℎ𝑉𝑉𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖 represent the pro-

sustainability values and behaviors of individuals in each country (i) respectively, 𝐷𝐷𝑉𝑉𝐷𝐷𝑎𝑎𝐷𝐷𝑎𝑎𝑉𝑉𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝑖𝑖 

is the level of democracy in the country, 𝐻𝐻𝐷𝐷𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖 is the human development index of each country 

representing its economic development level, and 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖 is the error term.  

The model was estimated twice, once using wave 7 data, where both values and behavior 

are represented by one indicator each, and a second time using wave 6 data, where they are 

represented by two indicators each. Robustness checks were done for both models where the 

normal P-P plot of the regression standardized residual showed the linearity of the model in 

both cases, no collinearity was detected, and the Breusch Pagan test showed homoscedasticity 

of the model in both cases. 

 

 

 

                                                           
3  https://epi.yale.edu/  
4 https://www.eiu.com/n/?s=democracy+index&eiu_initial_search=1&nsi=a7e2d6dc22  
5 https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/human-development-
index?utm_source=EN&utm_medium=GSR&utm_content=US_UNDP_PaidSearch_Brand_English&utm_c
ampaign=CENTRAL&c_src=CENTRAL&c_src2=GSR&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI--re6rT7-wIVluhRCh2-
SQHPEAAYASAAEgLS9PD_BwE#/indicies/HDI  
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Results 

The model equation (1) was first estimated using wave 7 data of the WVS and the results 

showed that despite the significance of the model, the estimated coefficients indicate the 

insignificant impact of both values (people’s perception of the importance of environment 

protection compared to economic growth) and behavior (being a member of an environmental 

organization) on the country’s achieved level of sustainable development. Accordingly, we do 

not reject both null hypotheses, 𝐻𝐻0 and 𝐻𝐻00 , that is, both individuals’ pro-sustainability values 

and behavior do not impact the country’s achieved level of sustainability. This insignificance 

means that the available data does not provide evidence or proof of the presence of an impact 

of the independent variables on the dependent one, not that this impact necessarily does not 

exist. Since the limited number of available proxies for pro-sustainability values and behaviors 

in this wave might be a reason for not having a significant impact, the model was re-estimated 

using data from the previous wave, which includes more proxies representing the study’s 

independent variables. 

In this trial, equation (1) was re-estimated using OLS based on data provided by WVS  

wave 6 (2010-2014), where pro-sustainability values and behaviors are represented by two 

indicators each, as previously explained. An average value was calculated for each of the two 

indicators of each independent variable. The dependent variable (level of sustainable 

development of the country) was proxied by the EPI for each country in 2014. The 2014 values 

of the three control variables were used. After excluding countries with missing data, the model 

was estimated using data from 56 countries. Table (1) shows the descriptive statistics of 

variables, while Table (2) shows the estimated model coefficients. 

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics 

 
Source: Software output 

In a sample of 56 countries, the real GDP per capita shows the highest standard deviation 

around its mean. The means of both pro-sustainability value variables and of Behavior 1 and 

control variables are almost in the middle between their minimum and maximum values, while 
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the mean of Behavior 2 is closer to its minimum value. All pro-sustainability variables have 

limited standard deviations around their means.   

Table 2 
Estimated Coefficients  

Coefficients (standard deviations) Variables 
-26.103*** 

(8.352) 

Constant 

  

0.201** 

(2.823) 

Importance of looking at the environment (value 1) 

 

 

0.186* 

(8.452) 

Environment protection vs economic growth (value 2) 

 

 

0.152* 

(15.976) 

Paying money for an ecological organization 

(behavior 1) 

 

-0.109 

(21.399) 

 

0.067 

(0.658) 

 

0.742*** 

(10.835) 

Participating in a demonstration for an environmental 

cause (behavior 2) 

 

Democracy 

 

 

Economic Development (HDI) 

0.794 R-Squared 

0.768 Adjusted R-Squared 

56 Number of Observations 

 Source: Software output 
Note: Standard errors are reported in parenthesis. 

 *,**, ***indicate significance at 90%, 95% and 99% levels, respectively. 

The estimated model is significant and shows that 76.8% of the change in the sustainability 

level is explained by the independent variables; pro-sustainability values, and behaviors. As 

for the estimated coefficients (presented in Table 2), the results show a significant positive 

impact of individuals’ perception of the importance of looking at the environment (Value1), 

their choice of environmental protection as a higher priority compared to economic growth 

(Value 2), and individuals’ paying money for an ecological organization (Behavior1) on the 

achieved level of sustainability in the sample countries. Accordingly, we reject both null 

hypotheses, 𝐻𝐻0 and 𝐻𝐻00 , for these three variables and conclude that they all affect the country’s 
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achieved level of sustainable development. However, the impacts of people’s participation in 

a demonstration for an environmental cause (Behavior2) was found to be insignificant, which 

means we do not reject both null hypothesis 𝐻𝐻00 , for this variable; that is, it does not affect the 

country’s sustainable development. Insignificance here means that the available data does not 

prove the presence of this impact, yet it does not necessarily imply that the effect does not 

really exist. Moreover, the values of the estimated coefficients show that the effect of both 

values and behavior on the country’s level of sustainability is almost equal, yet both of them 

are small in magnitude. Accordingly, the influence of pro-sustainability values and behaviors 

on sustainability is limited as perceived in the sample countries.   

As for the control variables, the model results show that only the country’s level of economic 

development (proxied by the human development indicator) has a positive significant effect on 

the achieved sustainability, while the level of democracy was insignificant. Similarly, these 

results show that the available sample data support the significant influence of the level of 

economic development of the country on its achieved level of sustainability, while it fails to 

provide enough proof of the significant impact of the level of democracy. 

Discussion 

The quantitative analysis results indicate that the level of pro-sustainability values and 

behavior of a certain society affect the achieved level of sustainability of the respective country. 

This result comes in line with previous literature that highlighted the culture’s potential 

determining power of sustainable development, including Leiserowitz et al., 2005; Cortese, 

2003; Taylor, 2009; Carpenter et al., 2004; Fithian and Powell, 2009; Chua et al., 2005; Piece, 

2012. However, the coefficients of the estimated model show that the impacts of both pro-

sustainability values and behavior are weak. This means that despite the significant influence 

of individuals’ culture on the level of sustainability, this influence is still limited. Accordingly, 

working on building a stronger pro-sustainability cultural base might enhance the magnitude 

of this impact and pave the way for higher achieved sustainability levels.  

Hence, achieving sustainable development and fulfilling its goals requires appropriate 

policies that support and enhance individuals’ pro-sustainability culture. This pinpoints the 

significance of working towards building such culture in communities that lack them. Ensuring 

that people are aware of the various economic and environmental risks that SDGs are trying to 

handle, together with the awareness of the importance of individuals’ roles in mitigating these 

risks should be a priority for world countries, especially the less developed ones. Behaviors, 

such as conservative consumption, reduction of waste, and recycling will eventually be 

reflected in the form of a higher sustainability level for the whole country.  
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In this context, it is practically useful to identify who can affect societies’ culture to enhance 

the required pro-sustainability behavior and how this can be achieved, or via which tools. As 

for supporting individuals’ pro-sustainability behavior, this can be achieved by three parties. 

First, the government, especially departments directly related to this area, such as environment, 

education, and youth ministries or departments. Second, the business sector can also be 

influential in building this behavior as part of its corporate social responsibility commitment. 

Third, civil society has an important potential role in this context. (Fischer et al., 2012) have 

stressed the importance of civil society institutions, including local units, community groups, 

non-governmental organizations, foundations, and cultural groups, which can support formal 

government institutions, especially in case they were highly tied to other tasks and 

responsibilities that reduce their ability to focus on supporting this type of behavior. 

Accordingly, we can claim that setting strong foundations of pro-sustainability behavior among 

individuals needs the full cooperation of all involved societal actors over an extended period 

of time, as building such bases and capacities are considered a continuous and long-term goal.  

Concerning the potential tools that can be adopted to enhance pro-sustainability behavior in 

a community, these will vary according to who is taking action or the make the decision. In the 

case of formal government institutions, pro-sustainability behavior can be encouraged via 

compulsory instruments such as regulations, taxes or fines, and innovative policies.  

Educational programs also come on top of the impactful government tools, where building the 

foundations of pro-social and pro-environmental types of behavior of future generations starts 

with education to assure the awareness of the importance of sustainability and of individuals’ 

role in achieving it. The business sector can affect this behavior through persuasive marketing 

strategies, for example, promoting products based on their green impact or being manufactured 

using recycled materials. This will eventually affect consumers’ consumption choices and 

enhance their environmental responsibility. Also, the business sector can support facilitating 

pro-sustainability behaviors by adopting some supporting initiatives, such as providing more 

accessible recycling bins, water-conserving shower heads, and energy-conserving devices, 

among others. 

As for civil society organizations, their role in promoting this behavior can be achieved 

using different informal persuasive strategies. These strategies can focus on supporting pro-

sustainability behaviors through awareness of the impact of individuals’ behavior on the SD 

outcome of their own countries, whether using encouraging messages or threatening and 

challenging ones. Osbaldiston and Schott (2012) aimed to provide helpful information to 

198Does Individuals’ Culture Grease the Wheels for Sustainability?



 

  

practitioners regarding methods of promoting pro-environmental behavior by performing a 

meta-analysis on 87 published reports in this context. They highlighted some impactful 

behavior approaches, including justification or clarifying the reason for doing a certain 

behavior, such as showing the impact of using blinds on cooling rooms and thus reducing 

energy consumption. Reminders, through adding informational reminder notes for simple 

behavior, such as switching off lights when leaving the room. Feedback, which means showing 

how useful the behavior was for individuals and society, in the form of reducing electricity 

bills, for example. Rewards or incentives, where the behavior is encouraged via rewards, such 

as coupons or free bus tickets, to encourage using public transportation. Social modeling, 

through highlighting the pro-sustainability behavior of some role models known for their wide 

impact on people in society. 

In the end, it is worth noting that the major limitation of this study has been the availability 

of data. Finding a comprehensive international database, including the required data measuring 

values and behaviors, was the main challenge. As previously highlighted, the number of 

questions addressing the relevant study variables in the WVS was very limited. Taking this 

into consideration while preparing the next waves of this global survey is very important and 

can be of great value if more questions targeting pro-sustainability values and behaviors are 

added to the questionnaire.  

Finally, future research can target investigating the influence of pro-sustainability cultural 

variables on certain specific SGDs. It can also use one specific indicator of pro-sustainability 

behavior, such as recycling, and measure its impact on the level of achieved SD of the country.  
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Appendix 

Models’ Sample Countries 

Wave 6 Countries 
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