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Postmaterialism and the Social Ecosystem

Juan Diez Nicolas, Madrid

Introduction

Advanced industrial societies have reached a
high level of material comfort based on a partic-
ular model of social organization and a highly
elaborated technology.

However, in so doing, they have created serious
problems of environmental deterioration and
scarcity of resources which threaten to reduce
the quality of life. The process has been rein-
forced by the drive of less developed countries
to attain the same level of material comfort.

In view of this worldwide (global) situation of a
threatened environment, and the inter-relation-
ship among the four main elements of the social
ecosystem, one would expect a change in the
value system (as a collective, not individual, re-
sponse) in the form of greater preoccupation
with environmental protection than with econom-
ic growth.

Given the pattern which changes in social val-
ues usually follow, one would expect that preoc-
cupation with environmental issues would
emerge earlier in the more developed nations
and amongst more “central” social groups than
in less developed countries and in the “social

periphery”

1. The Social Ecosystem

According to social ecosystem theory, popula-
tions adapt to their environment in order to sur-
vive, since it is in the environment where they
find the sustenance resources needed for surviv-
al. But human populations are the only ones to
adapt to their environment through culture,
which for heuristic purposes can be divided into
its material and non-material aspects. Culture
may be considered, therefore, as an instrumen-
tal response on the part of human populations

in order to achieve a better adaptation to their
environment. Population, environment, social or-
ganization and technology are the four elements
of the ecosystem; they always interact with each
other, so that substantial changes in any one of
them will have repercussions on the remaining
three (Hawley 1986; Diez-Nicolas 1983, Fig.1.)

FIGURE 1
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The ecosystem is always in a state of “unstable”
equilibrium, since adaptation is never (nor can
be) perfect. This would explain why the assump-
tions of conflict and change are as much inher-
ent in the system as the three equilibrium as-
sumptions (demographic, spatial and function-
al). Similarly, the different forms of social organi-
zation constitute instrumental responses (cultur-
al responses, including technology) to the prob-
lem of adaptation faced by any population that
must survive with the resources which it finds in
its environment, and that ideational and value
systems are part, as elements of the non-materi-
al culture, of the so-called “social organization”.
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At present, and since World War II, world pop-
ulation is growing at a rate never experienced
before in human history (between 1.5 and 2.0

per cent annually since 1950 to the present).

This growth rate, on the other hand, shows great
regional differences to the effect of augmenting
inequalities between developed and less devel-
oped countries. Moreover,it contributes to grea-
ter and faster population concentration in urban
areas to the point that, within the next few years,
the situation may be one in which half of the
world population will be urban, also for the first
time in history.

Rapid demographic growth implies a growing
pressure on existing world resources as a higher
“per capita” consumption of resources results
from a higher demand of consumer goods in all
societies. The growing use of environmental re-
sources all over the planet creates problems,
not only with respect to nonrenewable re-
sources. but also with respect to renewable
ones (since the rate of usage is faster than the
capacity of renewal). This translates into a grow-
ing disequilibrium in the world physical environ-
ment, which may in turn constitute a serious
threat to the survival of humanity.

Actually, the quality of life has already deteriorat-
ed, and one would expect that, in future, social
and economic inequalities among and within
countries will be even greater. Concomitantly,
one would expect an increase of latent and/or
manifest social conflicts, both between and with-
in societies (Diez-Nicolas 1980)

Therefore, advanced industrial societies have re-
ached a high level of material well-being owing
to the application of more complex technologies
and more elaborated social and economic or-
ganizations, but they have concurrently created
serious problems of environmental deterioration,
which are increasing due to the spread of ad-
vanced technologies and more elaborate social
organizations in less developed societies.
According to social ecosystem theory, these im-
portant changes in population and environment,
and more specifically the real threat to the envi-
ronment, should have repercussions on the oth-
er two elements of the social ecosystem, espe-
cially on the value system.
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2. Changes in Social Values

For centuries, the majority of the population in all
societies was subject to hunger, sickness and
war, in a situation which may be defined as one
of economic and physical insecurity. Since
World War I, however, greater and greater pro-
portions of the populations of more developed
countries have succeeded in reaching an ac-
ceptable level of economic security and well-be-
ing which, combined with the absence of war for
such a long period, has made it possible for
younger cohorts (i.e.,those born after 1945) to
be raised and live in societies which provide
higher degrees of economic and physical secu-
rity than ever before in history.

This change from economic and physical inse-
curity to economic and physical security led Ro-
nald Inglehart to develop his theory of “postma-
terialism” as a theory to explain the change of
value systems in present societies (Inglehart
1977, 1990, Fig.2)

FIGURE 2
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The main hypotheses in this theory are the “scar-
city hypothesis” and the “socialization hypothe-
sis” (Inglehart 1985). According to the “scarcity
hypothesis”, when populations are less con-
cerned about their economic and physical secu-
rity (materialist orientation) they tend to become
more concerned about aesthetic, relational and
guality-of-life issues (postmaterialistic orienta-
tion). Therefore, it may be surmised that socie-
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ties, and social groups within each society,
which attain economic and physical security ear-
lier, will also become more postmaterialistically
oriented earlier. According to the “socialization
hypothesis”, and bearing in mind that individu-
als acquire most of their basic values during
adolescene, it seems reasonable to expect that
younger cohorts in advanced industrial socie-
ties, raised in a more secure environment, will al-
so be the cohorts showing higher levels of post-
materialism (Abramson/Inglehart 1992).

The two hypotheses have been repeatedly ver-
ified in about fifty countries in the five continents,
including societies at very different levels of de-
velopment.” Moreover, they have also been ver-
ified for Spain at both national and regional lev-
els, using a data file of over 50,000 personal in-
terviews collected between 1988 and 1992 (Diez
Nicolas 1993) On the basis of the twelve-item-
scale developed by Inglehart to measure post-
materialistic values, it was found that the propor-
tion of population showing a postmaterialist ori-
entation has grown steadily through the five year
period; that postmaterialism is highly and direct-
ly correlated with the level of economic devel-
opment (as measured by per capita income),
and negatively correlated with age; and that
there is a higher proportion of postmaterialists
amongst younger cohorts than amongst older
ones, reflecting the more secure living condi-
tions in which the former have been raised. Fur-
thermore, taking the 17 regions as units of analy-
sis, it was found that the proportion of postmate-
rialists in each region at present is better corre-
lated with per capita income during the 1960s
thant with that of the 1990s, which seems an ad-
equate verification of the “socialization hypothe-
sis” (the values of today’s adults were formed
thirty years ago, when they were youngsters).
Postmaterialism appears to be the emergent set
of values for societies which, having attained a
high level of economic development, seek an
improvement in the quality, rather than the quan-
tity of life, through greater social participation,
greater concern about the physical environment,
etc. However, the question that needs to be
asked is why populations in more developed so-
cieties have turned more postmaterialistic, in-

stead of seeking more of the same (economic
growth) or any other option.

In relation to this question, this paper argues
that postmaterialism is the cultural response by
more developed societies to currently prevailing
conditions. In fact, one could even go so far as
to suggest that the very success of industrial-
ized societies in achieving ever higher levels of
living for ever larger proportions of their popula-
tions has resulted in a deterioration of the envi-
ronment of such magnitude that it has become
a real threat to the survival of humankind. There-
fore, postmaterialism, as a system of values that
gives lower priority to economic growth and
higher priority to the protection of the environ-
ment, is precisely the system of values required
to respond to this new world situation. Social
ecosystem theory would then provide an ade-
guate theoretical framework of referenceto ex-
plain why postmaterialism, and not any other al-
ternative system of values, seems to be emerg-
ing everywhere.

Inglehart has successfully predicted and verified
that as societies move towards higher levels of
development they become more postmaterialis-
tic. He has further demonstrated that, within
each society, social groups that have attained
economic and physical security earlier are also
the ones showing higher proportions of postma-
terialism.

Important as they may be, however, socioec-
onomic conditions, whether at the level of
groups or at the level of individuals, are not the
only explanatory variables for the change to-
wards postmaterialism. Individuals and societies
with similar objective socioeconomic conditions
show differences in their degree of postmaterial-
ism, apparently due to some other variables that
seem to be related to “centrality” of the unit with-
in a particular system (worldwide, societal or
community level),

The center-periphery theory, as developed by
Galtung, would offer an adequate explanation
for the emergence of new values in society and
for their transmission. According to such a theo-
ry, individuals, groups or even societies which
occupy more central positions in the social sys-
tem tend to be more informed, to have more
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opinions, to participate more in what goes on in
their societies and to have greater access to
power and control mechanisms Thus, they tend
to be more at the "sending" than at the "receiv-
ing pole of the communication process New
social values no matter where they originate
(whether in the social centre or in the periphery),
will only achieve social relevance it any of the
groups in the social centre (which is far from ho-
mogeneous) adopts them Later, the social cen-
tre will transmit the new values to the rest of so-
ciety, until they reach the social periphery (Gal-
tung 1964, 1976 van der Veer 1976, Diez-Nicolas
1966, 1968, Fig3)

Figure 3
Centre-Periphery Theory
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From this theoretical perspective, postmaterial-
ism as the new system of values would first be
found in the social centre, since individuals and,
to that effect, societies — which have more cen-
tral positions will have achieved greater eco-
nomic and physical security earlier. Therefore
they will also have perceived earlier the negative
and even threatening consequences of industri-
alization, thus realizing the need to protect the
environment.
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The data for Spain significantly demonstrated
that "social position" (i.e.,centre-periphery posi-
tions) was a better predictor of postmaterialism
at an individual level than mere socioeconomic
status. Furthermore, the degree of information
proved to be a crucial intervening variable (Diez-
Nicolads1992).

3. National Priorities on Economic Growth
vs. Protection of the Environment

On the basis of around 65,000 personal inter-
views collected through national monthly sur-
veys from October 1988 to February 1994, with
samples of 1,200 individuals each, representing
the Spanish population aged 18 years and over,
an attempt has been made to test some of the
hypotheses formulated above.2

The proportion of postmaterialists in Spain
showed a trend of steady increase from October
1988till the end of 1992. not without small short-
term fluctuations. It varied between 22 per cent
to 29 per cent until May 1989. and maintained it-
self above 30 per cent (except for two months)
since that date until the end of 1992, almost
peaking at 40 percent in September of that year
and again in January 1993. From this date on-
wards, the trend showed a steady decline to-
wards the level of 30 per cent, which might be a
consequence of a greater social perception of
the economic crisis which characterized the
Spanish economy throughout 1993. Neverthe-
less, the long-term trend, even for such a short
period, showed a tendency for postmaterialism
to increase steadily from October 1988 to Janu-
ary 1993. The important fact is that the social
awareness of an economic crisis during 1993
was matched by y clear and significant short-
term decline in postmaterialism.

In a comparison of about forty countries, Spain's
proportion of postmaterialists fits quite well with
what could be expected in view of its present
level of economic development (Inglehart 1993).
On the other hand, the trend over the past six
years showed a slight but clear tendency for
postmaterialism to increase, although a short re-
versal of that trend seems to have occurred dur-
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ing 1993, apparently related to the most impor-
tant recession suffered by the Spanish economy
in the past decades. The two findings seem to
confirmInglehart's hypothesis that the long-term
trend towards increasing postmaterialism is
compatible with short-term fluctuations and even
reversals due to specific events. If, as expected,
Spain's economic recession gives way again to
some economic growth in 1994, one would ex-
pect also a return to the long-term trend of in-
creasing postmaterialism in 1994.

Assuming, as we have, that postmaterialism is
an emerging value orientation, one would expect
it stillto be sustained by a minority of the pop-
ulation (it is a value orientation "going into" so-
ciety); one would also expect postmaterialism to
be more accepted in the "social centre" than in
the "social periphery". Data have demonstrated
that postmaterialism continues to be a minority
value orientation among Spaniards. Indeed, on
the basis of more than sixty monthly national
surveys, the proportion of postmaterialists has
never been over 40 per cent. nor below 20 per
cent. Furthermore, when the data are aggregat-
ed by complete years, a very strong and signif-
icant positive correlation between postmaterial-
ism and social position becomes evident, the
proportion of postmaterialists in the "social cen-
tre" being consistently over 50 per cent, twice as
many as in the total population (Fig.4).

It must be pointed out, however, that the ratio
between the proportion of postmaterialists in the

Percentage
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Figure 4.% Postmaterialists by social position, 1989-1993.
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Source: ASEP Data Bank. 1989-1993

Figure 5.% Postmaterialists by social positions 1989-1993

"social centre" and that in the "social periphery"
steadily declined from 4.0 in 1989to 3.2 in 1990,
2.8in 1991 and 2.7 in 1992 to rise again to 3.11in
1993. indicating an increase in the relative differ-
ence between "social centre" and"social periph-
ery". apparently explained by a certain increase
in postmaterialism amongst the former and a
slight decrease amongst the latter (Fig.5).

It must also be underlined that the differences in
the distribution of each year's aggregated sam-
ple by social position are almost negligible (less
than 3 per cent points when comparing any two
distributions), a finding that confers reliability on
the representativeness of the samples andon
the scale of social position:

Year N= Total Very/High High  Middle Low Very Low
1989 (12,059) (100) (2%) (14) (45) (35) (4)
% PM 27 52 40 30 18 13
1990 (13.363) (100) (2%) (15) (45) (34) (4)
%PM 32 56 a7 34 23 17
1991 (12.125) (100) (1%) (12) (46) (36) 4
%PM 32 51 44 34 24 18
1992 (13.354)  (100) (1%) (13) (45) (36) @
%PM 34 52 46 37 27 19
1993 (13,362) (100) (1%) (12) (46) (36) (4)
%PM 32 56 41 36 25 18

Source. ASEP Data Bank, 1989-1993

Table 1: Postmaterialism by social position, 1989-1993
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The data seem to confirm the hypothesis that
the “social centre”, having attained greater se-
curity earlier than the *“social periphery”, has
become conscious of the threat that too much
economic growth may pose to the environ-
ment, and has turned to a more postmaterial-
istic orientation in greater proportions, as pre-
dicted. The slight but clear decline of postma-
terialism during 1993, which has been account-
ed for by the decline of postmaterialism in all
social positions except the *“social centre”,
would seem to support this interpretation even
more strongly, given the economic recession
during the same year.

With a view to testing the theory further, we have
examined separately the twelve items developed
by Inglehart to measure postmaterialism. Taking
into account the first two national goals chosen
by each individual in the first list, and the first
three mentioned in the second list, it is clear that
the eight postmaterialistic items are positively re-
lated to social position, while six of the eight ma-
terialistic items are negatively related to social
position. The pattern is identical in the five years
which have been compared, with very minor ex-
ceptions. In general, postmaterialistic items are
chosen in the “social centre” by significantly
larger proportions than in the “social periphery”,
while the opposite relation is observed with re-
spect to materialistic values.

Clearly, both the “social centre” and the “social
periphery” are more concerned about “maintain-
ing order within nation” and “fighting price in-
creases” than about “giving more participa-
tion...” and “protecting freedom of speech”.In
relative terms the “social centre” is more con-
cerned than the “social periphery” about political
participation and freedom of speech (postmate-
rialistic values), whereas the “social periphery” is
more concerned than the “social centre” about
order and inflation (materialistic values).

The same pattern is observed with respect to the
items in the second list, with two exceptions,
both concerning economic issues: “maintaining
high economic growth” and “maintaining a Sta-
ble economy”. The pattern for “high economic
growth” shows a positive relation with social po-
sition in 1990, 1991 and 1992, but a non-linear,
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(ie., curvilinear) relation with social position in
1989 and 1993. This pattern would suggest the
high prevalence in society at large of this materi-
alistic value for a long time, and possibly a rela-
tive loss of importance, starting at the social
centre and continuing, at a lower rate of de-
crease, at the social periphery. This might ex-
plain the very small gradient of the relationship
between the proportion choosing this item and
social position (an almost horizontal pattern),
and the more than proportional decline of that
proportion in the “social centre”, both in 1989
and 1993, which might be interpreted as a
change in the relationship from a positive one
during the industrialization and high economic
growth years (1960s and 1990s)to a negative
one within the following few years. The changing
pattern is even more evident when considering
the percentage choosing “maintaining a stable
economy”, where a curvilinear relation with
social position may be observed in all five
years.

The positive relation between postmaterialism
and social position is supported by the data, as
predicted, both when the compound index or
the twelve individual items are used. And the two
exceptions that appear seem to be values on
the process of change, in the sense that they
are losing relative importance in the “social cen-
tre”, while maintaining it in the “social periph-
ery”. Were this interpretation accurate, the rela-
tion of these two materialistic items with social
position should become negative within the next
few years.

A final test of the theory has been made by
comparing the priority granted to the two items
which seem more representative of the two
poles of the materialistic-postmaterialistic con-
tinuum (i.e., high economic growth and protec-
tion of the environment, Fig. 6).

Looking at the proportion of the total sample
who selected each one of these two national
goals, one notices that high economic growth
was given higher priority than protection of the
environment from October 1988 until April 1989;
from then on, however, environment overtook ec-
onomic growth. Though there are short-term fluc-
tuations (owing to the monthly periodicity and,
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(1) Maintaining a high level of economic growth
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Source: ASEP Data Bank, 1988-1994
Figure 6 National priorities for Spain.

probably, period effects), the pattern just de-
scribed persisted till the end of 1992. However,
the proportion of those mentioning the environ-
ment has declined steadily since then, as the
proportion mentioning economic growth has in-
creased steadily. to the point that since autumn
of 1993 economic growth has again been given
higher priority than the protection of the environ-
ment. The economic recession of 1993 would
seem to explain, once more, this reversal of the
trend, which would account for the slight decline
in postmaterialism to which we have already re-
ferred above (Fig 7)

Data from another source, also consisting of na-
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Figure 7 National prioritiesfor Spain

tional monthly surveys based on samples of
1,200 individuals representing the Spanish pop-
ulation aged 18 years and over, and using a var-
iation of Inglehart's postmaterialist scale, have
been used for comparison.: This time series is
shorter (October 1990 to February 1994), but it
confirms the priority granted to the environment
over economic growth, though the difference be-
tween the two also decreases at the end of 1993.
Nevertheless, the reversal of the pattern is likely
to be less clear with this data set, a possible ex-
planation being the inclusion of the "reducing
unemployment" item in this scale. Given the
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(2) Economic growth

Figure 8. Preference for high economic growth or protection of environment by social position, 1989-1993.
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high increase in unemployment in Spain
throughout 1993, it is not surprising that the pri-
ority given to this national goal should have in-
creased very rapidly during the year, thus limit-
ing the potential rise of the priority granted to ec-
onomic growth (Fig.8).

Finally, priorities given to economic growth and
the environment have been analysed by social
position, with data aggregated by complete
years. As might be expected from previous dis-
cussions, the environment was already given
higher priority than economic growth in 1989 only
among the "social centre”, though bot items
showed a positive relation with social position,
for reasons already referred to above. During the
years 1990, 1991 and 1992, the environment was
granted higher priority than economic growth by
all "social positions". But in 1993, probably due
to the economic recession, a decline in the pref-
erence for protection of the environment is ob-
served in all social positions, and relatively more
in the "social centre" probably more aware of the
importance of the current economic crisis. At the
same time, there is a significant increase in the
preference shown for high economic growth, es-
pecially in the "social periphery", which most
likely suffers more the consequences of the re-
cession, to the point that, amongst those in the
"social periphery", economic growth is again giv-
en higher priority than environmental protection.
It should also be noted that, in 1993, the relation
of economic growth and social position seems
to be negative, although the gradientis still
small. Nevertheless, it represents a clear change
in the expected direction.

Current concern about the environment, one
might conclude, does not seem to be just atem-
porary fashion, but rather a collective response
to the situation created by high economic
growth sustained over several decades. In this
respect, it was expected that the "social centre"
would internalize this concern earlier than the
"social periphery".

On the basis of an unusual volume of survey da-
ta, sufficient evidence has been provided here to
support the main theoretical assumptions de-
rived from social ecosystem theory, centre-pe-
riphery theory, and postmaterialism theory.
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Notes

1 The World Values Survey was conducted in 42 countries
around 1990, and it was coordinated by Prof Ronald In-
glehart A new WVS is currently being planned for 1995 in
more than 50 countries

LaOpinidn Publica de los Espafioles is a monthly national
survey conducted by Andlisis Socioldgicos Econémicos y
Politicos (ASEP)

About half the questionnaire consists of questions and in-
dicators which are the same every month and the other half
may vary from month to month The questionnaire compris-
es five regular sections consumption and economic atti-
tudes and behaviour, political attitudes and behaviour,
mass media consumption current affairs and background
data

This other monthyl national survey is conducted by Centro
de investigaciones sobre la Realidad Social (CIRES) spon-
sored by Fundacion Banco Bilbao-Vizcaya Caja de Madrid
and Bilbao-Bizkaia-Kutxa The main topic of each month's
survey varies from monthto month but the questionnaire in-
cludes more than 50 variables which are repeated every
month

N
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