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Summary 

The Status of Voluntary Moderation 
A study on status and environmentally induced self-restraint 

Under which conditions does restraint in consumption become prestigious and does it set 
a precedent? In 1991, when this research project began, this question and its implicit 
assumption was relatively new. Many environmentalists found the notion of restraint in 
consumption rather provocative. Several years, and many environmental studies, 
campaigns, articles and congresses later, the idea seems much less unusual. Industrial 
designers, reporters, publicity officers and representatives of environmental organisations 
have more frequently related high social status to environmental care and consumptive 
moderation. This societal backing, however, still leaves the initial question unanswered 
and its implicit assumption unsubstantiated. 

The research that this dissertation reports was conducted as part of the first Dutch 
National Research Programme on Global Air Pollution and Climate Change (1991-1995). 
This research programme was intended to support the environmental Government policy. 
In the beginning of the nineties, there were strong environmental concerns among both 
the general population and within Government circles. My study was part of the research 
project Toward a Morality of Moderation' that I conducted together with Kees Schmidt 
and Fred Spier. The project was supervised by Professor Johan Goudsblom, who had 
originally proposed the idea of studying the interrelationship between status and self-
restraint. Kees Schmidt analysed the longer-term processes of the economisation and 
ecologisation of society and the conditions that these processes have provided for 
moderation. Fred Spier studied the role of status in nature conservation and environmental 
organisations throughout the last century. My own part of this project focused on the past 
decades and years, concentrating on the theme of 'consumption and stratification'. 

A central theme in my study is that consumption and life-style have the tendency 
to stratify. People strive for status through their patterns of consumption. On the other 
hand, consumption is also a source of solidarity: people look for allies through 
consumption. These thoughts led to the following idea, which laid the foundations for my 
whole investigation: If people want to distinguish themselves by means of environmentally 
friendly behaviour, and other people aspire to belong to this ecologically concerned 
group, can this desire stimulate the spread of a life-style of moderation? 

Groups with a higher social status that are more affluent are able to consume -
and thus also to pollute - more than other segments of the population. Yet, at the same 
time, members of higher-status groups are in a position and may be motivated to exercise 
restraint in their consumption. People can decide to use less only if they have had more. 
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Consumer goods that were previously available to very few individuals have become 
accessible to the masses. That is why the status value of having a car, going on holiday 
and eating meat every day has waned. Among the highest-status groups, the educated are 
especially more likely to express a willingness to take action against environmental 
problems in their everyday lives. If they take steps to moderate their consumption, this 
trend can set an example for lower-status groups. 

Traditional status symbols, such as large cars and jewellery, reveal status based on 
wealth. However, while status is often reflected in excessive consumption, it may also be 
manifested through refinement or moderation. There are examples of status-oriented 
behaviour that are not based on large quantities and high cost, but on simplicity and 
refinement. Such consumption signifies taste, style, self-control and foresight (Bourdieu 
1979; Elias 1939) Taste is then seen as a sign of a good upbringing and education. If 
people are willing to subject their consumption to a new environmental regime, they 
restrain or moderate their consumption in a particular way. I refer here to the concepts of 
self-restraint and voluntary moderation. This behaviour is, nevertheless, largely the result 
of social conditions and social pressure. 

This study is diagnostic rather than therapeutic. It explores and recognises 
existing, and relatively, spontaneous tendencies and existing social mechanisms, such as 
endowing moderation with status appeal. The question is whether there are spontaneous 
developments that suggest a trend of moderation in consumption? The study focuses 
specifically on forms of consumption that result in the emission of large quantities of 
carbon dioxide. Moderation of consumption in areas such as travel, the use of fuels, 
appliances and other consumer goods can help decrease environmental problems. This 
study is, however, not wholly confined to these types of consumption. My aim is to trace 
a predisposition or willingness to restrain consumption in general, especially for the sake 
of the environment. 

In this explorative study, I use a wide range of material to investigate the 
following interrelated questions: What is known about the relationship between social 
status and self-restraint in consumption? Under what conditions do higher-status groups 
exercise self-restraint in their consumption? What is known about the role of status and 
the trickle-down mechanism in spreading forms of self-restraint? To what extent is status 
related to self-restraint, especially in relation to environmentally relevant areas of 
consumption? Among the higher-income categories, do the better educated consume with 
more restraint or in a more environmentally sound manner? If so, to which areas of 
consumption does this evidence apply, and to which ones does it not apply? To investigate 
these questions, I use statistical material, secondary literature, interviews and a survey. 
Descriptions of developments, mechanisms and trends are based on that diverse material. 

The first chapter describes the enormously rising standards of consumption after 
the Second World War. It illustrates the dominant correlation of status and wealth. In 
particular it describes how the expansion of consumption has been accompanied by an 
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increase in fuel consumption. This kind of consumption causes the emission of carbon 
dioxide, which is held responsible for the reinforced anthropogenetic greenhouse effect on 
a global scale. I particularly studied the spread of cars and faraway holidays and in more 
detail the diffusion of electric appliances. I explored whether 'trickle down' has been the 
main pattern of distribution of these goods, or whether other patterns have also occurred. 
The analysis demonstrates that despite differences in patterns of distribution, these goods 
spread downward more frequently than upward. The sociologist Fallers used the term the 
'trickle-down effect' to explain this. As people strive for upward social mobility, they try 
to adopt the consumption habits of their social superiors. This adoptive behaviour gives 
them a sense of social climbing and progress. This material progress does not necessarily 
entail social progress as their superiors, in turn, embrace new consumption habits or raise 
their level of consumption to distinguish themselves further. The term trickle-down effect, 
akin to the notion of the 'sinkendes Kulturgut', describes the path of goods in their 
distribution. 

Chapter two illustrates that competition does not necessarily increase consumption 
within the upper social strata. Historical examples of the contrary appear in Norbert 
Elias' study of the development of etiquette and social manners between 1500 and 1800. 
In the 'Civilising Process' (1939), Elias describes how the French aristocracy conducted 
themselves with self-control and restraint. For example, rather than stuffing themselves, 
they ate with refinement and moderation. Also in other respects - such as bodily actions, 
expressions and desires related to sexuality and violence - they were more controlled, 
restrained and refined than the rest of the population. The desire among the elite to 
distinguish themselves caused standards of conduct to progressively change at the top of 
the social ladder. Many patterns of behaviour were subjected to more rules or even 
disappeared from public life altogether. Over time, social life required more attention to 
foresight and the consideration of others. The rising bourgeoisie that struggled with the 
aristocracy for power began to emulate the controlled and refined habits of the nobility. 

The much more recent study 'La distinction' by Pierre Bourdieu shows that the 
urge to achieve distinction and prestige causes the cultural elite to use goods and services 
that imply refinement and to abstain from popular products and amusements. It describes 
tastes among different social strata in France during the 1960s and 1970s. His 
investigation was based on statistical material and questionnaires about preferences on 
food, music photography, sports, art, and so forth. Like the work of Veblen, Elias and 
Fallers, Bourdieu's study reveals that people with lower socio-economic positions derive 
their preferences from higher-status groups. The latter distinguish themselves from the 
lower strata through their 'good taste'. According to Bourdieu, two elites top the social 
hierarchy; one economic, the other cultural. The members of the economic elite derive 
their power and prestige mainly from wealth. Their taste, expressed in consumption 
practices intended to distinguish them from lower strata, favours luxury and wealth. 
Members of the cultural elite, however, are not only affluent, but also have access to 
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more exclusive sources of information. Above all, they are well educated. They are also 
able to use knowledge and good taste to distinguish themselves from the economic elite. 
In all domains of consumption, many higher forms of taste are associated with restraint. 

In chapter two, smoking behaviour serves as an instructive example of self-
restraint that is partly comparable to environmentally relevant consumption restraint. The 
central question with regard to smoking behaviour corresponds to the general problem 
under investigation: which circumstances increase the willingness to restrain consumption? 
Special attention is paid to the importance of social stratification and status. In the 
Netherlands, status differences based on age, sex, class and educational level play a role 
in smoking. In the decreasing prevalence of smoking, upper classes preceded lower ones, 
and men were ahead of women. In the resulting situation, however, no large status 
differences appear. These patterns demonstrate that non-smoking really did trickle down 
to the lowest classes in the Netherlands. When almost all men smoked, the educated were 
the first to abstain. They seem to have done so in part to distinguish themselves, using 
medical knowledge as a source of legitimisation. Since smoking has started to decline, the 
higher strata and the educated are continually at the forefront of non-smoking. The 
findings substantiate the basic hypothesis: both in the Netherlands and in other countries, 
non-smoking has spread downwards throughout the social hierarchy. The case study on 
smoking suggests that status may prompt the spread of consumption moderation. 

Assuming that various forms of self-restraint spread from higher to lower social 
strata, 1 tried to discover how a category of people within the higher-status groups 
restrain their consumption and what prestige they and others attach to consumer restraint. 
Fourteen of the 25 households were selected because they restrained their consumption in 
an extraordinary way. On the basis of interviews conducted with a limited sample of 
higher-income households, the third chapter describes the recent state of environmentally 
relevant consumption in households. The interviews, focusing on educated members of 
higher-income categories, revealed that these people were indeed preoccupied with 
controlling their consumption. To a great extent, these people are willing to consume with 
control and consideration, taking the environmental effects of their consumption into 
account. The disposition toward moderation manifests itself in areas such as eating, which 
implies moderate consumption of meat and a tendency to consume healthy food, as well 
as a restraint in smoking and buying goods, such as furniture, cars and clothes. These 
people's environmental concerns materialise in certain forms of consumption modification 
and moderation. For some households, these habits include entail eating organic food, 
commuting by bicycle, buying bottled milk, or purchasing second hand furniture. They 
were in general quite environmentally concerned, but they did not primarily moderate 
their consumption out of environmental concern. On the one hand, there was a learning 
process with regard to environmentally friendly behaviour. Simultaneously, people hardly 
moderated their consumption progressively. The moderation of the restrained consumers 
was under pressure of increasing affluence. 
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With respect to status, the interviews revealed that on the one hand people made 
distinctive and self-confident remarks about their consumptive self-restraint. They 
suggested, for instance, that they consumed in a more (environmentally) conscious way 
than others. Furthermore, they mentioned an improvement of the social appreciation of 
voluntarily moderate consumption, yet still complained about the lack of respect and 
recognition. Manifest and uncommon consumption restraint may encounter prejudices and 
sometime has a lowly image. 

In chapter four, I examine the extent to which both sensibility to the environment 
and moderation are a typical feature of high-status groups and especially the educated, or 
whether they are more widely spread throughout the population. This chapter is based on 
the results of a survey that was conducted in September 1994 among a panel of two 
thousand households. By means of a questionnaire, a sample of the Dutch population was 
asked about their consumption patterns. The statistical analyses determined whether 
better-educated people were more moderate and environmentally friendly than less 
educated people with a similar income. 

The survey and additional statistical material revealed that higher-status - and 
especially the educated - are over-represented among the clients of organic food shops, 
buyers of other environmentally friendly alternatives and members of environmental 
organisations. Moreover, the educated, more often than other respondents to the survey, 
mentioned consumption items that they moderated for the sake of the environment. All 
this information suggests their greater willingness to take the environment into 
consideration. The educated members of higher income categories, however, do not 
actually significantly moderate or adapt their consumption for the sake of the environment 
in relevant areas. They are not moderate in their ownership and use of cars and in 
travelling. Neither do they have a significantly moderate possession of appliances, nor a 
modest use of gas and electricity. People among the higher-status groups who consistently 
try to practice environmentally sound behaviour, like some of the moderate interviewees, 
represent only a small category of the higher-status groups. In general, especially among 
educated people, there is a large discrepancy between their willingness to be 
environmentally friendly and their actual behaviour. 

Chapter five summarises the aforementioned results and attempts to elucidate 
them. The results reject the hypotheses that the better-educated members from the higher-
income groups distinguish themselves by restraining environment burdening consumption 
more than others. This situation does not offer a favourable perspective for moderation. 
Moreover, do appeals to moderate consumption diminishes rather than intensify. Instead 
of appeals for this kind of individual behavioural change, technological solutions that may 
be economically beneficial were more frequently voiced. This chapter presents a tentative 
interpretation and explanation for the lack of voluntary moderation for the sake of the 
environment among higher-status groups. On the one hand, it emphasises and elaborates 
on the importance of the continuous growth and change of consumption in our society, 
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and on the other it emphasises the relative insignificance of the environment and 
environmental problems for our way of life. 

The continuous change and growth of consumption has become a major force in 
industrial society. The ability to choose and buy has become a central and expanding 
feature of our way of life. In the economisation process, the dominance and significance 
of the market economy has only increased. However, not only does economic 
significance, but also social, cultural and psychological reasons sustain the importance of 
consumption. The individual ability to choose and to show whom one is, or wants to be, 
to demonstrate one's concerns on a sovereign, possibly temporary, basis through 
consumption has gained ground. In addition, the utilitarian or hedonist values of 
consumption undermine the tendencies of moderation. To conclude, the spread of restraint 
seems to be hampered by the low prestige that is still associated with certain forms of 
restraint, and above all, by the high prestige related to several types of excessive 
consumption. The distinctive potential of moderation is surpassed by the potential of 
abundant consumption, particularly of energy-related goods, to serve as means for the 
educated to participate in the status competition. Furthermore, the possibility for these 
goods to serve these people by showing their cultural capital is also stronger. 

In the second part of the discussion, I assert that environmental problems are not 
important enough and sufficiently threatening to our way of life to make people moderate 
their consumption. Subsequently, several arguments are presented to explain why, whilst 
environmental care is like cultural capital predominantly present among the better 
educated, it does not function in the same way. Cultural capital means having diplomas 
and the non-scholastic knowledge that facilitates the acquisition of power in society. 
Extensive time and great effort are required to develop it. Cultural capital is hard to 
obtain, to lose or to transmit (for example, between generations). Cultural capital can be 
invested, and transferred into power in different ways. Comparison makes clear why 
environmental concern does not function like cultural capital, it is too easily accessible 
and can insufficiently be translated into power. 

In the epilogue, I reflect upon the research process. Since the collection of data, a 
few years have passed by and others have conducted research projects that were in some 
respects comparable to my own and that have also led to similar conclusions. In addition, 
studies have been published about global climate change as an environmental and policy 
problem. These facts and the course of time enabled me to reflect on the research project 
and to consider it in a more distanced fashion. 

In the epilogue, I have related my research more explicitly to the political context, to the 
problem of global climate change and to the national research programme that deals with 
this phenomenon. In some respects, global climate change is an environmental problem 
like others, although it is particularly complex and uncertain. I have tried to determine the 
extent to which the scope of the research and the definitions I use may be determined by 
external factors. In general, etic (scientific) and emic (subjective) definitions of 
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environmental problems are often confused. These cannot be totally separated because 
there is an intense spread of scientific knowledge. On the other hand, it should be 
considered whether intuition and other interests play a certain role in the definition of 
environmental problems. The confusion of definitions is related to the interdependencies 
of the actors that are engaged in the environmental field. There are interdependencies and 
inequalities between natural and social scientists; scientists and policy-makers, the media, 
environmental organisations, etc. In my conclusions, I touch upon the possible 
contribution of social science to the study of environmental problems, by attempting to 
place the approach and the definitions that I have used in my study in a broader 
perspective. 
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