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Shop ’til We Drop? Television,
Materialism and Attitudes
About the Natural Environment

Jennifer Good
Brock University

Cultivation theory research exploring the links between television viewing and atti-
tudes about the natural environment has found evidence that heavier viewers of televi-
sion are more apathetic about environmental issues than their lighter viewing counter-
parts. Why this relationship occurs has not, however, been explored. The current
research, based on a mail survey sent to a 1,000-person national random sample and a
1,000-person random sample of a national environmental organization, finds that the
explanation for the relationship between television and a lack of concern for the natu-
ral environmental may be explained by materialism. Materialism is found to mediate
the relationship between television viewing and attitudes about the natural environ-
ment. This finding offers important insights not only into our understanding of cultiva-
tion theory but also into our understanding of our relationship with the natural envi-
ronment at a time when such information has perhaps never been more essential.

“Human activity is putting such a strain on the natural function of Earth that the
ability of the planet’s ecosystems to sustain future generations can no longer be
taken for granted.” Thus concluded the Board of the Millennium Ecosystem As-
sessment, initiated by United Nations secretary-general Kofi Annan in 2001 and
released in March 2005. The researchers, more than 1,300 experts from around the
world, had been given the task of assessing the “‘consequence of ecosystem change
for human well-being and the scientific basis for actions needed to enhance the
conservation and sustainable use of those systems and their contributions to human
well-being” (preface; Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005). The assess-
ment’s conclusions can be added to a long list of research that increasingly shows
concern for the ability of the planet to sustain life on the planet (i.e., see the United
Nations Environment Program at http://www.unep.org). As such, research that
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speaks to how individuals form their sense of relationship with the natural environ-
ment has never been more essential.

One way that researchers have explored the creation of attitudes about the natu-
ral environment has been to look at the possible role that television viewing plays
in the formation of those attitudes. This cultivation theory research has found that
there is a correlation between television viewing and a sense of apathy (lack of
concern, inability to make a change, etc.) regarding environmental issues (Good &
Shanahan, 2002; Shanahan, 1993; Shanahan & McComas, 1999; Shanahan, Mor-
gan, & Stenbjerre, 1997). Meanwhile, content analyses have found a dearth of en-
vironmental programming in prime-time television (McComas, Shanahan, & But-
ler, 2001; Shanahan & McComas, 1999)—the genre of television that cultivation
researchers most often study, and the bulk of television that people consume
(Shanahan & Morgan, 1999). This lack of environmental television programming
has raised questions regarding why television viewing is related to attitudes about
the environment if television does not contain programming related to the environ-
ment. One explanation is that perhaps it is because of this lack of coverage, or
“symbolic annihilation” (Shanahan & Morgan, 1999) of environmental content,
that television viewing is related to environmental attitudes (i.e., people are unable
to become concerned about or motivated to take action if they know nothing about
the issues). The discussion of the relationship between television and environmen-
tal attitudes in the relative absence of environmental themes in prime-time televi-
sion programs raises the possibility that the link is not directly between television
viewing and environmental attitudes; perhaps there is a mediating variable (Baron
& Kenny, 1986).

Recent research has investigated the relationship between television viewing
and materialism and found that heavier television viewers are more likely to be
materialistic than lighter viewers (i.e., Shrum, Burroughs, & Rindfleisch, 2005). In
light of such findings, it is certainly reasonable to hypothesize that pro-envi-
ronmental attitudes (i.e., concern that resources are being depleted; that human ac-
tivity is affecting the quality of the air, water, and soil; that ecosystems being de-
stroyed and species becoming extinct) might be incompatible with materialistic
attitudes (i.e., the more possessions one owns, the better and more successful one
is; we are what we buy). The study presented here explores whether materialism
may be mediating the relationship between television viewing and environmental
attitudes as well as the possible implications for such mediation.

TELEVISION AND ATTITUDES ABOUT
THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Shanahan and Morgan (1999) presented the underlying tenet of cultivation theory
in this way: “Watching a great deal of television will be associated with a tendency
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to hold specific and distinct conceptions of reality, conceptions that are congruent
with the most consistent and pervasive images and values of the medium” (p. 3).
Cultivation research can be simplistically broken into two steps. In the first step, a
content analysis is done to determine the composition of the world portrayed on
television. In the second step, a comparison is made to determine whether heavy
viewers are more likely than their light-viewing counterparts to draw on the televi-
sion world to answer questions about the real world.

In their content analysis of environmental programming, McComas et al.
(2001) found that only 14% of the nonnews programming—in samples taken be-
tween 1991 and 1997—contained environmental “episodes” (an episode was de-
fined as “any discrete portion of an entertainment program involving spoken words
or physical action in which environmental issues were specifically implicated or
discussed”’; Shanahan & McComas, 1999, p. 151). McComas et al. also found that
the environment was an “outstanding theme,” or focus of the program, in just 2%
of the programs.

Environmental cultivation research (research exploring the links between televi-
sion viewing and attitudes about the natural environment) has found that heavier
television viewers tend to have less concern for environmental issues and feel less
agency in addressing environmental issues than their lighter viewing counterparts.
Shanahan’s (1993) early research in this area, based on a college student sample,
found thatheavier viewers were less likely to rate the environment as an issue of con-
cern (relative to otherissues) and less likely to think that they could have animpact on
environmental issues than lighter viewers (see also Shanahan & McComas, 1999).
Research based on the 1993 and 1994 General Social Surveys (Shanahan &
McComas, 1999; Shanahanetal., 1997) found arelationship between heavier televi-
sion viewing and heightened fear about the environment.! Good and Shanahan
(2002), making use of data from the 2000 General Social Survey, found that heavier
television viewing was related to lower levels of environmental “activism” (joining
an environmental organization, signing an environmental petition) and lower scores
on an environmental “affirmation” scale (responses to statements such as “There are
more important things to do in life than protect the environment.”).

ICultivation research focuses on exposure to entertainment (i.e., nonnews programming) as this is
the programming most people watch most of the time. However, the way in which the environment is
covered by the news may help to explain the relationship between heavier television viewing and a “fear
response” to environmental issues. The environment as a theme in news coverage has been somewhat
more prevalent than coverage of the environment in nonnews programming. Shanahan and McComas
(1999) found that the news contained environmental stories in 30% of sampled stories in the early
1990s but dropped to less than 10% in the mid-1990s (compared to the environment as the outstanding
theme in 2% of fictional programming). Therefore, environmental coverage in the news is much more
prevalent, and news coverage presents issues in a narrative and cyclical fashion that tends to highlight
the sensational (perhaps fear-inducing) aspects of the story but may not allow for the expression of the
complexity and longevity of many environmental issues (Shanahan & McComas, 1999).



Downloaded By: [Universidad Granada] At: 23:14 17 July 2008

368 GOOD

Therefore, based on previous environmental cultivation research, there is the
following hypothesis.

HI1: Television viewing will be related to lower levels of concern about the
natural environment.

TELEVISION AND ATTITUDES ABOUT MATERIALISM

At a fundamental level, commercial television exists because of an arrangement
between those who create television, those who wish to advertise on television,
and those who view television. Television assembles audiences, and advertisers
buy those audiences to sell goods and services (Leiss, Kline, & Jhally, 1990). Ac-
cording to the American Association of Advertising Agencies (2003), explicit
sales pitches are made for products and services during approximately 17 to 20
minutes of every hour of television broadcasting . Ewen (1976) explored the role of
advertising in the creation of consumer culture and pointed out that “television car-
ried the consumer imagery into the back corners of home life. ... On television ...
corporately produced goods and services were being reinforced as the cohesive fi-
ber of daily life and as objects of fantasy” (pp. 209-210). Advertising content is the
most obvious way in which messages about materialism reach television viewers
and, not surprisingly, researchers—using both qualitative (i.e., Kunkel, 2001;
Zinkhan, 1994) and quantitative (i.e., Richins, 1987; Yoon, 1995) approaches—
have found positive relationships between exposure to television advertising and
favorable attitudes about materialism.

It is not only via advertising, however, that television transmits information
about materialism. Television programming has also been found to contain posi-
tive images, narratives, and messages about materialism. Cook (1997) used a con-
tent analysis to explore materialism in three home-shopping cable channels. His
research detailed how materialism is encouraged and ‘““sold” to viewers of that
genre. Ferraro and Avery (2000) undertook a content analysis of prime-time pro-
gramming on the four major U.S. television networks (ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox)
to look at the types of products that are shown and/or talked about during
“nonadvertising” programming.2 The researchers found that the mean number of
brand appearances (verbal or visual) ranged from 18.4 per 30-minute segment for
NBC to 7.5 per 30-minute segment for CBS. Sports had the highest number of
brands per 30-minute period (58.2) followed by feature magazines (40.6) and news
programming (36). “Tone” of the program was also tracked and the highest num-
ber of brands per 30-minute period by tone—at 35.5—is “mostly informative.”

2The sample consisted of “brands appearing in situational comedies, made-for-television movies,
dramas/series, comedy skit/variety, cartoons and movie reruns” (Ferraro & Avery, 2000, p. 6).
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Other research has looked at the relationship between types of television pro-
gramming/viewing demographics and individuals’ materialism-related under-
standings of the world. For example, in a series of studies, Shrum and his col-
leagues (O’Guinn & Shrum, 1997; Shrum, Wyer, & O’Guinn, 1998) found that
heavier viewers of soap operas were more likely to overestimate rates of societal
wealth and consumption than lighter viewers. Brand and Greenberg (1994) found
some positive relationships between school children’s exposure to Channel One?
and materialistic attitudes. Churchill and Moschis’s (1979) early research found a
positive relationship between adolescents’ television viewing and their material-
ism. (Easterlin & Crimmins, 1991, also used a sample of teenagers/young adults to
look at overall television use and materialism, but their secondary data analysis
found inconclusive results.)

Research from other parts of the world has found similar relationships between
television and attitudes about materialism. Reimer and Rosengren (1990) found
that Swedes who watch fiction/entertainment programming are more likely to have
materialistic attitudes, whereas those Swedes who watch nonfiction—news, “high
culture”—are more likely to have nonmaterialist attitudes. Cheung and Chan
(1996), using a sample from Hong Kong, found a positive relationship between
television and materialism. Sirgy et al. (1998) explored the relationship between
television viewing and life satisfaction (including materialism) for five countries
(China, Turkey, Australia, Canada, and the United States). The pooled sample (the
five national samples combined), as well as the Chinese, Australian, and U.S.
household samples, showed a positive relationship between overall television
viewing and attitudes about materialism (the Turkish sample was nonsignificant,
whereas the Canadian sample was negative and significant).

Finally, two cultivation studies with American samples yielded similar results.
Harmon (2001), using data from the General Social Survey, found that respondents
“who regarded nice things as important” and who “regarded a high income as im-
portant” were heavier television viewers.# Shrum et al. (2005), using a survey ad-
ministered to an American national sample of adults, found a strong positive rela-
tionship (f = .37, p <.001) between television viewing and materialism.

Therefore, based on previous television and materialism research, the following
hypothesis is presented:

H2: Television viewing will be positively related to materialism.

3Channel One is a commercial television-based enterprise that shows students a daily 10-minute
news broadcast at school (with several minutes of commercials). In return for allowing the news broad-
cast and commercials to be shown, the school receives monetary and material incentives from Channel
One.

4The other sample, based on a consumer marketing survey, did not yield significant results.
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MATERIALISM AND ENVIRONMENTALISM

Environmentalism and materialism are, arguably, incompatible. As
Schumacher (1973) succinctly stated,

An attitude of life which seeks fulfillment in the single-minded pursuit of wealth—in
short, materialism—does not fit into this world, because it contains within itself no
limiting principle, while the environment in which it is placed is strictly limited. (p.
30)

Or, as Kasser (2002) offered, “we must recognize the place of materialism in
the equation [of what causes environmental degradation], as substantial evidence
shows that choices arising from a materialistic value orientation are often uncon-
cerned with, or actively hostile toward, nature” (p. 92). Environmentalism is built
upon a belief or understanding that the earth’s resources are ultimately finite and
that the ecosystems that compose the earth also have inherent value outside of what
they are able to provide humans (McKibben, 1989). Conversely, materialism “rep-
resents a mind-set or constellation of attitudes regarding the relative importance of
acquisition and possessions and their acquisition are at the forefront of personal
goals that dictate ‘ways of life’” (Richins & Dawson, 1992, p. 307). Or, as Belk
(1985) offered, “[Materialism is] the importance a consumer attaches to worldly
possessions. At the highest levels of materialism, such possessions assume a cen-
tral place in a person’s life and are believed to provide the greatest sources of satis-
faction and dissatisfaction” (p. 291).

In their national study on Americans’ environmental attitudes, Kempton,
Boster, and Hartley (1995) found that survey respondents from the general public,
as well as selected environmental and industry groups, felt that “a ‘less materialis-
tic way of life’ will help the environment” (p. 55) and that this incompatibility of
materialism and environmentalism is one of three general precepts that guide
Americans in thinking about the environment. Dunlap, VanLiere, Mertig, and
Jones (2000) made a case for the content validity of their environmental attitude
scale—the new environmental paradigm (NEP) scale —by pointing out that their
well-researched and tested scale parallels Kempton et al.’s findings. They summa-
rized Kempton et al.’s three precepts as

1. Nature is a limited resource upon which humans rely; 2. Nature is balanced, highly
interdependent and complex and therefore susceptible to human interference; and 3.
Materialism and lack of contact with nature have led our society to devalue nature. (p.
429)

They highlighted that their scale is based on concepts of “balance of nature,
limits to growth and human domination over nature” (p. 429).
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In The High Price of Materialism, Kasser (2002) succinctly reviewed some of
the academic research that has shown this disconnect between materialism and en-
vironmentalism. From Saunders and Munro’s (2000) research that found that
“Australians who strongly expressed materialistic values also reported negative at-
titudes toward the environment” (p. 92) to Schwarz’s (1992, 1994, 1996) research
that showed that “across many cultures, values for wealth oppose concerns to ‘pro-
tect the environment’” (p. 92), Kasser illustrated that the two value systems are not
compatible. He concluded, “When materialistic values drive our behavior, every-
one loses, both humans and the other species who inhabit the ‘resource’ and call it
‘home’” (p. 99).

Based on the aforementioned research, this is the third hypothesis:

H3: Environmental attitudes will be negatively related to materialism.

Finally, if television is positively related to materialism and materialism is neg-
atively related to environmental attitudes, then a question can be asked regarding
the “role” of materialism in these relationships. A mediator variable explains the
relationship between two other variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986). As such, perhaps
materialism explains the relationship between television viewing and environmen-
tal attitudes. Based on this, the following research question is asked:

RQ1: Does materialism mediate the relationship between television and atti-
tudes about the natural environment?

An answer to this question will provide insight regarding a possible explanation
for the cultivation findings of a relationship between heavier television viewing
and “less positive” attitudes regarding the natural environment—in the relative ab-
sence of environmental content on television. The answer might also contribute to
a discussion of how we can live in a more sustainable manner on the planet.

METHODS

Data Gathering

To investigate the hypotheses and research question, a survey was administered to
two national mailing lists: One list was a national random sample of 1,000 Ameri-
can names and addresses purchased from Survey Sampling (a company that spe-
cializes in survey list creation) and the other list was a national random sample of
1,000 members’ names and addresses (via an Nth selection process) provided by
the National Parks Conservation Association. A six-page survey was sent to the
two lists with a response rate of 34% (n = 295) for the general list and a response
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rate of 49% (n =485) for the environmental list. (Response rates are explored in the
Limitations and Future Research section.)

The mean age for the general subsample is 56, and the mean age for the environ-
mentalist sample is 63. Fifty-one percent of the environmentalist subsample is fe-
male, whereas the general sample is weighted toward men, with 31% female.
Ninety-seven percent of the general subsample and 98% of the environmentalist
subsample have English as their first language. The general subsample has “some
college” as the mean level of schooling, whereas the environmentalist subsample
has a 4-year college education as the mean. The income for the two lists is similar,
with the mean for both falling in the $36,000 to $55,000 range. The majority of the
respondents from the environmentalist subsample are either professionals (44%)
or retired (45%), whereas the general subsample has a similar percentage of pro-
fessionals (45%), with 22% retired and 14% in manual and clerical positions. Re-
spondents from both subsamples reside predominantly in the suburbs (54% for the
general subsample and 57% for the environmentalist subsample), but 26% of the
general subsample resides in rural areas and 20% in urban areas. In the environ-
mentalist subsample, urban residents compose 25% and rural residents 18%.

Measures and Reliabilities

All of the scales used in this study are established scales that have been developed,
tested, and used in previous research.

Environmental attitudes. Dunlap and VanLiere’s NEP scale was originally
published in 1978 and was retested and reconfigured in 2000 to provide a more
comprehensive scale with gender-neutral language and balanced statements (i.e.,
the original scale had very few antienvironmental statements). The new scale con-
sists of 15 statements that tap into five facets of an ecological worldview: “reality
of limits to growth, anti-anthropocentrism, fragility of nature’s balance, rejection
of exemptionalism (i.e. rejection that humans are exempt from the rest of the envi-
ronment) and possibility of an eco-crisis” (Dunlap & VanLiere, 2000, p. 432). The
scale uses 5-point Likert responses.

The Cronbach alpha for these 15 statements in this study is a = .84. (Dunlap &
VanLiere found a = .83). Based on the strong reliability and other tests of internal
consistency, Dunlap and VanLiere (2000) suggested that the scale can reasonably
be treated as a single measure. This is what has been done in the study presented
here. Treating a multidimensional scale as a single construct allows for a cohesive
look at complex concepts like environmentalism or materialism (i.e., multidimen-
sional scales such as these are additive meaning that high scores represent strength
of the construct across the dimensions).

Materialism. Richins and Dawson’s (1992) 18-point Material Values Scale
has been used in the past for research on television’s cultivation of materialism (see
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Shrum et al., 2005) and is used in the research presented here. The scale taps into
three related aspects of materialism: “acquisition centrality, the role of acquisition
in the pursuit of happiness and the role of possessions in defining success”
(Richins & Dawson, 1992, p. 314). The scale has previously had a high reliability
(Shrum et al., 2005, found o = .84) and showed similar strong reliability in the
study presented here (0. = .85). Richins and Dawson presented reliabilities for each
of the three aspects of materialism (o = .82 acquisition centrality; o = .86 acquisi-
tion in pursuit of happiness; o = .82 possessions in defining success) and for the
entire 18 items (ot = .87). As with the NEP scale, the materialism scale for the study
presented here was treated as a single construct.’

Television viewing. To address past concerns that participants have diffi-
culty quantifying how much television they watch, but are able to say whether they
watch “a lot,” Shrum and his colleagues (2005) developed a six-statement televi-
sion-viewing Likert scale (see the appendix). This scale was used in the research
presented here. Shrum et al. (2005) found that their scale had a high reliability (o=
.87) and there is a similarly strong reliability in this study (ot = .86). This scale has
been shown to correlate well with more “traditional” measures of television view-
ing (Burroughs, Shrum, & Rindfleisch, 2001; Good, 2003).

RESULTS

Environmental Cultivation

Past cultivation research has indicated that heavier television viewing is associated
with less concern about the natural environment (Good & Shanahan, 2002;
Shanahan, 1993; Shanahan & McComas, 1999; Shanahan et al., 1997). Therefore,
to test the first hypothesis that the current data would also reveal a relationship be-
tween heavier viewing and less concern about the natural environment, a regres-
sion model was used with the NEP scale as the dependent variable. The independ-
ent variables describing which research population the group came from (i.e.,
general or environmentalist subsample) were placed in the first block (to account
for differences in the two survey populations), whereas demographic variables
(sex, age, income, education, area where one lives, language)® were entered in the
second block. Television viewing was entered in the third block.

Sample (f = .4, p <.001) and sex (3 =.15, p <.001) were both positive predic-
tors of environmental attitudes (i.e., women and respondents from the environmen-

SRichins and Dawson (1992) tested their Material Values Scale for susceptibility to social desirabil-
ity bias. Correlations between their items and a social desirability measure led them to conclude that
“social desirability was not a problem for these measures” (p. 310). Other research has shown that so-
cial desirability is related to materialism (i.e., Mick, 1996).

“These six demographic variables were used as controls in all regression analyses.
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talist subsample were more likely to have concern for the environment). In support
of H1, that television viewing would be negatively related to concern about the nat-
ural environment, scores on the television viewing scale were negative predictors
of environmental concern for the entire sample (3 =-.07, p <.05).

Further regression analysis of television viewing and environmental attitudes
based on the two subsamples revealed that television viewing is not a predictor of
environmental attitudes for the general subsample, but it is a negative predictor for
the environmentalist subsample (3 =—.11, p <.01). In addition, sex is not a predic-
tor of environmental attitudes for the environmentalist sample, but it is a positive
predictor of environmental attitudes for the general sample (B = .21, p <.001) such
that women in the general sample are more likely than men to be concerned about
the environment (see Table 1).

The second hypothesis predicted that television viewing would be positively as-
sociated with materialism. A regression analysis was conducted with materialism
as the dependent variable, sample in the first independent block, control variables
in the second block, and television viewing in the third block. The relationship be-
tween television viewing and materialism was positive and significant for the en-
tire database (3 = .24, p <.001), the general sample (8 =.21, p <.001), and the en-
vironmentalist sample (8 = .25, p < .001). This supports the second hypothesis.
Both samples also show that sex and age are associated with materialism such that
women and older people are less likely to be materialistic (see Table 2).

The third hypothesis predicted that materialism would be a negative predictor
of environmental attitudes. A regression analysis was conducted with environmen-

TABLE 1
Regression Analysis: Television Viewing and Environmental Attitudes
(Hypothesis 1)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable g t P
Entire database

Television viewing Environmental attitudes -.07 -1.9 .05

Sex Environmental attitudes .14 —4.1 .001
General sample

Television viewing Environmental attitudes ns ns ns

Sex Environmental attitudes =21 35 .001
Environmental sample

Television viewing Environmental attitudes —-11 -2.5 .01

Note. All regressions were run controlling for sex (1 = male, 2 = female), age, education (1 = junior
high/middle school to 6 = postgraduate work), income (1 = less than $10,000 to 5 = more than
$76,000), language (1 = English as first language, 2 = other first language), and area lived in (1 = ur-
ban, 2 = suburban, 3 = rural). Survey (1 = general sample, 2 = environmentalist sample) was also con-
trolled when the entire database was used and was a significant predictor in the aforementioned analysis
(p <.001).
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TABLE 2
Regression Analysis: Television and Materialism (Hypothesis 2)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable B t P
Entire database
Television viewing Materialism 24 7.2 .001
Sex Materialism —11 =32 .001
Age Materialism -.18 =5.1 .001
General sample
Television viewing (scale) Materialism 21 3.9 .001
Sex Materialism -12 2.1 .05
Age Materialism -.26 -4.5 .001
Environmental sample
Television viewing (scale) Materialism 25 5.8 .001
Sex Materialism -11 =25 .01
Age Materialism —-11 -2.6 .01
School Materialism .09 1.9 .05

Note. All regressions were run controlling for sex (1 = male, 2 = female), age, education (1 = junior
high/middle school to 6 = postgraduate work), income (1 = less than $10,000 to 5 = more than
$76,000), language (1 = English as first language, 2 = other first language), and area lived in (1 = ur-
ban, 2 = suburban, 3 = rural). Survey (1 = general sample, 2 = environmentalist sample) was also con-
trolled when the entire database was used and was a significant predictor (p < .001) in the aforemen-
tioned analysis.

tal attitudes as the dependent variable, sample in the first independent block, con-
trol variables in the second block, and materialism in the third block. The relation-
ship was negative for the entire database (f = —.15, p < .001), the general
subsample (3 =—-.17, p < .01), and the environmentalist subsample (3 =-.19, p <
.001). This supports the third hypothesis (see Table 3).

The research question asked whether materialism mediates the relationship be-
tween television and environmental attitudes such that higher levels of television
viewing is related to greater materialism and materialism is related to less positive
environmental attitudes. The test for mediation was based on Baron and Kenny’s
(1986) recommended method. Three regressions were run, and in each regression
survey group was entered as an independent variable in the first block and sex, age,
school, income, language, and area of residence in the second block. In the first re-
gression, NEP scores were entered as the dependent variable and television view-
ing was added as an independent variable in the third block. Television viewing
was a significant negative predictor (8 =-.07, p <.05) as we have seen in an earlier
analysis. In the second regression, materialism was the dependent variable and
television viewing was added as an independent variable in the third block. Televi-
sion viewing was a significant positive predictor of materialism (3 = .24, p <.001),
again, as we have seen in an earlier analysis.
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TABLE 3
Regression Analysis: Materialism and Environmental Attitudes
(Hypothesis 3)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable B t P
Entire database

Materialism Environmental attitudes -15 -4.5 .001

Sex Environmental attitudes -13 3.7 .001

Age Environmental attitudes -.07 -2.0 .05
General sample

Materialism -17 -3.0 .01

Sex -.19 3.1 .01
Environmental sample

Materialism —-.19 —4.1 .001

Note. All regressions were run controlling for sex (1 = male, 2 = female), age, education (1 = junior
high/middle school to 6 = postgraduate work), income (1 = less than $10,000 to 5 = more than
$76,000), language (1 = English as first language, 2 = other first language), and area lived in (1 = ur-
ban, 2 = suburban, 3 = rural). Survey (1 = general sample, 2 = environmentalist sample) was also con-
trolled when the entire database was used and was a significant predictor (p < .001) in the aforemen-
tioned analysis.

In the third regression, environmental attitudes were the dependent variable,
materialism was an independent variable entered in the third block, and television
viewing was an independent variable entered in the fourth block. Materialism was
a negative predictor of environmental attitudes (3 =—.15, p <.001), but television
no longer was. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), the significance of televi-
sion viewing in the first regression and the loss of significance when materialism
was controlled for indicate that materialism fully mediates the relationship be-
tween television and environmental attitudes. Therefore, the answer to the research
question is that materialism does mediate the relationship between television and
attitudes about the natural environment (see Table 4).

DISCUSSION

The Millennium Assessment report, requested by United Nations Secretary-
General Kofi Annan, provided a detailed and exhaustively researched account of
how the Earth’s ecosystems are being threatened by human activity (Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment, 2005). Although there have certainly been other points in
history when people have sounded the “environmental alarm bell,” issues like cli-
mate change (see the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) give urgency to
the current need to address the impact humans are having on the planet.
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TABLE 4
Mediating Role of Materialism on the Relationship Between Television
and Environmental Attitudes (Research Question 1)

Independent Variable Dependent Variable p t 4
First regression

Television viewing Environmental attitudes -.07 -1.9 .05
Second regression

Television viewing Materialism 24 7.2 .001
Third regression

Television viewing Environmental attitudes -0.3 -89 .34
Materialism -.15 -.15 .001

Note. All regressions were run controlling for sex (1 = male, 2 = female), age, education (1 = junior
high/middle school to 6 = postgraduate work), income (1 = less than $10,000 to 5 = more than
$76,000), language (1 = English as first language, 2 = other first language), and area lived in (1 = ur-
ban, 2 = suburban, 3 = rural). Survey (1 = general sample, 2 = environmentalist sample) was also con-
trolled when the entire database was used.

In light of this, the research presented here performs two functions. First, it of-
fers a possible explanation for why television viewing, in light of its absence of en-
vironmental programming, might be related to apathy regarding the issues that
face the natural environment. Second, the research offers empirical evidence that
there is, perhaps, a very high price that we all pay for our society’s, and some
would argue our global, often uncritical love of television—and the materialism
that television fosters.

The results of this study add to past research (Good & Shanahan, 2002;
Shanahan, 1993, 1994; Shanahan & McComas, 1999; Shanahan et al., 1997) that
has shown a positive main effect relationship between television viewing and a
lack of concern for the natural environment. Or, in the case of the research pre-
sented here, that when people are heavy viewers of television, they are less likely
see the environment’s limits to growth, the fragility of nature’s balance, and the
possibility of environmental crisis. Instead, heavier viewers are more likely than
lighter viewers to feel that humans are isolated from the rest of the environment
and apply anthropomorphic thinking to the nonhuman world (Dunlap & VanLiere,
2000).

The results also indicate that the relationship between television viewing and
this lack of concern for the natural environment is particularly pronounced for
those who have environmental “predispositions” (i.e., the environmentalist
subsample). Does this mean that television viewing erodes all pro-environmental
attitudes? Clearly not. The environmentalist sample was a random sample of mem-
bers of the National Parks Conservation Association, so even the heaviest viewing
members of this sample are still environmentally involved. The results could sug-
gest that those who might otherwise have had even stronger pro-environmental at-
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titudes stand the most to “lose” by exposing themselves to television. This finding
supports the cultivation theory-based concept of mainstreaming (Shanahan &
Morgan, 1999), in which television’s messages function as a center of gravity pull-
ing attitudes and values that are not in line with television-based attitudes/values
toward its center. Therefore, the entertainment programming they are watching is
having a particularly strong “gravitational pull” on them (i.e., stronger than the
pull on a viewer who does not have pro-environmental leanings).

Such environmental cultivation findings—and mainstreaming-type effects—
have previously been found (Good & Shanahan, 2002; Shanahan, 1993; Shanahan
& McComas, 1999; Shanahan et al., 1997). What was of particular interest in this
article was why these relationships exist. Analyses of television’s environmental
content have revealed that entertainment programming—the bulk of what people
watch—has very little environmental content (McComas et al., 2001). In light of
this, cultivation researchers have proposed that their findings (i.e., that heavier
viewers of television are more likely to be apathetic about environmental issues)
may be due to this very absence of environmental content or “symbolic annihila-
tion” (Shanahan & McComas, 1997).

The results of the research presented here offer another way of understanding
why there might be a relationship between television viewing and environmental
apathy: materialism. Materialism has been shown to mediate the relationship be-
tween television viewing and attitudes about the environment. Although such a re-
lationship has been proposed (i.e., Kasser, 2002), the research presented here pro-
vides an empirical test of the proposition.

Therefore, in light of this research, and at a time when the planet is arguably un-
der strain to accommodate humans’ often materialistic and wasteful lifestyles, we
are encouraged to ask critical questions about the messages we receive from televi-
sion. Perhaps we need to think of heavy television viewing as not just personally
problematic (i.e., higher television is related to higher levels of materialism and
higher materialism is associated with lower well-being; see Kasser, 2002) but also
problematic for the planet. As Kasser offered, “The ultimate problem implied by
these [materialism] studies is that if we continue to be driven by selfishness and
materialism, ecological disaster awaits us” (p. 92).

Maybe the time has come when we should view television as a social drug,
much the way we view alcohol consumption: enjoyable in small doses but particu-
larly problematic in large sustained quantities, and positively dangerous for the
young.” Kasser (2002), in his extensive overview of the academic research on ma-
terialism, concluded by saying,

7As Kasser (2002) pointed out, “the American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that children
under two years of age view no television at all” (p. 105).
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To the extent we can break, both personally and collectively, some of the vicious cy-
cles brought about by a focus on materialism, we will be able to improve the quality
of life for ourselves, our families, our communities and our planet. (p. 105)

Rethinking our relationship with television may play a large role in breaking
such vicious cycles.

Limitations and Future Research

Some of the limitations of this study are inherent in cross-sectional self-
administered surveys (i.e., the correlational nature of the surveys means that cau-
sality cannot be assumed and the answers were susceptible to social desirability re-
sponse bias). Shrum et al. (2005) tested the question of whether materialistic peo-
ple were more drawn to materialistic television programs by experimentally
manipulating materialism in television content. The researchers concluded that
their data “support[ed] the view that people choose to view television for its gen-
eral entertainment value and the influence of materialistic content is largely a
by-product of this choice” (p. 477)—although they do concede that alternative in-
terpretations of their data are possible. Whether less environmentally concerned
people are particularly drawn to television in general, or less “environmentally in-
clined” television in particular (although, as has been highlighted, most television
falls into this category), remains to be studied.

There is also the issue of spuriousness. It is possible that a variable that has not
been controlled for (e.g., political affiliation) could explain the relationships found
in this study (i.e., perhaps liberals watch less television, are less materialistic, and
are more “‘environmentally friendly” than conservatives). The finding of material-
ism’s mediation of the television—environmental attitudes relationship would still
be noteworthy, but the context in which those relationships exist—and strategies
for creating change—would be different from what has been presented here.

It does seem clear that future research exploring the relationship between tele-
vision viewing and environmental attitude formation would do well to address the
issue of causality. Research such as Husemann, Moise-Titus, Podolski, and Eron’s
(2003) longitudinal study into the relationship between television viewing and ag-
gressive/violent behavior offers insight into the causal links between elements that
cultivation researchers have historically been able to speak about, for the most part,
in terms of correlational relationships.

Concerns about social desirability bias and the materialism scale were ad-
dressed in the scale’s development. Correlations between their items and a social
desirability measure led Richins and Dawson (1992) to conclude that “social desir-
ability was not a problem for these measures” (p. 310). An argument can also be
made that if respondents did “lower” their estimates of television viewing and ma-
terialism while “raising” their estimates of environmentalism (the socially desir-
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able responses), the hypotheses presented in this research would not have been
supported. Given that the hypotheses were supported, there is the possibility that if
any social desirability was manifest in the answers, the “actual” relationships are
in fact that much stronger.

Another concern might be that the low response rates leave the data susceptible
to nonresponse bias. The reality of data collection today is that response rates have
been decreasing over the past decade (Teitler, Reichman, & Sprachman, 2003). Al-
though research has shown that such things as the number of contacts (Schaffer &
Dillman, 1998), level of personalization (Schafer & Dillman, 1998), and incen-
tives (Church, 1993) can have a significant positive impact on response rates, the
resources were not available in the study presented here for these endeavors. It is
clear that nonresponse bias is a problem, but as Teitler et al.’s (2003) research iden-
tifies, even when the resources are available and response rates are very high, “sig-
nificant nonresponse bias remains” (p. 137). The authors point out that research in
this area needs to focus less on the money needed to sway individuals to become
involved with survey research and more on learning “about the cognitive process
underlying survey participation in today’s world” (p. 137).

CONCLUSION

The research presented here is based on attitudinal scales regarding environmen-
talism and materialism. One question that might be raised is whether these atti-
tudes are related to actual behavioral outcomes. Numerous studies that have made
use of the NEP scale have found links between scores on the scale and environ-
mental behaviors. For example, Roberts and Bacon (1997) found that the
self-report of purchasing “environmentally friendly” products, reducing energy
use, and recycling were all related to various aspects of the NEP. Other researchers
(Ebreo, Hershey, & Vining, 1999; Schultz & Zelezny, 1996; Vining & Ebreo,
1992) have also found the NEP to be related to recycling behavior. Schultz and
Zelezny (1998) looked at the NEP (as well as other attitudinal measures) and five
pro-environmental behaviors (recycling, using public transit, conserving energy,
conserving water, purchasing environmentally friendly products) in Mexico, Nica-
ragua, Peru, Spain, and the United States. The researchers found that scores on the
NEP were related to a composite environmental behavior score (minus the public
transit) for Mexico, Spain, and (most strongly) the United States.

Similarly, Kasser (2002) provided numerous examples of how materialism is
an interplay of values and behaviors. As Kasser pointed out, “materialistic val-
ues are not just expressions of unhappiness. Instead, they lead people to organize
their lives in ways that do a poor job of satisfying their needs, and thus contrib-
ute even more to people’s misery” (p. 28). He also offered that “materialistic val-
ues are both a symptom of an underlying insecurity and a coping strategy taken
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on in an attempt to alleviate problems and satisfy needs” (p. 42). It would seem
that, perhaps even more so than with attitudes about the environment, material-
ism contains a kind of compulsion to act on the values. Kasser referred to these
as the chains of materialism.

Materialistic values are associated with a tendency to feel pressured and compelled,
even in behaviors consistent with these values. All of this suggests that, rather than
providing paths to freedom and autonomy, people feel chained, pressured and con-
trolled when they focus on materialistic values. (p. 86)

Will a decrease in exposure to materialistic messages (i.e., a decrease in televi-
sion viewing) help to break those chains—and perhaps shift our values to a more
sustainable place? The research is waiting to be done; the social movement encour-
aging such changes cannot begin too soon.
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