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A B S T R A C T

Steering the course of climate change will require coordination and collective action between nations, which are
directed not only by the interests of their political leaders and elites but also the values of citizens. Previous
studies have investigated macro-level factors that help explain international differences in general environ-
mental concern. The present article draws on the sixth wave of the World Values Survey, which offers re-
searchers an even starker outcome measure than general concern: whether or not environmental protection
should be prioritized over economic growth. Here we report on WVS data from 50 countries to show the in-
dividual-level and national-level factors associated with respondents’ prioritizations of the environment.

1. Introduction

Education is fundamental in the framing of sustainable development
and environmental protection, at least so it has been supposed since
1987. Both by informing citizens and through enculcating global norms,
it has long been assumed that schooling generates pro-environmental
values and behavior. This essay explores the theory and evidence sup-
porting that assumption by analyzing a cross-national survey of adults
who reported on their values and environmental actions in fifty coun-
tries. Here we draw on the most recent wave of the World Values
Survey (WVS) and its measure of whether or not respondents thought
that environmental protection should be prioritized over economic
growth, and we further examine the association between education and
three pro-environmental actions.

We first use WVS responses during the 2010–2014 period to show
the individual-level and national-level factors that are associated with
respondents’ prioritizations of the environment over economic growth.
Our main purpose is to identify any net association between re-
spondents’ educational attainments and their valuation of the enviro-
ment after taking into account controls at both the level of the in-
dividual as well as their country of residence (national wealth, and
extent and type of air pollution). We begin by showing there is no bi-
variate relation between education and environmentalism that is uni-
versal cross-nationally. However, in our multi-level model estimations
we do find support for a positive association with education overall.

Of course, offering more education to more children is hoped and

expected to change more than the mere the expression of environ-
mental values. Hopefully, both directly and through changing values,
increased education can also alter individual behavior. Within the
limits of a single wave of cross-sectional survey data, we therefore try to
test this relation. To anticipate, we find support for a conclusion that
concern for the environment is more than just an attitude: it is also
associated with action and behavior. The connection we find between
values and behavior – although already well-established in previous
investigations1 – is additional evidence that changing individual values
through education is a precondition for the collective actions needed to
steer a new course on climate change.

Although formal education is the main focus for this study, we have
also modeled and estimated contextual influences that might affect en-
vironmental attitudes and behaviors. Our models control for country
wealth, as categorized by the World Bank, because we expected that even
highly-educated and well-informed respondents would prioritize economic
growth and jobs over the environment if they live in poorer countries. In
other words, we expected that respondents’ prioritizations of environ-
mental protection over the questionnaire alternative (faster economic
growth) would be associated with their nation’s economy. We further
expected that respondents’ prioritization of environment, and their sub-
sequent envirnomental actions, would be associated with their national
environmental context. That is to say, just as we hypothesized that citizens
in poorer countries would be more concerned about growing their national
economy, we also expected that citizens in very polluted countries would
be more concerned about their nation’s environment.
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One way that education might increase prioritization of the en-
vironment is by raising the subjective value of a sustainable environ-
ment, even if there is no cognitive effect of schooling on the processing
of information about the environment. A second way education could
raise concern for the environment is because more educated people
might better process evidence about the environment, even if they
value it no more than do people with less education. In either case we
would expect the effects of education on prioritization to be most
pronounced in countries doing the most environmental damage. Based
on the data available to us in this investigation, both channels should
lead to a hypothesis about the way educational attainment interacts
with national levels of emmissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) and parti-
culates (PM2.5). Even if increased emissions do not directly increase
environmental prioritization, they might have indirect consequences:
more local pollution might accentuate the association between educa-
tion and prioritization of the environment over economic growth.

But there is a crucial difference between carbon dioxide and parti-
culates as contextual indicators. Previous studies have investigated
macro-level factors that help explain international differences in citi-
zens’ general environmental concerns.2 Based on such previous re-
search, we hypothesized there would be no evident relation between
environmental prioritization and national production of CO2 because it
is invisible and without obvious local effects. By contrast, the national
production of particulate pollution (PM2.5) should be associated with
environmental prioritization and environmental action, net of the re-
spondents’ educational attainment.

2. Institutions and movements supporting use of education to
protect the environment

The context for this investigation is worthy of emphasis: the decades
long, previously separate campaigns for universal education and sustain-
able world development. The UN Development Decade was established in
1961 by resolution #1710 of the General Assembly. To achieve develop-
ment and increase economic growth, the Secretary General was requested
to take “measures to accelerate the elimination of illiteracy, hunger, and
disease.”3; Education advocates, drawing on a variety of theoretical per-
spectives, saw social and global benefits from equitable, free and universal
schooling. Beginning in the 1960s, economists theorized that productivity
increased along with the skills associated with further schooling, leading
to economic development.4 In the 1960s, sociologists viewed education as
a requisite for individual modernity.5 In 1969, environmental education
was launched as a pedagogy and sub-field in the United States, including
the first scholarly journal.

The concept of sustainable development gained currency after 1987
through A Common Future (the “Gro Brundtland Report”), which argued

for “a vast campaign of education, debate, and public participation.”6; Five
years later, at the Earth Summit in Rio, delegates affirmed that “Education
is critical for promoting sustainable development and improving the ca-
pacity of the people to address environment and development issues….
Both formal and non-formal education are indispensable to changing
people's attitudes so that they have the capacity to assess and address their
sustainable development concerns. It is also critical for achieving en-
vironmental and ethical awareness, values and attitudes, skills and beha-
vior consistent with sustainable development and for effective public
participation in decision-making.7 In 1992 the United Nations adopted its
Framework Convention on Climate Change. Article 6, “Action for Climate
Empowerment,” placed education at the foundation of this international
normative framework. Then, in 2015, Article 12 of the Paris Agreement
reaffirmed the need for “education, training, public awareness, public
participation and public access to information, recognizing the importance
of these steps with respect to enhancing actions.”

Outside the normative legal framework of UN treaty conventions,
there were additional global movements that are relevant to this in-
vestigation. In 2000, two parallel and overlapping sets of declarations –
Education for All (EFA) and Millenium Development Goals (MDG) – were
publically embraced by representatives of most countries as agendas
through 2015. EFA did not connect education with climate change, but the
MDGs did include environmental sustainability targets along with uni-
versal primary education.8 Neither declaration had the force of interna-
tional law. Rather, they were intended to effect change via soft power.
Some evidence – but also faith – connected school expansion to sustain-
ability. At this faith’s apogee, more secondary schooling was prescribed to
“save the planet” from environmental destruction.9

At the end of the MDG and EFA period in 2015, the United Nations
General Assembly voted to embrace 17 new, integrated goals that were
aimed at sustainable development and that also moved forward the
education goal posts to universal secondary (even though universal
primary education had not been reached or was of dubious quality).10

Three of the specific targets within the SDGs are:

4.1 By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and
quality primary and secondary education…

4.7 By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills
needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others,
through education for sustainable development and sustainable life-
styles…

13.3 Improve education, awareness-raising and human and institutional
capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction and
early warning.

Through the SDGs, the United Nations is trying to integrate – perhaps
even reconcile − disparate development targets into a coherent frame-
work for future decision-making. Previously education was considered a
route to economic productivity; now it is seen as a path for sustainability.
But it is necessary to ask how likely it is that universalizing secondary
education will promote development that is sustainable, as opposed to
promoting other well-known outcomes of expanded schooling, especially
increased income and consumption. The problem, as critics note, is that
existing schools can only be part of the solution if they teach the values
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