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High earners. One trend was unmistake able 
in the survey results, echoing the findings of 
similar studies in France18, Canada19, the UK20, 
and beyond21: As personal income increases, 
so do energy consumption and emission of CO2 
(see Figure 2). On average, individuals earning 
over EUR 3,000 net per month emitted almost 
twice as much CO2 as individuals earning less 
than EUR 1,000 per month. Unsurprisingly, 
higher earners tended to have larger dwellings, 
more and bigger cars, greater numbers of appli-
ances and personal electronic devices, etc. – all 
implying increased energy use.

Lifestyle choice vs. necessity. Notably, the 
highest earners stand apart not only in their 
higher greenhouse gas emissions in absolute 
terms, but also in the activities accounting 
for the biggest shares of these emissions (see 
Figure 2). Their carbon pollution results dis-
proportionately from activities like everyday 
mobility (35.5% share) and long-distance 
vacation travel (17.6%). By contrast, most of 
the CO2 emitted by less well-off population 
segments is due to satisfying basic needs such 
as home heating, warm water use, kitchen 
activities (together about 50%), and food (up 
to 13%). 

Eco-conscious, yet carbon-intensive
Closer analysis of social factors revealed a 
controversial, but not implausible pattern: Peo-
ple identifying themselves as environmentally 
aware tended to have larger carbon footprints 
than others, all else being equal.22 A profound 
mismatch was found between environmen-
tally concerned people’s expressed intent and 
their actual impact, at least in terms of energy 
use. This is not necessarily for lack of trying. 
Indeed, those viewing themselves as eco-con-
scious tended to own more energy-efficient 
household appliances and favoured organically 
produced food and clothing, for example. But 
these choices were overshadowed in their big-
ger energy use picture. 

The income effect is a key reason for this. 
Environmentally concerned people are typi-
cally higher earners, too. Their higher income 
leads them to use carbon-intensive energy 
in ways not unlike those of “unconcerned” 
consumers in the same income group: They 
tend to drive long distances in personal ve-
hicles, live in relatively big homes, and sel-
dom refrain from air travel on holiday or on 
business. They may have good intentions of 
reducing their carbon footprints, but they 
emphasize many actions with relatively small 
positive effects (e.g. upgrading their fridge 
or washing machine). Meanwhile, they often 
neglect areas like mobility or dwelling that 
cause the most CO2 emissions. The one nota-
ble exception was food, a key area in which 
eco-conscious people’s choices (e.g. vegetari-
anism) display comparably beneficial impacts. 

Notably, many high-income, environmentally 
concerned people are also highly educated. 
They should be the perfect target group for 
evidence-based campaigns to reduce personal 
carbon footprints. So, clearly communicating 
the observed gap between their intentions 
and impacts may have some benefit.

But as the opening quote from Jane Goodall 
also suggests, policies that appeal solely to 
people’s intellect are unlikely to be enough, 
whether among top earners or in other in-
come groups. Sharper policies are needed 
– combining highly tangible incentives and dis-
incentives – that will jump-start personal and 
systems-level transformations to a low-carbon 
future (see Box 2). Indeed, policymakers will 
need to appeal to people’s heads (targeted in-
formation and communication), hearts (shared 
desire for a liveable world), and wallets (finan-
cial means to adapt) to enable change. Con-
versely, segments of civil society may have to 
make corresponding demands on policymak-
ers, given the considerable pressure faced by 
the latter from industry lobbies (e.g. fossil fuel 
companies, manufacturers).

Box 2. Facing climate change 
risks and the energy challenge

Ongoing use of fossil fuels for heat-
ing, mobility, and consumption pur-
poses is posing a grave environmen-
tal risk. Our current global emissions 
trajectory most closely aligns with 
the “worst case” scenario modelled 
by the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC). According 
to its (median climate response) 
projections, “Global mean surface 
temperature increases in 2100 in 
baseline scenarios – those without 
additional mitigation – range from 
3.7°C to 4.8°C” above pre-industrial 
temperature averages.23 To put this 
into perspective: The difference in 
mean global temperatures between 
the last Ice Age (20,000 years ago) 
and today is around 5 °C.24 Avoiding 
the worst risks of climate instability 
requires immediate action – concert-
ed efforts to halt global growth of 
CO2 emissions by 2020, then steadi-
ly reduce them by roughly 3% each 
year.25 We can do this, but it de-
mands major technology and behav-
iour change. First, we must fully 
commit to sweeping construction of 
renewable energy infrastructure – 
e.g. electricity grids based on solar 
and wind – and more sustainable 
housing and transport structures.26 
Second, we must live more inten-
tionally, viewing our chosen lifestyles 
and consumptive habits as chances 
to create the world we want. Politi-
cal courage, societal engagement, 
and human solidarity and ingenuity 
are the orders of the day.
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Figure 2. Annual per capita CO2 emissions and consumption area shares according to income groups (net monthly 
income per capita) in Germany* (based on Kleinhückelkotten, Neitzke, and Moser 2016).

* Note: These emission estimates reflect direct personal energy use – assessed on the basis of individual and household consumption data – 
and do not include, for example, national industrial emissions. Only in the area of food consumption were indirect emissions factored in. 

(Moser, et al., 2016, Fig.1)



Part-time Work as a Promising Strategy 
towards Sustainable Consumption Levels?
Relevance within the Post-Growth Debate:
> Reducing working time results in a triple dividend: positive effects for the 

economy, society, and the environment (e.g., Coote et al., 2010; de Graaf, 2010; 
Maniates, 2010).

Rational:
> Well-being is no longer limited by a lack of money, but by a lack of time to use 

consumer goods in a meaningful way (Paech, 2012).

> Gains resulting from increased production efficiency should no longer be 
transferred into more money, but into more self-determined time (Jackson, 2017; 
Schor, 2010).

Evidences:
> Macroeconomic studies comparing different countries revealed that shorter 

working hours go along with lower environmental impacts (e.g., Hayden & Shandra, 
2009; Knight, et al., 2013; Rosnik & Weisbrot, 2007; Schor, 2005).

However:
> Under which conditions does a self-determined reduction of working hours 

result in a more sustainable lifestyle on an individual level?
4



How to investigate the Impacts of 
Working Time Reduction?
Study 1: 
> To reconstruct the decision to reduce working time, as well as the resulting 

changes in environmentally significant behavior, time use, values and 
subjective well-being.

> Qualitative interviews with employees who have reduced their workload 
within the last two years.

Study 2:
> To detect and quantify the influence of various intervening factors that have 

an impact on how a change in working hours affects time use, 
environmentally significant behavior, subjective well-being and values.

> Standardized longitudinal online survey with employees that voluntarily 
decide to reduce their workload and, for the sake of comparison, ones that 
don’t.

Study 3:
> To derive recommendations and formulate theses on implications on the 

meso- and macro-level based on the study’s results
> Transdisciplinary expert dialogue 5



Insights from the Literature Review I

> Income correlates positively with environmental impact (e.g., Druckman & 
Jackson, 2016; Moser & Kleinhückelkotten, 2017)

> Composite time use rebound effect: More leisure time may partly 
compensate for the positive income effect by 20-60% (Buhl & Acosta, 
2016; Nässén & Larsson 2015)

> It depends on how leisure time is used (resource-intensity of leisure 
activities) e.g. Druckman et al. 2012; Jalas & Juntunen, 2015)

> More leisure time may facilitate value-behavior congruence (Chai et al. 
2015)

> Subjective well-being, environmental concerns, and pro-
environmental behavior are negatively related with materialistic 
values (e.g., Anderson & Nässén, 2016; Brown & Kasser, 2005; Kasser & Sheldon, 2009)

> Unsatisfied needs (social recognition, affiliation,…) – and thus 
reduced subjective well-being - provoke symbolic and 
compensatory consumption activities (Mandel, et al., 2017)

6



Our Framework (being progressed)
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Study 1: Retrospective View on Working 
Time Reduction - Method

> Employees who have reduced their working time by at least 20% 
within the last two years

> 15–20 semi-structured guideline interviews

> Qualitative content analysis

> Sampling: Variance envisaged in 
— Gender
— Degree of the working time reduction
— Professional position
— Phase of life
— Environmental concern

8



> No guarantee for an income effect (savings, income of spouse,…) 
and confounding of the income effect with life course events (e.g. 
parenthood)

> Newly gained free time is immediately filled with personal projects 
(parenthood, voluntary work, start up, self-employment,…)

> The resource-intensity of the activities that fill the gap left by the 
reduction of working hours determines the ecological benefits 

> Support for the assumption that a higher degree of self-determined 
time moderates the value – behavior gap

> So far no interviewee with particularly high environmental concerns

> High capacity to be self-initiative as a precondition for a positive 
effect on subjective well-being

9

Study 1: Retrospective View on Working 
Time Reduction – (very) preliminary insights



Open Questions for Discussion
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Individual
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Political frame Societal frame

Working 
time
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Leisure 
time
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Income

Well-being

Intervening factors, e.g. values

Methods:
Individual or household level?
How to assess shifts in environmentally significant behavior?
How to deal with the confounding with critical life course events?

Content:
Time as a moderator between values and behavior?

Free time vs. non-free time (paid work, household work, childcare, …)
Do we have blind spots regarding further important (psychological) 

theories / constructs?



Thank you very much for your attention!

> For questions and comments: stephanie.moser@cde.unibe.ch
> More information on: www.zeitwohlstand.ch

or
> www.cde.unibe.ch/research/projects/time_is_wealth_part_time_work

_as_a_means_to_foster_sustainable_lifestyles/index_eng.html

> Project funding:
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