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Executive summary 
Accumulating evidence suggests that social factors are an important influence on pro-environmental 

household behaviours. However, existing research is dominated by individualistic perspectives, 

which assume that the main barriers to pro-environmental action are a lack of personal interest and 

appropriate information. This report is part of a wider, multi-method project and summarises the 

findings from an investigation of the environmental attitudes and behaviours of 7399 Australian 

workers in 2007-2008. Initial findings suggest that while pro-environmental values were associated 

with good outcomes, psychological factors did not fully explain pro-environmental action.  

Data was analysed from the 2007-08 Multipurpose Household Survey, a national survey conducted 

by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. Overall concern about environmental problems across the 

sample was very high. However, there was considerable variability in reports of pro-environmental 

action, indicating a gap between values and behaviour.  

The main analyses considered how various socio-demographic, psychological and work-related 

measures were associated with outcomes for personal electricity consumption, personal water 

consumption, and waste and recycling behaviours. Environmental concern was positively associated 

with all environmental behaviours, but other factors significantly predicted good outcomes. 

Electricity conservation was stronger amongst women, older adults, those with higher levels of 

education, and those without children under 15. Water conservation was stronger amongst older 

adults and single-parent families. Good outcomes for recycling and waste disposal behaviours were 

generally associated with women, couple households, those with higher levels of education, lower 

household incomes, and working part-time hours.  

Taken together, these findings show that behavioural capacity is shaped not only by individual 

values, but also by factors such as life-stage, gender, household and family composition. This report 

considers how the patterns of Australian workers’ environmental behaviours are reflective of the 

social and political climate in which we live and work. Although recommendations should be 

considered preliminary in relation to the wider project, the study indicates that targeted 

information-based policies would benefit from a move towards broader institutional change. It may 

be that action levelled at secure work and housing arrangements for young people; a re-distribution 

of unpaid and flexible work, and a greater emphasis on social cohesion and community incentives 

may have a positive and far-reaching impact on individual attempts to live sustainably.     
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Introduction 
Scientific concern about the pace of climate change has increased since the publication of the Stern 

Review (2007), with the majority of scientific opinion now of the view that dangerous climate change 

is proceeding at a pace faster than Stern anticipated (Jackson, 2009). The Garnaut Review (2008) 

drew attention to Australia’s high level of exposure to the impacts of climate change, saying that: 

‘the extent to which these impacts are realised will depend on the success and timing of global 

greenhouse gas mitigation and on national adaptation efforts’ (p. 124). Garnaut emphasized the 

importance of local level initiatives [e.g. in communities and workplaces] to adapt to climate change, 

recommending government action be aimed at ‘creating the necessary conditions for effective and 

efficient decision making by communities, households and businesses as they begin (and continue) 

to adapt to climate change’ (p. 364).  

Much of the research on drivers of environmental behaviours, particularly in the psychological 

literature, focuses on the individual as a rational, autonomous and free-acting agent. Explanations 

for environmental action commonly emphasise the role of personal values, yet people who express 

high levels of concern for the natural environment often take a relatively low level of action to 

counter environmental problems (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). By far the most common response to 

this ‘value-action’ gap is to assume that the main barrier between environmental concern and action 

is lack of appropriate information, and this approach has also been the dominant influence on public 

and policy research to encourage sustainable living and lifestyle change (Blake, 1999).   

While these approaches may be useful for exploring relationships between attitudes, intentions and 

action, locating change within the realm of the individual is problematic in that it fails to consider the 

structural and institutional arrangements in which behaviours are conducted. The broader contexts 

of work, home and community are varied, complex, and increasingly characterised by job and 

household transitions over the life-course (Pocock, 2003; Voydanoff, 2007). Previous research shows 

that paid work increasingly affects individuals’ capacity to meet their commitments and 

responsibilities outside of work, including their personal, social and community relationships, the 

quality of their family life and their health (Duxbury & Higgins 2001; Pocock, 2003; Pocock et al., 

2007; Pocock, Skinner & Ichii, 2009; Skinner & Pocock, 2008). Experiences are diverse for men and 

women, rich and poor, old and young (Connell, 2005; Masterman-Smith & Pocock, 2008).  

Two thirds of Australians are now in paid work (ABS cat. no. 6202.0) and women’s rate of 

participation has risen strongly. However, this change has not seen a shift in unpaid work, with 

women doing around twice as much as men (Craig & Mullan, 2008). The simultaneous responsibility 

for unpaid domestic and care work means that working women often feel rushed and pressed for 

time (Pocock, Skinner & Pisaniello, 2010). Many Australians report intensified work and more than 

one in five Australians work more than 48 hours per week, making them increasingly time-poor and 

more likely to prioritise convenience over sustainable living (Edwards & Pocock, 2011). Socio-

economic status, age, and family composition are also likely to be related to environmental 

outcomes. For example, lower income households, younger people and sole parents are more likely 

to be renters than owner-occupiers; shaping the opportunity and motivation for structural changes 

to energy and water systems and affecting the resources available to support changed behaviour 

(Fielding et al., 2009; Randolph & Troy, 2008). Further evidence suggests that households with 

dependent children and working parents juggle increasingly complex schedules that are likely to 

affect their overall energy and water use (Edwards & Pocock, 2011). As such, the demands created 
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by diverse ‘work-life’ situations are likely to influence capacity to reduce negative environmental 

impacts, but this idea has not been investigated to date.  

This report is part of a larger multi-method project, Work, life and sustainable living: how work, 

household and community life interact to affect environmental behaviours and outcomes, aiming to 

analyse and improve the ways in which the domains of work, home and community construct 

environmental effects and citizens’ positive adaptive capacity. The purpose of the current study is to 

provide an initial assessment of how work-life factors affect Australians’ capacity to respond to 

environmental changes, by analysing data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Multipurpose 

Household Survey (MPHS, expanded CURF) 2007-08. The MPHS 2007-08 permits analysis of patterns 

of personal energy use, water consumption, and frequency of waste disposal and recycling activities 

alongside factors such as work hours, socio-economic status and life-course stage. Specifically, this 

report outlines findings that show, at a point in time, 2007-08, how gender, age, education and 

income levels, family and parenting demographics and work hours were related to Australian 

workers’ environmental attitudes and behaviours.  

Mapping these differences and interactions will help inform interventions to assist individuals who 

are simultaneously workers, householders and carers to reduce waste, energy use and carbon 

production and build sustainable communities. More broadly, it will also assist employers, unions 

and governments to consider how to harness workers’ abilities to reduce waste, water and carbon 

emissions in the home and at work. 

The Multipurpose Household Survey (MPHS) 2007-8  
The MPHS, expanded CURF (Confidentialised Unit Record File) 2007-08 is a national survey of 

Australians conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics between July 2007 and June 2008. The 

MPHS is designed to provide statistics annually for a small number of labour, social and economic 

topics in addition to socio-demographic information such as educational qualifications, labour force 

status and household income. The MPHS 2007-08 survey included data from the topic Environmental 

Views and Behaviour, which collected information on attitudes towards the environment and 

specific conservation measures taken in relation to electricity consumption, water consumption, 

recycling and waste disposal.   

Overview of the sample 
All employees aged 18 years or over were selected for inclusion in the sample (n = 7399), although 

variations in response numbers occur across the survey depending on whether individual questions 

were answered. ‘Employees’ were chosen over other worker categories because they made up the 

majority of the labour force in the MPHS survey (89%). Approximately half of the sample was female 

(48.8%); 73.4% reported working full-time by their usual hours (35 hours per week or more); the 

largest group (38.7%) were in the 30-44 age range and 42% of respondents reported secondary 

school as their highest level of education. Around a third of households had incomes of less than 

$59,999 per annum, and 40.7% had incomes over $90,000. One third of respondents were from 

couple households with children, and 6.3% were one-parent families. These demographics are 

broadly representative of population data from the 2008 Australian labour market survey, which 

reported that employees made up 81.7% of the labour force; 45% were female, 71.5% worked full-

time hours, and 41.1% had no formal education after school (ABS cat. no. 6105.0).  
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Table 1. Overview of MPHS 2007-8 sample. 

 All % (n) Men % (n) Women % (n) 

Gender 7399 51.2 (3789) 48.8 (3610) 
Age  7399   

18-29 23.2 (1714) 21.9 (831) 24.5 (883) 
30-44 38.7 (2862) 39.6 (1502) 37.7 (1360) 
45-64 36.0 (2662) 35.9 (1360) 36.1 (1302) 
65+ 2.2 (161) 2.5 (96) 1.8 (65) 

Highest level of education 7164   
University degree 27.5 (1969) 25.2 (921) 29.8 (1048) 
College/TAFE 30.5 (2185) 34.0 (1241) 26.8 (944) 
Secondary school 42.0 (3010) 40.7 (1486) 43.3 (1524) 

Household income 5985   
<$59,999 
$60,000-$89,999 
$90,000+ 

32.8 (1963) 
26.5 (1586) 
40.7 (2436) 

30.7 (949) 
27.2 (843) 

42.1 (1303) 

35.1 (1014) 
25.7 (743) 

39.2 (1133) 
Family composition 5676   

Lone person household 28.7 (1630) 30.0 (876) 27.3 (754) 
One parent family 6.3 (359) 2.2 (64) 10.7 (295) 
Couple without children 30.5 (1733) 29.7 (865) 31.5 (868) 
Couple with children 34.4 (1954) 38.1 (1112) 30.5 (842) 

Parenting responsibilities 7399   
Has children <15 32.0 (2369) 32.5 (1231) 31.5 (1138) 

Work status by usual hours 7384   
Part-time (≤34 hrs) 26.6 (1965) 12.3 (466) 41.7 (1499) 
Full-time (≥35 hrs) 73.4 (5419) 87.7 (3319) 58.3 (2100) 

Environmental concern 

84.8% (n = 6271) of people reported that they were concerned about environmental problems, but 

attitudes differed by gender and life-stage. 87% of people aged 30-44 and 45-64 were concerned, 

followed by those aged 65+ (83.2%). Significantly less 18-29 year olds were concerned about 

environmental problems than the other age groups (78.2%). This general age pattern was consistent 

for men and women, but more women reported concern than men in all age groups. The group most 

likely to report concern about environmental problems was women aged 45-64 (89.5%) and the 

group least likely to report concern was men aged 18-29 (73%).   

Figure 1. Environmental concern by age group and gender. 
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At a glance: who does what? 
The following section gives a descriptive outline of how many Australians report positive outcomes 

for environmental behaviour and attitudes. The environmental behaviours included in the MPHS 

2007-08 are personal electricity use, personal water use, and frequency of waste disposal and 

recycling behaviours. Table 2 compares the percentages of Australians who currently take steps to 

limit their personal electricity use, and who reported a decrease in electricity and water use over the 

past year. Table 3 shows the percentage of Australians who reported that they always (or mostly): 

sort waste for recycling; recycle or compost kitchen or food waste; recycle or compost garden waste, 

and use green or reusable bags. Table 4 compares the percentages of positive environmental 

behaviours for categories of workers and non-workers.    

Table 2. Frequency of people who report positive personal electricity and water use outcomes.  

 Takes steps to limit 
electricity use % (n) 

Decreased electricity  
use % (n) 

Decreased water 
use % (n) 

Gender    
Men 86.1 (3264) 48.4 (1817) 53.1 (1996) 
Women 91.7 (3309) 52.9 (1890) 57.6 (2067) 

Age    
18-29 81.4 (1395) 49.5 (836) 48.3 (819) 
30-44 90.1 (2580) 49.4 (1394) 55.5 (1575) 
45-64 92.1 (2453) 52.9 (1403) 59.5 (1579) 
65+ 90.1 (145) 46.3 (74) 56.6 (90) 

Highest level of education    
University degree 92.5 (1822) 52.9 (1031) 56.8 (1113) 
College/TAFE 90.4 (1976) 51.6 (1118) 55.3 (1201) 
Secondary school 85.5 (2573) 48.5 (1446) 54.6 (1631) 

Household income    
<$59,999 
$60,000-$89,999 
$90,000+ 

89.2 (1751) 
89.8 (1425) 
89.7 (2186) 

52.1 (1015) 
51.3 (808) 

51.5 (1248) 

52.9 (1029) 
55.2 (872) 

57.8 (1405) 
Family composition    

Lone person household 90.2 (1470) 51.6 (831) 52.9 (857) 
One parent family 92.2 (331) 59.8 (213) 60.4 (215) 
Couple without children 90.4 (1565) 51.6 (888) 56.8 (979) 
Couple with children 89.8 (1755) 49.0 (952) 57.1 (1111) 

Parenting responsibilities    
No children <15 88.5 (4453) 51.0 (2539) 54.4 (2718) 
Has children <15 89.5 (2120) 49.7 (1168) 57.1 (1345) 

Work status by usual hours    
Part-time (≤34 hrs) 90.0 (1769) 51.8 (1006) 54.3 (1060) 
Full-time (≥35 hrs) 88.4 (4789) 50.2 (2693) 55.7 (2995) 

Environmental concern    
Concerned 92.3 (5785) 53.1 (3304) 58.0 (3618) 
Not concerned 69.9 (788) 36.7 (403) 40.3 (445) 

 

While 88.8% reported taking steps to limit their personal electricity use, only 50.6% of people 

reported that their actual personal electricity consumption had decreased in the past year. 55.3% 

reported that they had decreased their personal water use in the past year. The general pattern is 

that around 4% more women than men had good electricity and water outcomes, 45-64 year olds 

were most likely to report good outcomes, and people with higher levels of education are most likely 

to take steps and decrease their electricity and water. There is little difference between household 
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incomes for personal electricity use, but higher earners are more likely to report a decrease their 

water consumption. One-parent families are more likely to take steps and report a decrease in both 

electricity and water. More people without children under 15 decreased electric, but people with 

parenting responsibilities were most likely to decrease their personal water use. People who work 

part-time are slightly more likely to take steps and report a decrease in electricity, but not water. A 

higher percentage of people who were concerned about environmental problems reported good 

electricity and water outcomes.  

Table 3. Frequency of people who perform recycling and waste disposal behaviours always or most 

of the time. 

 Sorts waste for 
recycling  

% (n) 

Recycles kitchen 
or food waste  

% (n) 

Recycles garden 
waste 
% (n) 

Uses green or 
recyclable bags 

% (n) 

Gender     
Men 81.4 (3083) 29.6 (1120) 40.7 (1311) 38.0 (1356) 
Women 85.6 (3089) 30.2 (10.92) 41.6 (1276) 46.0 (1648) 

Age     
18-29 77.5 (1328) 21.8 (373) 34.4 (450) 34.4 (559) 
30-44 83.6 (2393) 29.4 (842) 39.9 (986) 41.0 (1139) 
45-64 86.8 (2311) 35.4 (943) 45.7 (1081) 47.4 (1227) 
65+ 87.0 (140) 33.5 (54) 48.3 (70) 50.6 (79) 

Highest level of education     
University degree 87.8 (1729) 30.5 (600) 42.7 (683) 45.1 (873) 
College/TAFE 84.7 (1851) 30.4 (664) 42.8 (821) 41.3 (872) 
Secondary school 79.8 (2402) 29.4 (884) 38.8 (1001) 40.3 (1162) 

Household income     
<$59,999 79.8 (1566) 29.7 (583) 39.7 (624) 42.1 (809) 
$60,000-$89,999 85.4(1354) 29.1 (461) 42.1 (574) 42.8 (658) 
$90,000+ 85.1 (2074) 29.8 (727) 41.5 (894) 42.2 (991) 

Family composition     
Lone person household 80.2 (1307) 23.1 (376) 37.7 (456) 39.8 (645) 
One parent family 83.0 (298) 26.7 (96) 38.4 (118) 43.1 (153) 
Couple no children 85.3 (1479) 32.7 (567) 43.9 (658) 45.7 (769) 
Couple with children 85.1 (1662) 34.1 (667) 43.7 (800) 43.3 (813) 

Parenting responsibilities     
No children <15 83.1 (4179) 28.3 (1424) 40.4 (1657) 41.9 (2039) 
Has children <15 84.1 (1993) 33.3 (788) 42.3 (930) 42.3 (965) 

Work status     
Part-time (≤34 hrs) 84.6 (1662) 34.1 (670) 43.9 (749) 45.3 (874) 
Full-time (≥35 hrs) 83.0 (4497) 28.3 (1535) 40.0 (1832) 40.8 (2122) 

Environmental concern     
Concerned 85.3 (5350) 31.3 (1964) 43.0 (2305) 44.2 (2701) 
Not concerned 72.9 (83.4) 22.0 (248) 30.3 (282) 28.9 (303) 

 

The frequency of people taking action with regard to waste disposal and recycling varied 

considerably across behaviours. 83.4% of Australians reported sorting out recyclable from non-

recyclable waste always or most of the time, in comparison to approximately 40% for recycling 

garden waste and using green bags, and 30% for recycling kitchen or food waste. More women 

always recycle than men, particularly in the areas of sorting waste and using green bags. Most 

people aged 45-64, and 65+ always recycle. People with higher levels of education are generally 

most likely to always recycle, as are households on higher annual incomes. Most couples, and people 
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with dependent children always recycle, and people who work part-time report consistently better 

outcomes. A higher percentage of people who were concerned about environmental problems 

reported good recycling outcomes.   

Table 4. Frequency of positive environmental outcomes for workers and non-workers.  

  Workers Non-workers 

 All  
% (n) 

Employee 
% (n) 

Employer  
% (n) 

Own-
account 

worker % (n) 

Unemployed 
% (n) 

Not in 
labour 

force % (n) 

Personal electricity        
Takes steps to 

limit use                                              
88.6  

(11,977) 
88.8 

(6573) 
88.7  
(173) 

88.6  
(669) 

87.5  
(307) 

88.3 
(4255) 

Decreased use 47.4  
(6327) 

50.6 
(3707) 

39.2  
(76) 

42.9  
(321) 

54.8  
(189) 

42.9 
(2034) 

Personal water       
Decreased use 54.6  

(7324) 
55.3 

(4063) 
55.4  
(108) 

50.5  
(378) 

54.6  
(191) 

54.3 
(2584) 

Recycling and waste 
disposal 

      

Always sorts 
waste for 
recycling 

82.4  
(11152) 

83.4 
(6172) 

76.4  
(149) 

77.9  
(592) 

78.4  
(276) 

82.2 
(3963) 

Always recycles   
kitchen or 
food waste 

33.1  
(4476) 

29.9 
(2212) 

30.8  
(60) 

40.7  
(309) 

32.4  
(114) 

36.9 
(1781) 

Always recycles 
 garden 
waste 

42.7  
(4937) 

41.1 
(2587) 

45.1  
(82) 

51.0  
(344) 

41.4  
(118) 

43.9 
(1806) 

Always uses 
green bags 

43.8  
(5734) 

42.0 
(3004) 

42.6  
(78) 

42.3  
(306) 

41.9  
(144) 

47.0 
(2202) 

Environmental 
concern 

      

Concerned 82.2  
(11,117) 

84.8 
(6271) 

82.1  
(160) 

85.5  
(650) 

78.7  
(277) 

78.0 
(3759) 

 

Across the full MPHS 2007-08 sample, categories of workers including employees, employers and 

own-account workers (defined as self-employed with no employees on a continuous basis) were 

compared with categories of non-workers (‘unemployed’ and ‘not in the labour force’) on good 

environmental outcomes. No differences in workers and non-workers were found for taking steps to 

limit personal electricity, but unemployed Australians are most likely to report a decrease in 

electricity use. The percentage of workers and non-workers reporting a decrease in personal water 

consumption was roughly consistent, although own-account workers were least likely to have a good 

outcome. Employees had the best outcome for sorting waste for recycling, but the worst for 

recycling food and garden waste (own-account workers were the most likely to always recycle food 

and garden waste). People not in the labour force are most likely to always use green bags. 

Consistently across categories, more workers report being concerned about environmental 

problems than non-workers.      
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Analysis of Australian workers’ environmental behaviours  
The main analyses were conducted to determine predictors of behavioural outcomes under three 

main environmental topics. The first topic is personal electricity use, which consists of two self-

report variables: ‘whether takes steps to limit personal electricity use’, and ‘whether personal 

electricity use has increased, decreased or stayed the same over the past year’. The second is 

personal water use, consisting of one variable: ‘whether personal water use has increased, 

decreased or stayed the same over the past year’. The third topic is recycling and waste disposal, 

which consists of four variables: ‘frequency of sorting out recyclable and non-recyclable waste’; 

frequency of composting or recycling kitchen or food waste’; ‘frequency of composting or recycling 

garden waste’, and ‘frequency of using green or recyclable bags’.   

The analyses in this section are multivariate (multiple variable). This involves considering multiple 

factors at the same time in a single analysis, to identify the unique contribution of each individual 

factor when all the other factors included in the analysis are held constant (i.e. their influence is 

removed). This gives a more rigorous assessment of the nature of the relationships between the 

predictor variables and environmental outcomes. Binary logistic regression was used to analyse 

‘takes steps to limit personal electricity use’, and multinominal logistic regression analyses were 

conducted on the other six environmental outcomes.  

All models initially included six socio-demographic variables: gender (female/male); age (years); 

family composition (lone person household/one parent family/couple without dependent 

children/couple with dependent children); parenting responsibilities (has children <15/does not 

have children <15), and two indicators of socio-economic status: household income 

(<$59,999/$60,000-$89,999/$90,000+) and level of education (school/college or TAFE/university). 

One employment variable was included: hours usually worked in all jobs (part-time ≤34 hours per 

week /full-time ≥ 35 hours per week), and one psychological variable was considered: concern about 

environmental problems (concerned/not concerned). The Introduction section to this report 

discusses the rationale for including these factors in the analyses, and previous research. It should be 

noted that the choice of predictor and outcome variables was restricted to the available variables in 

the MPHS 2007-08 dataset.   

Final models reported below include only significant predictors of the outcome variable (p < .05). All 

results tables show the chi-square, predictors, odds ratios, ±95% confidence intervals, and the 

variable or reference category where applicable. 

Findings  

Personal electricity consumption 

1. Takes steps to limit personal electricity use 

88.8% (n = 6573) of people reported taking steps to limit their personal electricity use. Table 5 shows 

which of the variables from the initial socio-demographic, work and attitude measures predicted 

taking steps to limit personal electricity.  
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Table 5. Binary logistic regression model for ‘whether currently takes steps to limit personal 

electricity use’. 

χ2 (df) p Predictors OR -95% 
CI 

+95% 
CI 

45.56(1) <0.01 Gender 0.58 0.49 0.68 
87.07(1) <0.01 Age  1.03 1.02 1.04 
33.15(2) <0.01 Highest level of education (reference ‘school’) - - - 
18.42(1) <0.01  College or TAFE 1.49 1.24 1.80 
24.87(1) <0.01  University 1.68 1.37 2.07 

303.97(1) <0.01 Concern about environmental problems 4.39 3.714 5.18 

 

The results in Table 5 show that men are 42% less likely than women to take steps to limit personal 

electricity use (OR 0.58).  

Age is a significant predictor of taking steps to limit personal electricity use. Every one year increase 

in age resulted in a 3% increase in the likelihood of steps being taken.  

Those who had attended college or TAFE are 49% more likely to report taking steps than people 

whose highest level of education was school, and those who attended university are 68% more likely 

to take steps to limit personal electricity than school attendees. 

Concern about environmental problems is the primary predictor of taking steps to limit personal 

electricity use. Those who are concerned are over four times more likely to take steps than those 

who are not concerned (OR 4.39). 

2. Whether personal electricity use has increased, decreased or stayed the same over the 

past year 

Half of the sample reported that their personal electricity use had decreased (50.6%), 42.6% 

reported that it had stayed the same, and 6.8% reported that personal electricity use had increased 

over the past year (total n = 7325). Table 6 shows which variables predicted a decrease in personal 

electricity use, and which variables predicted electricity use staying the same over the past year.  

Table 6. Multinominal logistic regression model for ‘whether personal electric use increased, 

decreased or stayed the same’ (reference category ‘increased’).  

Category χ2 (df) p Predictors OR -95% 
CI 

+95% 
CI 

Decreased 13.88(1) <0.01 Gender 0.70 0.58 0.85 
 24.49(1) <0.01 Age  1.02 1.01 1.03 
 24.52(1) <0.01 Parenting responsibilities  0.62 0.51 0.78 
 8.43(1) <0.01 Concern about environmental problems 1.48 1.13 1.92 

Stayed same 5.16(1) =0.02 Gender 0.80 0.66 0.97 
 24.20(1) <0.01 Age  1.02 1.01 1.03 
 25.91(1) <0.01 Parenting responsibilities  0.61 0.50 0.74 
 5.29(1) =0.02 Concern about environmental problems 0.74 0.57 0.96 

 

Those who reported a decrease their personal electricity use were compared to those who had 

increased. Men were 30% less likely to report a decrease in their personal electricity use than 

women. Every one-year increase in age resulted in a 2% increase in the likelihood of a decrease in 

personal electricity, showing that older people report better outcomes.  
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The odds of decreasing personal electricity were also predicted by whether people had parenting 

responsibilities. People with children under the age of 15 are 38% less likely to report a decrease in 

personal electricity use than those without children <15.  

People who are concerned about environmental problems are 48% more likely to report that their 

personal electricity use has decreased than those who are not concerned. 

The model also shows predictors for those who reported that their personal electricity use had 

stayed the same compared to those who had increased. Again, men are 20% less likely than women 

to report that their electricity use had stayed the same, and every one year increase in age resulted 

in a 2% increase in the likelihood of personal electricity levels staying the same compared to 

increasing.  

People with children <15 were 39% less likely to report electricity levels staying the same than 

people without children <15, and those who are concerned about the environment are 26% less 

likely to report that their electricity levels stayed the same than those who are not concerned.  

Personal energy use summary: who does what? 

The odds of taking steps to limit or decrease personal electricity use are significantly greater for 

women, older adults, those who have a college or university education, those without children 

under the age of 15, and those who are concerned about environmental problems.  

Personal water consumption 

Whether personal water use has increased, decreased or stayed the same over the past 

year 

55.3% of people reported that their personal water use had decreased, 40% reported that it had 

stayed the same, and 4.7% reported that their personal water use had increased over the past year 

(total n = 7348). Table 7 shows which variables predicted a decrease in personal water use, and 

which variables predicted no change in water use over the past year. It should be noted that the 

response numbers for the reference category ‘increased personal water use’ are small for some of 

the categories within ‘family composition’ (ns 19 - 121) therefore these findings should be 

considered preliminary. 

Table 7. Multinominal logistic regression model for ‘whether personal water use increased, 

decreased or stayed the same’ (reference category ‘increased’).  

Category χ2 (df) p Predictors OR -95% 
CI 

+95% 
CI 

Decreased 59.55(1) <0.01 Age  1.05 1.04 1.06 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 4.39(1) =0.04  One parent family 2.15 1.05 4.39 
 3.92(1) =0.05 Concern about environmental problems 1.44 1.00 2.06 

Stayed same 35.40(1) <0.01 Age  1.04 1.03 1.05 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 9.45(1) <0.01  Couple with children 0.61 0.44 0.83 

 

Those who reported a decrease their personal water use were compared to those who had 

increased. Age was a significant predictor, with every one-year increase in age resulting in a 5% 

increase in the likelihood of a decrease in personal water use.  
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In comparison with those who live alone, one-parent families were twice as likely to report a 

decrease in personal water use (OR 2.15, note the wide confidence intervals 1.05 to 4.39).  

Those who are concerned about environmental problems are 44% more likely to report that their 

personal water use has decreased than those who are not concerned. 

For those who reported that their personal water use had stayed the same, age was again a 

significant predictor, with every one-year increase in age resulting in a 4% increase in the likelihood 

of personal water use staying the same. Couples with children are 29% less likely to report personal 

water use staying the same than those who live alone.  

Personal water use summary: who does what? 

Older adults and those who are concerned about the environment are most likely to report good 

outcomes for personal water use. For family composition, single parent households and couples with 

dependent children are more likely to report good outcomes than those who live alone.  

Recycling and waste disposal  

1. Frequency of sorting out recyclable from non-recyclable waste 

83.4% of people reported sorting out recyclable from non-recyclable waste all or most of the time, 

8.6% said they sorted waste for recycling some of the time, and 8% said they rarely or never sorted 

waste for recycling (total n = 7399). Table 8 shows which variables predicted sorting waste all or 

most of the time, and which variables predicted sometimes sorting waste. It should be noted that 

the response numbers for the reference category ‘never sorts waste for recycling’ are small for some 

of the categories within ‘family composition’ (ns 21 - 160), therefore these findings should be 

considered preliminary. 

Table 8. Multinominal logistic regression model for ‘frequency of sorting out recyclable and non-

recyclable waste’ (reference category ‘rarely / never’).  

Category χ2 (df) p Predictors OR -95% 
CI 

+95% 
CI 

All or most 8.69(1) <0.01 Gender 0.73 0.60 0.90 
 25.40(1) <0.01 Age  1.04 1.02 1.05 
 - - Highest level of education (reference ‘school’) - - - 
 15.69(1) <0.01  University 1.70 1.31 2.21 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 12.41(1) <0.01  Couple without children 4.30 1.91 9.69 
 42.61(1) <0.01 Concern about environmental problems 2.21 1.74 2.80 
Interaction - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 10.11(1) <0.01  Couple without children x age 0.97 0.95 0.99 

Sometimes - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 3.93(1) =0.05  Couple without children 2.99 1.01 8.83 
 6.26(1) =0.01 Concern about environmental problems 1.51 1.09 2.08 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
Interaction 6.40(1) =0.01  Couple without children x age 0.97 0.94 0.99 

 

Those who reported sorting waste for recycling always or most of the time were compared to those 

who rarely or never sorting waste for recycling. Men were 27% less likely than women to always 

recycle, and people who had attended university are 70% more likely than school attendees to 
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report recycling all or most of the time. Those who are concerned about the environment are over 

twice more likely to always recycle than those who are not (OR 2.21).  

Age was a significant predictor, with every year increase in age showing a 4% increase in the 

likelihood of always recycling. Couples without children are over four times more likely to report 

always recycling than people who live alone (OR 4.30, although the wide confidence intervals 1.91 to 

9.69 indicate that this should be interpreted with caution). Interestingly however, the interaction 

between family composition and age showed that for couples without children, every year increase 

in age showed a decrease of 3% in the likelihood of always recycling. That is, older couples without 

children are less likely to recycle than younger couples without children.   

When those who sometimes sorted waste for recycling were compared to those who rarely or never 

sorted waste, the same pattern was found. Those who are concerned about the environment are 

51% more likely to sometimes recycle; couples without children are three times more likely to 

sometimes recycle than people who live alone (OR 2.99), and again, the interaction shows that older 

couples without children are less likely to recycle than younger couples without children.   

2. Frequency of composting or recycling kitchen or food waste 

29.9% of people reported composting or recycling kitchen or food waste all or most of the time, 14% 

said they sometimes composted or recycled kitchen or food waste, and 56.1% said they rarely or 

never composed or recycled kitchen or food waste (total n = 7399). Table 9 shows which variables 

predicted recycling food waste all or most of the time, and which variables predicted sometimes 

recycling food waste.   

Table 9. Multinominal logistic regression model for ‘frequency of recycling food and kitchen waste’ 

(reference category ‘rarely / never’).  

Category χ2 (df) p Predictors OR -95% 
CI 

+95% 
CI 

All or most 76.99(1) <0.01 Age  1.03 1.02 1.03 
 - - Household income (reference ‘<$59,999’) - - - 
 9.62(1) <0.01  $60,000-89,999 0.75 0.63 0.90 
 19.84(1) <0.01  $90,000+ 0.66 0.55 0.79 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 5.65(1) =0.02  One parent family 1.45 1.07 1.97 
 47.63(1) <0.01  Couple without children 1.98 1.63 2.41 
 89.46(1) <0.01  Couple with children 2.56 2.11 3.11 
 5.31(1) =0.02 Work status by usual hours 0.84 0.72 0.97 
 25.84(1) <0.01 Concern about environmental problems 1.71 1.39 2.10 

Sometimes 6.36(1) =0.01 Age  1.01 1.00 1.02 
 - - Household income (reference ‘<$59,999’) - - - 
 13.63(1) <0.01  $90,000+ 0.63 0.49 0.80 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 7.51(1) =0.01  One parent family 1.65 1.15 2.36 
 7.23(1) =0.01  Couple without children 1.42 1.10 1.83 
 22.77(1) <0.01  Couple with children 1.84 1.43 2.36 

 

Those who reported composing or recycling kitchen or food waste always or most of the time were 

compared to those who rarely or never recycled kitchen or food waste. Older people are more likely 

to always recycle kitchen waste, with every year increase in age showing a 3% increase in the 

likelihood of always recycling.  
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Household income was a significant predictor, with those in the mid-income bracket ($60,000-

$89,999 per annum) 25% less likely to always recycle kitchen waste than those in the lowest income 

range (<$59,999), and those in the high-income range ($90,000+) 34% less likely to always recycle 

than those on the lowest income range.  

All categories of family composition are more likely to always recycle kitchen or food waste than 

people who live alone: one parent families are 45% more likely, couples without children are 98% 

more likely, and couples with children are two and a half times more likely (OR 2.56).  

Work status by usual hours was also a significant predictor, with people who worked full-time being 

16% less likely to report always recycling kitchen or food waste than part-timers. People who are 

concerned about the environment are 71% more likely to always recycle than people who are not 

concerned.  

A similar pattern was found for people who sometimes recycle kitchen and food waste. For every 

year increase in age, the odds of sometimes recycling increased by 1%. Those in the high-income 

range are 37% less likely to sometimes recycle than those in the lowest income bracket. Again, all 

categories of family composition are more likely to sometimes recycle kitchen or food waste than 

people who live alone. One-parent families are 65% more likely, couples without children are 42% 

more likely, and couples with children are 84% more likely.  

3. Frequency of composting or recycling garden waste 

41.1% of people reported composting or recycling garden waste all or most of the time, 20.7% said 

they sometimes composted or recycled garden waste, and 38.2% said they rarely or never 

composed or recycled garden waste (total n = 6295). Note that these numbers include only people 

who reported having garden waste. Table 10 shows which variables predicted recycling garden 

waste all or most of the time, and which variables predicted sometimes recycling garden waste.   

Table 10. Multinominal logistic regression model for ‘frequency of composting or recycling garden 

waste’ (reference category ‘rarely / never’).  

Category χ2 (df) p Predictors OR -95% 
CI 

+95% 
CI 

All or most 68.17(1) <0.01 Age  1.02 1.02 1.03 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 13.13(1) <0.01  Couple without children 1.37 1.16 1.63 
 35.91(1) <0.01  Couple with children 1.67 1.41 1.98 
 51.59(1) <0.01 Concern about environmental problems 1.99 1.65 2.40 

Sometimes 20.34(1) <0.01 Age  1.02 1.01 1.02 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 4.78(1) =0.03  One parent family 1.46 1.04 2.06 
 5.70(1) =0.02  Couple without children 1.30 1.05 1.60 
 22.44(1) <0.01  Couple with children 1.65 1.34 2.02 
 26.51(1) <0.01 Concern about environmental problems 1.84 1.46 2.33 

 

Those who reported composing or recycling garden waste always or most of the time were 

compared to those who rarely or never recycled garden waste. Older people are more likely to 

always recycle garden waste, with every year increase in age showing a 2% increase in the likelihood 

of always recycling. 



14 
 

Family composition was a significant predictor of recycling garden waste: couples without 

dependent children are 37% more likely to recycle than those who live alone, and couples with 

dependent children are 67% more likely to recycle garden waste than those who live alone. People 

who are concerned about environmental problems are almost twice more likely to recycle garden 

waste than people who are not concerned (OR 1.99).  

The predictors followed the same pattern for those who sometimes recycled garden waste. For 

every year increase in age, the odds of sometimes recycling increases by 2%, and all categories of 

family composition are more likely to sometimes recycle garden waste than people who lived alone: 

one parent families are 46% more likely; couples without children are 30% more likely, and couples 

with children are 84% more likely. The odds of those who are concerned about the environment 

sometimes recycling garden waste are 84% higher than those who are not concerned.  

4. Frequency of using green or reusable bags 

42% of people reported using green or reusable bags all or most of the time, 30.8% said they 

sometimes used green or reusable bags, and 27.2% said they rarely or never used green or reusable 

bags (total n = 7152). Note that these numbers include only people who reported doing grocery 

shopping. Table 11 shows which variables predicted using green bags all or most of the time, and 

which variables predicted sometimes using green bags.   

Table 11. Multinominal logistic regression model for ‘frequency of using green or reusable bags’ 

(reference category ‘rarely / never’).  

Category χ2 (df) p Predictors OR -95% 
CI 

+95% 
CI 

All or most 121.45(1) <0.01 Gender 0.23 0.18 0.30 
 22.70(1) <0.01 Age  1.02 1.01 1.02 
 - - Highest level of education (reference ‘school’) - - - 
 6.86(1) =0.01  University 1.26 1.06 1.49 
 93.25(1) <0.01 Concern about environmental problems 2.59 2.13 3.14 
Interactions - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
 42.34(1) <0.01  Couple without children x gender 2.19 1.73 2.78 
 66.51(1) <0.01  Couple with children x gender 2.54 2.03 3.18 

Sometimes 68.07(1) <0.01 Gender 0.31 0.24 0.41 
 62.43(1) <0.01 Concern about environmental problems 2.27 1.85 2.79 
 - - Family composition (reference ‘lone person’) - - - 
Interactions 39.79(1) <0.01  Couple without children x gender 2.16 1.70 2.75 
 23.51(1) <0.01  Couple with children x gender 1.88 1.46 2.43 

 

People who reported using green or reusable bags always or most of the time were compared to 

those who rarely or never used green bags. Men are 77% less likely than women to always use green 

bags, and older people are more likely to use green bags: for every year increase in age, the odds of 

always using green bags increases by 2%.  

People who have attended university are 26% more likely to always use green bags than people 

whose highest level of education is school, and people who are concerned about the environment 

are over two-and-a-half times more likely to always use green bags than those who are not 

concerned.  

Although men are less likely than women to always use green bags overall, the interaction between 

family composition and gender shows that when men are in a couple without dependent children, 
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they are over twice more likely to always use green bags than when they live alone (OR 2.19). When 

men are in a couple with dependent children, they are over two-and-a-half times more likely to use 

green bags than when they live alone (OR 2.54).  

For those who reported sometimes using green bags, gender and concern about the environment 

were the main predictors. Men were 69% less likely than women to sometimes use green bags, and 

people who are concerned were 2.27 times more likely than those who are not concerned. Again, 

interactions between family composition and gender show that when men are in a couple, they are 

more likely to sometimes use green bags than when they live alone. This is significant for men in a 

couple with children (88% more likely) or without children (2.16 times more likely).  

Recycling and waste disposal summary: who does what? 

Women are more likely than men to take action on all environmental behaviours related to recycling 

and waste disposal, and people living alone have worse outcomes than any other family composition 

category. Men are more likely to recycle when they are in a couple, with or without children, than 

when they live alone. Older adults in general have the best recycling outcomes, but younger couples 

without children sort waste for recycling more frequently than older couples without children. 

People who have attended university are more likely to recycle than those with a lower level of 

education, but higher earners are less likely to recycle. People who work part-time have better 

recycling outcomes than full-timers. Across all recycling and waste disposal behaviours, people who 

are concerned about environmental problems have better outcomes.  

Conclusion 
This study uses a national, household-level data set to investigate ‘who did what’ in relation to 

electricity, water and recycling behaviours. Although the analysis was restricted by the availability 

and sensitivity of variables included in the MPHS 2007-08 dataset, the findings at this stage point to 

a more complex picture than the simple ‘information deficit’ perspective that is commonly applied 

to explain a lack of action. This section presents a general summary of the main findings and 

considers how they might reflect the diverse and changing work-life situations of environmental 

citizens. While the policy implications of this research will be explored more fully as the wider 

project progresses, some preliminary recommendations for policy reform can be inferred from this 

study. These are discussed where relevant, along with directions for future work.  
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Figure 2. Summary of predictors and their influence on personal electric use, water use and waste 

disposal and recycling behaviours.  

  Steps to 
limit 

electricity 
use 

Decrease  
personal  

electricity 
use 

Decrease 
personal 

water  
use 

Sorts 
waste for 
recycling 

Recycles 
food 

waste 

Recycles 
garden 
waste 

Uses 
green 
bags 

Women ↑ ↑  ↑   ↑ 

Age in years ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 

Education (school)        

 College or TAFE ↑       

 University ↑   ↑   ↑ 

Income (<$59,999)        

 $60,000-$89,999     ↓   

 $90,000+     ↓   

Family composition 
(lone person) 

       

 Single parent   ↑  ↑   

 Couple without 
children 

   ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 

 Couple with 
children 

    ↑ ↑ ↑ 

Parenting 
responsibilities 

 ↓      

Full-time work     ↓   

Environmental concern ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 

 

1. Behaviour and environmental concern  
Figure 2 shows that people who are concerned about the environment are consistently more likely 

to engage in pro-environmental behaviour than those who are not concerned. However, the 

relationship between concern and action is not a simple one. Even though 85% reported that they 

were concerned about environmental problems, there was considerable variability in reports of 

positive environmental outcomes, indicative of the ‘value-action’ gap reported elsewhere. This 

suggests that attempts should be made to increase motivation levels amongst the ‘unconcerned’; 

however, this group represent only a small proportion of the population. It should also be noted that 

the difference in positive outcomes for people who were and were not concerned averaged only 

14% across behaviours, suggesting that motivations other than pro-environmental attitudes are at 

play (see Table 2 & 3). This report indicates that individual beliefs and values are somewhat 

necessary but certainly not sufficient to explain pro-environmental action, and further strategies 

informing people about the nature and extent of the problem are likely to have limited ‘real-world’ 

impact. 

2. Behaviour and life-stage 
A strong and consistent finding across all pro-environmental behaviours was that older people have 

better environmental outcomes. From Tables 2 and 3 we can see that the age group with 

significantly worse outcomes for almost all environmental behaviours are young adults aged 18-29. 

This group also show the lowest level of environmental concern of all the age groups, especially 

young men (Figure 1). This finding could be explained in terms of lifestyle: young people often have 

less structured routines inside the home and more hectic social lives out of it, which may take 
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priority over household efforts to live sustainably. From this perspective, young adults, and 

particularly young men, may benefit from being the target of tailored communications to educate 

and encourage improved participation.  

However, the poor outcomes for young people may be associated with changes in broader social 

trends. Changes in the housing and living arrangements of young Australians has seen a delay in the 

transition from dependent childhood to independent adulthood, with one in four (23%) 20-34 year 

olds living with parents in 2006 in comparison to 19% in 1986 (ABS cat. no. 4102.0). In 2007, an 

increasing number of young people moving out of the parental home chose to rent rather than buy, 

and the probability of returning to live with parents at least once before turning 35 was almost one 

in two (46%) (ABS cat. no. 4102.0). Previous work shows that renting property is a clear barrier to 

sustainable living, as tenants are unwilling and unmotivated to take responsibility for household 

improvements (Blake, 1999; Randolph & Troy, 2008). In the parental home, responsibility for 

environmental action typically lies with parents who are more likely to relax their efforts to limit 

energy consumption when dependents are present, either from a desire to make their child 

comfortable, or because they wish to ‘keep the peace’ within the family structure (Edwards & 

Pocock, 2011). We can speculate that this pattern is unlikely to change when the children in the 

household become adults.      

Given that young peoples’ living arrangements are associated with wider patterns of financial 

security, employment and affordable housing, it is evident that a broad range of government policies 

are potentially relevant to making independent living more sustainable for young people. This, in 

turn, could have an indirect yet far-reaching impact on environmental outcomes (Warner, 

Henderson-Wilson & Andrews, 2010).  

3. Behaviour and (working) women  
The MPHS data shows that most environmental behaviours are driven by women. This is despite the 

fact that, in 2007, working women were especially rushed and pressed for time, and related this 

feeling of pressure to their caring and domestic responsibilities beyond the workplace (Skinner & 

Pocock, 2008). While more women reported concern for environmental problems than men (Figure 

1), the findings from the MPHS 2007-08 survey are likely to be a broader reflection of the gendered 

allocation of unpaid work, and women’s higher level of active involvement with household tasks in 

general. However, there is a limit on what working women can achieve when they are already time-

poor. Unless steps are taken to redistribute unpaid work and improve access to flexible working 

conditions for women and men more generally, the bulk of pro-environmental behaviour is likely to 

remain ‘women’s business’. Again, young men in particular may benefit from targeted motivational 

interventions to encourage and develop positive social norms within peer groups and the wider 

community.   

4. Behaviour and ‘other people’ 
A number of patterns emerged around the influence of household composition on individual pro-

environmental behaviour. With regards to children, Australians with parenting responsibilities had 

the poorest outcomes for personal electricity use, which again is likely to be associated with 

reluctance to compromise thermal comfort with dependents in the house. We can also speculate 

that the behaviours associated with good outcomes for single parents (decreased water use and 

food waste) are, at least in part, influenced by financial concerns.  
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However, employees who are part of a couple consistently reported better outcomes for waste and 

recycling behaviours than those living alone, and this was the generally the case whether or not the 

couples had children at home. This finding also overcame the bias of age and gender: younger 

couples are more likely to sort waste for recycling, and men are significantly more likely to use green 

bags if they are part of a couple. The facilitating effect of others may be due to factors such as 

having more structured household routines, the generation of collective norms and knowledge-

sharing, or the desire to set a good example or model positive behaviours in relation to sustainable 

living (Peters, Fudge & Jackson, 2010).  

Along with previous work indicating that social collaboration is key to reducing personal carbon 

footprints (Edwards & Pocock, 2011), this study suggests that good environmental outcomes are 

encouraged by interaction with others. Investment by governments and developers in community-

based action to build cohesive social norms may go a long way to improve pro-environmental 

behaviour. This approach may be particularly important given that lone person households are the 

fastest growing household type, projected to grow by an average of 2.2% per year from 1.9 million in 

2006 to 3.2 million in 2031 (ABS cat. no. 4102.0).  

5. Behaviour and socio-economic status 
Overall, the data revealed little evidence to suggest that pro-environmental behaviour was predicted 

by household income, although higher incomes were clearly associated with higher rates of food 

waste. This is consistent with previous analyses of household expenditure on food (Baker, Fear & 

Denniss, 2009), and suggests that the desire to reduce food waste is highly motivated by financial 

concerns. Higher levels of education were associated with better outcomes in the frequency of two 

recycling behaviours, offering some support for the role of educational policies. However, it should 

be noted that while level of education was most strongly associated with taking steps to limit 

electricity, this did not translate into reports of decreases in actual electricity consumption. Further 

work is needed to investigate the relationship between indicators of socio-economic status and 

capacity for sustainable living.   

6. Behaviour and working hours  
Working full-time hours in comparison to part-time was associated with poor outcomes on recycling 

food waste, suggesting that convenience trumps sustainability in the kitchen for busy workers. 

Surprisingly, however, hours of work did not significantly predict any other pro-environmental 

behaviour in the main analyses, although the overall percentage of employees with good 

environmental outcomes was generally higher for part-timers as a whole (Tables 2 & 3). A more 

complete picture of the association between work and capacity for pro-environmental action can be 

gained through further analysis of more sensitive measures of actual hours worked, and inclusion of 

related variables such as level of work intensity and shift work.      

Summary and future work 
This report presents the initial findings from a larger multi-method project, Work, life and 

sustainable living: how work, household and community life interact to affect environmental 

behaviours and outcomes. In 2007-08, analysis of the MPHS showed that the main drivers of pro-

environmental behaviour among Australian employees were age, pro-environmental views, gender 

and family structure, with some role for education, income and hours of work. However, there are 
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some limitations to the study, which was restricted by the measures available in the MPHS. More 

sensitive measures of work-related variables and socio-economic status, for example, may yield 

more informative results. Further research within the wider project will investigate these factors in 

more depth by analysis of an international survey, a purpose-designed survey with female union 

members, and a series of one-to-one qualitative interviews and case studies of exemplar 

workplaces.  

In sum, there is plenty of scope for Australian workers to improve pro-environmental behaviours. 

Individual-level factors such as concern towards environmental problems have a part to play in 

influencing outcomes, but this is clearly not the whole story. The findings suggest that efforts to live 

sustainably reflect a complex interplay between psychological and institutional factors. As pro-

environmental behaviours are shaped by the social fabric in which we live and work, policies geared 

towards promoting lifestyle change may need to look beyond targeted information and education to 

structural change in social and political institutions.    
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