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The Role of Culture in Economics (1/4)

 Culture important factor in economic decision making: e.g. saving rates (Guiso

et al., 2006) or pursuing business relations (Ahern et al., 2015)

 Guiso et al., (2006): culture as “customary beliefs and values that ethnic, 

religious, and social groups transmit fairly unchanged from generation to 

generation”
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The Role of Culture in Economics (2/4)

 Objective: Analyze the impact of culture on consumer preferences for energy 

efficient cars. 

 Challenge: Cannot rely on a cross-country comparison: culture and institutions are both 

complements and interact in their impact on economic development (Alesina and Giuliano, 

2015) 

 Solution: Analysis of several cultural groups within one country, most political 

and other institutions are homogeneous
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The Role of Culture in Economics (3/4)
Environmental Economics

 Culture in theoretical models (Bezin, 2015,  Schumacher 2009, 2015)

 Empirical evidence of culture: stated preferences (CVM) (Wilhite et al.,1996, 

Shultz et al., 1998, Hoyos et al., 2009)

 Culture forms attitudes (Gifford and Nilsson, 2014), attitudes lead to

environmental decisions (Kahneman et al., 1999)

 Broad literature on effect of attitudes on environmental decision making 

(Brounen and Kok, 2011, Costa and Kahn, 2013, Videras et al., 2012, Welsch 

and Kühling, 2009)
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The Role of Culture in Economics (4/4)
Environmental Economics

 Car sector: influence of environmental attitudes on efficient vehicle choice 
(Gallagher and Muehlegger, 2011, Kahn, 2007)

 Attitudes depend on culture! (Hence, also environmental decisions)

 Contribution:

1. first empirical analysis on relation between culture and environmental 
preferences using revealed preferences 

2. connect the literature on influence of attitudes to the underlying impact of 
culture
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Estimation Strategy (1/4)
 cross country level: not possible to distinguish between institutional effect and individual consumer choices. 

 language as a proxy for variation in culture and as a determinant of economic outcomes, e.g. (Fearon, 2003) or (Chen, 

2013)

 Switzerland: culturally distinct groups, live in the same country and share all institutions
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Estimation Strategy (2/4) – spatial fuzzy RDD
used for Switzerland by Eugster et. al (2011) in labor economics, Egger and 
Lassmann (2016) international trade and Gentili and Mazzonna (2017) for elderly 
care

Tobias Wekhof

Individual vehicle data,

aggregated on municipality

level
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Estimation Strategy (3/4): Balanced Covariates
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Estimation Strategy (4/4): Model – 2SLS, 2nd Stage

Tobias Wekhof

Y: share of efficient vehicles per municipality

language: share French speakers

F: driving distance to language border (polynomials)

X: Socio-economic covariates: population density, income per 

capita, share of french cars, elevation, urban dummy

Canton Fixed effects
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 Treatment effect: 5.5 percentage points

 Explains 88% in the total difference between the two regions

 Magnitude of traditional policies:

 Rebate of USD 1200 – 5.5 percentage point increase in energy efficient vehicles (Huse and

Lucinda, 2014)

 USD 2000 income tax deduction – explains 5% of hybrid sales (Beresteanu and Li, 2011)

 10% gazoline price increase – 8.6% increase in hybrid sales (Gallagher and Muehlegger, 

2011)
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Results (2/4)
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Results (3/4)
Voting outcomes

Tobias Wekhof

French speakers are

more favorable to

environmetal issues
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 High wealth levels (Schumacher, 2015); future oriented behavior (Imhof et al., 
2016)
 Does not apply to the case of Switzerland

 Importance of collectivism and altruism (Gifford and Nilsson, 2014)
 French part higher level of collectivism (Hofstede et al., 2010)

 Higher level of altruism in French part (SHEDS data, Weber et al. (2017))

 trustworthiness of government (Tjernström and Tietenberg, 2008)
 Acceptance of government power significantly higher in French parts (Hofstede et al., 2010)
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Results (4/4)
Possible explanations
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 Analyze how culture affects consumer preferences for fuel efficient vehicles. 

 support the literature that consumer choices are influenced by culture, independently of 

institutions (Atkin, 2016, Bisin and Verdier, 2001, Guiso et al., 2006). 

 Add  cultural dimension to environmental economics literature

 voting outcomes: consumers' concern for the environment is major channel of 

cultural influence, due to collectivism and altruism

 Concerns for the environment have been identified by the literature as a factor for energy 

efficient vehicle choice (Gallagher and Muehlegger, 2011, Kahn, 2007).
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 Results are robust to various specifications (CO2 emissions and fuel efficiency
dependent variables, individual linear probability model, non-parametric RDD)

 Results indpendet of vehicle brand and cantonal norms

 Policy makers: 
 introduce additional policy measures (e.g. marketing) which address culture and values as a 

factor. 

 direct traditional economic policy efforts to groups where the potential outcome is higher (here: 
German speaking regions)

 Possible magnitude for influencing environmental culture (HarmoniCOP, Pahl-Wostl et al., 
2008)
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