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Abstract 

Transport choices are not merely practical decisions but steeped in cultural and societal 

perceptions.  Understanding these latent drivers of behaviour will allow countries to 

develop and import policies to more successfully promote sustainable transport.  

Transport symbolism - what people believe their ownership or use of a mode connotes 

to others about their societal position – has been shown to be one such, non-trivial, 

hidden motivator.  In the case of hybrid and electric cars (‘eco cars’), studies have 

demonstrated how their symbolic value varies within a society among different social 

groups.  As yet, however, there has been scant research into comparing how the 

symbolism of a mode varies across national cultures, horizontally, between individuals 
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with similar socio-demographic characteristics.  Through qualitative thematic analysis, 

this study utilises two of Hofstede’s cross-cultural indices - power differential and 

individualism versus collectivism - to develop and strengthen theory on how the 

differing symbolism of eco cars currently varies between four cultural clusters – Anglo, 

Nordic, Confucian and South Asian.  It also deliberates how observed symbolic 

qualitative differences may influence an individual or group choice to procure eco cars.  

Finally, it discusses how policy development, transfer and marketing, within the context 

of eco cars, may need to be modified by national governments, in the Confucian and 

South Asian cultures, so as to encourage uptake and modal shift. 
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1 Introduction 

Two latent drivers of behavior are symbolism and national culture.  Symbolism explains how 

people use objects and signs to signify something about themselves to third parties within the 

context of a society (Saussure et al., 1916). Culture can be defined as the ‘set of attitudes, 

values, beliefs and behaviours shared by a group of people’ (Matsumoto and Juang, 2012). 

National culture, a subset of culture, increasingly explored over recent decades, has been 

defined by Hofstede (1984) as ‘the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the 

members of one national group from another’. 

When examining the hidden factors underpinning people’s transport choices, both symbolism 

and national culture have been shown to be important (Steg, 2005; Syam, 2014).  This has 

ramifications for transport policy transfer.  For example, much of the world’s future vehicle 

emissions are predicted to take place in developing1 countries where car ownership is rapidly 

rising (Zhou et al., 2010; Siddique et al., 2011; Dargay et al., 2007).  Yet, in seeking to 

promote sustainable transport, if the government of developing country X attempts to import 

a remedial policy solution from developed country Y, the effectiveness of the proposed 

solution may be compromised if the policy possesses poor or no symbolic value within the 

new culture. In such instances tailored policies and marketing programmes may be necessary 

to raise the symbolic value of a mode to encourage modal shift. 

The symbolic value of eco cars has already been explored in developed nations and shown to 

be significant among certain social groups (Heffner, 2007).  Little research has, however, 

been undertaken on the symbolism of eco cars in developing countries.  This paper sets out to 

                                                 
1 Throughout this article the term ‘developing countries’ will be used to denote 

‘industrialising’, ‘emergent’ and ‘low and middle income’ nations, and ‘the Global South’.  

Deliberation of the appropriateness of the term is outside the scope of this article.  For a 

comprehensive discussion see World Bank (2015). 
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address this absence, through qualitative analysis, to facilitate an expansion of theory for later 

quantitative testing among the populations of interest. Given the research straddles different 

epistemologies it also aims to help bridge gaps between traditional transport planning and the 

emerging field of mobilities (Wind et al., 2012). 

The first part of this paper lays out the theoretical background.  It outlines symbolism and 

national culture in more detail and poses the question as to how they may affect policy 

transfer between nations.  Work carried out to date on the symbolism of eco cars in Europe 

and North America is then presented, before positing theory, drawing on the Hofstede (1984) 

indices, as to how this may differ in Confucian and South Asian cultures, such as China and 

India.  The study method, qualitative deductive thematic analysis, is then outlined, stressing 

its compatibility with the goal of the expansion of theory.  The penultimate section describes 

observed thematic differences in the symbolism of eco cars between interviewees of similar 

socio-demographic backgrounds, across four different national cultural clusters as defined by 

Hofstede (1984) - Anglo, Nordic, Confucian and South Asian.  The paper concludes by 

placing the findings within the context of transport policy formulation, transfer and 

implementation. 

2 Theoretical background 

2.1 Symbolism  

Symbolism has been shown to be a latent driver of travel behaviour (Steg, 2005).  In 

economically stratified societies the symbols that people display, serve as objective criteria to 

compare oneself to others (Lindemann, 2007; Festinger, 1954). To give an example, a person 

wearing a luxury branded watch may be demonstrating affluence, a place in the social 

‘pecking order’, a tacit instruction to others as to how they should be treated.  The manner in 

which groups and individuals use symbols to self-define and relate to others in society falls 
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within the field of symbolic interactionism, a discipline predicated on the belief that humans 

socially interact with their fellows through the meaning of things (Blumer, 1986). 

The role of symbols in social communication was first theorised by linguists and 

semioticians.  Saussure et al. (1916) postulated that a sign, or symbol, has two meanings: a 

signifier or objective meaning, and a signified - what the sign may communicate to others 

about the displayer. Hjelmslev (1953) and Barthes (1957, 1967) took the concept of the 

signified a stage further by suggesting that a symbol has two implications, a denotation and a 

connotation, the connotation being a deeper meaning of that which is shown at the surface 

level.  Barthes (1967) argued that it is the connotations of a symbol that drive behaviour. 

The concept of symbolism in transport is widely theorised, most strongly around the meaning 

of the private car.  Belk (1988) describes how for many young American males, the 

automobile is a symbol of masculinity, part of the owner’s extended self and ego.  Miller 

(2001) summarises how in the literature the car is depicted as a symbol of modernity.  Pojani 

and Stead (2015a) state that at a collective societal level, private cars have long connoted 

comfort, speed, pleasure, power, protection, individuality, and superiority. Gartman (2004) 

believes that early automobiles conferred cultural capital on the high bourgeoisie in American 

society by attesting to their owners’ removal from the necessity of work.  Choo and 

Mokhtarian (2004) identified that some people bought specific makes and models of cars 

because they believed that their car symbolised strong aspects of their personality to others. 

Symbolism as an explicit, latent variable in transport choice, was quantitatively derived only 

relatively recently by Steg (2005).  She did not merely allude to symbolism but utilised a 

theoretical model of motivation – devised by Dittmar (1992) – to isolate symbolism as a 

proxy variable through factor analysis.  This allowed it to be clearly distinguished from two 

other aspects of choice motivation: instrumental (practical, measureable), and affective (how 

a person feels emotively, arousal). 
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2.2 National culture 

There are many conceptualisations of culture.  In 1952 over 164 definitions were identified 

by Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952).  Hofstede (1984) defines culture as the collective 

programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or category of 

people from another.  The manifestation of culture can vary either vertically, by income or 

wealth (e.g. working class culture), or horizontally, across a uniform social group (e.g. car 

culture).  While culture has long been important in fields such as anthropology and sociology, 

it would appear to be the advent of the study of mobilities that has led to it becoming 

increasingly discussed in the transport literature. For example, one of the four critical aspects 

of urban mobility as described by Kuhnimhof and Wulfhorst (2013) is ‘perceptions and 

lifestyle orientation’, a construct heavily influenced by cultural background.  Kuhnimhof and 

Wulfhorst (ibid) see perceptions and lifestyle orientations as being influenced by the cultural 

background of the decision maker, as well as their socio-economic categorisation, status 

concerns, and social norms; these in turn exert an influence on travel options and how they 

are perceived. 

One particular aspect of culture which has received significant attention in recent decades, 

largely due to globalisation, is national culture (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Steenkamp, 

2001; Strohschneider, 2002; Swaidan, 2012).  A country’s culture has long been identified as 

a key characteristic underlying systematic differences in behaviour at a general level 

(Malhotra and McCort, 2001).  Koçak et al. (2007) opine that it leads to different national 

populations making varying choice evaluations. Sasaki and Yoshikawa (2014) see national 

culture as dynamic, ever changing.  In the broader transport literature there are a handful of 

references on national culture’s influence on choice and perception (Tansey et al., 1990; Lee 

et al., 2015; Oliver and Lee, 2010; Kim and Lee, 2009; Takahashi, 2010; Syam, 2014; Syam 

et al., 2011; Law and Karnilowicz, 2015).  
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When undertaking cross cultural comparisons, sampling is crucial, not only determining 

which nations to sample, but which groups to sample within each nation (Buil et al., 2012).  

When segmenting nations, the most commonly used cross cultural indices are those of 

Hofstede (1984).  Over three quarters of all cross-cultural studies draw upon them across 

several disciplines (Ng et al., 2007; Williamson, 2002; Jones, 2007).  Magnusson et al. (2008) 

compared different cultural frameworks and concluded the ever evolving and more recent 

cultural frameworks provide only limited advancements over Hofstede’s model, which has 

been used in many more studies.  In using the Hofstede indices no allegations of superior 

explanatory power are made, only that they are a solid basis for initial segmentation. 

Furthermore the authors wish to acknowledge the contentious nature of cross-cultural studies, 

something which seeks to generalise about the collective at the expense of the individual, in 

an evolving world.  It has been argued that modernism and global media are set to render 

national culture obsolete - Taras et al. (2012) argue that consumerism within the developing 

world is leading to cultural convergence.  Many strongly disagree with these sentiments.  

Witchalls (2012) sees the homogenisation of national culture as being impossible: when 

processing new information from outside, cultures make reference to their existing values and 

norms to self-reinforce.  Furthermore in discussing the potential obsolescence of indices such 

as Hofstede’s (1984), Minkov and Hofstede (2011) note that the scores measure relative not 

absolute difference, and as all modern societies are broadly evolving in the same direction, 

relative difference will continue to be maintained; Inglehart and Baker (2000) stress the 

persistence of national culture in the face of globalisation. 

Two of the Hofstede indices were used in this research - the power differential (PDI), and the 

collectivism/individualism index (COLL/IND).  The two indices are correlated: collective 

societies tend to have high power differential indices.  These indicators also act as a proxy for 

developed (low PDI/individualistic) and developing (high PDI/collectivist) countries.  
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Furthermore, both reflect the consensus among cultural theorists that some societies place a 

greater stress on hierarchy and the importance of the group needs over those of individuals. 

People in societies with a high degree of PDI accept a vertical stratification in which 

everybody has a place that needs no justification; people emphasise their position through 

symbols and behaviour, so others know how to treat them. The COLL/IND index describes 

the extent to which individuals are willing to subvert their own desires to that of the 

collective in exchange for loyalty. In collectivist societies decisions are usually made as a 

group so as to maintain the group’s social position and outward dignity.  For this reason, in 

high PDI/collectivist nations, it is common for the collective unit to seek conformative social 

proof (normative cues) from advertising, peers, and groups they aspire to become members of 

(Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975).  This is much less the case in individualistic societies 

(Zhang and Neelankavil, 1997).  Moreover, in high PDI societies people do what is socially 

correct, are less free to do things in their own way, than in low PDI societies where people 

are freer to make decisions based on individual criteria (Hofstede 1984). 

2.3 Policy transfer  

Barthes's (1957) view that symbols signify varying things in different cultures offers strong 

implications for transport policy transfer.  Although policy makers have always engaged in 

comparative learning and transfer, the phenomenon of policy mobility (Baker and Temenos, 

2015) has become much more widespread in recent decades due to increased global 

competition, the internet, and global media (González, 2011; Pojani and Stead, 2015b; 

Marsden and Stead, 2011; Wang, 2010).  Planning ideas and practices are not just diffusing 

from the ‘West to the rest’, but in every direction (Healey, 2010). 

The search for new policies which may be seen as missing or dissatisfactory in one place, and 

the process of policy transfer from elsewhere, are often closely connected to the notion of 
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‘best practice’, and the idea that ‘successful’ initiatives can be replicated to equal effect in 

other settings. Studies, however, have observed distortions and irrational or unpredicted 

outcomes when policies are transferred, both in the way best practice information is ‘sent’ 

and ‘received’.  Both Pojani and Stead (2015b) and Daniell (2014) cite cultural orientations 

or biases as a potential reason for this.  As the bulk of future motorisation and transport 

externalities are likely to be concentrated in cities of the developing world (Stead and Pojani, 

2017; Dargay et al., 2007; Harris, 2006) wantonly importing solutions from developed 

countries may not therefore be optimal. To achieve the greatest impact it may be necessary to 

tailor policies to suit the cultural norms of a recipient nation. 

2.4 The symbolism of eco cars 

Both hybrid and electric vehicles are designed to reduce vehicle emissions and pollutants at 

the point of usage, so can be seen as one of the policy options within the sustainable transport 

‘suite’. Hybrid vehicles are partly powered through braking energy being captured in a 

battery; when battery levels are insufficient, reversion is possible to regular gasoline based 

propulsion. Electric or ‘plug-in’ vehicles operate purely on electricity stored in batteries 

recharged overnight or at charging stations during the day. 

It is as yet unclear as to whether or not hybrid or electric vehicles yield a payback over 

conventional petrol vehicles over a set time period.  In the case of hybrids the calculation 

depends not only on the purchase price of the cars, but also the cost of battery replacement, 

exemptions from charges and levies, local fuel prices, and the frequency of regenerative 

braking (Choi and Oh, 2010; Chua et al., 2010; Heffner et al., 2007; Lave and Maclean, 

2001). Electric vehicles also have significant limitations compared to their internal 

combustion counterparts, including being more expensive, possessing lower range, requiring 
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longer refuelling times, and having less publically accessible refuelling opportunities 

(Mersky et al., 2016). 

Therefore, to encourage people to migrate to these newer technologies, governments across 

the world have put in place purchasing and usage incentives. These include capital grants, tax 

breaks, and user charge exemptions (Diamond, 2009; Yabe et al., 2012; Helveston et al., 

2015; Sierzchula et al., 2014; Langbroek et al., 2016; Silvia and Krause, 2016; Ajanovic and 

Haas, 2016; Lévay et al., 2017). Yet an individual’s decision to procure hybrid and electric 

cars, on the surface, still remains fiscally irrational (Turrentine and Kurani, 2007).  Whilst 

practically the decision may appear illogical, however, emotionally it does not, and latent 

drivers of behaviour appear to be playing a key role.  For example, Langbroek et al. (2016) 

describe how in Stockholm, people who believe they can affect changes in environmental 

outcomes through their own actions, are more inclined to purchase electric vehicles. 

Symbolism also acts as a motivator. For some people, the image and social prestige gained 

from driving a hybrid vehicle seem to be the most important determinants in purchasing 

choices (Chua et al., 2010; Anable et al., 2011).  Heffner et al., (2007), within the context of 

the culture of the United States, describe five denotations (surface symbolism) of owning a 

hybrid car: preserving the environment; opposing war over oil; managing personal finances; 

reducing support to oil producers; and embracing new technology. Each of these denotations 

brings several connotations including: personal ethics, concern for others, community 

orientation, intelligence, maturity, personal independence, national independence, 

individuality, and support for local manufacturers. Heffner et al., (2007) argue it is these 

symbolic connotations, being ‘seen to be green’ (Berth, 2011) that truly motivate a decision 

to purchase a hybrid car. 

In their drive to tackle air pollution both the Chinese and Indian governments are encouraging 

people to purchase eco vehicles.  In 2009 the Chinese government launched a subsidy scheme 
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for this purpose (Hao et al., 2014).  The New York Times (2017) flagged how these 

incentives led to greater percentages of electric vehicles being sold, albeit from a very low 

base. In India the energy minister stated in 2017 that ‘by 2030 not a single petrol or diesel car 

should be sold in the country, only electric vehicles’ (PTI, 2017).  In each country production 

capabilities have been up-scaled with incentives offered to local manufacturers (Clifford, 

2016; Indian Express, 2014).  

Very little work, however, has been undertaken on the symbolism of eco cars in the urban 

areas of Confucian cultures such as China, and South Asian cultures such as India. The only 

exception that the authors found was work by Helveston et al., (2015) who contrasted the 

motivation for purchasing electric vehicles in China and the USA. The results of their 

analysis suggested that, whilst in the USA ownership of an eco car may confer social status, 

this was not the case in China.  This paper seeks to explore and expand this finding, by 

examining how negative, or an absence of symbolism entirely, may be explained by cultural 

imperatives, and what the implications for eco car uptake and policy transfer might be. 

3 Method 

3.1 Thematic analysis 

A full description of method is offered in (Ashmore et al., In Press).  Qualitative analysis was 

the chosen method in this study as its techniques are extremely useful when examining 

symbolic motivation (Coolican, 2009; Bryman, 2012) and national cultural differences 

(Karasz and Singelis, 2009).  This is because symbolic motivation is something people often 

prefer not to acknowledge, downplay, or become evasive about for reasons of embarrassment 

(Noppers et al., 2014; Heffner et al., 2007; Zaltman and Coulter, 1995;  Rapaille, 2001; Ni, 

2008; Steg et al., 2001). 
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The analytical process needed to illuminate the extent to which symbolic barriers within a 

culture may hinder the transfer of sustainable transport policies from another.  It also had to 

lend itself to further developing these insights into attitudinal or choice-based quantitative 

survey instruments to be tested on a target population at a later stage.  Thematic analysis was 

therefore chosen, as it fulfils these objectives by acting as a flexible ‘bridge between differing 

research fields’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; Miller and Crabtree, 1992).  According to 

Boyatzis (1998) through thematic analysis, positivistic and interpretative science can 

communicate to allow ideas to be converted to survey instruments for testing. Another 

advantage of thematic analysis is that an innovative hypothesis or theory can spring from a 

single bold comment (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 

Thematic analysis works by allocating ‘codes’, blocks of interview texts, to a ‘theme’ (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006).  The incidence of coding density per group for each theme is a useful 

indicator of the strength of difference between groups, as well as the extendibility of a theory 

to overall populations.  Themes can be derived deductively, post engagement with theory, or 

inductively, emerging from the data (Boyatzis, 1998; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2008; 

Braun and Clarke, 2006). The choice of deductive or inductive analysis is not an arbitrary 

decision, but depends upon the degree to which theory has already been engaged. In this 

work considerable cross-cultural theory had been studied prior to the derivation of themes, 

deductive analysis was therefore used.  Whilst formal inductive analysis has not been 

undertaken, the interpretations offered later in the paper, can be seen as a first tentative step 

to more formal inductive work. 

3.2 Development of deductive themes 

The themes to be explored derive directly from the Hofstede (1984) power differential (PDI) 

and collectivism versus individualism (COLL/IND) indices, described earlier.  The use of 
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these particular Hofstede indices does not imply that the others – masculine/feminine and 

uncertainty avoidance – lack explanatory power in this context, only that the PDI and 

COLL/IND indices offer the strongest contrast in scores between the groups to be contrasted. 

Making reference to the PDI index, Hofstede et al. (2010) state that: 

Visible signs of status in large power distance countries contribute to the 

authority of bosses.  A subordinate may feel proud his boss drives a bigger car 

than his neighbour’s boss…[whereas] in small power distance situations status 

symbols are suspect… subordinates will likely comment negatively to neighbours 

if their boss spends company money on an expensive car. 

Following this line of reasoning, Ashmore et al. (2017) surmise that in high PDI/collectivist 

cultures, such as India and China, there may be a symbolic imperative for the transport mode 

owned and used to clearly represent the user’s and their family’s status, through a clear 

demonstration of economic and purchasing capacity. Based on this assumption, one could 

also surmise that major transport decisions will be made collectively by the extended family 

group, using normative cues, so as not to place the group’s social position in jeopardy by 

‘standing out’ (Shavitt et al., 2010; Savani et al., 2012).  The authors further speculate that 

these dynamics are either absent, or if present, then observable to a much lesser degree, in 

low PDI/individualistic nations such as the United Kingdom and Norway. 

One further consideration in low PDI/individualistic nations, is the degree to which migrants 

from high PDI/collectivist nations may have retained the symbolic values of their home 

nation.  Some migrant groups may have remained largely insulated from the recipient 

nation’s culture, or have tried to preserve the cultural values of their country of origin to pass 

them down to subsequent generations.  Others may be only recently arrived and are yet to 

fully understand the cultural values of their new nation.  For example, Syam (2014) found 
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that in New Zealand, migrants with cultural backgrounds rooted in high power differential 

societies feel that owning and driving a car affords them higher social status2.  This sentiment 

was present to a much lesser degree in equivalent social groups whose cultural background 

was embedded in New Zealand’s predominant low power differential ‘Anglo’ culture. 

Focusing on eco cars, this line of inquiry lends itself to three derived themes: 

1. Eco cars possessing positive symbolism within a culture. 

2. Eco cars possessing neutral or no symbolism within a culture 

3. Eco cars possessing negative symbolism within a culture. 

These three themes are expanded upon in Appendix A which offers a generic modal 

symbolism codebook, i.e. not purely pertaining to eco cars, but capable of being used without 

adaptation when examining other modes.  Broadly speaking, the authors hypothesised that for 

the high PDI/collectivist interviewees, there would only be positive symbolism attached to 

eco cars if the purchase price was widely known to be higher than equivalent petrol models. 

Drawing on findings expressed by commentators such as Chatterjee (2008) and Harris 

(2006), who describe a lack of environmental awareness in India and China respectively, it 

was also expected that the high PDI/collectivist interviewees would state that in their culture 

little symbolic credibility could be gained through an outward show of concern for the 

environment. 

In contrast, however, drawing upon sources such as Heffner et al. (2007), the authors 

expected that, for the interviewees from the low PDI/individualistic cultures, eco cars would 

possess positive symbolism by denoting environment awareness, and connoting education. 

The authors, however, expected that among the low PDI/individualistic interviewees, some 

                                                 

2 Whilst outside the scope of this study, this would have ramifications for policy formulation in strongly 

multicultural urban areas, and as such lends itself to further research. 
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negative connotations may apply to eco cars if it was felt those using them were acting in a 

‘pious’ or sanctimonious manner (see anecdotal sources such as Toyotapious [2017]). 

3.3 Data sampling, collection, and analysis  

Bourdieu (1984) has shown that symbolic motivation varies significantly as a function of 

socio demography within a nation: even within a culture symbols signify different things to 

different social groups. Accordingly, in cross-cultural analysis sampling is crucial: not only 

consideration of where to sample but who to sample; random sampling is of little use in cross 

cultural work as it mixes cultural (horizontal) and social (vertical) motivation (Buil et al., 

2012).  Hofstede (1984) shows for example how the PDI index for low income groups in low 

PDI nations, is similar to those exhibited by the more affluent in high PDI nations; the indices 

only work comparatively at a collective national level.  Therefore, what is most likely to yield 

strong results is stratified purposive sampling, contrasting people who are as similar as 

possible (Vijver and Leung, 1997). Ohnmacht et al. (2009) term this horizontal sampling. 

As to which nations to sample,  Hofstede's (1984) indices were used to subdivide nations into 

two high level contrasting cultural clusters to be compared - high PDI/collectivist and low 

PDI/individualistic. The four Hofstede (ibid) clusters in this study consisted of:  

 Two low PDI/ individualistic cultures:  

o ‘Anglo’ (Australia, USA, UK, New Zealand, Canada, Ireland)  

o ‘Nordic’ (Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark, the Netherlands3  

 Two high PDI/collectivist cultures: 

o ‘Confucian’ (China, Taiwan)  

                                                 

3 Another cultural index that of Inglehart and Oyserman (2004) places the Netherlands within a 

North European cluster concurring with Sicinski, (1976), that ‘Finland, the Netherlands, and Norway’ 

culturally fit closely together. 
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o ‘South Asian’ (India, Pakistan, Bangladesh) 

Despite being regional bundles of countries with similar national cultures, the term ‘national’ 

culture has, for reasons of continuity with other publications stemming from the research, 

been maintained.  The goal of the research is to assess the symbolism of eco cars in mega 

cities in India and China to see if there are cultural barriers in place which may hinder their 

adoption.  As this covers two nations, rather than just pick a single low PDI/individualistic 

cluster with which to contrast them, the authors, sought balance by picking a further – the 

Nordic.  This was an opportunistic decision: some commentators make reference to Nordic 

and Dutch transport policies offering lessons for the rest of the world, being sufficiently high 

profile to attract significant attention (Scott, 2014; Pojani and Stead, 2015b).  Just as 

contrasting India and China, however, was not the goal of the paper, neither was contrasting 

the Anglos with the Nordics.  This does afford an opportunity, however, for further analysis 

within a cluster at a later date.  The two major cultural groupings are shown in Figure 1. 

The overall sampling criteria are summarized in Table 1. These inclined the sample towards 

wealthier, more educated, urbanites.  This may be useful for another reason: Chatterjee 

(2008) has described how in India, environmentalism, if it exists anywhere, is to be found 

among ‘urban elites’.  Not mandating that an interviewee’s parents needed to have been 

raised, or currently living in, an urban area does raise the possibility that some interviewees 

might have been exposed to values other than those predominating in their city.  Whilst this is 

a possible sampling limitation it is assumed that the probability of it occurring would be 

uniform throughout the clusters, so as not to dilute the overall findings, in relative terms. 

Having established the sampling criteria, the primary author then made contact with personal 

connections in primary cities within the countries being examined.  Once the criteria for 

inclusion had been explained, these personal contacts then suggested interviewees to the 

primary author, who then made contact via email with those put forward.  Following initial 
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email discussions, the interviewees, if they fitted the criteria, were selected and a time was 

arranged.  Post their interview, people in turn made further recommendations as to potential 

participants.  Not one of the people approached refused to be interviewed. 

Sampling dimension Criteria for inclusion 

Cross cultural national groups 

taken from the Hofstede 

(1984) indices: 

Two high PDI/collectivist: South Asian (India, Pakistan, Sri 

Lanka, Bangladesh) and Confucian (China, Taiwan). Two low 

PDI/individualistic: Anglo (UK, USA, Australia, Canada, Ireland, 

New Zealand) and Nordic (The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, 

Finland, Iceland, Denmark). 

Current domicile, urbanity and 

mode choice set: 

Interviewees must be living in a major urban area with access to a 

full modal choice set.  A mode should be available even if an 

interviewee and/or their family choose not to use it.  A full modal 

choice set comprises: bus/BRT, metro/tram/commuter rail, non-

motorised options, and car sharing schemes, as well as privately 

owned motorised modes – cars, and motorcycles/scooters.  ‘Eco 

cars’ such as hybrids and electric vehicles should be available for 

purchase. Paratransit is likely in some cities but not mandatory as 

sampling criteria. 

Heritage, birth and raising: Interviewees needed have been raised in a major urban area in 

country, to parents also born and raised in the same nation. 

Education level: Interviewees must be educated to degree level.  At least one parent 

must have a degree. 

Age: Above eighteen and under fifty years old. 

Gender: Equal balance between males and females. 

Car ownership status: The family or individual must have owned a car for at least ten 

years. 

Other attributes: Interviewees must possess high-speed internet access and speak 

fluent English. 

Table 1: Sampling criteria for the interviewees from the population of interest. 
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Figure 1: Hofstede (1984) cultural clusters: low PDI/ individualistic versus High 

PDI/collectivist 

There is also a slight risk that the results may have been affected by the stipulation that the 

interviews be conducted in English.  Symbolism is a complex construct to describe even in a 

person’s first language.  If this raises a concern it is that some participants might, for reasons 

of modesty or linguistic limitation, failed to adequately describe the importance of transport 

symbolism within their culture.  The interviewer did not have the impression that this was the 

case, and the significant volume of rich data obtained seemingly bear this out, but it must be 

flagged as a potential limitation. 

Convenience sampling was used for initial contacts, and snowball sampling for further 

recruitment. No firm rules exist on sample size but to achieve saturation of themes there is 

some agreement among experts that this occurs at around twelve interviewees from each of 
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the four groups (Baker and Edwards, 2012; Guest et al., 2006). This made for a total of 48 

interviewees, clustered in the following cities: Anglo – London, New York, Sydney, 

Melbourne; Nordic - Amsterdam, Olso, Rotterdam; Confucian – Beijing, Taipei, Shanghai 

and Guangzhou, and; South Asian - Chennai, Delhi, Mumbai.  A semi-structured approach 

was deployed exploring themes around the symbolic connotations of various transport modes, 

including eco cars.  One hour long interviews for each participant were conducted in person, 

via skype, or by telephone, and were recorded and transcribed. 

The interviewer knew nothing of the interviewees’ prior awareness of eco cars.  That said, the 

entire low PDI/individualist group had heard of, or had had experience of eco cars.  This was 

less the case for the high PDI/collectivist group, with the Confucian culture interviewees 

having had more exposure to the technology than the South Asians.  For participants who 

needed clarification as to the physical appearance or technical aspects of eco cars, 

photographs were on hand, supported by verbal descriptions.  If the internet connection was 

poor, or the telephone was used, interviewees were offered the option of having these 

photographs emailed. 

Coding was undertaken manually in accordance with the rules of the codebook in Appendix 

A.  In deductive thematic analysis, thematic validity is established when at least two coders 

note its presence in a dataset.  Interrater coding reliability to establish the credibility of the 

primary coder was quantified by comparing, for each code, the coding incidence of the 

primary coder with another coder.  For reasons of resource constraints and the high data 

volumes this was done for the transcripts of the first interviewees from each group.  A 

threshold of over seventy percent was deemed acceptable given that the themes were deduced 

from theory and were a new area of research.  This threshold was achieved for all themes (see 

Appendix B).  This established the credibility of subsequent coding performed by the primary 

coder. 
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4 Findings and discussion 

The findings were guided by thematic coding densities (Table 2) for each cultural cluster of 

interviewees, and augmented by strong quotes (see Guest et al., 2012; Braun and Clarke, 

2006).  To support the discussion, colloquialisms were placed in inverted commas 

(University of Melbourne, 2012) 

Table 2 shows significant differences in thematic coding densities per 100,000 transcript 

words, for positive, neutral, and negative symbolism of eco cars, for the two major cultural 

groups.  Broadly speaking, positive symbolic coding density was far higher for the 

interviewees from the low PDI/individualistic cultures.  Negative symbolism was at least 

twice as high for the interviewees from the high PDI/collectivist cultures.  Neutral 

symbolism, being symbolically meaningless, was far higher for the interviewees from the 

high PDI/collectivist cultures. 

The goal of the research was not to compare coding scores and densities within the overall 

high PDI/collectivist and low PDI/collectivist cultures.  Furthermore the major contrast 

shown in Table 2 is between the larger cultural groupings. 

Theme label 

Frequency counts per code (per 100,000 words) 

Low PDI/IND High PDI/COLL 

Anglo Nordic Confucian South Asian 

1. Eco cars, positive 

symbolism 
47 84 5 2 

2. Eco cars, neutral or no 

symbolism 
2 4 13 22 

3. Eco cars, negative 

symbolism 
12 12 23 22 

Table 2: Coding densities for eco cars for interviewees for each major cluster and sub cluster. 
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The following discussion explores why these differences may be observed for each cluster.  

Quotes are offered in the format of national cultural group, group interviewee number, city of 

abode, gender, and age. 

4.1 The symbolism of cars generally across the clusters 

Before discussing the results of the symbolism of eco cars across each cluster, it is first 

necessary to present the scores for the symbolism of cars generically for each group.  This 

will allow the findings pertaining to eco cars to be contextualised.  Table 3 shows the 

thematic coding density between the groups for the symbolism of cars at a generic level.  It 

may be seen that the interviewees from the high PDI/collectivist cultures saw cars as 

possessing strong positive symbolism within their cultures.  This was not the case for the 

interviewees from the low PDI nations who largely saw cars as being symbolically irrelevant. 

The quotes supported these coding densities: 

I mean we’re perhaps at the stage here where the car isn’t the real 

indicator…probably a really expensive cycle, show who is really in the middle 

classes.  But not cars (Nordic 11, Amsterdam, F, 28). 

 

Theme label 

Frequency counts per code (per 100,000 words) 

Low PDI/IND High PDI/COLL 

Anglo Nordic Confucian South Asian 

A. Cars (generic) - 

positive symbolism 
6 16 190 216 

B. Cars (generic) - neutral 

symbolism 
45 112 3 0 

C. Cars (generic) - 

negative symbolism 
20 64 20 2 

Table 3: Coding densities for cars generically for high level and sub cultural clusters 
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One car? No in that case I think that they would choose the bigger one.  Mostly 

for a symbol.  Because in our culture the car isn’t only for travelling.  You can 

make a lot of friends if you can drive a good car, and it also helps you with your 

business (Confucian 12, Beijing, M,25). 

4.2 Eco cars, positive symbolism 

4.2.1 Interviewees from low PDI/individualistic cultures 

In keeping with the findings of Heffner et al., (2007) and Chua et al. (2010), the interviewees 

from low PDI/individualistic cultures attached largely positive symbolism to ownership of 

eco cars.  In contrast with their general views on cars in urban areas, the eco car, largely 

denoting environmental concern, was seen as a visible ‘marker’ for several connotations 

including affluence, education, healthy living, and being informed.  The following quote 

summarises this finding: 

If a family is driving around in a battery powered car then they’d be 

environmentally focussed, middle class, gentrified, living in a nice leafy suburb, 

eating wholefoods (Anglo 1, London, F, 32). 

Nobody interviewed from the low PDI/individualistic cultural cluster said that their friends or 

family would frown upon, or deride their decision to buy an eco car.  This did not prevent the 

low PDI/individualistic interviewees themselves, however, from expressing negative 

emotions about vehicles such as the Prius (as will be shown in Section 4.3.1). 

In contrast to their counterparts from high PDI/collectivist cultures, the interviewees from the 

low PDI/individualist cultures, stressed that a decision to buy a hybrid would be theirs alone.  

It might be mentioned to their family and friends, if at all, after the purchase had taken place, 

but the idea of needing familial approval was seen as extremely strange.  This didn’t just 

apply to the purchase of an eco car but a car generally, or any aspect of an adult’s transport 
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decision.  Unlike regular ‘prestige’ sedans, in the case of a very expensive eco car such as 

Tesla, the low PDI/individualist group seemed to feel owning one didn’t constitute bad taste 

by overtly flaunting economic capacity, due to the car’s environmental credentials.   The 

following quotes illustrate this: 

[Family and peers would] like the fact I was showing to people I had a social 

conscience (Anglo 4, F, Sydney, 32). 

My family wouldn’t get involved in my mode choice or what I buy.  No.  (Anglo 

2, F, New York City, 28). 

My parents are the left leaning liberal types, so they would be really proud of us 

if we used public transport and bought a Prius (Nordic 10, Rotterdam, F, 33). 

Extended family in the decision making process?  No.  No.  It’s purely up to us.  I 

wouldn’t even talk to them.  It’s not on the radar.  I’m 49, an adult.  ‘Mummy can 

I have a car?’ (laughs)…  I never even did that as a kid.  It’s my car.  I suppose if 

she expressed disapproval about what I bought I’d argue with her and tell her she 

was a shallow idiot, but she wouldn’t influence the decision one little bit.  She’d 

strengthen my resolve to own the car to annoy her. (Anglo 12, London, M, 49). 

The Tesla thing is interesting.  That thing has got to be $100,000 dollars but it is 

electric so has a great environmental profile so you’re spending a load of money, 

but you think ‘good for you’.  My peer group would see this as a good decision 

and I’m under no illusions about that, and if there is a symbolism around the 

enviro cars, then that’s good (Anglo 11, New York, M, 45). 

The interviewees from this group indicated that a modal shift from a regular petrol car, 

‘prestige branded’ or otherwise, would be viewed favorably within their culture. The 

following quote is typical: 
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I think if you sold a BMW or an SUV and went to an eco car then that would 

generally be well regarded (Nordic 5, Oslo, M, 41). 

4.2.2  Interviewees from high PDI/collectivist cultures 

The interviewees from high PDI/collectivist cultures saw little positive symbolism in owning, 

or using, an eco car within their culture.  Interviewees felt that the eco cars lacked symbolic 

value as they had not been socially normalised.  In an environment where collective decision 

making predominated, if someone within a family suggested that the family group procure an 

eco car, it was thought unlikely this would be accepted by the collective; symbolism was 

stated to be a major factor in this decision.  This was true not only for hybrid and electric 

cars, but for any car purchase. 

The only possible group who might constitute an exception in terms of a symbolic aversion to 

eco cars, was stated to be a small percentage of highly educated young people, schooled in 

subjects such as planning or environmental science.  On a positive note some high 

PDI/collectivist interviewees stressed that such a clean symbolic ‘slate’ offered an 

opportunity to market eco cars to young, ‘social trend setters’, living away from the 

interference and constraints of the collective family: 

We don’t even know the name of the electric vehicle brands.  But once they are 

properly marketed there will be an opportunity.  As of now the market is clean for 

electric vehicles as people have no perceptions…only if I am living alone in 

Bangalore or some IT hub away from the family then I can buy the vehicle 

[hybrid car] then tell my father (South Asian 1, Delhi, M, 29). 

You see basically every major decision that we make when the extended family 

are around us has to be done in consultation with them.  Every decision that we 

make we consult with our parents and this applied to [buying] cars too…they do 
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have a say.  And the relatives in the city, the extended family would also involve 

themselves in the decisions. (South Asian 12, Delhi/Gurgaon, F, 29). 

[When people buy cars]…they have to discuss with their parents….it’s a very 

common thing in China. (Confucian 11, Shanghai, F,28). 

The environmental aspect of the hybrid car is not too important to me.  In China 

many people are concerned about the air pollution but this does not affect their 

decisions when it comes to buying something.  (Confucian 2, Taipei, M, 44). 

The hybrid car means nothing in our culture.  It’s just a car.  Nobody would buy it 

to show that they were environmentally concerned. (Confucian 6, Beijing, F, 31). 

If the rich people who set the standards choose these cars then people would go 

for them.  At the moment there is no benchmark so it is not seen as the car to be 

used.  Nobody cares (South Asian 2, Chennai, M, 31). 

It’s only people who work in something like urban planning or transport or 

creative people that would understand these cars and think that they said 

something to those around them, something about their education level.  It’s not a 

typical type of car choice (South Asian 7, Delhi, F, 31). 

In the first tier cities I do not think it will be huge issue for a young couple to 

choose a hybrid, as many young families are not living with their parents in cities 

like Shanghai.   They move there for work and because their parents are far away, 

as long as the couple are financially independent then the parents could not be 

involved too much in the decision.  (Confucian 8, Shanghai, F 30). 
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4.3. Eco cars, negative symbolism 

4.3.1 Interviewees from low PDI/individualistic cultures 

It was noted among the interviewees from low PDI cultures, that some social groups, defined 

by an extremely positive attitude to the private car, might loathe eco cars for their overt 

environmental statement. Nobody in the interviewees from the low PDI/individualistic 

cultures stated these views applied to them personally.  This reinforces the need for stratified 

sampling when exploring symbolic meaning. 

People who like cars and driving, they would see the Prius as the Devil’s vehicle.  

No self-respecting petrol head would touch a Prius (Anglo 12, London, M, 49). 

Given the significant positive symbolic connotations of eco cars in low PDI/individualistic 

cultures, the magnitude of the coding densities for negative connotations might seem 

surprising. As predicted, however, these instances of coding occurred when the purchaser of 

an eco car was seen to be behaving in either a stereotyped manner, or worse, flaunting their 

social class or purchasing capacity, outwardly ‘preaching’ their ‘moral superiority’ to others, 

or being self-righteous, snobbish, hypocritical, or insincere. Negative jibes directed towards 

these types of eco car owners ranged from playful generalisations to outright indignation and 

hostility:  

Prius:  (laughs) …granola eaters who come from a well off background.  They’ve 

been to a really liberal school like Brown or UT in Austin.  Flowy hair…liberal, 

vegetarian, a package… does yoga (Anglo 2, F, New York City, 28). 

Some comedians hit hard on people who drive the Prius. Mock them (Nordic 1, 

Rotterdam, M, 48). 
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Prius drivers! Pretentious…and the new electric BMWs are very flashy…I’d look 

down on any person who drove a BMW [regardless of the propulsion method] 

(Anglo 7, London M, 44). 

It’s a bit of a fake thing.  Everyone knows they [eco cars] aren’t that good for the 

environment (Nordic 4, Oslo, F, 28). 

4.3.2 Interviewees from high PDI/collectivist cultures 

In contrast interviewees from high PDI/collectivist cultures stated that within their societies 

eco cars overwhelmingly possessed negative or at best neutral symbolism.  They described 

how people purchasing equivalent-sized and branded models had no incentive to spend extra 

money to ‘be seen to be green’.  Eco cars were seen as outwardly meaningless, connoting 

nothing, only bringing symbolic value if the brand was ‘Western’, not local: 

I wouldn’t think they were green, trying to do good for the world. I’d think that 

they were copying people in the West.  As long as it is a brand coming from a 

foreign country then it will be seen as good.  But if Tata produce a cheap electric 

car then the price and the fact that it is local will give the impression that you 

have downgraded to rubbish (South Asian 2, Chennai, M, 31). 

As outwardly expressing concern for the environment was described as having few positive 

connotations, interviewees from high PDI/collectivist cultures described how eco cars would 

only be ranked relative to others based on price: 

I worked in the government. To show they cared about the environment they 

bought the directors Prius cars.  Some of my friends think this is silly because it 

does not clearly show the status of the director. They could have bought them 

bigger cars for the same money to show the status.  Environmental cars don’t 

have status (Confucian 2, Taipei, M, 44). 
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The problem with eco cars is that people only judge you in India on the price you 

pay for the car and the model…If your role demands a Mercedes and you show 

up in a Toyota, people will not think ‘hey it’s a hybrid!’  They won’t care.  These 

things are not being played up as important in the adverts (South Asian 9, Delhi, 

M, 48). 

It was stated that those able to purchase high status, ‘prestige’ vehicles would see eco cars as 

‘cheap’.  Given this, it was opined that for those who could afford luxury branded cars, there 

was a significant risk eco cars could symbolise constrained income or misrepresent the 

collective’s true economic capacity relative to others.  Some noted that within their culture 

this could connote frugality or perhaps greed, leading to potentially damaging social 

consequences: loss of respect or ‘face’ (termed ‘mianzi’ in Mandarin - an ‘image of self, 

delineated in terms of approved social attributes’ [Goffman, 1955]). 

The Prius is kind of low status because it’s cheap.  People only judge [based] on 

the price in China.  They don’t place a focus on the environmental aspect yet 

(Confucian 12, Beijing, M, 25). 

People who do not spend all their disposable income when buying a car in India 

will be seen as greedy or less talented…My relatives boast about the type of fuel 

they can afford to buy for their cars.  It is related to their social status.  If I buy an 

electric vehicle the people will think I am the worst person, a good for nothing, 

who is seeking help from others.  They will think I bought it to charge it at the 

office…and show me disrespect for being greedy (South Asian 1, Delhi, M, 29). 

It’s better to put up with congestion and the horrible air than to be judged the 

wrong way in society (South Asian 6, Mumbai, M, 32). 
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One interviewee from India suggested that public subsidies, offered to encourage the uptake 

of eco cars, would contribute further to their overt negative symbolism by shaming the 

owner: 

I know the government will give incentives but these send a message to others 

that you are getting some discount, you have less disposable income, less social 

status, that you are inferior to the other person (South Asian 1, Delhi, M, 29). 

Other interviewees felt that purchasing an eco car could affect one’s business prospects or 

marriageability.  Business transactions and arranging marriages were seen as occasions 

where abiding by conventions, showing financial power and social equivalence, were crucial 

(see Bloch et al., 2004): 

Indians don’t like unconventionality.  An environmentally friendly choice like a 

car share or an eco car could hurt your business (South Asian 6, Mumbai, M, 32). 

If I was a bystander watching a family who owned a BMW meet another family 

who drove a Toyota Prius, to discuss the marriage of their kids, I would think 

‘Okay this is a BMW family meeting a Toyota family.  It looks like the BMW 

family is better off financially’.  These things can affect the marriage negotiations 

(South Asian 10, Mumbai, M, 45). 

In terms of modal shift, interviewees noted that switching from a ‘high-status’ branded car to 

an eco car would be frowned upon as it could present a sudden fall in economic capacity, and 

may provoke questions from others in society.  Trading in a luxury sedan for an eco car was 

seen as extremely unlikely, unless the original car was retained to clearly showcase the 

collective’s purchasing power: 

If [you] were to change a flashy Audi to a battery car people would think 

something is wrong, that your salary had dropped (Confucian 12, Beijing, M, 25). 
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A rich family owning a BMW would not sell their car to buy a Prius as their only 

car.  They would keep the BMW.  The Prius might downgrade the family 

standard.  BMW people are treated differently.  If you move to a Prius you go 

down.  People would ask ‘why have you done this?’ (South Asian 4, Chennai, M, 

35). 

Once again, some members of the high PDI/collectivist interviewees stated that the symbolic 

prospects for eco cars lay with younger, well-educated people.  But, as noted earlier, in an 

environment of collective decision making and heavy parental involvement in adult 

children’s lives, if the children lived close to the family unit, a risk was noted of their 

families may prevent them from buying an eco car for fear of status misrepresentation. The 

issue seemed so contentious that two interviewees from China and India respectively stated 

that family members could resort to emotional blackmail: 

If you traded off your BMW for a hybrid car, which normally costs less, your 

family might think you need some money as it could signal a financial problem. 

Aunts might gossip, not because it is a hybrid car but because it is a cheaper car 

with lower cost.  They might think you lost money in the stock market or 

gambled it away…if a couple told their parents they sold their BMW to get a 

hybrid to protect the environment the parents would think the reason is fake and 

you are definitely facing some problems and are too ashamed to tell. Some might 

try to block your decision…some might get really grumpy about the hybrid car 

until you give in and accept their ‘suggestion’.  They’ll keep pestering you; 

sometimes they would pretend they have a headache or stomach ache (Confucian 

8, Shanghai, F 30). 

My parents will think that I have borrowed money and am in financial trouble if I 

try and buy an electric vehicle.  It will very hard to convince them - they will 
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worry people will talk and think their son is an idiot or having problems.  They 

will pressure me not to buy it and if you are living in the home or close to the 

family, the father has supremacy.  If the family and son have an argument over 

choosing such a vehicle, the father will go to work and call your mother, and your 

mother will call you, and you won’t be able to focus.  Your mother will try to talk 

to your friends, say you are stubborn trying to buy an electric vehicle.  They will 

create an environment where everyone around you is stopping you from going 

against your father.  To get peace of mind you will concede to get rid of the stress 

(South Asian 1, Delhi, M, 29). 

5 Conclusion: implications for policy transfer and sustainable transport 

The findings demonstrate that for certain groups in low PDI/individualistic societies, products 

designed to promote greater sustainability will continue to possess strong symbolic value, 

provided they are demonstrably, visibly, ‘different’, as in the case of the Toyota Prius.  As 

described by other researchers this symbolism allows adopters of eco cars to outwardly 

denote caring for the environment, but also connote being a member of a well-educated, 

caring, progressive, social segment. 

The focus of this work, however, is on the symbolic aspects associated with the transfer of 

sustainable transport policies, in this case the promotion of eco cars, from low 

PDI/individualistic (generally developed) nations to urbanites in high PDI/collectivist 

(generally developing) societies.  This study indicates that, at this stage in time, other than 

perhaps for small niche markets such as some highly educated graduates, schooled in 

disciplines such as urban planning, eco cars possess no symbolism at all.  This is in strong 

contrast to the high symbolic value of cars generally within the high PDI/collectivist cultures.  

If policy makers in cities such as Delhi and Beijing are serious about promoting eco cars, this 

will need to be addressed.  In these cultures not blending in with the general population 
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appears to be highly undesirable so adopting symbols that lack strongly positive symbolic 

connotations seems to be a subversive exercise in non-conformity.  Essentially, there seems 

to be an imperative for symbols to connote something. If they do not then there seems a 

significant risk that the adopter of the symbol, and their collective, will be viewed and treated 

poorly, for breaking the cultural rule of needing to clearly showcase economic capacity and 

social standing. 

This paper also describes a paradox in offering incentives to encourage eco car uptake.  It is 

clear that fiscal incentives for purchasing eco cars, such as tax breaks or exemptions from 

user charges, have proven successful among relatively affluent market segments in low 

PDI/individualistic nations.  In high PDI/collectivist societies, however, such ‘discounts’ may 

connote to others constrained purchasing capacity.  Perversely, making eco cars not only 

clearly discernible from others, but also considerably more expensive than their counterparts, 

on a par with ‘prestige’ brands, may encourage their uptake in places such as Delhi, where 

showing exclusivity, and equivalence, is important in social transactions such as arranging 

marriages.  Having established eco cars as symbolically connoting being a member of the 

elite, more affordable models could then be promoted. 

It should be noted, however, that cultures are ever changing, and in more liberal enclaves, 

information technology hubs such as Pune or Hyderabad, younger people seem to be 

embracing individualism, and moving away from the constraints of their collective family 

dynamics.  This may also be the case for younger educated people moving to metropolises 

such as Shanghai, Beijing and Mumbai, to work, away from their families.  Such places may 

allow tech savvy youth to develop the same environmental concerns as their counterparts in 

the West, and evolve into an ideal target market for eco cars. 

In terms of future research, the strength of the differences in coding density and quotes for 

the two interviewee cultural clusters is sufficient to justify the expansion of the theory for 
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testing among the populations of interest.  The next stage of the work would be to convert the 

findings into attitudinal surveys to measure how the symbolic imperatives and choice 

dynamics differ between the two high level cultural groups.  There is also a reasonable basis 

for examining symbolic differences within each of the two high level cultural groupings as 

there are observable differences within each of the high level clusters that may warrant 

further examination within another study. 

Finally, another topic which may be examined at a later date by means of the qualitative 

dataset obtained in this exercise, will be in-culture socially driven differences in symbolic 

motivation as alluded to by Bourdieu (1984).  Whilst not specifically sought in this work, all 

of the interviewees commented at length on different social groups in their culture gauged the 

symbolism of a transport mode, and how this differed from their own cohort.  Whilst this 

examination of the social motivators of symbolism within a culture lies outside the remit of 

this article – indeed the sampling strategy attempts to negate its effects as much as possible - 

it does offer scope for a significant expansion of the research programme at a later stage.  By 

adding a vertical dimension to the questionnaire, covering income, age, and education levels, 

the researchers will also be in a position to examine how the symbolic choice imperative 

works vertically within nations, as well as across them. 
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Appendix A: Thematic codebook for individual modes 

Theme 1 Mode positive symbolism. 

A definition of  what 

the theme concerns 

Mode connotes positive symbolism within a culture. 

A description of how to 

see when the theme is 

occurring (how to flag 

it) 

When interviewees from a particular culture flag that, for 

someone of their social group, a mode would be seen as 

appropriate, viewed well by their peers, worthy of their cohort, 

correctly showcasing the group to which they belong.  When it is 

stressed that people would wish to use this mode for the reason it 

shows them, and their ‘in group’, in a positive light, presents them 

correctly.  When using the mode in question would lead to society 

understanding who the user and their group, ‘are’.  When friends, 

families, colleagues, peers, would encourage someone to use this 

mode due to the image it presents.  When it is stressed that using 

this mode would lead to positive consequences in terms of 

treatment from society.  When it is stated that generally using this 

mode would be ‘seen well’. 

A description of when 

the code should not be 

used 

When positive practical reasons are stressed.  The positivity 

should only apply to the symbolic connotations. 

Examples both positive 

and negative to 

eliminate confusion 

Positive (code): 

‘This mode of transport is seen favourably by those in my culture, 

definitely in my group.  People would applaud you for using it – it 

would say good things about you.’ 

‘Your parents would love you using this mode as it would 

demonstrate something positive about the family.’ 

‘Yes, this mode shows people care about the environment, have a 

degree of education and involvement in the debate.’ 

Negative (don’t code): 

‘It’s a great way to get around.  You can stay dry.’ (Practical) 
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Theme 2 Mode neutral or no symbolism. 

A definition of  what 

the theme concerns 

Mode connotes nothing within a culture. 

A description of how to 

see when the theme is 

occurring (how to flag 

it) 

When people express that the ownership or use of the mode has 

no symbolism, either positive or negative.  When it is said that 

normative influences such as advertising or friends never mention 

the mode as a social marker.  When people state that nobody 

would care or form a judgement about someone who used this 

mode.  When there are no reference points by which to judge the 

mode symbolically.  Code this even if the ramification is neutral 

or negative. 

A description of when 

the code should not be 

used 

When practical reasons are stressed for the indifference.  The 

neutrality should only apply to the symbolic connotations. 

Examples both positive 

and negative to 

eliminate confusion 

Positive (code): 

‘People don’t care – it doesn’t say anything.’ 

‘Ah, if you were to tell me that the person could still afford an 

expensive petrol car, but chose to buy this because they cared 

about the environment, then I would think differently.  But I know 

nothing of these things.’ 

‘The fact that it says nothing would mean that your client would 

be confused about the success of the person they were hiring’. 

(Neutral symbolism with negative ramifications). 

‘Who cares if people travel by bus?’ 

 

Negative (don’t code): 

‘To be honest the bus and the train take about the same time, so 

you could use either’. (Practical not symbolic). 
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Theme 3 Mode negative symbolism. 

A definition of  what the 

theme concerns 

Mode connotes negative symbolism within a culture. 

A description of how to 

see when the theme is 

occurring (how to flag it) 

When people state that the mode portrays the owner or user in a 

negative light.  When interviewees flag that, for someone of 

their social group, a mode would be seen as inappropriate, 

viewed poorly by their peers, be viewed as beneath their cohort.  

When it is stressed that people would not wish to use this mode 

purely for the reason that it showcases them and their ‘in group’, 

in a poor light, presents them incorrectly in a social context.  

When using the mode in question would lead to society 

misinterpreting who the user and their group, ‘are’, and treating 

them inappropriately.  When friends, families, colleagues, peers, 

would discourage, prevent, someone from using this mode, due 

to its image.  When it is stressed using this mode would lead to 

negative consequences in terms of treatment from society.  

When derision is expressed towards those using this mode. 

A description of when 

the code should not be 

used 

When negative practical reasons are stressed.  The negativity 

should only apply to the symbolic connotations.  In addition, 

when there is a neutral connotation having a negative 

ramification (this should be coded under neutral symbolism). 

Examples both positive 

and negative to eliminate 

confusion 

Positive (code): 

‘In my culture this mode of transport would show your family in 

a poor light.  They would discourage you from using it, as it 

would not play well for the family in social dealings’. 

‘This is a mode for lower class people.’ 

‘Oh no, this is a showy mode.  In our culture you are supposed 

to be discreet about displaying your wealth or status.’ 

Negative (don’t code): 

‘This is a bad mode – it takes a long time to get to your 

destination.’ (Practical not symbolic). 

‘It means nothing.  People wouldn’t treat you well.’ (Neutral 

connotation with negative ramifications). 
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Appendix B – Interrater reliability coding scores 

Theme 1 

Eco cars - positive symbolism 

Anglo 1 Nordic 1 Confucian 1 South Asian 1 

Number of times both saw 

the code present 
1 1 0 0 

Number of times primary 

coder saw it 
1 1 0 0 

Number of times secondary 

coder saw it 
1 1 0 0 

Percentage agreement on 

presence 
100% 100% 100% 100% 

Theme 2 

Eco cars - negative symbolism 

Anglo 1 Nordic 1 Confucian 1 South Asian 1 

Number of times both saw 

the code present 
10 6 7 1 

Number of times primary 

coder saw it 
10 7 8 1 

Number of times secondary 

coder saw it 
10 6 8 1 

Percentage agreement on 

presence 
100% 92% 88% 100% 

Theme 3 

Eco cars - negative symbolism 

Anglo 1 Nordic 1 Confucian 1 South Asian 1 

Number of times both saw 

the code present 
2 0 1 1 

Number of times primary 

coder saw it 
3 0 1 1 

Number of times secondary 

coder saw it 
2 0 1 1 

Percentage agreement on 

presence 
80% 100% 100% 100% 

 


