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1. Overview and main research question 
 
The ecological modernization of buildings is key for transitioning to an economy on a path to 

carbon neutrality. Kalkuhl et al. (2024)1 estimate that greenhouse gas emissions of German 

residential real estate have a social cost of about 580 billion Euros, - amounting to an 

average cost of about 148 Euros per square meter of real estate. To avoid this cost, it is 

necessary that the owners of the real estate invest rather heavily in upgrades which reduce 

its carbon footprint.  

 

The project “Social Status and Carbon Footprints” (SSCF) , funded by the Climate Change 

Center (CCC) Berlin Brandenburg, set up a website to inform real estate owners about the 

potential social cost savings associated with investments that reduce the carbon footprint of 

different types of buildings. This is a transfer activity regarding the results of the analysis of 

Kalkuhl et al. (2024), who present a classification of households based on their carbon 

footprints and show that there indeed exists a high degree of heterogeneity, necessitating 

that households are individually informed about their carbon footprints, rather than just 

receiving some high-level information (such as the 148 Euro figure mentioned above).  

 

Besides this primary aim of the SSCF project, it also had a research angle, which is the main 

focus of this document: The project set out to analyze the power of status seeking as a 

potential incentive for investments in upgrades of real estate. This analysis was motivated by 

the notion that real estate is a distinctly visible asset and is, therefore, particularly 

conductive to the social status of its owner(s). Given this visibility, it stands to reason that 

real estate owners’ investments are partly driven by a desire for social status. Could this 

 
1 Kalkuhl et al., 2024, Höhe und Verteilung der gesellschaftlichen Kosten heizbedingter Emissionen, 
Projektbericht FEIRE – Financing Ecological Investments in Real Estate. 



desire be leveraged in order to mobilize investments that reduce the carbon footprint of 

residential real estate? This is the main research question of the SSCF project. 

 

 

2. Research Design 

 

To explore the research question, the SSCF project website was designed to support an 

experiment in which different groups of real estate owners receive different types of 

opportunities to declare their willingness to support a social cause related to climate change 

by giving their consent for a small donation to the CCC. In this research design, the 

respondents’ willingness to donate proxies for their more general willingness to bear costs in 

order to mitigate climate change and, in particular, to bear the costs of investments reducing 

the carbon footprint of their real estate. The latter cannot be directly observed in any 

project of a relatively short duration because such investments take considerable time. The 

use of a proxy variable is, therefore, in order. 

 

Given that the SSCF project had a particularly short overall duration and that a survey 

requires a time-consuming recruiting process, the project could not possibly generate data 

beyond that required for a first (pilot) analysis. This analysis was, however, completed and it 

is summarized in this document. It is based on data about a pilot group of 67 respondents. 

This group was contacted through a website of a German association of landlords, - Haus & 

Grund e.V., from which the project team obtained fully anonymized data about the group. 

 

Given the small size of the pilot group, it does not allow for an analysis along all dimensions 

that could be part of the research design of a more complete analysis. This design actually 

distinguishes between two types of status seeking, i.e. “instrumental” status seeking with 

respect to a target audience with which someone expects to have some joint “business” and 

non-/less instrumental status seeking, i.e. status seeking with respect to some more general 

target audience. Of these two types of status-seeking, only the first one was covered in the 

pilot analysis. To cover both, a much bigger sample would be required since the donation- 

problem would have to be presented in different contexts, constituting opportunities for 

decisions on donations which are observed by different target groups. The pilot study just 



distinguishes between responses given by respondents who have different expectations 

about their ability to find business partners. It, therefore, only addresses the issue of 

instrumental social status seeking. 

 

3. Main result of the pilot analysis 

 

The main result, described here, comes from a comparison of two types of respondents: 

Those in a group which should be more interested in instrumental status seeking because 

they expect that a shortage of skilled labor hinders investments in real estate modernization 

and those in a group with no such expectations.  

 

It is arguable that the two groups differ in their concern about instrumental social status, i.e. 

some sort of social status which should allow them to find skilled labor. The pilot analysis 

tests this idea by measuring the fraction of respondents in either group who declare 

themselves to be willing to incur a cost in order to contribute to mitigating climate change. 

We refer to these respondents as “active” respondents. The null hypothesis - that both 

groups have the same proportion of active respondents – will be tested against the 

alternative that expectations regarding labor shortage increase respondent activeness. 

 

A graphical depiction of the results appears in the bar chart in Figure 1 in the Appendix. The 

bar chart shows that we indeed observe a higher fraction of active respondents in the group 

expecting a shortage of skilled labor (right column). The difference between the two groups 

is statistically significant, but only at the 10% level. 

 

4. Robustness 

 

A similar research design can be employed with respect to other measures of (expected) 

scarcity of business partners which should be correlated with respondents’ desire to obtain 

social status. The first result comes from concerns about finding business partners which are 

service providers. Is the result robust with respect to concerns about other types of business 

partners. This can be tested by distinguishing between groups of respondents who differ in 

terms of concerns about obtaining credit for investments in real estate modernization. It is 



possible that these concerns trigger a different type of status seeking since creditors may be 

concerned about a prospective borrower’s tendency to make donations, - even if the 

donations are for a worthy cause.  

Repeating the analysis shows that we, in fact, observe a different pattern when we 

distinguish between respondents concerned about their access to credit. This is shown in the 

Appendix, Figure 2. The difference between the two groups is statistically insignificant.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The analysis of the scientific part of the SSCF project suggests that concerns which trigger 

status seeking could induce real estate owners to aim for a status of being willing to bear 

costs of efforts to mitigate climate change. The analysis demonstrates this effect with 

respect to concerns about a shortage of skilled labor required for real estate modernization. 

The effect may be a consequence of real estate owners expecting to positively impress 

craftsmen when they seek the status of a person interested in climate protection.  

 

It is, however, possible that the same status carries less currency with other types of 

business partners. In this case, the effects of status seeking on real estate modernization 

would depend on who it is real estate owners want to impress. This topic was only very 

lightly explored in the SSCF project because the short timeframe of this project allowed for 

only a minimum of data collection. The project’s results should therefore be seen as a 

motivation for future research documenting causal effects of status seeking and, in 

particular, how these effects vary when the status seeking is directed at different groups.  
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