
CFR EARLY INSIGHT #31
    The challenge of changing consumer behavior to 

be more sustainable

Center for Retailing (CFR) at the Stockholm School of Economics has a mission to provide 
high-level academic education and to conduct world-class research on retailing in close 

collaboration with the Swedish retail industry. CFR Early Insight is a breakfast seminar series 
through which CFR faculty members share insights from ongoing research projects. The series 
provides a platform for employees at our partner companies to meet and discuss current 
challenges in retailing.
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It’s a great time to be sustainable



It’s a great time to be sustainable

But there is still an attitude-behavior gap

65% want to buy purpose-driven brands that care about 

sustainability, yet only about 26% actually do



Five Broad Psychological Routes to Make 

Consumers More Sustainable

White, K., Habib, R., & Hardisty, D. J. (2019). How to SHIFT consumer behaviors to be more sustainable: 

A literature review and guiding framework. Journal of Marketing, 83(3), 22-49.



OCIAL INFLUENCE

The attitudes, expectations, and behaviors of others play a large role in how consumers 

behave, particularly in the context of engaging in pro-environmental actions. 



• Social Norms: informal 
understandings within a social 
group about what constitutes 
acceptable behavior. 

OCIAL INFLUENCE



• Social Norms

OCIAL INFLUENCE

Message 1 Message 2

JOIN YOUR FELLOW GUESTS 

IN HELPING TO SAVE THE 

ENVIRONMENT. 

JOIN YOUR FELLOW GUESTS IN 

HELPING TO SAVE THE 

ENVIRONMENT. In a study 

conducted in Fall 2003, 75% of the 

guests who stayed in this room 

(#xxx) participated in our new 

resource savings program by using 

their towels more than once. You 

can join your fellow guests in this 

program to help save the 

environment by reusing your 

towels during your stay

This sign boosted the amount of towel-reuse by 33%



• Social Norms

What determines people’s willingness to install solar panels? 

OCIAL INFLUENCE

Graziano, M., & Gillingham, K. (2015). Spatial patterns of solar photovoltaic 
system adoption: the influence of neighbors and the built environment. Journal 

of Economic Geography, 15(4), 815-839.



• Social Norms

A major predictor of whether people will install sonal panels is whether 
their close by neighbors have done so.

OCIAL INFLUENCE



• Social Norms

 When university students were told that other people like them were 
choosing greener transportation options like cycling instead of cars, 
they started using sustainable transport five times more often 
compared to those who only received information about other choices.

OCIAL INFLUENCE

White, K., Hardisty, D. J., & Habib, R. (2019). The elusive green 
consumer. Harvard Business Review, 11(1), 124-133.



What if the behavior is not adopted by many?

OCIAL INFLUENCE



Dynamic norms

Drawing attention to the change of a norm over time

OCIAL INFLUENCE

Sparkman, G., & Walton, G. M. (2017). Dynamic norms promote sustainable behavior, 

even if it is counternormative. Psychological science, 28(11), 1663-1674.



OCIAL INFLUENCE

Message 1 Message 2 (dynamic norm)

Recent research has shown that 30% 

of Americans make an effort to limit 

their meat consumption. That means 

that 3 in 10 people eat less meat than 

they otherwise would.

Recent research has shown that, in 

the last 5 years, 30% of Americans 

have now started to make an effort 

to limit their meat consumption. That 

means that, in recent years, 3 in 10 

people have changed their 

behavior and begun to eat less meat 

than they otherwise would.

Increased participants’ intention to reduce 

meat consumption by 29% 



• Use Social Norms: The power of similar others (e.g., 70% of your 
neighbors are recycling)

• Use Dynamic Norms: If the behavior is not adopted by many (e.g., 
in the last 3 years, 20% of Swedish consumers have now started to 
make effort…)

OCIAL INFLUENCE



ABIT
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ABITS

Habits are automatic, relatively 
uncontrolled behaviors that are 
easy for people to perform. 



Are we in control of our decisions? | Dan Ariely









ABIT ABITS

Habits are automatic, relatively uncontrolled 
behaviors that are easy for people to 
perform. 

Hansen, P. G., Schilling, M., & Malthesen, M. S. (2021). Nudging healthy and sustainable 

food choices: three randomized controlled field experiments using a vegetarian lunch-

default as a normative signal. Journal of Public Health, 43(2), 392-397...

Group 1: At the conference a non-vegetarian buffet will 

be served for lunch. Please state here if you would like to 

have a vegetarian dish prepared for you:

Group 2: At the conference a vegetarian buffet will be 

served for lunch. Please state here if you would like to 

have a non-vegetarian dish prepared for you
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ABIT ABITS

Changing the default to no-cutlery increased the shared of no-cutlery orders by 648%!

He, G., Pan, Y., Park, A., Sawada, Y., & Tan, E. S. (2023). Reducing single-use cutlery with green 

nudges: Evidence from China’s food-delivery industry. Science, 381(6662), eadd9884.



ABITS



OVERPACKAGING:

PLASTIC PACKAGE

+ 

PAPER PACKAGING

Sokolova, T., Krishna, A., & Döring, T. (2023). Paper meets 

plastic: The perceived environmental friendliness of product 

packaging. Journal of Consumer Research, ucad008.
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How environmentally friendly is this product?
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Plastic packaging Plastic + Paper packaging

How much would you be willing to pay for 

the granola bar? ($0-$4)



paper = good, plastic = bad





Addition of a “minimal packaging” sticker

minimal packaging

Sokolova, T., Krishna, A., & Döring, T. (2023). Paper meets 

plastic: The perceived environmental friendliness of product 

packaging. Journal of Consumer Research, ucad008.



ABIT ABITS

• Make sustainable behavior as the default option
• Consumers’ beliefs shape their engagement in sustainable behavior (e.g., 

paper is good, plastic is bad belief)
• Use “minimal packaging” sticker 



NDIVIDUAL SELF

Factors linked to the individual 

consumer can predict individuals’ 

sustainable choices. 



NDIVIDUAL SELF

Your name

Identity linked group Control group

Avery

Trudel, R., Argo, J. J., & Meng, M. D. (2016). The recycled self: Consumers’ 

disposal decisions of identity-linked products. Journal of Consumer 

Research, 43(2), 246-264.



NDIVIDUAL SELF

Those who wrote their own first name 

were significantly more likely to recycle 

the paper (36%) compared to those who 

wrote the name “Avery” (23%).



NDIVIDUAL SELF

When an everyday product (e.g., 

paper, cups) is linked to a 

consumer’s identity, it is more 

likely to be recycled.

Trudel, R., Argo, J. J., & Meng, M. D. (2016). The recycled self: Consumers’ 

disposal decisions of identity-linked products. Journal of Consumer 

Research, 43(2), 246-264.



NDIVIDUAL SELF



NDIVIDUAL SELF

Reminders of the past identity of repurposed products 

make consumers feel special and increases demand.

Kamleitner, B., Thürridl, C., & Martin, B. A. (2019). A 

Cinderella story: How past identity salience boosts 

demand for repurposed products. Journal of 

Marketing, 83(6), 76-92.



NDIVIDUAL SELF
Group 1 Group 2

Consumers evaluate products as more creative and 

more appealing when they consist of components 

that originally served entirely different functions.

Caprioli, S., Fuchs, C., & Van den Bergh, B. (2023). On Breaking Functional 

Fixedness: How the Aha! Moment Enhances Perceived Product Creativity 

and Product Appeal. Journal of Consumer Research, 50(1), 48-69.



• Self-concept

NDIVIDUAL SELF

Zwebner, Y., Goor, D., Lee, S., Winterich, K. P., Haltman, C., Donnelly, G., ... & 

Lamberton, C. (2021). Green 2.0: New Findings on the Misses and Motivations in 
Sustainable Consumption. ACR North American Advances.

Sustainable Product

Consumers were less likely to purchase 
environmentally friendly products in the evening 
(vs. morning).



NDIVIDUAL SELF



NDIVIDUAL SELF

Regular Environmentally friendly



NDIVIDUAL SELF

After the workout, fewer people preferred 
the environmentally friendly straw (56%), 
compared to before the workout (84.9%).



Self-consistency

NDIVIDUAL SELF



NDIVIDUAL SELF

Baca-Motes, K., Brown, A., Gneezy, A., Keenan, E. A., & Nelson, L. D. (2013). Commitment and behavior 

change: Evidence from the field. Journal of Consumer Research, 39(5), 1070-1084.

When guests made a specific commitment to practice sustainable 

behavior and receive a pin to symbolize this commitment, their 

subsequent sustainable behavior were more environmentally friendly. 



Self-consistency

NDIVIDUAL SELF

Hotel guests asked to save 

energy by a firm that made 

visible environmental 

efforts reduced energy 

usage by 10%. 

When the firm did not 

make visible efforts, guests 

increased usage by 20%

Wang, W., Krishna, A., & McFerran, B. (2017). Turning off the lights: Consumers' environmental efforts 

depend on visible efforts of firms. Journal of Marketing Research, 54(3), 478-494.



NDIVIDUAL SELF

• When an everyday product (e.g., paper, cups) is linked to a consumer’s 

identity, it is more likely to be recycled.

• Highlight upcycled products’ past identity (e.g., “I used to be an airbag, 

but now I am a trendy bag”).

• Consumers evaluate products as more creative and more appealing 

when they consist of components that originally served entirely 

different functions (e.g., table made reusing pieces of a whiskey barrel).

• Time of the day and sustainable products

• Self-consistency



EELINGS & COGNITION



people recycle more when in a positive mood

EELINGS & COGNITION
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People recycle more when 

in a positive mood.

Trudel, R. (2023). Emotions and Recycling, Working Paper, Boston University



• Positive emotions

• Negative emotions: Sadness

EELINGS & COGNITION

Schwartz, D., & Loewenstein, G. (2017). The chill of the moment: Emotions and 

proenvironmental behavior. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 36(2), 255-268.

Sadness was shown to lead to more environmentally 

friendly behaviors. 

After a time delay (one hour after watching the video), 

the effect disappeared. 

Sadness
Information Fear



EELINGS & COGNITION



Mookerjee, S., Cornil, Y., & Hoegg, J. (2021). From waste to taste: How “ugly” labels can increase 
purchase of unattractive produce. Journal of Marketing, 85(3), 62-77.

EELINGS & COGNITION



Group 1 Ugly product labeling

Increases preferences for unattractive fruits and vegetables by 35%





There is nothing with the produce other than its appearance!
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Consumers are not sure which 
actions are the most sustainable. 

A.R. Camilleri, R.P. Larrick, S. Hossain, D. Patino-Echeverri, Consumers underestimate the 
emissions associated with food but are aided by labels, Nature Climate Change. 9 (2019) 53–58. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-018-0354-z.

EELINGS & COGNITION
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Consumers underestimate the emissions associated with food but providing 

clear labels can change this and shift preferences towards low emission food.

A.R. Camilleri, R.P. Larrick, S. Hossain, D. Patino-Echeverri, Consumers underestimate 
the emissions associated with food but are aided by labels, Nature Climate Change. 9 

(2019) 53–58. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-018-0354-z.

EELINGS & COGNITION



Framing 

EELINGS & COGNITION

Gill, C. A., Atlas, S. A., Hardisty, D. J., & Scott, S. P. (2022). 

Consumer matching costs to context: Status quo bias, 

temporal framing, and household energy decisions. Journal of 

Consumer Behaviour, 21(5), 1018-1027.

Labels with “10-year energy 

cost” framing increased 

energy efficient purchases 

from 12% to 48%. 



EELINGS & COGNITION

• Emotions shape consumers’ engagement in sustainable behavior.

• Compared to fear, sadness videos lead to greater engagement in sustainable 

behavior.

• Emotions dissipate quickly. After a time delay, the effect of emotions disappear.

• Labels that are attention grabbing and easily understandable can help 

consumers to make sustainable choices (e.g., ugly products).

• Marketers can strategically choose different message framing to affect

consumers’ engagement in sustainable behavior (e.g., 10 year energy cost)



Concrete communications 

ANGIBILITY

Product transformation salience increases 

recycling behavior!

Winterich, K. P., Nenkov, G. Y., & Gonzales, G. E. (2019). Knowing what it makes: How 

product transformation salience increases recycling. Journal of Marketing, 83(4), 21-37.

Consumers are motivated more strongly by 

concrete stories, images, and examples than by 

abstract information and statistics.
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1. Clarify the Context
2. Identify the Target & Barriers
3. Select and Apply the Tools
4. Test Your Strategy
5. Implement and Evaluate Outcomes

USING THE FRAMEWORK



The behavior: using a reusable coffee cup (driven by habits and social norms)

Habit: Shape positive behaviors using rewards

Social norms: Make the action positive and observable to others

The behavior: purchase offsets when travelling (driven by habits and perceptions of clear 

outcomes)

Habit: Use prompts and feedback to shape this behavior

Tangibility: Make behaviors and outcomes very tangible and clear



November 14, 2023
Next CFR EARLY INSIGHT

Thoughts, comments, ideas:

karl.strelis@hhs.se
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