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FOREWORD 

This document is the outcome of a literature review on sustainability and consumer behaviour 
within the context of fast-moving consumer goods. Helen Vaikma from ESN member TFTAK 
worked with the ESN community to identify the most relevant research questions to help 
provide a focus future work in this area. 
 
The literature review was completed in 2021 and is now published by ESN and available to 
download from the ESN website. 
 
All care has been taken to ensure accuracy in the information provided in this literature 
review. ESN holds no responsibility for the correctness, completeness or quality of the 
information provided. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sustainability is a relatively new term first introduced in 70-80s, but has been gaining more interest 
ever since (Caradonna, 2014) as demonstrated also on Figure 1. Policymakers seek to find ways in 
which society can function even more sustainably than before. For example, focus on providing a 
sustainable future has been set by the United Nations General Assembly (2015) as the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1). European Union has also adopted this framework by 
following the Sustainable Development Goals as part of the UN’s agenda. 

 

Figure 1. Books published between 1900–2012 with “sustainable“/“sustainability” in the title 
(Caradonna, 2014) 

Sustainability is most often categorized into three different dimensions: environmental (the planet), 
social (people), and economic (profit) (Calderon-Monge et al., 2020). However, some studies have 
included other dimensions as well. Specific concept behind sustainability depends on the specific field. 
For example, including health dimension as a fourth dimension in sustainable nutrition (Koerber et al., 
2017), or having a novel five-dimensional framework (three dimensions of space, permanence, 
persons) in policymaking (Seghezzo, 2009). 

As sustainability is still a relatively new concept, the discussions on how to communicate sustainability 
continue. The question remains how to motivate people to make more sustainable decisions. This has 
also initiated discussions among ESN members in various meetings. The present literature review is 
based on specific research questions that were formulated on ESN committee meeting (June 2020), 
and includes the following three themes: 

Theme 1: consumer perception 

• RQ1: What does sustainability mean to consumers?  

• RQ2: How do consumers estimate their climate/environmental impact? 

• RQ3: How does sustainability impact the overall consumer experience? 
  



 

©ESN 2022  Page 4 of 34 

 

 

Theme 2: purchase decisions 

• RQ4: How do different aspects (raw material, production technologies, packaging, brand 
image) impact behaviour/purchase decisions in relation to sustainability in context of food, 
household chemicals, personal care products? 
 

Theme 3: communication on the topic of sustainability 

• RQ5: How have consumers been educated towards sustainable consumption? What are the 
best strategies for communication? What are the best gaps for strategies? 

• RQ6: How can companies become more sustainable from a consumer-relevance standpoint? 

• RQ7: How does greenwashing affect consumer behaviour? 
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MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Literature review was conducted based on research questions mentioned above. The search engine 
used for this purpose was ExLibris Primo, which enables exploration of e-resources for which Tallinn 
University of Technology has open access to; for this topic, most accessed repositories included 
ScienceDirect, Wiley Online Library, EBSCOhost, Emerald Insight, and MDPI. Search process was 
filtered to find only peer-reviewed articles and all articles had to be published in English. Chosen 
journals were preferably focused on consumer behaviour, marketing, and business research; 
however, depending on the RQ, journals specialised in other areas were included as well. 

Keywords used for the search process referred to the consumer behaviour combining it with specific 
words such as: "consumer" OR "customer" AND "experience" OR "perception" OR "behaviour" OR 
"estimating impact" OR "meaning" AND "purchase" OR "consumption" AND "sustainability" OR "pro-
environmental" OR "climate" OR "environment" AND "concern" AND "consumer environmental 
attitude" AND "perceived consumer effectiveness" AND "detergents" OR "personal care products" OR 
"hygiene products" OR "cosmetics" OR "household chemicals" OR "food" AND "packaging" OR "brand 
image" OR "production technology" OR "ingredients" OR "raw material" AND "green-washing" OR 
"green advertising" OR "green marketing" NOT "clothing" NOT "tourism" NOT "services" NOT 
"healthcare".  

Articles included in the review were original studies, preferably published in 2016-2021. If the search 
results exceeded 500 articles, then only the first 500 were examined. In total, 2586 abstracts were 
evaluated in accordance with the aforementioned search processes. The initial list of references was 
compiled based on abstracts, using the criterion that the topic should be related to at least one of the 
Research Questions. The process resulted in a list of 185 publications. Subsequently, publications that 
were not related to any RQ based on full text were further excluded. Meaning that 20 publications 
were excluded from the initial list, resulting a total of 162 references included in the literature review.  

The references were grouped under different Research Questions and were divided as following: 13 
papers for RQ1, 35 papers for RQ2, 16 papers for RQ3, 50 papers for RQ4, 82 papers for RQ5, 51 papers 
for RQ6, and 20 papers for RQ7. Surely, one paper could be grouped under multiple RQ-s. The 
distribution of papers to different RQ-s also seems to hint what topics are most researched, and what 
topics need to be further investigated. 

Papers were categorized by topic according to the following classifications: general, food, personal 
care products (i.e. hygiene products, cosmetics), household chemicals (i.e. detergents). Some papers 
included multiple topics and were grouped into multiple categories. Table 1 gives an overview of the 
distribution of topics that different articles were divided to. Most articles discussed the topic of 
sustainability generally (78%). Many studies were related to food research (17%) as well. Personal care 
products (7%) and household chemicals (3%) were less investigated, which may also hint at the current 
research gap within these topics. 

Table 1. Distribution of publications based on topics 

Topics   No % 

General 125 77 

Food   28 17 

Personal care products 12 7 

Household chemicals 5 3 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

RQ1: What does sustainability mean to consumers? 

Studies suggest that consumers do not fully understand the meaning behind the term sustainability, 
and this is indicated even among consumers who see themselves as motivated by sustainable 
intentions (Schiano et al., 2020; Uren et al., 2019). In addition, meaning of sustainability can be varied 
among consumers from different countries and consumers of different food categories (Sánchez-
Bravo et al., 2020). Level of education and age have the greatest impact on perception of sustainability 
(Sánchez-Bravo et al., 2020, Sánchez-Bravo et al., 2021), which implies that consumers need to be 
educated to help them to understand sustainability on a deeper level (see also RQ5). For example, 
study by Sánchez-Bravo et al. (2021) demonstrated that consumers who had higher level of education 
and who were aged between 24-52 years, were also more likely to agree with basic knowledge 
sustainability statements. 

Nevertheless, multiple studies have demonstrated that sustainability is most often associated with 
the environmental dimension (Gao et al., 2020; Simpson & Radford, 2012; Stancu et al., 2020). 
Environmental aspects can be linked with reducing greenhouse gas emissions (Schiano et al., 2020) 
environmental protection (Diprose et al., 2019; Roy et al., 2015), efficient production (Lehner, 2015), 
consumption and waste reduction (Lehner, 2015; Simpson & Radford, 2012), energy use (Stancu et 
al., 2020), recycling (Roy et al., 2015), buying local/seasonal (Lazzarini et al., 2017; Lehner, 2015).  
However, consumers have difficulties in green behaviour as they are not sure what green consumption 
is (Beatson et al., 2020). In general, sustainable behaviour may be expressed in restrictive behaviours, 
specific purchasing behaviours, prolonging the life of products, or disposal behaviour (Stancu et al., 
2020). However, environmental sustainability is not just about protecting the environment from 
human destruction, but about maintaining human's quality of life (Uren et al., 2019). 

Consumers may perceive environment as a foundation for other sustainability dimensions (Stancu et 
al., 2020). For example, green products are often associated more with health than with environment 
(Witek, 2019). Consumers also often mention the social and economic side of sustainability, although 
these also depend on the environment and are less prominent in terms of dimensions (Diprose et al., 
2019; Simpson & Radford, 2012). For example, the consumption of domestic food is considered to be 
environmentally friendly and socially sustainable compared to the consumption of imported food 
(Lazzarini et al., 2017). Social dimension of sustainability is often related to ethical aspects such as 
human labour and working conditions (Stancu et al., 2020), human wellbeing (Diprose et al., 2019), 
animal welfare (Schiano et al., 2020). Economic dimension refers to economic stability, such as 
collective consumption and preservation of public services (Diprose et al., 2019). 

RQ2: How do consumers estimate their climate/environmental impact? 

As it was previously discussed in RQ1, consumers mostly associate sustainability with the 
environmental aspect. However, making environmentally sustainable choices is challenging for the 
consumers. Not only do consumers have difficulty engaging in sustainable actions, but also 
understanding their own environmental impact. For example, a literature review by Hartmann and 
Siegrist (2017) about sustainable protein consumption reveals that consumers underestimate the 
environmental impact of meat production and consumption. However, one longitudinal study among 
these shows that consumers have become more aware of meat’s impact on the environment (M2010 = 
3.89, SD = 1.69; M2014 = 4.23, SD = 1.56; p < 0.001). In plant-based food context, consumers 
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overestimate the environmental impact of seasonality, and underestimate other environmental 
factors such as transportation distances (Lazzarini et al., 2017). 

Paper by K. Lee (2014) discusses that environmental attitude describes individuals’ value judgement 
for sustainability efforts (related to cognitive and rational assessment), whereas environmental 
concern refers to personal worries and compassion about the environment (related to emotional and 
affective cues). Adult’s purchasing decisions are mostly based on rational and cognitive cues 
(compared to teen’s emotional and affective cues) and therefore, adults make purchasing decisions 
rather based on environmental attitudes than environmental concern. Meaning that green purchase 
behaviour is shaped by the purchase intention, which is related to attitudes towards green products 
(Wei et al., 2017). Environmental attitude may be perceived as an attitude towards the environment 
in general (GEA) and as an attitude towards specific environmental behaviour (SEA) (Shatnawi & Chin, 
2019). SEA and GEA both have positive effect on consumer attitudes toward environment (Taufique 
et al., 2016). Further, when individual acquires pro-environmental behaviour as an accepted social 
norm, the actual behaviour may also differ because of unfavourable environment (e.g. low availability 
of products, lack of confidence in green products, high prices) (Witek, 2019). Shatnawi and Chin (2019) 
demonstrate that SEA has a stronger effect on behaviour than GEA, which means that attitude-
behaviour gap is more related to specific behaviour attitudes rather than general environmental 
issues.  

Study by Emekci (2019) demonstrates that attitude is a combination of environmental knowledge (EK), 
environmental concern (EC), and perceived consumer effectiveness (PCE). Many studies conclude that 
environmental concern (EC) has a positive effect on purchasing decisions (Butt et al., 2017; Malik & 
Singhal, 2017; Nekmahmud & Fekete-Farkas, 2020; Song et al., 2020; Wahab et al., 2017). On the 
contrary, some have argued that the EC is not involved in purchasing behaviour, proposing that 
environmental knowledge/awareness (EK) may be even more important (Heo & Muralidharan, 2019; 
Setyawan et al., 2018; Tandon et al., 2020). Findings suggest that the more knowledgeable the 
consumer is, the higher is the concern for the environment (Heo & Muralidharan, 2019), the more 
positive attitude (Ghose & Chandra, 2020; Khan et al., 2020) and the more likely they will make the 
purchase decision (Goh & Balaji, 2016; Nia et al., 2018; Uddin & Khan, 2018). Knowledge and 
awareness also can help to understand environmental benefits of their actions (Beatson et al., 2020). 
PCE has shown to have the strongest influence on attitude, and therefore, sustainable purchasing 
(Emekci, 2019) and consumption (Y. Joshi & Rahman, 2019). However, having more EK does not 
increase PCE, implying that knowledge alone does not increase consumers’ belief that sustainable 
behaviour has enough impact on the environment (Heo & Muralidharan, 2019). This also supports the 
findings by Shatnawi and Chin (2019) that SEA has more important role in environmental behaviour 
than GEA. 

Onel (2017) suggests that personal norms are more important than subjective norms (social 
environment), therefore, consumer awareness should be focused on marketing. Attitudes can be 
manipulated by using different tools that help the consumers in assessing their environmental impact. 
For example, consumer attitudes may by increased through external product attributes (Martino et 
al., 2019). Using specific labels can support the attitude formation through EC (Cerri et al., 2018; Song 
et al., 2020). Labels can also help consumers to understand the effect of their purchasing decision to 
the environment (D’Souza et al., 2021; H. Wang et al., 2019), which in turn can help to increase PCE 
(Song et al., 2020). More EK can increase confidence and trust towards green products, which is also 
mediated by PCE (H. Wang et al., 2019). It is important to note that environmental behaviour may not 
transfer similarly to other contexts (Groening et al., 2018), which must be kept in mind when 
investigating consumers estimation of their environmental behaviour. For example, Royne et al. 
(2016) demonstrated that recycling behaviour is highly important in food-related behaviour, but water 
consumption activities do not depend on specific category and only depend on differences in ethnicity 
and age.  
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Positive attitude towards social and environmental accountability can be positively related to 
purchase of environmentally sustainable products (Mandliya et al., 2020). Luchs et al. (2015) add that 
consumer responsibility for sustainable consumption is a predictor of behaviour. However, positive 
attitude alone does not bring high perception of personal responsibility. There is an interactive effect 
between responsibility and attitude. Conducted survey with Slovenian consumers confirmed that 
environmental concerns lead to higher sense of responsibility and familiarity with eco-products 
(Hojnik et al., 2019). On the contrary, another survey with Indonesian consumers showed that sense 
of responsibility influenced purchase intention of green products negatively (Arli et al., 2018). 
Moreover, self-directed people seem to behave based on environmental concern when they have high 
perception of their own sustainability behaviour (Pekkanen et al., 2018). Consumers also use various 
information components on the products to estimate their impact on sustainability as it is discussed 
under RQ4. 

RQ3: How does sustainability impact the overall consumer experience? 

Introjected regulation is a motivator that can favour attitudes and behaviour towards sustainability, 
taking into account both positive and negative consequences (Tandon et al., 2020). On one hand, 
sustainable decisions can promote a sense of pride (Uren et al., 2019) and moral satisfaction (Steenis 
et al., 2018). On the other hand, guilt (Hwang & Kim, 2018), anger and fear may also lead to different 
behavioural patterns (Singh et al., 2018) in sustainability scenarios. Positive emotions influence 
sustainable behaviour more strongly than negative emotions (Armstrong et al., 2019; Rezvani et al., 
2017; Venhoeven et al., 2020). Negative emotions (e.g. guilt) can lose effectiveness, especially when 
the issues seem distant for the consumer (Kim et al., 2016). In addition, positive emotions are more 
meaningful when the act is made volitionally (Venhoeven et al., 2020). 

Emotions like awe, empathy and moral elevation may predict sustainable consumer behaviour (White 
et al., 2019). Consumers are satisfied from their actions if they believe that they are contributing to 
solving environmental and social problems (J. Wang et al., 2020). From the social aspect, some 
consumers may feel that engaging in sustainable practices can gain social approval (Uren et al., 2019). 
In other cases, they may be proud to be different from others by their sustainable choices (Ibid.). 
Although they may feel unfulfilled if they are not able to live up to the expectations of others if they 
are perceived as a role model in a specific social environment (Longo et al., 2019). In addition, even 
when the consumer is positively tuned to sustainable products, it may be negatively associated with 
lower product quality (i.e. durability, taste) than the conventional product, resulting a negative 
purchase decision (Mai et al., 2019). 

On the other hand, sustainable consumption may be a source of tension and distress when social, 
structural and personal pressure starts to hinder sustainable behaviour (Longo et al., 2019; Valor et 
al., 2018). Consumers will use coping strategies (e.g. distancing, social support) to alleviate distress, 
but if other mechanisms are not effective they may also reconfigure their commitment (Valor et al., 
2018).  Reconfiguring can be described as “deradicalization”, meaning that the consumer will change 
the practice of sustainability by reinventing their personal commitment level (Ibid.). In other cases, 
negative emotions can also act as a motivator in sustainable behaviour. For example, guilt can lead to 
self-growth through empathy and, finally, lead to purchase intention (Hwang & Kim, 2018). It is also 
important to understand how specific consumers solve their inner conflict (i.e. moral dilemma) 
through moral disengagement and efficacy (Sharma & Lal, 2020). In less intense moral situations, 
emotions have less impact, whereas in high intense situations fear and anger can lead to new patterns 
(Singh et al., 2018).  
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Another aspect that Farmer et al. (2017) bring out from their taste-test survey with undergraduate 
students is that sustainable products can lessen consumption (measured by weight/volume of the 
tested food product). Further, the decrease in consumption is especially high for people with better 
self-control. Since it is not known whether the reduction of consumption extends to non-food items 
as well, there is room for further studies in the future. Authors suggest that this tendency originates 
from presocial focus, which emphasizes the needs of other people. Meaning that they will consume 
less on a greater cause. Helping others can provide a positive feeling called a “warm glow” effect 
(White et al., 2019). Also, consumers who have social trust tend to engage more in sustainable 
behaviours, since they believe that other people will also avoid actions that can cause adverse 
situations for others (J. Wang et al., 2020). In conclusion, it seems that sustainability can decrease 
consumption, and on the flip side, it can motivate people to engage more as a social behaviour.  

RQ4: How do different aspects (raw material, production technologies, packaging, brand 
image) impact behaviour/purchase decisions in relation to sustainability in context of food, 
household chemicals, personal care products? 

Raw materials 

Van Giesen and Leenheer (2019) conducted an experimental field study with visitors of Supermarket 
of the Future at the World Expo Milan. They investigated how consumers turn attention to different 
information components, i.e. price, nutritional values, origin of raw materials, organic logos, 
sustainability logos, carbon footprint. The results demonstrated that consumers with sustainable pre-
task tended to pay more attention to origin of raw materials from all the sustainability information, 
and respondents without sustainable pre-task paid equal attention to all sustainability information 
components. However, all consumers valued price, nutritional values, and the origin of raw materials 
the most. The importance of raw material origin is also demonstrated with other studies. In addition 
to a food product’s sensorial attributes, Brazilian beef consumers turn attention to food safety 
attributes like knowledge of animal origin and production processes (Burnier et al., 2020). Sustainable 
consumers in Germany claim that they mostly avoid products with palm oil (Hinkes & Christoph-
Schulz, 2019), though interviews with consumers in UK indicate that despite their knowledge, they 
won’t stop consuming products with palm oil (Aguiar et al., 2018). A survey by Witek (2019) with Polish 
consumers showed that, in general, consumers are interested in green products that are safe for 
health. Meaning that the products are produced with natural ingredients (no pesticides, hormones, 
allergens, preservatives, food colourings, GMO); and high-quality products that are even enriched with 
ingredients with positive health effects. 

On the example of Polish consumers, green products are mostly perceived as green food, having less 
awareness about other types of products like household chemicals (detergents) and personal care 
products (cosmetics) (Witek, 2019). However, findings from Amberg and Magda (2018) with US and 
European consumers show that consumers of cosmetics are directed to health and environmental 
consciousness. The demand for plant-based products decreases demand for other cosmetic products. 
Consumers are mostly looking for products with natural ingredients produced free from chemicals 
(Ayob et al., 2016; Song et al., 2020). A conjoint study with laundry detergents even implies that raw 
materials are the most important attributes together with the price (Jo & Shin, 2017). However, it is 
important to note that consumers of household chemicals and personal care products are not well 
aware of different harmful substances (S. Hartmann & Klaschka, 2017). Many consumers in Malaysia 
assume that natural personal care products are free of harmful ingredients, and this tendency is even 
among consumers with good self-reported knowledge of chemistry (Ayob et al., 2016). As natural and 
chemical ingredients both have its pros and cons, there must be regulatory action to ensure safety as 
well as efficacy of products (Ibid.). Another important factor may also be a limited time spent for a 
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purchase decision, e.g. consumers may have an immediate preference for products with palm-oil since 
it is a natural ingredient, even though palm oil has a negative sustainability image (Aguiar et al., 2018). 
All in all, ingredients are one of the most important attributes for food as well as personal care 
products (Liobikienė & Bernatonienė, 2017).  

Production 

Lazzarini et al. (2017) conducted a survey in Switzerland asking consumers to rate the sustainability of 
different food products (apples, peppermint, bell peppers), which in turn varied by country of 
production. The study suggested that information about the country of origin is used to evaluate 
sustainability. For example, the environmental impact was assessed as the lowest for all the local 
variants of the products presented. In practice, however, local does not always mean a more 
sustainable option. In the case of local vegetables, production system and seasonality are just as 
important from an environmental point of view. For example, based on a study with Swedish 
consumers, organic production is often associated with the use of locally available renewable 
resources and use of waste/by-products (Bosona & Gebresenbet, 2018).  

Organic food production is often associated with sustainable food production, and organic food is 
perceived as having higher quality (Bosona & Gebresenbet, 2018; Sánchez-Bravo et al., 2021). High 
quality foods are regionally, sustainably, and organically produced, whereas product’s appearance, 
price and uniformity are less important for the perception of quality (Bosona & Gebresenbet, 2018). 
Organic products may even be associated with health benefits (Sánchez-Bravo et al., 2021) due to the 
possible health-halo effect (Farmer et al., 2017). Thus, organic food production can be associated with 
environmental sustainability as well as health sustainability. In addition, food products that are 
handmade, can also be perceived as more natural and with higher authenticity (Frizzo et al., 2020).  

For non-food products, organic production is as important as it is for food-products. A study by 
Amberg and Magda (2018) suggested that as consumers are more interested in natural cosmetics due 
higher health and environmental consciousness, the products that are made organically are seen as a 
more natural product for the consumer. In general, concern over production processes can affect 
consumer’s attitude and intention to buy different products, as it was shown on the example of 
sustainable beef consumers (Burnier et al., 2020). However, research and education is needed to 
understand more how sustainability and (organic) production relate to each other (Bosona & 
Gebresenbet, 2018). 

Packaging 

Generally, visual cues and packaging have an important effect on the impression of product’s 
sustainability (Eberhart & Naderer, 2017). “Green” exteriors impact perception of sustainability 
positively (Petersen & Brockhaus, 2017) as green colour and botanical images on packaging create a 
perception of naturalness (Kahraman & Kazançoğlu, 2019). Further, experiments by Marckhgott and 
Kamleitner (2019) with US students have shown evidence that matte surfaces are perceived as more 
natural than glossy surfaces. On the contrary, degree of glossiness can positively affect perceived 
product quality and attractiveness (Briand Decré & Cloonan, 2019). Packaging affects the perception 
of naturalness only when there are no stronger signs of naturalness – products that itself are perceived 
as natural, are not affected by the coating (Marckhgott & Kamleitner, 2019). In other words, visual 
cues signal sustainability more strongly than material choices as the material gives away only vague 
information (Petersen & Brockhaus, 2017).  

Consumers associate environmental sustainability also with the end of product’s life cycle, such as 
recyclability, biodegradability, or reusability (Herbes et al., 2018). Steenis et al. (2018) categorize 
sustainable packaging solutions by technical cycles (like recycling), biological cycles (like 
biodegradability), and linear reduction strategies (like reducing). Steenis et al. (2018) also surveyed 
Danish consumers by conducting an experiment in the form of an article on a website about plastic 
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bottles and an online shop page for a shower gel product. Results indicated that sustainable packaging 
design (compared to conventional packaging) was favoured due to circular improvements in the 
packaging design. More specifically, consumers prefer biodegradable packages made from non-
renewable resources more than non-biodegradable packages made from renewable resources 
(Herbes et al., 2018). Another study with Australian consumers further suggests that even though 
public’s knowledge of biodegradable plastics is low, they are recognized as more environmentally 
sustainable than conventional plastics or recyclable plastics (Dilkes-Hoffman et al., 2019). 

Although study by Steenis et al. (2018) demonstrated that any sustainable redesign in packaging can 
increase purchase intention, another study by Prakash et al. (2019) implies that packaging has a 
different impact depending whether the consumers have altruistic motives (environmental concern) 
or egoistic motives (health concerns). Altruistic motives tend to have a stronger effect on favouring 
eco-friendly packaging, however, both motives have positive influence on purchase intention. The 
packaging design preferences of the consumers may be also different depending on the country. For 
example, German consumers focus on reusability, whereas French and US consumers focus on 
recyclability (Herbes et al., 2018). 

Labelling 

Labels are used as indicators for many products, however, consumers have difficulties in deciphering 
all the information that labels tend to indicate (Beatson et al., 2020). For example, organic and fair-
trade labels can both be perceived as environmentally and socially sustainable (Lazzarini et al., 2017), 
which sometimes can also have a health halo effect (Farmer et al., 2017). Eco-labels may communicate 
health and environmental consciousness both (Nassivera & Sillani, 2017). It is also an option to label 
products by their production method. For example, handmade label on the packaging promotes 
perceived naturalness and authenticity (Frizzo et al., 2020). Labelling is also important for non-foods 
such as personal care products, similarly, giving indications on sustainability (Eberhart & Naderer, 
2017). There are many acknowledged certificates for non-foods, such as Cosmebio (France), BDIH 
(Germany), COSMOS (COSMetics Organic Standard) (Amberg & Magda, 2018).  

Some consumers claim to consider label information when making their purchase decisions, and some 
claim that they do not turn attention to labels as there are more important factors for them, e.g. price 
(Eldesouky et al., 2020). A study with Australian university students demonstrated that most 
consumers occasionally read eco-labels (Martino et al., 2019). Education level of the consumer also 
influences attitude towards labels. Educated consumers are generally more informed and more 
sensitive to environmental problems, whereas less-educated consumers are not interested in 
sustainability labels and are more sensitive on brand reputation (Mancini et al., 2017). If consumers 
have higher PCE, they also have higher willingness to purchase (Liang et al., 2020) as they are more 
ethically/environmentally conscious and open to label information (Ghvanidze et al., 2016). An 
experiment with Swedish university students also suggests that rational green claims influence 
individuals with high processing ability/low levels of distractions and emotional green claims influence 
individuals with low processing ability/high levels of distractions (Aagerup et al., 2019). Further, it is 
more difficult to attract consumers who are sceptical towards labels (Cho & Taylor, 2020). For 
example, trust in Fair Trade label influences consumers’ willingness to buy Fair Trade products (Konuk, 
2019). 

Nevertheless, experiment by Aagerup et al. (2019) showed that purchase propensity of products 
(cognitive likelihood of buying) is significantly higher for products with green claims than with neutral 
claims. Also, products with emotional green claims have higher purchase propensity than with rational 
green claims. Multiple studies demonstrate that labels can positively influence sustainable behaviour 
by increasing the purchase intention (D’Souza et al., 2021; A. R. de A. Silva et al., 2017), environmental 
attitudes (Cerri et al., 2018; Chin et al., 2018; Nassivera & Sillani, 2017; Song et al., 2020; Taufique et 
al., 2016), environmental concern (Chin et al., 2018; Song et al., 2020), perceived consumer 
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effectiveness (H. Wang et al., 2019), self-confidence (D’Souza et al., 2021), and in case of food 
products, even the perception of sensory quality (A. R. de A. Silva et al., 2017). External CSR (corporate 
social responsibility) labels can also affect the purchase intentions (Gosselt et al., 2019), which will be 
further discussed in RQ7. 

Brand 

Brand experience plays an important role in green behaviour. Based on a study in Taiwan, green brand 
experiential satisfaction has a positive influence on towards switching to green brands (Wu et al., 
2018). On the other hand, survey on green detergent brands suggested that switching costs as well as 
consumer values have an important effect on brand relationship (Papista et al., 2018). A study with 
US and Romanian college students demonstrated that respondents will be more loyal to the brand if 
the individual has higher environmental concerns (Kuchinka et al., 2018). Another study with Pakistan 
university students showed that environmental attitudes are also positively associated with the 
perception of the green brand (Butt et al., 2017). As another example, Spanish consumer’ social values 
affect buying intention of Fair Trade products more strongly than consumer’s attitudes toward the 
Fair Trade brand (Pérez & García de los Salmones, 2018). Therefore, it seems that the brand’s image 
is observed through sustainability values of the consumer. A study with Austrian consumers by 
Schmuck et al. (2018) showed that functional ad that promotes environmental product attributes 
helps to increase purchase intention partially through brand attitudes, however, functional ads 
combined with nature images increases purchase intention through perception of environmental 
brand benefits. Further, highly involved consumers were more induced by nature images that might 
be correlated with feelings towards nature. 

Brand perception is also related to other attributes. Origin of the brand, for example, may give 
different perception of the brand to the consumers. Interviews with Turkish consumers suggested that 
consumers see foreign brands as more reliable than local as they feel that foreign brands have stricter 
regulations by third party authorities (Kahraman & Kazançoğlu, 2019). Similarly, German consumers 
feel that personal care products that are eco-labelled and manufactured in EU are free of harmful 
substances (S. Hartmann & Klaschka, 2017). Naturalness, however, is another important aspect when 
discussing the selection of raw materials in relation to sustainability. A study by Frizzo et al. (2020) 
implies that perceived naturalness induces perception of brand authenticity. Brand perception may 
even have an effect on interpretation of labels. Since brand loyalty and environmental concern can 
affect the interpretation of third-party green ratings, the brand perception may affect consumers 
more than ratings (Kwon et al., 2016). 

On the example of green detergent brands, consumers value green brand through economic, hedonic, 
and altruistic values (Papista et al., 2018). However, Liobikienė and Bernatonienė (2017) discuss in 
their literature review that the purchase of green personal care products is mainly influenced by health 
consciousness. Green colour/styling products are seen as luxury products and the purchasing 
behaviour is influenced more by brand and quality variables. Interviews with Malaysian consumers 
also suggest that branded cosmetic products are perceived as having a high quality compared to local 
products by nonbranded companies (Ayob et al., 2016). On the other hand, the health aspect may be 
dependent on the age group. A conjoint study with South Korean consumers by Jo and Shin (2017) 
showed that “Brand Experience”, “Biodegradability”, and “Skin Irritation Potential” were the most 
important attributes for choosing laundry detergents across all consumer groups, but the older people 
appeared to be more sensitive to health concerns (“Skin Irritation Potential”). In conclusion, the 
importance of brand depends on the perception of personal care/home use products and also the 
consumer group. 
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RQ5: How have consumers been educated towards sustainable consumption? What are the 
best strategies for communication? What are the best gaps for strategies? 

How have consumers been educated towards sustainable consumption? 

As consumers do not have a mutual understanding of sustainability, there is also a lack of knowledge 
on how to behave sustainably (Mancini et al., 2017). Public education may play a role in increasing 
consumer knowledge about sustainability (Gao et al., 2020). Findings from Sánchez-Bravo et al. (2021) 
show that young consumers with high education had more basic knowledge about sustainability. This 
supports the fact that education is crucial for promoting sustainability (Sánchez-Bravo et al., 2021; 
Uddin & Khan, 2018). The majority of current education systems are based on measurable 
examinations, and Hofman (2015) argues that memorizing information in this way does not encourage 
other important skills needed for a sustainable society. Independent thinking, having discussions, 
feeling empathy are some of the skills that need to be developed in young people, but often seems to 
be overlooked. As an example, Walshe (2013) used dialogic diaries with 14- and 15-year-old students 
to reflect and debate about environmental sustainability, which seemed to develop students’ 
sustainable thinking. Hofman (2015) suggests that basic education needs to teach students to make 
informed choices based on inner reflection with questions: “what, how, why, and where”. Kuchinka 
et al. (2018) further asserts that an academic curriculum focused on sustainability concerns should be 
provided in universities.  

Public education alone is not enough to increase sustainable consumption. Reaching for a more 
sustainable society is also the responsibility of companies, marketers, governments, policymakers, 
academic research (Hojnik et al., 2019; Luchs et al., 2015; Mancini et al., 2017; Mandliya et al., 2020; 
Pekkanen et al., 2018; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021; J. Wang et al., 2020). As Kuchinka et al. (2018) put it, 
“countries need to develop national strategies…, companies need to adopt responsible decisions…, 
and consumers need to contribute… by adopting positive attitudes and behaviours towards 
sustainable issues”. There are many different communication tools to influence consumers knowledge 
and awareness of sustainability, such as the media (Hojnik et al., 2019; Husain & Varshney, 2019; Y. 
Joshi & Rahman, 2019; Khan et al., 2020), internet (Y. Joshi & Rahman, 2019; Luo et al., 2020; H. Wang 
et al., 2019), support campaigns (Husain & Varshney, 2019; Malik & Singhal, 2017), product packaging 
(Husain & Varshney, 2019), interactive displays in stores (van Giesen & Leenheer, 2018), and 
educational campaigns such as talks and courses (Onel, 2017). All in all, marketing tools should not 
only create general awareness, but at the same time, build environmental concern values among 
individuals as well (Butt et al., 2017; Heo & Muralidharan, 2019). 

What are the best strategies for communication? 

Consumers concern towards sustainability are not always reflected in their purchase behaviour (Sheth 
& Parvatiyar, 2021). To improve communication of sustainable products, there should be a common 
understanding of the concept of sustainability. Further, attitude-behaviour gap can be reduced if the 
environmental attitudes are accurately determined (Shatnawi & Chin, 2019). The meaning of 
sustainable development should be clarified from the human needs viewpoint based on original 
definition by World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) (Balyejjusa, 2019). Meaning 
that sustainable behaviour should be encouraged by moving from the consumption/production focus 
that is based on materialistic desires and personal preferences towards meeting human needs 
(Balyejjusa, 2019; Mandliya et al., 2020). Tandon et al. (2020) discuss that consumers’ purchase 
behaviour can be induced by intrinsic benefits, such as personal and health-oriented benefits. 
Santamaria et al. (2016) also suggest that sustainable products should be framed around well-being 
aspect rather than environmental dimension, since it may give a higher change of being understood 
and adopted. For example, health consciousness had the strongest effect on purchase intention in 
organic food purchase behaviour (Katt & Meixner, 2020). However, Jacobs et al. (2018) argues that 
for specific products, such as seafood, health message should not overlook the importance of the 
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environment. Combining both messages triggers positive attitude. Marketers should promote 
consumption of sustainable products by converting the messaging from general quality of life towards 
environmental quality of life (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021). Based on an example of Chipotle’s Food for 
Thought (see also Photo 1); if a fast food restaurant communicates the brand through values and 
ethical claims, it can spark positive health associations for the products as well (Swenson & Olsen, 
2018). 

 

Photo 1. Announcement of Food for Thought, a new Huffington Post section in partnership with 
Chipotle. Source: https://www.huffpost.com/entry/food-for-thought_b_4127786 (25.08.21) 

White et al. (2019) propose that there are five psychological factors for engaging environmental 
behaviour: social influence, habit formation, individual self, feelings and cognition, and tangibility. 
Marketing’s focus should be changed from exploitative market-driven practices towards a responsible 
market-driver practices (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021). Narratives about consumption as drivers for 
consumption pose a challenge for marketing sustainability (Heath & Heath, 2016). Advertisement of 
sustainable products should take a more audience-centric approach (Mandliya et al., 2020). Feelings 
like guilt and fear can induce ethical decisions (Moore & Yang, 2020; Singh et al., 2018; Tandon et al., 
2020) and emotional empowerment can promote sustainable consumption (Rezvani et al., 2017; Valor 
et al., 2018). Thus, marketers may use a sense of regret among less sustainable consumers, and 
feelings of personal achievement or sense of duty among sustainable individuals (Tandon et al., 2020). 
For instance, ethical information may have a halo effect to other sustainability dimensions and drive 
consumers towards environmentally sustainable behaviour (Armstrong et al., 2019). Focusing on 
internal drivers seems also to be more effective since internal commitment (responsibility, identity) 
can increase consumers’ readiness to make sustainable decisions more than other external factors 
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(friends, families, obligations) (Arli et al., 2018). Meaning that effective communication of sustainable 
products should address sense of personal responsibility (Luchs et al., 2015; Onel, 2017) and capability 
(Ertz et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2016; Onel, 2017). From the cognitive aspect, P. Joshi and Kronrod (2020) 
also discuss based on experiments that brand names can make a difference in consumer perception. 
Silent sounds (such as using k/p/t) in brand names may be perceived as more friendly compared to 
voiced sounds that feel more aggressive. Low involvement products are purchased more on external 
cues rather than deep analytical comparisons, thus, using meaningless names (e.g. Zillow, Ramune) 
can help to express product attributes through sounds. Another effective way to communicate green 
marketing, is to trigger consumers by using their childhood memories (Beatson et al., 2020). 
Consumers can also act as the communication tool by sharing their experience and shaping the 
attitude of other consumers, so called positive word-of-mouth (Mandliya et al., 2020; Schiano et al., 
2020; Tandon et al., 2020).  

As environmental advertisement helps to introduce green products to consumers, then using labels is 
a way to help consumers to differentiate green brands from conventional (Vlad & Luca, 2020; 
Wongprawmas et al., 2016). Further, information on the package can help to increase consumer’s 
knowledge and ability to behave sustainably (Adrita & Mohiuddin, 2020; D’Souza et al., 2021; 
Handayani, 2017; Hojnik et al., 2019; H. Wang et al., 2019). However, consumers have not embraced 
sustainability fully as their value system due to scepticism since there is still a lack of transparency 
about different sustainability credentials (Beatson et al., 2020; Eldesouky et al., 2020; Goh & Balaji, 
2016; Husain & Varshney, 2019; Luo et al., 2020; Mancini et al., 2017; Pérez & García de los Salmones, 
2018; Witek, 2019). For example, findings from a survey with Brazil consumers demonstrated that 
most of them ignore sustainability labelling on food (A. R. de A. Silva et al., 2017). Another study with 
German consumers concluded that most consumers ignore existing labels on personal care products 
because the sustainable attributes are not obvious (Eberhart & Naderer, 2017). A study with Polish 
consumers showed that participants were not able to recognize different eco-labels, suggesting that 
these consumers do not consider labels in their purchasing decisions (Witek, 2019). Similarly, Spanish 
consumers did not know meanings of different Fair Trade labels (Eldesouky et al., 2020). Simpler cues 
need to be used for easier identification (Eberhart & Naderer, 2017; Lazzarini et al., 2017; Schiano et 
al., 2020). Good labelling exists only with regulations; thus, well-established certifications must be 
developed (D’Souza et al., 2021; Eberhart & Naderer, 2017; Seifi et al., 2012). However, consumers 
also need to be educated about labels to help them identify correct sustainable information from false 
claims (Luo et al., 2020) that can help to gain trust (Setyawan et al., 2018) and positive attitude 
towards sustainability (Taufique et al., 2016).  

Firms also need to disclose information that supports the performance claims of their sustainable 
product in order to gain consumers’ positive attitude and lessen the scepticism (Goh & Balaji, 2016; 
Husain & Varshney, 2019). Traditional and online communications can be used to build green trust 
towards company (Waites et al., 2020). Carvalho et al. (2016) further suggests that exchanging 
information through word-of-mouth and internet is more relevant than traditional marketing in terms 
of trust building. Digital marketing can play an important role to fill the gap between markets and 
companies, but more research is needed (Diez-Martin et al., 2019). Further, using sponsored media 
platforms can help to distance companies from controversial polarizing topics, and preserve the 
relationship with the consumers (Swenson & Olsen, 2018). 

Pekkanen et al. (2018) propose that different age groups of people may have different values, e.g. 
younger people are less conservative and they are more likely to adjust themselves to sustainable 
values. Young consumers also have more trust towards green marketing since it can indicate the 
company’s expertise, whereas older consumers may need other signals to build trust (Waites et al., 
2020). Prakash et al. (2019) suggests that young Indian consumers tend to be influenced more by 
altruistic motives (environmental concern) than by egoistic motives (health concern) when choosing 
eco-friendly packaged products. Therefore, communicating environmental benefits of the products 
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should be more effective for motivating younger consumers. On the contrary, Roy et al. (2015) suggest 
that older people have had more time for self-reflection and may be motivated by the knowledge that 
reducing consumption inhibits the future ecological degradation. Perera and Hewege (2018) discuss 
that even though Australian young people know about climate change risks on eco-centric and 
anthropocentric level, they do not perceive them as high risks. Thus, focus should be turned on a 
societal level, e.g. teaching about effects of climate change to personal lives (Perera & Hewege, 2018). 
Young consumers should be targeted through social and interpersonal paths (Perera & Hewege, 2018; 
Uddin & Khan, 2018). Young consumers’ environmental concern can be increased through education 
and proper marketing strategies (Setyawan et al., 2018). For instance, public policies can increase the 
sensitivity of younger consumers to environmental and social sustainability (Ghvanidze et al., 2016). 
However, Diprose et al. (2019) argue that sustainability is a collective movement and segmenting 
consumers based on generations should be avoided. Cross-generational communication of 
sustainability should include environmental, economic as well as wellbeing benefits. 

Another option is to target consumer based on education level, starting with lower education level 
consumers (Sánchez-Bravo et al., 2020). This is mainly based on the principle that educational 
attainment is closely related to environmental concerns, which influences sustainable behaviour 
(Ibid.). Ghvanidze et al. (2016) discuss that different sustainability concerns can even bring different 
perception of consumer effectiveness depending on whether they believe that their behaviour can 
solve specific sustainability issues. If ethical production of food is less critical for less-educated and 
younger respondents, then environmental and social information on food products tend to be more 
influential for them. Another study on organic labels carried out by Rodrigues et al. (2016) with 
Brazilian consumers showed that there are three types of different segments. High income low 
education level consumers do not turn attention to organic labels at all (“Don’t carers), consumers 
with higher income and education tend to think about the psychological aspect like GMO (“GMO 
Freers”), and older consumers generally tended to associate organic labels with ecological aspects 
(“greeners”). 

Pekkanen et al. (2018) propose that consumers from different geographic areas of a country may even 
need a different approach, e.g. consumers who live in metropolitan areas are less conservative and 
more susceptible for sustainability information. Also, green brand equity may differ in metro and non-
metro cities (Khandelwal et al., 2019). Consumption is a part of individual identity embedded in the 
culture; therefore, individual’s cultural profile plays an important role (Nair & Little, 2016). 
Understanding of sustainability varies in different countries and in different consumer demographics 
(Pekkanen et al., 2018; Sánchez-Bravo et al., 2020). Sustainable products should be communicated 
through contextual meanings and cultural associations, which helps these products to be made more 
relevant for the consumers (Santamaria et al., 2016). For example, when Western cultures realize the 
importance of limiting resources for sustainability, then in non-Western countries the trend leans 
more towards hyper-consumption (Nair & Little, 2016). Hofman (2015) suggests that this may be due 
to the tendency that people who become used to certain level of income and specific consumption 
habits are often being compared with others in their environment. Therefore, new strategies should 
turn people’s attention from the economic and social aspect towards sustainability and cohesion. 

In Asian culture, society has an important role when engaging sustainable behaviour. For example, 
focusing on communal well-being can encourage sustainable behaviour. In Malaysia, commitment to 
residential area is a driver to become environmentally proactive if focused on the prevention of 
environmental degradation of the area (C. K. C. Lee et al., 2016). In India, gaining social status through 
building self-esteem can appeal to consumers’ need for social approval and communal well-being 
(Tandon et al., 2020). Chinese researchers have suggested that social media can also be used help to 
improve consumer’s knowledge about environmental problems (H. Wang et al., 2019) by 
demonstrating how these products act as a shared connection between friends (Luo et al., 2020). 
However, this does not mean than community is not important in Western countries. Sustainable 
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behaviour there can also be reinforced by building social support structures, such as ethical 
communities (Valor et al., 2018). Further, Lin (2020) suggest that new media technology should be 
used to construct transnational networks and establish new opportunities among international 
activists (Lin, 2020). 

Cultural traditions may also have a strong influence on sustainability. Chinese consumers tend to be 
more conservative compared to some Western countries, and a higher value for traditions (Pekkanen 
et al., 2018). As personal values play an important role for Chinese consumers in forming 
environmental attitudes (H. Wang et al., 2019), they seem to be less prone to look for sustainability 
information (Pekkanen et al., 2018). For Chinese consumers it is important to communicate the 
benefits of using sustainable products (Luo et al., 2020). However, it is important to communicate 
sustainable food consumption not only by environmental and health benefits, but also by emphasizing 
on the improved food quality of production system (Gao et al., 2020). A study with Taiwan locals also 
suggested that sustainability movement should include local beliefs and traditional values (Lin, 2020). 
An Indian study by Joshi and Rahman (2019) discusses that sustainability is not solely an advertisable 
concept of products, but a spiritual way of life. Campaigns should promote activities that connect 
spirituality with sustainable purchasing. 

What are the best gaps for strategies? 

Even though availability of sustainable products is important, it does not affect the attitudes of these 
products, therefore, consumers should be also attracted by using strategies that increase 
visibility/accessibility (Carvalho et al., 2016; Cerri et al., 2018). Effective marketing strategy should 
include factors like: Network (social influence), Emotional appeal (environmental concern), Branding 
(strong image), and Environmental efficacy (perceived effectiveness) (Vlad & Luca, 2020). Retailers 
should also support the efforts of marketers and producers to induce sustainable behaviour among 
consumers. Pérez and García de los Salmones (2018) discuss that in terms of Fair Trade products, there 
is poor availability of products in stores. Meaning that it should be improved as consumer’s are not 
able to engage with these products. Lehner (2015) also mentions that stores may have conflicting 
messages. For example, if sustainable products are excluded from the sale campaigns, consumers may 
feel disappointed that “they pay for other consumers’ selfish behaviour”. However, price campaigns 
for sustainable products can enhance the positive experience for sustainable consumers.  

Attempting to change consumption patterns through marketing is one way to nudge consumers 
towards sustainable behaviour. Reich and Soule (2016) demonstrate in their study that the effect of 
green demarketing (so-called “buy less” strategy) can affect US consumers more positively than with 
traditional green marketing. However, it depends on the advertisement type as this tendency was 
shown only in context of product advertisement. If there is no specific product (institutional 
advertisements), then green demarketing and traditional green marketing have less variance. Another 
way to move towards sustainable future is by implemented market construction paradigm. Holt (2012) 
discusses that many “unsustainable consumption patterns accumulate as unintended consequences 
of market construction processes”. Meaning that when unsustainable consumption is already part of 
the market structure, the resulting paths adapt to this direction and, therefore, unsustainable actions 
become “sticky”. Holt (2012) brings an example of bottled water market in United States. Before 
1980s, bottled water was a luxurious status symbol and not available as widely. Since the late 1980s, 
Americans’ distrust of public institutions began to grow because of disclosed health scares in public 
water supplies. Bottled water started to gain popularity as an alternative to tap water. Even today, 
environmental anti-campaigns for bottled water are not taken seriously enough and refillable 
containers are not seen as convenient. The public has a “ideological lock-in”, and to overcome this, 
market-facing social movements are required. Every market should be aimed with specific ideologies 
and strategies to take advantage of vulnerable “lock-in” features. 
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Papista et al. (2018) suggests that in order to attract new consumers, barriers for purchasing 
sustainable products should be reduced. For example, reducing the switching costs for purchasing 
green brands by providing guarantees and refundable return policies. C. Hartmann and Siegrist (2017) 
discuss that environmental knowledge does not always lead to reduced consumption, instead 
knowledge about consequences of the environmental behaviour should be improved. For example, 
that meat consumers are also paying for external costs related to meat production. Ertz et al. (2016) 
suggests that taxing unsustainable actions may also financially attractive for private sector.  

IAT study by Mai et al. (2019) suggests that consumers may associate sustainability with lower product 
quality. Downplaying products greenness and promoting more “traditional” aspects, may increase 
consumers’ interest (Usrey et al., 2020). Thus, using different cues and signals to communicate 
product strength (such as quality certificates, different colours, packaging materials) should be used 
(Mai et al., 2019). However, marketing strategies (e.g. whether use rational or emotional signals) 
depends on the environment and the target consumer (Aagerup et al., 2019). For instance, consumers’ 
regulatory focus orientation affects the effectiveness of communication. Codini et al. (2018) 
demonstrate that “prevention-type” consumers, who are focused on responsibilities, are less prone 
to accept changes, whereas “promotion-type” consumers may accept habitual changes openly if they 
see the benefits in it. Therefore, “prevention-type” need additional support for making decisions and 
focusing on product-related green attributes in advertisement is more important than emphasizing 
non-green product attributes.  

In conclusion, best gaps for strategies are increasing visibility of the products and reducing barriers for 
sustainable consumption. Visibility of sustainable products may be increased by using different 
marketing strategies, as well as improving availability in stores (incl. price campaigns). Barriers may be 
reduced by reducing switching costs (providing guarantees, refunds) on one hand, but taxing 
unsustainable actions on the other hand. Also, products should be promoted by focusing on 
“traditional” aspects and signalling product strengths to prevent negative preconceptions about the 
sustainable products. 

RQ6: How can companies become more sustainable from a consumer-relevance 
standpoint? 

As Brown (2013) discusses, micro-marketing has long been the focus of sustainable marketing. 
Sustainability issues relate to more complex societal problems and, therefore, attention should be 
turned towards macro-marketing. Organizational development needs a managerial approach that 
demonstrates the significance of building positive relationships and narratives together with 
promoting sustainable development and well-being in the organization (Di Fabio, 2017). Yngfalk 
(2019) discusses that sustainability is often framed as costly and ineffective, and that common issues 
such as food waste are inevitable. The current commercial orientation comes with a price of 
environmental responsibility. Therefore, regulations and policies should also be used to endorse 
sustainable organisational changes on industry level. To ensure the sustainable development of the 
company, management should provide guidelines for the implementation of the strategy as well as 
employees should work together to achieve sustainability goals (Yang et al., 2017). Brand managers 
should ensure that the sustainability goals meet the overall business strategy as well (Lahtinen & 
Närvänen, 2020). A study by Muñoz and Cohen (2018) where interviews were conducted with 
sustainable entrepreneurs from different Western countries suggested that entrepreneurs see 
themselves as the instrument that lead the change. It is like a quest or a mission to use their business 
and market as a force to make the essential changes towards a sustainable society. 

Companies should not only rely on marketing orientation, but should proactively improve their own 
innovation and brand orientation (Tollin & Christensen, 2019). Sustainability encourages developing 
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eco-innovation as it can gain positive feedback from consumers better than resource substitutions 
(Paparoidamis & Tran, 2019). Carey et al. (2019) discuss that when designing sustainable products, 
focus should be on what consumers do rather than what they think. Suggesting that product design 
should also be user-centred, relying on environmental personas rather than image boards to 
overcome their attitudes. Eco-innovation should focus on the “right” consumers to develop a 
successful product (Paparoidamis & Tran, 2019). Randelli and Rocchi (2017) also discuss that 
consumers and producers should interact in the innovation process. Involving consumers with suitable 
tools can strengthen the innovation process and enhance the ability to move towards sustainability. 
However, consumer participation can also hinder the process if they have low environmental 
knowledge or have too dominant individualistic behaviour. Responsible consumption is related to 
consumer motives, but also control mechanisms and technical cycle of products (Escobar-Sierra et al., 
2021). Pandey (2020) suggests that the circular design model can promote sustainability through the 
reuse or regeneration of products. In circular design, products at the end of their life cycle can be 
reused, refurbished (recovering and reselling), remanufactured (using part of the product for other 
product), or recycled to be used in other ways. The circular design process implements four stages: 1) 
understand (why consumer needs the product), 2) define (create the business goal), 2) make 
(designing the product based on user-centred research), 3) release (product launch, getting feedback). 

A study by J. Lee & Kwon (2019) conclude that encouraging a firm’s environmental greening and 
improving their reputation for social responsibility are the most important factors in firm 
performance. Authors demonstrate that for U.S. manufacturing firms, environmental greening and 
corporate reputation are more important in determining the firm’s market value performance than 
other characteristics, such as firm’s size, R&D, efficiency. Vredenburg et al. (2020) suggest three 
different ways to increase consumer choice by using marketing strategies that publicly take a stand 
on different social issues (i.e. brand activism). First, brand-level policy helps to set clear guidelines to 
perform activities in the company to avoid greenwashing. Meaning that brands should emphasize 
their actual efforts in the society/environment, not the unimportant benefits. Second, third-party 
certifications help consumers to gain knowledge and trust for brands. 

Third, public-private partnerships bring different issues to public interest and deepen the brand 
messaging (Vredenburg et al., 2020). Longo et al. (2019) also suggest that collaboration between 
stakeholders is needed to increase brand’s credibility, reduce scepticism, and facilitate shared 
practices that can ease the feeling of participant’s personal guilt. Based on a study in UK, businesses 
and NGOs use words focusing on environmental sustainability differently (Mandliya et al., 2020). 
Specific organizations (e.g. Greenpeace) and social movements that educate consumers on 
sustainability may be perceived more trustworthy, thus, firms could collaborate with these 
organizations as well to discuss how link these sustainability concerns into their products (Ulusoy & 
Barretta, 2016). Further, community-based branding can help to transition towards sustainable 
practices by building a social structure that helps to gain environmental values (Hojnik et al., 2019). 
Sponsoring outdoor educational programmes can help to improve brand image by demonstrating how 
the brand’s products improve the environment, and also might encourage younger consumers to look 
for these specific products (Heo & Muralidharan, 2019).  

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a set of managerial actions that engages company’s socially 
positive behaviour. CSR improves consumer’s trust and commitment to the brand (Gosselt et al., 2019; 
Muniz et al., 2019; Servera-Francés & Piqueras-Tomás, 2019; Upadhye et al., 2019) by having an 
indirect effect on product judgement and purchase intention (Chen & Huang, 2018). Further, 
implementing socially responsible strategy can improve firm’s innovativeness (by being perceived as 
less risky) (Chen & Huang, 2018; Upadhye et al., 2019) and competitive advantages (Chen & Huang, 
2018; Mancini et al., 2017; Nosi et al., 2020; Sun & Price, 2016). Vice versa, corporate social 
irresponsibility affects perceived values (Escobar-Sierra et al., 2021). However, company’s CSR actions 
must be visible to consumer in order to gain a positive effect from CSR behaviour (Muniz et al., 2019; 
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Upadhye et al., 2019). Advertising and promotions should be used to turn consumer’s attention to 
issues that the brand helps to resolve (Schamp et al., 2019) as well as increasing credibility of CSR 
communication (Byrum, 2019). For example, consumers do not integrate the attitude towards the Fair 
Trade brand with the purchasing process – not due to the lack of interest, but the lack of awareness 
of since there are many unknown Fair Trade brands on the market (Pérez & García de los Salmones, 
2018; Schamp et al., 2019). Awareness that buying from CSR companies can contribute for a more 
sustainable society is also more evident regards to non-food products (Čerkasov et al., 2017). Gosselt 
et al. (2019) note that third-party CSR label tend to gain a more positive consumer response than with 
uncertified CSR labels. Another study by Čerkasov et al. (2017) with Czech consumers alternatively 
suggests that awareness of CSR actions is not always enough for influencing purchasing behaviour. 
Other attributes (such as product quality, the price, previous experience) may be more important. 
There are many other aspects that are important in CSR communication as well. Muniz et al. (2019) 
discuss that CSR messages should have a long term effect on brand equity, and not be perceived as 
opportunistic. Also, CSR communication depends on the country. CSR’s effect on brand equity is 
weaker in cultures where consumers expect that governments promote the welfare and companies 
contribute because of mandatory regulations. CSR has a stronger effect in countries where 
responsibility behaviour is voluntary for the company.  

Corporate environmental responsibility (CER) is a set of managerial actions that refrains a given 
company from damaging the environment. Similar to CSR, improving the awareness of the company’s 
environmental impact can help to gain positive effect for the company since it can increase perceived 
organizational effectiveness (Husain & Varshney, 2019), generate green trust and competitive 
advantages (Kuchinka et al., 2018). A study with Chinese companies showed that CER helps to 
accomplish brand sustainability, thus, gaining a positive image and gaining consumer’s recognition 
(Long & Lin, 2018). Ulusoy and Barretta (2016), however, argue that brand trust alone does not affect 
the intention to purchase pro-environmental products based on their study with US university 
students. Green trust and green brand affect the purchasing intentions through a positive relationship 
with perceived quality of green products (Nekmahmud & Fekete-Farkas, 2020). Consumers need to 
believe that using green brand products can satisfy their expectations (Wu et al., 2018). Interestingly, 
perceived price can also affect the green trust and purchase intention if consumers believe that high 
price represents high quality (H. Wang et al., 2019). In addition, stakeholders and customers need time 
to recognize company’s CER actions to reach the positive impact on image (Long & Lin, 2018). 

Customer loyalty is related to consumer perception of corporate sustainability, as shown by Moisescu 
(2018) with dairy and personal care products as well as telecommunication and banking services. 
However, the importance of different sustainability aspects may be different. If loyalty concept for 
dairy products is related to communication of environmental sustainability and local development, 
then for personal care products, perceived economic sustainability is more important. In order to 
increase perceived consumer effectiveness of products, companies should indicate the actual impact 
of the product on the environment that also legitimizes their initiatives (Gleim et al., 2019; Waites et 
al., 2020). Sustainable corporate branding can be improved by having dialogues with the consumers 
to understand their values (Lahtinen & Närvänen, 2020). Gleim et al. (2019) bring out that individual 
environment has an important impact on sustainable behaviour, thus, firms should attract individuals 
by sparking interest and making sustainability the norm.  

Consumers face various external factors every day, which makes it confusing to understand whom to 
trust (i.e. organizations/companies, media, government) (Gleim et al., 2019). It is important to build 
the trust with the consumers with communication strategies. Company’s green message credibility 
has a positive effect on attitude towards the brand (Butt et al., 2017; Husain & Varshney, 2019; H. 
Wang et al., 2019). A study with Indian consumers showed that green brand equity is related to other 
green characteristics expressed by brand image, satisfaction, trust, reference group, loyalty and 
advertisement (Khandelwal et al., 2019). Another study with Indian students suggested that 
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implementing a green strategy is more convincing than using conventional organizational strategies 
(Mandliya et al., 2020). On the contrary, Ulusoy and Barretta (2016) suggest that communicating 
environmental concern may even cause a negative perception of brand trust. This happens in cases 
where consumers feel that the company’s actions are not sincere, but rather opportunistic and 
exploitative of the situation. Indeed, impression of silent green and vocal green organizations tend to 
be more positive than compared to greenwashing companies (De Jong et al., 2018). As mentioned in 
RQ5, green demarketing may be more impactful in some cases than emphasizing green attributes 
(Reich & Soule, 2016). Therefore, it is important to note how to communicate these messages as a 
company. Lack of effective green marketing can lead to failure on the market (Khandelwal et al., 2019).  

On one hand, green attributes of the company and the products should be highlighted (Chin et al., 
2018). On the other hand, claims should be clear and trustworthy (Wei et al., 2017), avoiding 
misleading or exaggerated claims (Kahraman & Kazançoğlu, 2019; Luo et al., 2020) to gain trust. 
Consumers should understand how using green brand products will help the environment (Wu et al., 
2018). Also, instructions on the package on how to behave sustainably should be added (Adrita & 
Mohiuddin, 2020). Consumer surveys and consumer feedback should be taken account when 
designing advertisements (Luo et al., 2020). Companies should consider different motivations of 
people behind sustainable behaviour (Royne et al., 2016). Marketers must promote opportunities 
related to the initiation and administration of new development projects, as these can provide paths 
for the entire company and establish innovation as central dimension in marketing (Tollin & 
Christensen, 2019).  

RQ7: How does greenwashing affect consumer behaviour? 

As previously discussed in RQ6, there seems to be a fine line between successful sustainable 
communication and excessive information noise. One of the initial issues that may be contributing to 
green scepticism, is the fact that consumers do not have a uniform understanding of the term 
sustainability (see also RQ1), and marketers do not fully comprehend the consumer’ expectations 
behind sustainability (Simpson & Radford, 2012). In the current market situation, consumers may 
perceive green advertisement as a trend that companies try to exploit to make a profit for the 
company (Kahraman & Kazançoğlu, 2019; Simpson & Radford, 2012; Ulusoy & Barretta, 2016), so 
called self-promoter paradox (Gosselt et al., 2019). Consumers may also have a third-person 
perception for green advertisements. For example, Mo et al. (2018) showed in their study with Chinese 
university students that green claims focusing on product benefits are perceived to be more effective 
for other consumers, not for themselves. 

While greenwashing may increase the perception of environmental performance of the organization 
among the consumers, it does not act to increase purchase intention in the long term (De Jong et al., 
2018). Lack of trustworthy information can further increase consumer scepticism (referenced in RQ5), 
but too broad information can be misleading and overwhelming to understand (Heo & Muralidharan, 
2019; Simpson & Radford, 2012; Stancu et al., 2020). This should be avoided as scepticism can have a 
negative effect on green brand attitude due to the tendency that consumers respond to green 
advertisement less (Husain & Varshney, 2019), have less trust on brand credibility (Akturan, 2018; 
Mangini et al., 2020) and have less intentions to purchase the product (Akturan, 2018; Husain & 
Varshney, 2019; Kahraman & Kazançoğlu, 2019). To avoid the impression of greenwashing, Jog and 
Singhal (2019) suggest that consumer awareness about greenwashing should be increased, companies 
should highlight the environmental measures taken, and expose other products that use 
greenwashing strategies.  
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Sceptical consumers may have lower green purchase intentions due to lower knowledge and concern 
about environmental issues (Goh & Balaji, 2016; Heo & Muralidharan, 2019). Consumers that rely on 
their own environmental knowledge, tend to make their purchase decisions based on environmental 
concern; and consumers that rely on advertisement claims, and consumers relying on brand 
advertisement make their decisions based on environmental impact (Ulusoy & Barretta, 2016). Wei et 
al. (2017) also supports the findings that consumers with high environmental involvement use green 
advertisement information; and sceptical consumers are not convinced by green advertisement 
because of negative information utility and green trust. Sceptical consumers may lower the 
informative utility of claims and are not interested to chase for supplementary information about the 
green products (Goh & Balaji, 2016). Paper by Luo et al. (2020) also claims that green scepticism does 
not affect consumer purchase intention directly, but instead these aspects are intervened by the 
information utility. Interestingly, another study with Indian students showed that enduring 
involvement (permanent involvement like environmental concern) is not as important to message 
involvement as situational involvement (described as temporary involvement) (Fernando et al., 2016).  

Scepticism does not always decrease purchase intention. If consumers find green advertisement to be 
useful by creating awareness, it motivates to purchase green products as well (Govender & Govender, 
2017; Luo et al., 2020). Studies suggest that green scepticism can have a positive influence if it 
increases critical analysis of the advertisement (M. E. Silva et al., 2020). Positive attitude from sceptical 
consumers can also be aroused through advertisement elements like humour or music (Yu, 2020). 
Changes in behaviour may also relate to the “readiness to be green” (Arli et al., 2018). Gosselt et al. 
(2019) propose that inconsistent information may be perceived as sincere if consumer feels that “the 
company does its best in providing ecologically sound products” but they are still in the beginning 
stage. Therefore, further research is needed to understand the situations when providing information 
about sustainability is perceived as educational, effective; and when does it cause more confusion, 
scepticism (Stancu et al., 2020).  
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CONCLUSIONS 

Consumers have difficulties in understanding sustainability. Although the perception may differ by 
demographics, it is most often associated with the environmental aspect. Further, the purchasing 
decisions are related to environmental attitudes. As sustainability impacts behaviour through positive 
and negative thought patterns, it is important to understand the thought process of consumers in 
their inner monologues. 

Not only the personal differences are important for the perception of sustainability, but also different 
product attributes. Sustainable products are often perceived as products with natural ingredients, 
organically produced, free from chemicals. Packaging cues have an important effect on the impression 
of product’s sustainability as well as product’s life cycle. It is also important to note that consumer 
preferences regarding packaging may depend on the personal motive. From visual cues, labels are also 
often used to communicate sustainability to consumers. The variety of different labels makes it 
difficult for consumers to understand the sustainability message. However, labels are not even enough 
for those who are influenced more by other product attributes. 

Finding a right balance in communication is another important aspect in sustainability marketing. 
Green attributes should be highlighted to attract the consumers and to help them gain confidence 
when purchasing sustainable products. On the other hand, however, communication should be clear 
and transparent to avoid green scepticism. Communications tools should also be used to educate 
consumers on sustainability – from public education and talks to various marketing tools such as 
advertisements. Current marketing tools should also be improved, for example labelling system with 
specific certifications and regulations. With better communication it is possible to improve the 
common understanding of sustainability, and thus, encourage sustainable behaviour. 
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