Attitude-Behavior Gap in Green Consumption Behavior: A Review

Abstract

Although consumers are willing to purchase green products to prevent or alleviate environmental
degradation, their positive attitude towards green products does not always translate into action. This
phenomenon is termed the attitude-behavior gap/consistency in green consumption. However, the
existing research has not given a full and systematic explanation for how the phenomenen occurs, nor
has a comprehensive summary of the various factors that lead to the phenomenonand how they
affect the purchase behavior of environmental protection. This paper reviews the empirical studies in
green consumption at the individual level in the past decade from two aspects: 1) the formation and
change of consumers' need for green products and 2) the change of consumer behavior in the process
of green need being satisfied, and integrates them with the relevant researches in the fields of
marketing and social norms. This paper also proposes some future research opportunities, such as the
scope of behavior subject, attitudinal ambivalence, cross-cultural issues, uncertainty factors, and
measurement methods.
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1 Introduction

Existing research shows that consumers have a positive attitude towards environmental protection
(Liu et al., 2012), and express the demand for green products (Schmeltz, 2012). However, there is no
enough evidence to prove the number of people buying green products has increased significantly in
the past, and the market share of green products is still limited to 1% - 3% of the whole market (Bray
et al., 2011). This phenomenon means-although consumers are willing to purchase green products to
prevent or alleviate environmental degradation, their positive attitude towards green products does
not always translate into-action.

In terms of the‘occurrence of the above phenomenon, the existing research has not yet given a full
and systematic.explanation, nor has a comprehensive investigation been made on the various factors
leading to:the phenomenon and how they affect the purchase behavior of environmental protection.
Although the researchers have carried out empirical studies on green consumption from many
aspects, there isstill a lack of comprehensive review on the consumer attitude-behavior gap (ABG) in
green consumption. This paper has a review of the contributions and gaps of the extant research in
the past decade and proposes future research directions.

2 Consumers' Need for Green Products

ABG is a widely concerned topic in the field of social psychology. So far, the understanding of the
topic focuses on three aspects. First, the factors of the attitude itself, including attitude strength
(Brannon et al., 2007; Petrocelli et al., 2007), accessibility of attitude (Glasman and Albarracin,
2006), and attitudinal ambivalence (Jonas et al., 1997; Armitage and Conner, 2000). Second,



individual factors, such as emotion (Seitz et al., 2007), individual evaluation need (Huskinson and
Haddock, 2004), personality characteristics of self-monitoring (Ziegler et al., 2005). The third is the
interaction between individual subjective experience and context (Hampson et al., 2006).

2.1 Emotion

Previous studies have suggested consumers' affections on the ecological environment will positively
affect green purchase intention (Kanchanapibul et al., 2014). Further research found that
environmental concern and responsibility have a positive impact on ecological knowledge, purchase
intention, and actual purchase behavior (Li et al., 2021; Mazhar et al., 2022). Negative emotions also
have an impact on green consumption behavior. For example, guilt (Young et al., 2010) and
intergenerational care (Do Paco et al., 2013) have a significant positive impact on promoting green
purchase behavior. Therefore, consumers' emotional needs, especially their awe of the environment,
have a positive impact on their green purchase intention and behavior. However, previous studies
only focus on the analysis of a single emotional element, there is no relevant research on whether
ABG will emerge when consumers have different or even contradictory emotions towards the
environment and green products.

2.2 Individual Need

Previous studies found diversity seeking and self-indulgence affect the purchase of organic food
(Chen and Lobo, 2012). Some scholars believe ABG towards the environment in some individuals is
a manifestation of their lack of self-control to maintainconsistency in their life (Redondo and
Puelles, 2017). It is believed that the environmental ABG does not emerge in isolation, but is related
to other individual related inconsistencies. This'view has an important contribution to the
interpretation of environmental ABG, revealing the significant relationship between individuals,
environment, and health. Thus, green consumption is not only to meet the functional needs of
consumers but also to meet the psychological and .symbolic needs. The difference in the importance
of these needs can be manifested through ABG.

2.3 Product Availability

The expression of consumers' need-for green products in attitude and behavior may be affected by
external factors. This is because consumers' need for green products depends on marketing activities.
When enterprises use marketing activities to show the limited availability of products, it may harm
consumers' green purchase intention and behavior (Young et al., 2010). In this case, a certain degree
of inconsistency will emerge between consumers' positive attitudes towards green products and their
behaviors (Nguyen et al., 2019). Some studies have found limited availability and difficulty in
acquiring green products will become the major barrier to purchase environmental protection
products.(Young et al., 2010). This kind of limited availability is partly due to the limited production
conditions, but'also a considerable part of it is created by marketing activities to pursue high profits.
Consumers generally don't like to spend much time searching for green products (Young et al.,
2010). The availability and convenience of products incur transaction costs, which may constitute a
barrier for consumers to purchase green products, thus expanding the gap between positive attitude
and actual purchase behavior.

2.4 Product Attribute and Benefit

The attributes and benefits of green products are conducive to the formation of a positive evaluation
of green products, thus narrowing ABG. Most researchers believe the attributes of green products



have a positive impact on the purchase behavior towards them (Young et al., 2010; Chen and Lobo,
2012). Functional attributes outweigh ethical attributes in consumers' preference for the product
(Chen and Lobo, 2012). The taste, quality, and healthiness of products are important attributes in the
process of consumers' purchase of green food (Cerjak et al., 2010). Among these factors, quality
attracts more attention, whether it is objective quality or subjective quality perception. For example,
product quality significantly affects consumers' green purchase intention and behavior (Smith and
Paladino, 2010). The high-quality perception of green products has a positive impact (Aertsens,
2011), while low-quality perception hurts consumers' green purchase intention and behavior (Smith
and Paladino, 2010). Although consumers' needs and purchase desire are aroused by the attributes
and benefits of green products, they may retreat due to enterprises' availability manipulation strategy.
This may harm the welfare of consumers and the growth of corporate profits, but so far; this negative
impact has not attracted enough research attention.

2.5 Brand Attribute

Whether brand attribute has different influence with product attribute on ABG has not been
confirmed by research. Some indirect support can be obtained through literature. For instance,
consumers' trust in green brands positively affects their behavior in purchasing green products
(Rahbar and Abdul, 2011; Ranjan and Kushwaha, 2017). Brand awareness.and brand perceived value
also have a significant positive impact on consumers' intention to buy green products (Ha, 2020).
Researchers have confirmed the same relationship between green-brand awareness and consumers'
behavior of purchasing green products and their corresponding satisfaction (Zubair Tariq, 2014).
Similarly, the success of eco branded products depends on the positive public image they establish in
consumers' minds (Ranjan and Kushwaha, 2017):

Thus, high-quality brand attributes are conducive to narrow or even close ABG by evoking purchase
enthusiasm. Because the essence of a brand is.the commitment and guarantee made by enterprises to
consumers about the benefits of products they provide, in the case of information asymmetry
between enterprises and consumers; it is necessary for brands to play a role in commitment and
guarantee, to eliminate consumers' hesitation in action. In this case, the degree of consumer trust in
brand commitment will determine the level of ABG to some extent. It can be further inferred that
consumers are less likely to have ABG on green products with a stronger brand. However, these
views still need to be confirmed through follow-up research.

2.6 Marketing Communication

Ecological labels or ecological certification provide consumers with information about the green
characteristics of products and urge them to buy green products (Young et al., 2010). However, if the
information is not designed properly in terms of content, format, channel, etc., communication
activities\.would fail to persuade the target consumers, or even incur the opposite results. It is
generally acknowledged that consumers' lack of trust and confidence in green claims and green
product characteristics is an important barrier to purchase green products (Tung et al., 2012). For
those consumers who have a certain knowledge of green products, they will be skeptical of the
environmental claims proposed by enterprises, especially the manufacturing, labeling, and
certification procedures of various products, which need to be evaluated based on more information
before they put into purchase action (Nittala, 2014). Therefore, only by providing clear, objective,
and detailed information about the green characteristics in a friendly way, can marketing
communication activities such as product ecological labels and environmental ads narrow ABG by
enhancing the trust of consumers.



3 Consumer Behavior in the Process of Green Need being Satisfied

Researchers believe the attitude, intention, and actual purchase behavior of consumers towards green
products follow the theory of reasoned action (TRA) (Smith and Paladino, 2010), i.e., the behavior of
consumers is the result of deliberate planning. However, TRA cannot effectively explain some
consumption behaviors involving moral elements in specific contexts. As some researchers have
contended, TRA ignores the external effects of situational factors on consumers' purchase behavior
(Carrington et al., 2010). These factors act as the boundary conditions of the transformation of
consumer attitude into actual purchase behavior, and the existence of these conditions is often an
important reason for ABG in green consumption.

3.1 Learning

The use of green products means that consumers gradually shape a new consumption attitude and
behavior pattern by learning green product knowledge, green consumption.pattern, and concept.
However, influenced by internal and external factors and learning methods, changes.in consumer
attitudes and behaviors are often not consistent or synchronized, especially.the transition costs and
conceptual conflicts between the old and new behavior patterns often hinder the transition of
consumption patterns. For instance, adolescence is an important stage-for individuals to form
consumption habits and preferences, which will have an important impact ‘on sustainable
consumption behavior in adulthood. The research shows adolescents will care about these topics by
learning about the environment, personal welfare, and social sustainability (Francis and Davis, 2015).
This means learning how to bear consumer responsibility is an important socialization content for
children. Learning can help them establish a positive focus-on-sustainability issues, but for
adolescents, factors such as cost, convenience, peer.pressure, hedonic preference are the determinants
that lead them not to have sustainable consumption (Francis and Davis, 2015), The phenomenon of
ABG also happens to them.

Grauerholz et al. (2015) asked students to participate in an experiential exercise project of "no
purchase”. They hope through experiential learning, college students can change their consumption
habits, inhibit their tendency to-buy unnecessary goods, thus enhancing their social responsibility,
and improving the sustainability of consumption. They found students' consumption habits had
changed as expected, and this exercise stimulated students' motivation to reduce consumption. More
importantly, compared with the traditional learning methods of environmental protection knowledge,
experiential learning-embodies the characteristics of active expansion and close to reality in terms of
the education concept, which is more conducive to college students to connect their life with social
responsibility..Francis and Davis (2015) and Grauerholz et al. (2015) show learning and the learning
style is of great significance in the development of individual good consumption habits, which
provides an.important way to bridge ABG.

3.2 . Status Quo Bias and Reference Point Effect

When investigating the energy-saving behavior of households, some researchers found that even
though they had some knowledge of the energy-saving characteristics of intelligent electrical
equipment, a considerable proportion of households did not use or continue to use the equipment at
all, but chose to maintain the status quo (Murtagh et al., 2014). The reason for this phenomenon is
that consumers choose the current situation as the reference point when evaluating the decision-
making scheme because the status quo bias usually reflects consumers' psychology of avoiding the
inconvenience of life caused by replacing the equipment through the current situation reference and
ignores the potential cost savings caused by using the equipment.



Therefore, by changing the reference point of consumers, enterprises can narrow or even close ABG
caused by status quo bias. This has been confirmed to some extent by research, for example,
enterprises can effectively reduce users' energy consumption by informing them of both their own
and their neighbors' power consumption through e-mail (Allcott, 2011). Similarly, household
electricity consumption can also be effectively reduced by timely informing participating households
of both their own and other households' electricity consumption (Schwartz et al., 2013). The change
of consumers' household electricity consumption is related to the transfer of reference points from
their current situation to other households. The reasonable choice of reference point helps consumers
make favorable adjustments in behavior, thus narrowing ABG.

3.3 Knowledge and Information

Consumers need to acquire relevant knowledge and information in the learning process of adapting
their attitude and behavior patterns to new things. Many studies on consumers' knowledge about
environmental protection confirm knowledge has a positive impact on consumers' purchase intention
and actual purchase behavior of green products (Eze and Ndubisi, 2013). In terms of how knowledge
affects ABG, some scholars believe knowledge can moderate the relation‘between consumer
orientation and ABG in green consumption (Hidalgo-Baz et al., 2017). Besides, green perception
(such as sensory contact with green products and green behaviors) also has a certain impact on ABG.
Some unfavorable green perceptions held by consumers will-lead to their-unwillingness to participate
in green consumption activities (Johnstone and Tan, 2015). Perception s an important process of
obtaining relevant information closely related to consumer learning activities. The content and format
of individual perception will directly affect the subsequent learning effect.

Although the policies on energy-saving consumption publicized by the government affect audiences’
knowledge, attitude, consciousness, and values to'some extent, it is often unable to significantly and
substantially change the behavior pattern of household energy consumption (Hori et al., 2013; Belaid
and Joumni, 2020). The research also proves the demand side response of traditional information
presentation is not fully effective (Prothero et al;, 2011; Frederiks et al., 2015). Marketing
communication of green consumption is not only affected by the information content but also may
lead to ABG due to the framing effect of information presentation (Rucker et al., 2008). Thus, in the
marketing communication related to green consumption, the coordination among the characteristics
of information such as authority, accuracy, and intuitiveness determines the persuasion effect of
information and affects the learning, evaluation, and impression formation of consumers on the green
product knowledge:.

3.4 Social'Norms and Reference Groups

In addition to understanding green products through their cognition, consumers will observe the
surrounding green consumption behavior through social learning, which also has an impact on their
attitude and behavior. In this process, relevant social norms and reference groups usually play an
important exemplary role. Many studies have proved subjective or social norms and reference groups
have a positive impact on the purchase intention and actual purchase behavior of green products (Liu
et al., 2012; Eze and Ndubisi, 2013), but some studies show a negative correlation between social
norms and purchase intention and actual purchase behavior (Connell, 2010; Lee, 2010). The results
further indicate social reference groups, especially peers and other people close to consumers, have a
stronger influence on the decision-making process of green purchase behavior (Lee, 2010; Salazar et
al., 2013; Tsarenko et al., 2013).



Moser (2015) found that personal norms have a significant positive impact on the actual occurrence
of consumers' green product purchase behavior, besides, the willingness to pay closely related to
price has a similar effect, while the impact of attitude is not significant. He shows attitude can only
indicate an individual's preference for green products. As for whether this preference can be realized,
it is also subject to various factors such as price and external norms, which cause the individual's
ABG in purchasing green products. In a word, no matter whether the influence of subjective/social
norms and reference groups on green purchase behavior is positive or negative, as one of the sources
of consumer learning, they will enhance or weaken the individual attitude, resulting in the separation
or convergence of the relationship between consumers' attitude and behavior.

4 Discussion and Conclusion

The review shows abundant academic resources have been accumulated on ABG in green
consumption. Although there are still some conflicts among research viewpoints, it does not hinder
the formation of a research system around this issue. Under the circumstance that the government,
enterprises, and consumers are attaching greater importance to sustainable development, there is no
doubt about the economic and social significance and academic value. of the research on ABG.
Because the factors impeding ABG can be attributed to the individual, situational, and
methodological, researchers can further explore under this basic framework in the future.

Firstly, most of the behavioral subjects concerned in the previous studies are individuals, a few of
which are from the perspective of group/organization. However, given the diversity of
group/organization types, especially the complexity of organizational behavior and the difficulty of
data acquisition, it is still a challenge to understand the ABG of such subjects. As far as the
individual subject is concerned, there is still a.certain research space. For example, it is not clear how
attitudinal ambivalence will affect consumers' ABG in green consumption, and no relevant literature
has been found, which needs to be verified by future research.

Secondly, the current research on the relationship between situational factors and ABG focuses on
the rational aspects, while the formation of ABG is not necessarily the result of rational judgment,
and the research has proved mood has a situational moderator effect on ABG (Elen et al., 2013). This
means there is some theoretical support for the study from the perspective of irrationality. Future
research needs to pay more attention to the specific social-cultural context and highlight the functions
such as symbolic expression and signal transmission behind the phenomenon. If researchers focus on
the value of social=cultural factors, cross-cultural research will be an unavoidable topic. Also, the
uncertainty factors caused by time, interpersonal, etc. can become another important direction in
future research,

Finally, the current'controversy on the measurement of ABG affects the likelihood of using the
research conclusions by researchers in other fields. Many of the previous ABG scales measure future
intention and do not ask questions related to actual behaviors (Andorfer and Liebe, 2012).
Consequently, respondents may conceal, exaggerate, or mistakenly recall their actual behaviors,
while those who focus on intention and attitude tend to overestimate their purchase possibilities due
to social expectations (Salonen, 2021). Therefore, how to avoid the disadvantages of self-reported
data collection methods is a problem that future research needs to face.
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