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Sustainable Consumption determined by Social Norms and Self-Identity in the context of 

the  Netherland’s supermarket products   

 

 

Abstract  

 

Sustainable consumption patterns have been increasingly recognised as necessary in addressing 

environmental challenges. Still, a gap remains between the population’s pro-environmental 

intentions and their behaviour, in the context of consumption. This intention-behaviour pattern is 

limiting positive impacts that consumers could have on increasing sustainability levels in markets. 

This study inspects if and what influential effects do social norms and sustainability-related 

self-identity (SRSI) have on sustainable consumption preferences in the context of Dutch 

supermarkets. Using the Theory of Planned Behaviour for base, as well as research on social 

influence and self-identity related behavior, this study investigates whether the psychological 

mechanisms of social norms and self-identity encourage customers to prefer sustainable products.  

In order to form a research experiment, a quantitative survey was conducted among more than a 

hundred participants aged 18-40 years old, residing in the Netherlands at the time of the survey 

completion. The participants were exposed to four conditions during their completion of the 

survey: a control condition serving as baseline, a social norm condition, a sustainability-related 

self-identity condition and a combined condition of social norms and SRSI. Ranking questions in 

the survey, finalising each condition section provided data on the preference ranking of five 

Dutch grocery-typical products. These products differed in their description of popularity (“most 

consumed”) and visual perception of sustainability.   

The main findings of this study was that social norms and sustainability-related self-identity cues 

have little effect on consumer's product preferences when applied individually. However, when 
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both psychological interventions are combined interdependently, the study found that participants 

had a significantly stronger preference for sustainable-labeled products. Therefore, the conclusion 

was that a consumer’s sustainable purchase intentions are more effective in purchase decisions 

when influenced by social norms and sustainable-related self-identity cues that reinforce each 

other. These results also support previous results from research on social influence and 

sustainability-related self-identity and their effect on consumer behaviour.   

Most participants reported a high awareness of sustainability-related concepts, yet their 

attitude-behaviour gap remained in their purchasing decisions. The financial realities of 

participants were identified as the main limitation in purchasing sustainable products, as well as 

mistrust in sustainable labels, and suspicions of greenwashing. The study concludes that 

psychological interventions with two factors such as social norms and SRSI reinforcing each 

other can increase sustainable purchase preferences and intentions, but the effectiveness of 

interventions in this domain depends on broader societal and structural conditions, including 

affordability, corporation's transparency and credibility of labels. 

 

Key words:  Sustainable Consumption, Social Norms, Sustainability-Related Self-Identity, 

Purchase intentions. 
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1.​ Introduction  

The increased attention towards climate change, biodiversity loss, and resource 

depletion have identified the  role consumer behavior has  in achieving sustainable 

development. While governments and corporations also play a major role in addressing 

environmental challenges, everyday consumption choices also contribute significantly to 

environmental outcomes. In the Netherlands, supermarket purchasing is the most common 

form of consumption among common citizens, making public decision making a key 

opportunity for consumers to change their consumption patterns towards more sustainable 

ones. 

While public awareness for environmental issues grows, research consistently 

identifies a gap between customer attitudes or purchasing intentions and actual purchasing 

behaviours. Consumers express concern for environmentally sustainable products, yet 

consistently fail to choose those available products in the market. This phenomenon, 

commonly referred to as the attitude-behaviour gap, is one of the central challenges in 

sustainable consumption research. Understanding the psychological factors that impact 

purchase intentions or decisions may help explain why environmentally concerned consumers 

do not always act in-line with their awareness levels or beliefs. 

Literature reveals two consistent factors about sustainable consumption that are 

important predictors of the sustainability levels in consumer behaviour:social norms and 

sustainability-related self identity (SRSI). Social norms influence behaviour by 

communicating what is considered acceptable or common within a social group. Individuals 

intuitively form their decisions on their social surroundings's behaviour and may adjust their 

behaviour to align with perceived group expectations. Sustainability-related self-identity 

refers to an individual's perception of environmental responsibility as an important to their 

belief systems. Consumers who identify as environmentally responsible are generally more 

likely to engage in behaviors that are consistent with their identity.  

The relationship between these factors can be understood through the Theory of Planned 

Behaviour, which identifies attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control as key 

determinants of behavioural intentions, and in the context of this study, purchasing behaviours. 
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Previous studies suggest that both factors can positively influence sustainable purchasing 

decisions, however it remains unclear whether one is more influential than the other and whether 

their effects are stronger when combined.  

This study investigates how social norms and sustainability-related self-identity influence 

sustainable purchasing preferences and decisions in supermarket contexts. Through a survey 

design, cues were used to activate social norms, sustainability-related self-identity, or both at the 

same time before completing product-ranking tasks in participants. This study seeks to determine 

whether these psychological factors increase preferences for sustainably labelled products and if 

both factors combined creates a stronger effect than a singular factor. .  

By examining these relationships, this research aims to contribute to a better 

understanding of the psychological drivers of sustainable consumption and provide insights into 

sustainable purchasing behavior.  

 

2.​ Literature Review  

 

Although many consumers express environmental concern, there remains a persistent 

attitude-behaviour gap. The psychological mechanisms that most effectively encourage 

sustainable purchasing are not yet fully understood from a psychological perspective (Park and 

Lin, 2020). However, it has been confirmed that purchase intentions might not result in actual 

consumption choices and behaviours (Park and Lin, 2020).  This study examines two 

psychological mechanisms – social norms and sustainability-related self-identity– that may 

strengthen sustainable purchase intentions in everyday supermarket contexts.  

Through an in-depth look in sustainable consumption, it becomes easier to identify the 

factors contributing to the attitude-behaviour gap in sustainable consumption. Understanding the 

psychological mechanisms underlying purchase intentions may help explain why environmentally 

concerned consumers frequently fail to translate their intentions into sustainable purchasing 

behavior.  
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2.1 Sustainable consumption 

 

Although many consumers express environmental concern, there remains a persistent 

attitude-behaviour gap, indicating that  purchase intentions do not result in actual consumption 

choices and behaviours (Park and Lin, 2020). This study intends to use psychological factors in 

order to limit the problem of the gap between sustainable intentions and purchasing behaviours. 

Before diving further into the analysis of this dissonance in purchase behaviours, sustainable 

consumption must be defined in order to clear the aim of solving the attitude-behaviour gap.  

 

The highly increasing anthropogenic consumption has an enormous environmental and 

social impact in the decline of natural resources, and disrespect of human rights conditions.  

In the present day, sustainable consumption is defined as the purchasing of goods and services in 

a manner that minimizes environmental impact, while acknowledging the interconnectedness with 

its production processes on the Natural environment and social equity (Roy, 2021).  

 

For simplicity's sake, this essay bases its research on a more general definition of 

sustainable consumption, used by Oslo’s Symposium in 1994. “The use of goods and services that 

respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of life, while minimizing the use of natural 

resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to 

jeopardize the needs of future generations” (Tukker et al., 2008) (Roy, 2021). The meaning of 

sustainable consumption encompasses changes in purchasing behaviour that can influence overall 

environmental outcomes, despite improvements in production efficiency (Roy, 2021). Sustainable 

choices of consumption are essential in defining a demand for unharmful products on the 

common market, limiting therefore the sales of environmentally harmful products (Loughlin, 

2025). Being a sustainable consumer implies a purposeful separation between consumption, 

economic growth and the associated environmental damages consequenting from the product’s 

production process (Vargas-Merino, Rios-Lama and Panez-Bendezú, 2023).  
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The relevance of sustainable consumption is underlined by the United Nations' framing of 

“responsible consumption and production” as one of the main Sustainable Development Goals, 

SDG 12 (United Nations, 2025) (Roy, 2021).   

 

The definitions above convey characteristics of a sustainable product which are based on 

social and environmental responsibility in the production process of said product. These 

characteristics may be indicated on grocery or other products through a system of labelling 

implemented on the packaging of a product. These labels affirm the respect of environmental and 

human-condition factors in the process of production of a product (Loughlin, 2025). In the EU, 

labelling has a history of being driven by consumer demand, regulatory pressure, and corporate 

sustainability commitments (Loughlin, 2025). It is therefore key in shaping market policy and 

norms. 

 

Despite the mentioned consequences of sustainable consumption, there still remains a gap 

between people’s intentions and actual behaviors (purchasings). This gap is called the 

attitude-behaviour gap.  

 

2.2 Attitude-behaviour gap 

 

The awareness of sustainable consumption’s importance is rising, yet the actual 

purchasing behaviours are influenced by external factors that often lead to the opposite effect of 

intended sustainable purchasing. To solve this problem, researchers study psychological 

mechanisms that convert intentions into action. 

Purchasing intentions are mainly based on a person's attitude in relation to their 

consumption and the products displayed in front of them. At its core, consumer attitude is a 

cognitive evaluation system taking place in every consumer’s psyche (Tiwari, 2023). It takes the 

form of a heuristic determining whether one is favorable or not towards a brand, product or 

service (Tiwari, 2023) .  

Consumer attitude leads a person to consume or avoid a product based on the positive or 

negative feelings they attribute to that product. Those feelings are associated and influenced by 
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the person’s perceptions, emotional connection to products, experiences, values and beliefs, which 

differ for every individual (Tiwari, 2023). This attitude based on individual perceptions and 

feelings related to the product is the reason why people might have a completely different reaction 

and consumption behaviour when presented to the same product (Tiwari, 2023).  

 

Therefore, although attitude influences a person’s purchasing intentions, it has been found 

that it does not reflect in its entirety to one’s actual purchasing behavior; a phenomenon referred 

to as attitude-behaviour gap (Park and Lin, 2020).  

The analysis of the Professors Daniel Hanss and Rouven Doran reveals four interrelated 

factors affecting the intention–behavior gap. First, the prioritization of ethical concerns; second, 

the formation of plans/habits; third, the willingness to commit and sacrifice; and finally, the 

modes of shopping behavior (Carrington, Neville, & Whitwell, 2014).  

Awareness of these four factors provide consumers with a chance to make educated purchasing 

decisions based on their individual ethical concerns. Understanding and enhancing sustainable 

consumption is therefore the solution to closing the gap and reaching positive outcomes for the 

future sustainability of markets, economies, societies and environments (Carrington, Neville, & 

Whitwell, 2014). 

 

2.3 Purchase intention and Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) 

 

The most important factors in predicting purchasing behaviour are income and utilitarian 

value, in other words, the functional value combined to the price-relative value of a product (Park 

and Lin, 2020). Purchasing behaviour is also influenced by factors such as subjective norm, 

demographic variables, education, self-awareness and Perceived Consumer Effectiveness, 

meaning the consumer's estimate of their ability to contribute to specific 

sustainable-development-related outcomes through specific behaviors (Park and Lin, 2020) 

(Hanss and Doran, 2019).  

Two mechanisms repeatedly appear in the influence of purchase intention: Social norms 

and Sustainability-related self-identity. Establishing the basis of  this study focuses on the two 
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psychological mechanisms and their effect on sustainable purchase intentions, including the 

closing of attitude-behaviour gap.  

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) is a simplified model-theory on how various 

factors forming the psyche of an individual influences their decision making and behavioural 

patterns (Ajzen 1991, Godin and Kok 1996). The determinants of an individual’s choices of 

behavior are driven by their intentions to engage in a specific behaviour and perceived behavioral 

control (PBC) over that behaviour (Fossos, 2019).  

 

 

Figure 1; Theory of Planned Behaviour model (Sansom, 2021)  

 

Perceived behavioural control is a person's expectation of the control they have over their 

intended behaviours (Fossos, 2019). Intentions represent a person's motivation and are determined 

by three variables. The first is attitude, which is an individual's overall evaluation of the situation 

they are facing and their behaviour (Fossos, 2019). They are influenced by a person’s values, 

experience, experiences, social influences, social pressure, contextual factors, access to new 

information and learning (Cherry, 2024).  

The second is subjective norms, which consist of a person's interpretation and beliefs 

about social norms. Attitudes and subjective norms are conscious factors in an individual’s 

decision-making and behaviour (Fossos, 2019). The third determinant of intentions is perceived 

behavioural control (Fossos, 2019). .  

Attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control are related to “internal 

factors”, influenced by external factors. Figure 3 is a behavioural model representing the Theory 
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of Planned Behaviour.  As subjective norms are one of the strongest predictors of behavioural 

intentions, and identity-related processes also influence sustainable behaviour, this study focuses 

on social norms and sustainability-related self-identity. 

 

2.4 Social norms (independent variable 1) 

 

Social norms can be defined as “rules or standards that are understood by members of a 

group, and that guide and/or constrain social behavior without the force of law” (Cialdini & Trost, 

Citation 1998, p.152).  Based on survival instinct, humans seek to integrate in different social 

groups (Zhang, Wen et al, 2023). Nowadays, this integration seeks  presents as being part of a 

community, being appreciated by colleagues at work, in social clubs or simply within friend 

groups. To be integrated in most social groups, one must be perceived as within the social order, 

and as socioculturally adaptable. This is done pre-learning the context and setting of one’s social 

environment, observing or experiencing consequences of one’s behaviors within a social setting 

also called reinforcement learning and internalisation of learned social norms (Zhang, Wen et al, 

2023) (Sherif, 1935). This process is illustrated in Figure 2. This therefore leads individuals to 

adhere to the norms, change their appearance, express opinions and behaviours such as 

consumption patterns according to the norms.  

 

11 



Figure 2; Three-stage model for social norm learning (Zhang, Wen et al, 2023)  

 

Social norms are usually identified as either personal norms, injunctive norms or 

descriptive norms (Bergquist and Johansson, 2022). These norms differ in their effect on one’s 

motivation. Personal norms are driven by people’s internal sense of obligation (Bergquist and 

Johansson, 2022). Injunctive norms are driven by their social surroundings's behaviours, reaction 

to one’s behaviour as in their approval or disapproval. Finally, descriptive norms are a guide to 

one’s behaviour by taking the basis on observational cues in other people’s behaviours 

(Thøgersen, 2006).  

Descriptive social norms are the focus norm of this study, as their strong effect on 

influencing a person’s behaviour has been confirmed multiple times (Bergquist and Johansson, 

2022b) This is often due to the accuracy effect, when people may use other peoples’ behaviors as 

guidelines for assessing “correct” or “adaptive” consumption patterns, as they deem others to be 

more accurate in their actions (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). 

The study of Salazar on social influence in sustainable consumption reveals that social 

norms positively and significantly impacts both sustainability awareness and green purchase 

intentions by 4.46 times more than advertisements. Individuals are more impacted by the people 

within their social circles such as their family members, friends, peers or colleagues; and are 

therefore more likely to imitate their purchasing-behaviour patterns (Salazar et al.). However, 

social norms in a group setting such as stranger groups of people have much less impact on an 

individual’s consumption, meaning an individual is way less likely to imitate a random group of 

strangers.  

In the context of this study, the reflection on observational cues from other people’s 

sustainable consumption behaviour may influence people’s purchasing decisions in two 

expected ways. The first one would be to adhere and prefer the perceived most consumed 

products (most popular). The second one would be that in consequence to a reflection on the 

importance of sustainable consumption of one’s social surroundings, they would choose the 

most sustainable options.  

 

Hypothesis 1 is therefore that the cues enhancing reflection of descriptive social norms in the 
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context of sustainable purchasing increases preference for sustainable products. 

 

2. 5 Sustainability-related self-identity (SRSI) (independent variable 2) 

 

Self Identity, is a mental model formed from attributing certain behaviours or identities 

to one’s own sense of self; it is formed from self-awareness and self-concept (Baumeister 1982). 

Self identity can be referred also to the personality of an individual, their reputation, impression 

and appearance. That personality is conveyed through self-presentation in order to create a 

specific image of oneself in other people’s minds (Baumeister 1982), it is also tightly related to 

the Social Identity Theory (SIT).  

The study of Lavuri, Roubaud and Grebinevych found that both egoistic and altruistic 

values had a positive influence on an individual's pro-environment self-identity, which had a 

positive engaging effect on individual attitude and sustainable consumption behaviour (Lavuri et 

al.) SIT, in the context of sustainable consumerism, explains how social influence builds 

customers' sustainability consciousness and green purchase intent. SIT can be summarised as the 

need to satisfy a sense of belonging in society and maintain a positive reputation, which is 

satisfied through behavioral changes such as sustainability consciousness and green purchase 

intention among consumers (Salazar et al.).  

 

Sustainability-related self-identity is defined as the degree to which a person sees 

themself as someone whose actions are pro-environmental (Gil-Giménez et al., 2021). It also 

refers to the extent to which individuals perceive environmental responsibility as an important 

part of who they are. Individuals with a strong sustainability-related self-identity tend to behave 

in ways that are consistent with their self-perception, including choosing 

environmentally-friendly products (Gil-Giménez et al., 2021).  

 

Identity-consistency is the act of compliance with one’s own beliefs, actions, statements 

and self (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004) (Cialdini and Trost 1998). Identity–consistency is the link 

between one’s self-identity and behaviours, by reflecting one’s self-identity through one’s 

behaviours, in this essay’s case, one’s consumption choices (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004). 
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The studies of Kleine and Kernan on SIT have confirmed that one’s behavior, including 

one’s choices of consumption choices, contributes to their perspective of self (Kleine et al., 

2008). The results of the studies concluded that people purchase and use products to enact parts 

of their social identities and that products relate indirectly to the overall sense of self (Kleine et 

al., 2008). The studies provide theoretical support for the notion that people are attracted to 

products that are consistent with, and that enable the enactment of, the various social identities 

which make up their sense of self (Kleine et al., 2008). The more important an identity is to an 

individual, the more attractive its associated products (Kleine et al., 2008). By seeking to 

confirm and enhance their self-identity, consumers are more motivated to choose products 

reflecting their self-assessed identity 

SRSI and identity-consistency explains the relation between the self and purchasing 

behaviors. A person considering themselves as sustainable, valuing ecology and Nature welfare is 

more likely to consume sustainable-labeled products after having expressed their own level of 

sustainability in a survey about ecology (Curio Counselling, 2026).  

 

Hypothesis 2 is therefore that higher sustainability-related self-identity increases 

preference for sustainable products. 

 

2.6 Combined Subjective Norm and Sustainability-related self-identity  

 

The study of Salazar concludes that sustainability awareness from subjective norms is a 

critical mediator in the relationship between subjective norms and green purchase intentions. 

(Salazar et al.) These two variables combined may therefore impact a person’s consumption 

patterns more than if taken individually. 
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Figure 3; Mind-map of main psychological factors of sustainable consumption Kim, J., & Rana, 

M. R. I. (2025)  

 

Figure 3 illustrates the cognitive and attitude-related factors that influence a consumer in 

their purchase intentions. Self-identity is visible at the core, along with its forming factors and 

related consequences, linked by subjective norm, leading to purchase intentions. 

Evidently, there are much more psychological factors that might influence one’s 

purchasing intentions, this mindmap focuses most on the topics of this essay. In this study 

paper, affordability, scarcity, demographics, social proof, personal factors, etc are uncontrolled 

influential factors influencing people’s consumption decisions (Cialdini, R. B. (2007)).  

 

Hypothesis 3 is the combination of social norm cues and sustainability-related 

self-identity will produce the strongest preference for sustainable products. 

 

2.7 Purchase intention / product preference (dependent variable) 

 

Subjective norms is a key factor influencing one’s sustainable consumption patterns, 

which is why it has been chosen as the first independent variable in this essay’s study. Subjective 

norms refers to the normative expectations of one’s social circles (Do Valle et al., 2005). It 

captures the social pressure people feel about adopting or not adopting a certain behavior (Ajzen 

& Fishbein, 1980), such as purchasing environmentally-friendly products. 
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A person’s subjective norms are therefore guiding them into specific consumption 

patterns; if those subjective norms are enhanced in a sustainable-consumption highlighting 

manner, a person might feel more social pressure to comply with sustainable consumption. Even 

if a person deems their social circle’s consumption to be relatively only a little sustainable, it 

might still bring more awareness of sustainability when making consumption decisions. 

 

3.​ Methodology  

An online survey was created in order to test the effects of social norms and 

Sustainable-related self-identity on one’s consumption choices. Based on a quantitative 

approach, the survey’s main aim is to assess Netherland’s resident’s consumption choices based 

on their personal self-assessed levels of sustainability and likelihood to be socially influenced.  

The research design, including the methodology, study participants, procedures, analysis 

method, and ethical concerns are also primary components of this chapter.  

 

3.1 Research design. 

 

In answering the research question of “how do social norms and sustainability-related 

self-identity influence sustainable purchase intentions in Dutch supermarket contexts?”, the 

following sets of hypotheses have been identified. Each set of hypotheses relies on the conditions 

put in place in the survey experiment, apart from the control condition. In each condition, one of 

the two independent variables is applied, social influence cues or sustainability-related 

social-identity, with the purpose to influence purchasing choices of participants which is the 

dependent variable of this study.  

 

3.2 Social norm condition:    

 

Null Hypothesis (H₀): The cues stimulated in the survey’s question framing have no effect 

on the participant’s preference for sustainable products. 
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H1: Participants exposed to social norm cues will demonstrate stronger preferences for 

sustainable products than participants in the control condition.  

H2: Participants exposed to sustainability-related self-identity cues will demonstrate 

stronger preferences for sustainable products than participants in the control condition.  

Participants exposed to sustainability-related self-identity cues will demonstrate stronger 

preferences for sustainable products than participants in the control condition. 

H3: Participants exposed to both social norms and sustainability-related self-identity cues will 

demonstrate the strongest preferences for sustainable products.  

In summary, the hypothesis aim to assess the difference between the “most consumed” and the 

“most sustainable” product options, in each category of manipulation.  

 

3.3 Experimental Manipulations 

 

Priming questions:  

Questions stimulating social norms were asked to the participant prior to the ranking 

question. These questions ask mainly about the self-assessed impact that social circles have on the 

participant, they are therefore mostly relative.    

For example, one of the questions included in the survey was: “Are you aware of your 

social circle’s consumption choices and/ or preferences”? It was followed by the answer options 

“yes” or “no” in order to assert more one’s answer. Another question example was: “How often 

do your consumption choices replicate those of your social circles”? The answer options ranked 

from “never” to “always”.  

 

The same pattern of cues in the questions preceding the ranking question was used to 

stimulate SRSI in participants. The questions mainly asked the participants to self-assess their 

levels of sustainability and the importance they attach to sustainable consumption.  

For example, one of the questions included in the survey was: “How sustainable would 

you consider your daily consumption to be”?The answer options ranked from “very sustainable” 

to “not sustainable at all”. Another example was: “How important is sustainable consumption in 

17 



your daily life?” The answer options that followed ranked from “extremely important” to “not 

important at all”.  

 

Questions stimulating social norms and SRSI were asked to the participant prior to the 

ranking question. The questions mainly asked the participants to self-assess their social circle’s 

sustainability levels and their own impact on their social circle’s sustainable consumption. These 

questions aimed to enhance the perceived responsibility of the participant and the participant’s 

social circles in their sustainable consumption. For example, one of the questions included in the 

survey was: “How aware do you believe people from your social circles are of sustainable 

consumption"? It was followed by the answer options “yes” or “no” in order to assert more one’s 

answer.  Another example was: “How often do you try to promote sustainable consumption 

around your social circles”? The answer options ranked from “never” to “always”.  

 

3.4 Stimulus (product descriptions and visual labels): 

 

Products resembling those available in Dutch supermarkets were represented 

purposefully to be visually similar in volume, consistency and packaging, for each category of 

products. In the social norm stimulating ranking question, the only difference between the 

products was their description in the question framing being described as “most consumed 

products”, for the first two and the presence of visual sustainable labels on the two last 

products. In the SRSI stimulating ranking question, the only difference between three products 

was the number of sustainable labels visually present on the two last packages. The question 

stimulating both social norms and SRSI included both description of the two first presented 

products as “most consumed” and the visually present sustainable labels on the two last 

products.  

 

The dependent value purchasing preference consists of a ranking question with 

categories of supermarket products such as dairy, sweets, condiments, or carbohydrates. The 

preferred product in each set determines the purchasing preference.  

The price of the product is not mentioned anywhere in the survey nor the study itself 
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since that would lead to cognitive biases and distract the participants and conclusions from the 

real aim of both the study and the survey.  

 

3.5 Social Norm Manipulation 

 

Participants first complete questions regarding the influence of their social circles 

consumption on their own. These questions are intended to increase the salience of social norms 

before the final product-ranking question. The social norm manipulation consists in viewing how 

impactful is the reminder of social norms on the participant's answers. In the social norm 

condition product-ranking question, two out of five products have been described as “most chosen 

product” or in other words, the most popular ones. This is intended to activate descriptive social 

norms. Their product preferences are hypothetically impacted by the seven previous questions 

including social norms cues. 

 

3.6 Sustainability-Related Self-Identity Manipulation 

 

Participants first complete questions regarding their assessment of sustainable 

self-identity and sustainable consumption. These questions are intended to increase the salience 

of SRSI before the final product-ranking question. The sustainability of a product is represented 

through the number of displayed eco labels on the packaging. The most sustainable considered 

product presented in each category is the product with the highest number of labels present. In 

the SRSI condition product-ranking question, two out of five products have been displayed as 

sustainable by the presence of sustainable labels on them. This is intended to activate SRSI in 

participants. Their product preferences are hypothetically impacted by the seven previous 

questions including SRSI cues. 

 

3.7 Combined Condition 

 

In the combined social norm and SRSI condition, participants receive both manipulations. 

Participants first complete questions regarding the sustainable consumption levels of their social 
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circles. These questions are intended to increase the salience of SRSI before the final 

product-ranking question.  

 

Condition Social Norm Cue SRSI Cue 

Control no no 

Social Norm yes no 

SRSI no yes 

Combined yes yes 

 

4.​  Procedure of the Survey  

1.​ Participants voluntarily open the Qualtrics survey, sent to them through WhatsApp or 

Instagram. 

2.​ Participants read through a consent form including but not limited to the collection and 

retention of data, participation, etc 

3.​ Participants validate that they have read and understood the content of the consent form. 

4.​ Participants indicate their age and proceed to answer the survey’s questions. 

5.​ An experimental manipulation is administered to influence the product-ranking question. 

6.​ Obtained Data display by Qualtrics 

 

4.1  Statistical Analysis  

 

Data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistical methods. Descriptive 

statistics, including average ranking positions and preference distributions, were first calculated 

for each experimental condition. Since purchase intention was operationalised through product 

rankings, lower average ranking scores indicated stronger preferences for a product.  

 

To examine whether sustainable products were preferred over products labelled as “most 

consumed", independent-samples T-tests were conducted within each experimental condition. 
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Statistical significance was assessed using a significance threshold of p < .05. The analysis 

compared the average ranking positions of products associated with sustainability cues and social 

norm cues in order to determine whether the experimental manipulations influenced participant's 

sustainable purchase intentions. The control condition served as a baseline against which the 

effects of the social norm, sustainability-related self-identity and combined conditions were 

evaluated. 

 

Descriptive statistics are first calculated for all conditions through Qualtrics. Means of 

product rankings are calculated by the Qualtrics StatsIQ option and then selected across the 

different conditions (Qualtrics, n.d.). Differences between the social norm and SRSI cued 

preference responses were calculated using a two-tailed T-test for two independent means, 

obtained through the Social Science Statistics calculator (Stangroom, 2026).  

Since percentages of ranking did not show a clear pattern of preference ranking among the 

different products, purchase intention was measured based on preference rankings of the ranking 

question’s products. This was done by calculating each’s product’s average ranking position, 

differed by decimals. Lower ranking scores indicate stronger participant’s preference for that 

product and vice-versa. 

Rankings were compared by differentiating the average ranking positions obtained by 

each product in each category of manipulation. The average rankings were also obtained via 

Qualtrics (Qualtrics, n.d.).  

 

The differences between the highest and lowest preferred responses product in each 

category are also obtained via Qualtrics and later compared between all the manipulation 

categories (Qualtrics, n.d.).  

 

4.2 Materials:  

 

There is no specific equipment or relevant physical context around which the survey 

took place. The questionnaire was inspired by Salazar’s and Helen Arce study on Social 

Influence on Sustainable Consumption (Salazar et al.).  
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The survey was designed using the Survey Software of Qualtrics. Qualtrics survey 

software is a tool used to design, send and analyze surveys online. Its cloud-based survey 

technology has revolutionized the ability to get data, quickly, from a large number of 

respondents by automating the process of sending out surveys across a variety of channels 

from websites and mobile to apps, email and even chatbots (Qualtrics, n.d.). Qualtric’s 

anonymity option permits the increase in response honesty, and their standardized format 

makes it easy to aggregate and analyze data for clear insights into trends and patterns 

(Qualtrics, n.d.).  

 

The survey consists of four different categories of supermarket products, each 

category consisting of five AI-generated individual products. The AI-generated images of 

products as well as the product’s names were obtained via ChatGPT, on the basis of specific 

criteria (OpenAI, 2026). Effort was put in to make the AI-generated product’s images appear 

visually similar to each other in each category in order to decrease taste biases, packaging 

aesthetic preferences, saliency biases, and other non-intended biases (Group, 2021).  

ChatGPT generated images are also preferred to existing product photos in order to 

avoid existing preferences such as consistency biases in the preference of a product that one 

might consume in daily life. The aim of the survey would have been unproductively obvious 

if every package displayed was strictly the same as the others except for the eco-labels 

present. Therefore, the products in their packaging vary very slightly in order to make the 

survey appear like a true product-ranking questionnaire.  

 

4.3 Data Collection 

 

Participants aged 18–40 were selected because previous research suggests younger adults 

report higher levels of environmental concern and climate-related responsibility (OECD, 2022).  

Participants were selected based on inclusive criteria, in an opportunity sampling way. Indeed, for 

convenience purposes, the majority of participants were obtained through voluntary participation. 

The selection criteria sampled only people aged 18 to 40 years old, residing in the Netherlands, at 
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the time of the survey. Most of the participants resided in the approximate regions of Groningen, 

Leeuwarden and Drachten, though that was not a requirement.  

 

The recruitment was done via group chats on Whatsapp and Instagram. All participation in 

the survey is completely anonymous and voluntary. The survey can be generally completed within 

five minutes. Ideally, the participants are expected to complete it alone, in a solitary environment, 

so that they are not directly influenced by surrounding crowds. However, there is a chance that the 

surveys were completed while the participants are in a crowded social environment.  

 

Description of Participant sample 

Key Characteristics  Value 

Number 113 

Age Gap (years) 18-40 

Average Age 23 

Residential country The Netherlands 

Gender undefined 

Recruitment methods WhatsApp, Instagram, direct approach 

 

4.4 Data storage  

If a survey respondent wishes to exercise rights in relation to the results obtained 

through their participation via the Qualtrics XM platform, the respondent should contact the 

researcher who collected the relevant personal data.  

All data will be disposed of at the end of the Thesis grading period. This Thesis 

research does not involve the sharing of data or confidential information beyond the initial 

consent given.  
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4.5 AI Disclosure Statement  

 

The survey was designed using the Survey Software of Qualtrics. Qualtrics survey 

software is a tool used to design, send and analyze surveys online. Its cloud-based survey 

technology has revolutionized the ability to get data, quickly, from a large number of respondents 

by automating the process of sending out surveys across a variety of channels from websites and 

mobile to apps, email and even chatbots (Qualtrics, n.d.).  

 

Qualtric’s anonymity option permits the increase of honest responses, and their 

standardized format makes it easy to aggregate and analyze data for clear insights into trends and 

patterns (Qualtrics, n.d.).  

The survey consists of five different categories of supermarket products, each category 

consisting of five AI-generated individual products. The AI-generated images were obtained via 

Chat GPT, on the basis of specific criteria. All AI-generated product’s images appeared visually 

similar in order to avoid taste preference biases, products appeared in slightly different 

packagings in order not to stand out and avoid the saliency bias (Group, 2021), or in other words, 

paying more attention and choosing the option that stands out the most. Sustainable, green 

appearing labels were added on the two last (out of five) products in each category, in all 

categories apart from the control one.  

 

Chat GPT generated images were used instead of existing product photos in order to avoid 

preferences in consumption and taste of products, such as consistency of a product that one might 

consume in daily life. (OpenAI, 2026)  

 

I declare that no content produced by artificial intelligence technology has been presented 

as my own. I declare that I used ChatGPT for text summarising purposes and Reference APA 

style ordering. 

 

5. Results  
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Differences between the social norm and SRSI cued preference responses were calculated 

in each category using a two-tailed T-test for two independent means. To evaluate the effect of the 

experimental manipulations on sustainable purchase intentions, statistical comparisons were 

conducted between products labelled as sustainable and products described as “most consumed” 

within each condition.  

 

5.1 Control.  

 

Out of a hundred and thirteen respondents answering the sustainability-focused questions, 

56% stated buying groceries at the supermarket on an average between two and four times per 

week. 21% do so more than five times a week. Therefore, 77% percent of the respondents buy 

groceries in a supermarket on a regular basis. Similar statistics apply for how much the 

participants enjoy grocery shopping, with a rate of 89% participants describing it as an enjoyable 

task.  

As a reminder, the product’s levels of popularity and sustainability are described either 

verbally or visually, it is not reflecting their real characteristics since they are AI-generated.  

 

The product brands displayed in all the section’s tables all follow the following order: 

most popular product, second most popular product, neutral product, second most 

sustainable product, most sustainable product.  

 

Control Ranking 

 “Solvero” “Lumina” “Velora” “Terra” “Verda” 

Most preferred (top 

2) 

32.7% 46.9% 38.9% 39.8% 41.6% 

neutral 19.5% 15.0% 29.2% 18.6% 17.7% 

Least preferred (top 

2) 

47.8% 38.1% 31.9% 41.6% 40.7% 
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Average ranking 

position 

3.21 2.85 2.85 3.05 3.04 

T-value = -0.1240 

P-value = 0.456 

 

5.2 Social Norm influenced Ranking 

 

73% of participants indicated being aware of their social circle’s consumption 

patterns. 54% deemed their social circle’s consumption patterns to be either somehow or 

very significant on their own consumption. 45% of participants deemed to replicate their 

social surroundings's consumption patterns at least half of the time, as well as being 

somewhat likely to buy a product they have recently seen on an advertisement.  

 

 “Broodvriend

” 

“De 

Velde” 

“Puur & 

Puur” 

“NatuurBrood

” 

“Groen 

Bakker” 

Most Preferred 

(top 2) 

36% 29% 40% 52% 43% 

neutral 16% 28% 15% 15% 16% 

Least 

Preferred (top 

2) 

48% 33% 45% 33% 41% 

Average 

ranking 

position 

3.21 3.07 3.00 2.72 3.00 

 

T-value: 2.6312 

P-value = 0.060 

26 



For the social norm condition, no statistically significant difference was observed between 

preferences for sustainable and popular-perceived products (t = 2.6312 ; p = 0.060). Therefore, 

H1 was not supported.  

 

5.3 Sustainable-related self-identity based Ranking 

 

90% of the participants claimed to be aware of the meaning of the terms “sustainable” or 

“green”. 71% of the participants deemed their consumption patterns to be somehow sustainable 

(a relative term). A smaller number of 37% of participants deemed sustainable consumption as 

highly important or extremely important. 27% of the participants claim purchasing sustainable 

groceries most of the time or always, the vast majority only doing so sometimes.  

63% of respondents claim that they would change their consumption patterns if they were 

informed that the products they consume were unsustainable. 

 

 

T-value: -1.2147 
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 “Tomavero” “Casaluna” “Rossano” “Verdella” “Belfiore” 

Most 

preferred (top 

2) 

35.1% 33% 41.2% 54.6% 36.1% 

neutral 17.5% 23.7% 29.9% 14.4% 14.4% 

Least 

preferred (top 

2) 

47.4% 43.3% 28.9% 30.9% 49.5% 

Average 

ranking 

position 

3.21 3.09 2.76 2.68 3.26 



P-value: = 0.348 

For the sustainability-related self-identity condition, the difference between sustainable 

and perceived-popular products was also not statistically significant (T = -1.2147 ; p = 

0.348). Therefore, H2 was not supported.  

 

5.4 Combined Social Norm and Sustainability Self-identity based Ranking 

 

The majority of 42% of respondents are unsure about the levels of sustainable 

consumption of their social circles but claim that their social circles are at least moderately 

aware of sustainable consumption. Only 22% of respondents describe the importance accorded 

to sustainability by their social circles as extreme or very important.  

 

In comparison to the amount of people believing that their social surroundings tend to 

consume sustainably, 15% more people believe that their social surroundings do not tend to 

consume sustainably. 60% believe that about twenty years ago people used to consume only a 

little more sustainably than nowadays. 72% assess to never or rarely promote sustainable 

products around their social circles. A similar number of 61% believe that they are never or 

rarely influenced by their social circle’s sustainable consumption.  

 

Almost unanimously, 92% of participants agree that it is important to promote the 

sustainability levels of a product. A lower number of 84% believe that there shouldn’t be 

more advertising factors of sustainable characteristics on a product. A small share of 32% 

of people believe that the current sustainability advertising by companies is inadequate.  

 

 “Veldhuis

” 

“Boerenzicht

” 

“De 

Hoeve” 

“Natuur & 

Smaak” 

“Groene 

Keuze” 

Most preferred 

(top 2) 

30.8% 33.0% 27.5% 59.3% 49.5% 

neutral 26.4% 31.9% 24.2% 8.8% 8.8% 
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Most preferred 

(top 2) 

42.9% 35.2% 48.4% 31.9% 41.8% 

Average ranking 

position 

3.23 2.97 3.22 2.53 2.96 

 

T-value = -4.4471 

P-value = 0.047 

For the combined condition, a statistically significant difference was found between sustainable 

and perceived-popular products. (T= -4-4471; p = 0.047). Participants showed stronger 

preferences for products associated with sustainability cues when these were combined with 

social norm cues. Therefore, H3 was supported.  

 

6. Analysis:  

 

Trends of the questionnaire’s priming and ranking answers are analysed in this next 

session. The analysis focuses on the trends between product’s ranking positions, differences 

between highest and lowest preferred products and the evolution of numerical significance 

between the preference rankings of products. The external influential cues in the survey’s 

questions formulation and presentation of products indicate the extent to which the attitude of 

participants influences their behavior in terms of preference rankings. There is also a “neutral” 

product option in the product’s preference choices, which is not verbally described or visually 

indicated as “most consumed” or sustainable; the evolution of its preference ranking will also be 

shortly discussed. 

 

6.1 Control Condition 

 

Starting with the control section, there is no significant difference in preferences between 

products. This means that at a 0.05 significance level, the null hypothesis is not rejected. The 

observed differences are most likely due to random chance. 
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The product’s preference rank does not follow a visible pattern either, the control section presents 

the smallest difference between the most and least preferred product with 16 ranking points. The 

behavioural choices are the least impacted by the attitude of participants towards social norms or 

sustainable self-identity which leads to very small differences between product’s rankings, which 

is probably due to chance.  

 

6.2 Social norm Condition 

 

The social influence section presents no significant difference either between the number 

of preferences for “most consumed” and sustainable products. This means that at a 0.05 

significance level, the null hypothesis is not rejected and the social norm cues have no significant 

effect on the preference-based choices of participants. The observed differences are most likely 

due to random chance. 

 

However, the ranking preference is stronger for the products labelled as sustainable; the 

second most sustainable bread being the most preferred and the most sustainable bread being in 

the second preference position, alongside in points with the Neutral bread option. The difference 

in points between the most preferred and least preferred bread is 23 points, which is only slightly 

higher than the control one and SRSI cued sections.  

The neutral option still stands with a strong ranking position, which relates to a weak purchase 

intention towards sustainable and social-norm products.  

 

6.3 Sustainable-related self-identity Condition 

 

The sustainability section presents no significant differences either between the number 

of preferences for sustainable products and other products. This means that at a 0.05 

significance level, the null hypothesis is not rejected and the SRSI cues have no significant 

effect on the preference-based choices of participants. The observed differences are most likely 

due to random chance. 

However, the highest ranking product is still one of the two sustainable-related products. 
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The difference in points between the most preferred and least preferred tomato sauces is 21 

points, which is more significant than the control manipulation but still low.  

The neutral option presents a weaker ranking position than in the control and social 

norms condition, yet it still portrays a weak purchasing intention towards sustainable and 

social-norm products.  

 

 6.4 Combination of sustainable self-identity and social influence Condition 

 

The combined social-norm and SRSI cues ranking question is the only one that ended up 

being statistically significant. This means that at a 0.05 significance level, the null hypothesis is 

rejected and the combined social norm and SRSI cues have a significant effect on the 

preference-based choices of participants. The average ranking score of the second-most 

sustainable product decreased from 3.05 in the control condition to 2.53 in the combined 

condition, indicating a stronger preference for sustainable products. 

 

The second most sustainable Gouda cheese is the most preferred followed by the most 

sustainable one. The neutral product is in last position, which shows the strongest yet general 

attitude and conviction, whether for products labelled as sustainable or products in the 

social-norm. This is confirmed by the difference in points between the least and most preferred 

product amounting to 29 points, a significantly larger number than in the previous sections.  

 

The combination effect of social influence on sustainable self-identity is clearly 

visible in the chosen products; it shows that even if people don’t prefer the most sustainable 

products, they are choosing the products in the social-norm and discarding the neutral option. 

The rankings of this combined section compared with the control one are much clearer and 

significantly different. 

 

6. 5 Limitations 

 

Certain biases amongst participants were identified in the process of answering the 
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questionnaire via a bonus question where participants could add anything they wished to say 

about the survey. The main biases include a facility and accessibility bias that makes 

participants rank the products in the order already given instead of ranking them based on 

personal preference.  

Despite the effort put in to make the products appear only slightly different, some 

participants still stated having chosen their aesthetic packaging preferences and/or taste 

preferences, such as choosing the product in the most “natural-looking” packaging or, 

preferring an older Gouda cheese. Relating to the appearance of the product, it is possible that 

some participants may have preferred products that stood out to them more than others. There 

are hundreds of reasons why a product may have stood-out in the eyes of a participant, such as 

its color, its calligraphy, etc.  

 

The sensation of negativity expressed by a few participants comes in the shape of 

“carelessness” of the individual as well as an impression of neglect of the topic of the survey 

by the general crowd. A negative attribution with the aim of the survey can impact greatly the 

rankings and answers that the participants provide. This can lead to dishonest responses as 

well as consciously-made contradictions in the answers provided.  

 

Finally, The result’s analysis relies on the assumption that the participants answered 

truthfully, with consistency to their own perceptions and did not return to their previous 

answers, especially ranking ones, after having finished answering the survey.  

 

7. Discussion  

 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how social norms and sustainability-related 

self-identity influence sustainable purchase intentions in Dutch supermarket contexts. The 

findings provide partial support for the theoretical expectations derived from the Theory of 

Planned Behaviour and previous research on social influence and identity-consistent behaviour.  
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The results revealed that social norm cues alone did not significantly increase preferences 

for sustainable products. Similarly, sustainability-related self-identity cues alone were associated 

with slightly stronger preferences for sustainable products but also did not produce statistically 

significant differences compared with the control condition. Although these findings do not 

provide support for Hypothesis 1 and 2, the ranking patterns suggest that both mechanisms may 

nevertheless contribute to sustainable purchase intentions to a limited extent.  

 

The strongest evidence emerged in the combined condition, where participants exposed to 

both social norm and sustainability-related self-identity cues demonstrated a statistically 

significant preference for sustainably labelled products. This finding supports Hypothesis 3 and 

suggests that social influence and identity processes may operate synergetically rather than  

independently. Consumers may be more likely to choose sustainable products when sustainable 

behaviour is simultaneously perceived as socially desirable and consistent with their self-identity. 

This finding aligns with previous research suggesting that social norms can strengthen 

sustainability awareness while identity-related processes encourage behavioural consistency.  

 

The results also highlight the persistence of the attitude-behaviour gap identified 

throughout the literature review. Most participants reported awareness and familiarity with 

sustainability-related concepts and many described themselves as at least somewhat sustainable in 

their consumption behavior. However, relatively few reported consistently purchasing sustainable 

products. This discrepancy indicates that positive attitudes and self-perceptions alone in relation 

to sustainable consumption are insufficient to guarantee sustainable purchasing behavior.  

 

The participants were asked for any input they wished to add on the survey. Although 

most of the respondents chose not to answer, some provided quite interesting personal views, 

personal behaviours related to grocery shopping and advisory comments with the aim of 

increasing sustainable behaviour. Participant responses in an optional open-commentary at the 

end of the survey provide insight into several barriers that may explain this gap. Price and income 

limitations emerged as the most frequently mentioned determinants of a person’s purchasing 

decisions. Many participants associated sustainably labelled products with higher costs and 
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therefore prioritised affordability over sustainability considerations. This association proves to be 

true since in the Netherlands, sustainable products cost on average 75% more than conventional 

ones (Gutsa, 2023). In addition, several respondents expressed distrust towards sustainability 

claims and eco-labels often referring to concerns about greenwashing from corporations. 

Greenwashing is a marketing practice consisting in putting more importance in the 

environmentally friendly appearance of products than their actual environmental sustainability. It 

is believed to be a factor of competition increasing the consumption of sustainable-appearing 

products. Firms are consequently assumed to add pretense visible labels on their products. Labels 

are considered to have evolved into a marketing tool rather than a sincere indicator of 

sustainability. This mistrust in the sincerity and validity of eco-labels in the production process 

and quality of the product leads some consumers to purchase known unsustainable products. In 

another reaction to Greenwashing and mistrust in eco-labelling, participants have reported to keep 

consistent in the consumption from brands they are familiar with and trust in terms of product 

quality and sustainability.  

 

These perceptions may reduce the effectiveness of sustainability labels as behavioural 

cues even among consumers who express environmental concern. A suggestion shared from one 

participant was that a government enforced indication on each product, highlighting the 

unsustainable parts of the product to the consumer, would be preferred to a market emphasis on 

sustainability factors of a product.  

 

Personal priorities, no matter how genuine, have been described by participants as 

being frequently overridden by external forces making sustainable behaviour less of a personal 

responsibility and more of a structural challenge. For example, nearly all packaging in the 

questionnaire’s displayed products but also in actuarial supermarkets consist of or includes 

plastic. It is nearly impossible to avoid plastic packaging when shopping for groceries, which 

may blur the perception of sustainability in a products.  

 

The findings suggest that psychological interventions may influence a person’s 

consumption decisions, but they have a significantly higher efficacy when two psychological 
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mechanisms of social influence are combined in the intervention. While social norms and SRSI 

can influence consumption preferences, broader structural factors such as pricing, product 

availability, labeling credibility, and institutional regulation appear to play a significant role in 

shaping consumer behavior. This observation supports previous research arguing that sustainable 

consumption is embedded within social and economic systems that can either enable or constrain 

environmentally responsible choices.  

 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the participant's sample consisted 

primarily of young adults residing in the Netherlands and was obtained through convenience 

sampling, limiting generalisability. Second, the study measured purchase intentions through 

preference-based rankings rather than actual purchasing behaviour. Third, despite efforts to 

standardise product presentations, some participants reported making choices based on packaging 

aesthetics and perceived product quality (such as the number of the months of maturing of Gouda 

cheeses).  Finally, the relatively small sample size may have reduced the ability to detect minor 

effects in the individual social norm and self-identity conditions.  

 

Future research could investigate the interactions between other psychological influences 

and structural factors such as price, trust in eco-labels, and products accessibility. Studies using 

real purchasing environments or experimental supermarket settings could also provide a more 

accurate assessment of how social norms and sustainability-related self-identity influence 

consumer behavior.  

 

7. 1 Solutions  

 

Labels often go unnoticed, ignored or misinterpreted. The sustainability levels of an 

existing product, in supermarkets or other purchasing centers, should be made clearer, by being 

more visible, transparent and publicly recognised. This implies the need for stricter policies in 

terms of label attribution to companies. The sustainability labelling of a product should also be 

made more recognisable and relatable such as the nutri-score on edible products going from A 

to E. 
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Social norms enhancing sustainable behavioural patterns should be supported. Local 

consumption, from small producers, for example on a market, in a farm, in a niche shop, should 

be encouraged. The discussion section showed that habits of consumption are more associated 

with prices than the actual features of products. Avoiding the consideration of purchase when 

seeing an eco-label, because of high-price association is a limiting perception in terms of 

sustainable consumption. This association is valid since sustainable products tend to be 75-80% 

more expensive than non-sustainable products, of course, that is not the case for all sustainable 

products (Gutsa, 2023) (Kearney, 2020).  

 

Mental associations and perceptions on the price and eco-labelling of a product influence 

negatively the attitudes of an individual towards sustainable products and therefore also their 

consumption behaviour.  

 

By risking to counter this essay’s psychological approach to sustainable consumption, 

developing a psychological intervention program might not be a sufficient solution to increase 

sustainable behaviour. Although the psychological tactics implemented in the survey were simple 

and not far-stretched, a psychological approach might not be enough to change people’s 

consumption patterns. People act out of habits defined by the corporate socio-economic 

environment they live in, more than out of personal convictions, self-identity, self-concept and 

elements of social influence. (Cialdini, R. B. (2007)) A radical change is needed in the global 

economic system.  

 

Features of products associated with prices also constitute a habit of consumption. For 

example, avoiding the consideration of purchase when seeing an eco-label, because of high-price 

association is a limiting perception in terms of sustainable consumption. Although a high 

percentage of sustainable products tend to be above the average in terms of price, that is not the 

case for all sustainable products. Mental associations and perceptions on the price and 

eco-labelling of a product influence the attitudes of an individual towards sustainable products 

and therefore also their consumption behaviour.  
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It would be interesting and useful to identify the sustainability concerns of consumers 

towards food products in terms of health, safety, quality and other impacting associations on the 

product’s production process.  

 

8. Conclusion:  

 

This study aimed to inspect how social norms and sustainability-related self-identity affect 

consumer’s preference for sustainable purchasing in a Dutch supermarket’s context. Based on the 

Theory of Planned Behaviour and existing literature on sustainable consumption, the 

psychological factors that could encourage consumers preference to sustainable products were 

investigated. 

 

The results showed that social norms and SRSI, when applied independently, did not 

significantly influence consumer’s preferences in perceived-popular nor sustainable-appearing 

products. Both independent conditions resulted in a slight tendency towards preferences for 

sustainable products, although the differences were not statistically significant. The combined 

condition produced in contrast significant results and differences between product rankings, 

indicating that the participants who were exposed simultaneously to social norm cues and 

sustainability-related self-identity cues showed distinguishable preferences for sustainable 

products. In consequence, it can be said that consumers' intentions to purchase sustainably are 

more effectively influenced when sustainable consumption behavior is perceived both as socially 

desirable and consistent with an individual's self concept.   

 

Additionally, the participants optional comments at the end of the survey highlight the 

findings of this study on the limitations resulting from the sole reliance on psychological 

interventions to promote sustainable consumption. Despite a major awareness of 

sustainability-related concepts and issues, the participant’s sustainable purchasing behaviour 

remained constrained by practical concerns. Price perceptions, affordability, distrust towards 

eco-labels, greenwashing suspicions, and existing consumption biases and habits were confirmed 
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as important restraints to sustainable consumption. These statements reinforce the presence of the 

attitude-behaviour gap in a consumer’s purchasing behaviours. 

 

Increased availability of sustainability-related information could strengthen customer’s 

SRSI and lead them to make more informed purchasing decisions. Stricter recognised policies on 

the attribution of sustainable labels may also contribute in reducing popular scepticism towards 

corporate sustainability reliability, limiting in consequence perceived greenwashing.  

 

Structural changes were deemed essential in changing the general consumption patterns 

towards more sustainable ones. Some suggestions for this structural changes are the promotion of 

local consumption and niche producers. As long as sustainable products continue to be and be 

perceived as significantly more expensive, psychological interventions are likely to have limited 

effectiveness. 

 

Finally, this study concludes that consumers may be more likely to prefer sustainable 

products when their sustainable purchasing behaviour is perceived as socially desirable and 

consistent with their individual self-identity. This aligns with previous studies which found that 

social norms can strengthen general sustainability awareness while self-identity-related 

mechanisms encourage behavioural consistency.  

What can be extrapolated from this study is that sustainable consumption should not be 

considered solely as a government, corporation or individual responsibility only but also as a 

unified challenge requiring democratically-recognised transparent regulations, education through 

information access and structural economic changes making sustainable consumption choices 

more affordable, trustworthy and most importantly the first choice of consumers.   
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Appendix B – Experimental Stimuli 

The visual below represents an example of the products displayed in the combined condition ranking 

question. The two first Gouda cheeses are described as “most consumed” and the two last cheeses differ 

in terms of the sustainability labels present in their packaging.  
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