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Abstract 

The dissertation project focuses on empirically investigating consumers’ attitudes, motiva-

tions and purchasing decisions regarding sustainable products. The focus on this micro per-

spective, however, does not reflect consumers’ roles within the transformation towards sus-

tainable consumption. Therefore, the present framework paper puts the included papers into a 

greater context and evaluates the findings on a meta-level by applying an enhanced transition 

management theory. The analysis underlines that consumers’ limited personal capabilities are 

an underlying reason for unsustainable practices. Therefore, the active engagement not only 

of consumers, but also of companies is required if the transformation is to be successful. If 

companies actively support consumers in making sustainable choices, consumers can engage 

in sustainable consumption with only low cognitive efforts. On this basis, genuine sustainable 

choices are enabled. The dissertation provides practical implications by highlighting potential 

measures which will help to promote sustainable products from niches to mainstream. In sum, 

the dissertation project enhances academic understanding of consumers’ sustainable purchas-

ing behavior and reveals the potential of integrating such insights into the management of 

transformations towards sustainable consumption. 

 

Keywords: consumer behavior; green marketing; heuristics; sustainable consumption; sus-

tainability transformation 
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1 MOTIVATION AND BACKGROUND 

Consumers are crucial actors for sustainable development. Household consumption contrib-

utes to more than 60 % of global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and between 50 % and 

80 % of total land, material, and water use. Naturally, wealthier countries generate higher 

impacts per capita (Ivanova et al., 2016). Consumers are also seen as the cause of unfair con-

ditions for production workers or unfair terms of trade (Schrader & Thøgersen, 2011). Conse-

quently, sustainable consumption is considered an integral part of the development of a sus-

tainable economy and society. The United Nations (UN) includes sustainable consumption 

and production into its sustainable development goals (SDG) (United Nations, 2015). Fur-

thermore, the 2015 Paris climate agreement recognizes that “sustainable consumption patterns 

[…] play an important role in addressing climate change” (European Commission, 2016).  

Sustainable consumption, however, is a demanding concept, not least because it is an oxymo-

ron. Whereas sustainability implies the conservation of e.g. environmental resources, con-

sumption generally involves their mining and / or destruction. Sustainable consumption also 

overlaps other concepts such as ethical, green or responsible consumption (Peattie, 2010). 

Following Peattie (2010), this framework paper uses the term sustainable more broadly as 

shorthand for “oriented towards sustainable development”, which reflects the United Nations 

Environment Programme’s conception of sustainable consumption. This conception compris-

es key issues, such as meeting needs, enhancing quality of life, improving efficiency, mini-

mizing pollution and waste, taking a life cycle perspective and considering intergenerational 

equity, while continually reducing environmental damage and the risk to human health (Unit-

ed Nations Environment Programme, 2005).  

In the 21st century, sustainable consumption is linked to a wide array of choices and a broad 

access to information. The range of sustainable goods1 is continuously rising (Thøgersen, 

Jørgensen, & Sandager, 2012). Likewise, information about sustainable alternatives as well as 

their availability has improved over the last decade (Burke, Eckert, & Davis, 2014). Polls also 

indicate that the majority of consumers considers sustainability as an integral part of their 

purchasing decisions (GfK-Verein, 2015; Otto Group, 2013). However, the market penetra-

tion of sustainable consumer products remains only modest. Except for energy-efficient do-

mestic appliances or certified sustainable seafood, many sustainable products only occupy 

niches (Federal Environment Agency UBA, 2014; United Nations Environment Programme, 

2005). Thus, a broader consumer base has to be established in order to manage the evolution 
                                                 
1 In the following, the terms goods, products and services are used interchangeably. 
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of sustainable niches. Besides inherent benefits for the environment and society, this prospect 

also creates opportunities for businesses. Research found that companies with a sustainable 

orientation achieve higher profitability (Menguc & Ozanne, 2005) and better financial per-

formance (Li, Chow, Choi, & Chan, 2016), greater levels of employee commitment (Maignan 

& Ferrell, 2001), and increased customer satisfaction (Luo & Bhattacharya, 2006). Sustaina-

ble product and distribution programs furthermore positively affect companies’ overall prod-

uct-market performance, while corresponding pricing and promotion practices are directly and 

positively related to companies’ return on assets (Leonidou, Katsikeas, & Morgan, 2013).  

In the light of these benefits, the present research seeks to better understand sustainable pur-

chasing behavior of fast moving consumer goods (FMCG) such as food and other non-

durables (see also chapter 3 for the operationalization of sustainable products). This field has 

been identified as a major field of action along with mobility and housing by the German 

Federal Environment Agency (Federal Environment Agency UBA, 2015). It is of utmost im-

portance to comprehend what consumers are capable of and willing to do in order to under-

stand the way they make decisions in favor (or against) sustainable products. The findings of 

the corresponding research will serve companies as a basis for identifying the most effective 

points of intervention. This will help to achieve the SDG regarding consumption and at the 

same time businesses’ bottom lines will profit from this. 

The overall focus of this PhD thesis lies on the empirical examination of consumers’ attitudes, 

motivations and behavior with respect to sustainable consumption. In contrast to lifestyle re-

search which examines everyday practices in their entirety, this thesis analyzes selected prac-

tices and individual decisions. By a meta-analysis of the included papers through the lens of 

an enhanced transition management theory (Rauschmayer, Bauler, & Schäpke, 2015), the role 

of consumers in transformations towards sustainable consumption is explored. Findings re-

veal promising paths to interact with consumers and, thus, promote sustainable consumption. 

This framework paper is structured as follows: the second chapter depicts the theoretical 

framework on which the meta-analysis is carried out. Several research gaps are exposed, 

which lead to the main research question and more detailed sub-questions. Chapter 3 gives an 

overview of the included papers as well as methodologies and data bases which served to an-

swer the research questions. The key findings are presented and discussed in chapter 4. Final-

ly, chapter 5 summarizes key findings and contextualizes these with the theoretical frame-

work. On this basis, theoretical contributions as well as practical implications are derived. The 

conclusion briefly summarizes the key findings of this PhD thesis. 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH GAPS 

2.1 The role of consumers in transformation processes towards sustainable consumption 

The individual papers included in this framework paper focus on the relationship between 

consumers’ attitudes, motivations, and behavior in the context of sustainable purchasing. The 

focus on this micro perspective, however, does not reflect consumers’ role in the transfor-

mations towards sustainable consumption. Therefore, the present framework paper puts the 

included papers into a greater context and analyses the overall findings on a meta-level by 

applying an enhanced transition management (TM) theory as proposed by Rauschmayer et 

al. (2015).  

Transitions or transformations (the latter being used in the management literature to express 

that the target state is unknown, e.g. Dean & McMullen, 2007; Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 

2010; Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund, & Hansen, 2016) are defined as disruptive structural 

changes of societal systems which are driven by connected developments in different areas 

such as economy, culture, technology, ecology, or institutions (Rotmans & Loorbach, 2009). 

Within transition research, the multi-level perspective (MLP) plays a dominant role as a 

framework to analyze the dynamics of change (Rauschmayer et al., 2015). The MLP concep-

tualizes transitions along three analytical levels: niches, regimes, and an exogenous landscape 

(Geels, 2011). Niches offer spaces for radical innovations and are represented by small groups 

of actors. These innovations may challenge the mainstream, the so-called regimes. Regimes 

stand for the prevailing structures including established perspectives and practices. Incumbent 

regimes may also be challenged by developments in landscapes. Landscapes comprise global 

trends or globally shared norms which cannot be influenced directly by individual actors 

(Rotmans & Loorbach, 2009).  

TM and MLP alone can hardly depict the role of consumers, because their focus is on sys-

tems. Thus, the framework does not sufficiently consider individuals and their agency 

(Rauschmayer et al., 2015). Therefore, Rauschmayer et al. (2015) suggest completing transi-

tion management approaches with elements from the capability approach (CA) (Sen, 1993) 

and practice theory (PT) (Bourdieu, 1977) to integrate the perspective of individuals and areas 

for change. These concepts are outlined in the following. 

The CA is a broad interdisciplinary framework for the evaluation and assessment of individu-

al well-being and social arrangements, the design of policies, and proposals about change in 

society (Robeyns, 2005). Capabilities are defined as the freedom of individuals to pursue a 

life they value (Rauschmayer et al., 2015) with bearing in mind their abilities and opportuni-
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ties to undertake certain activities and actions (Robeyns, 2005). Thus, capabilities depend on 

personal, market and structural factors. By integrating the focus of CA (individuals and their 

capabilities) into TM approaches, a theoretical foundation for individuals and their agency is 

added (Rauschmayer et al., 2015). At the same time, the CA leaves space for an ethical di-

mension related to sustainability issues by incorporating freedom of choice which is based on 

individual values (Ballet, Koffi, & Pelenc, 2013). In market economies, the model of con-

sumption has long been reflected by the concept of consumer sovereignty. Consumer sover-

eignty is based on the assumptions of freedom of consumption on the demand side and perfect 

competition on the supply side. Consumers are understood as sovereign individuals who max-

imize their individual utility in the sense of a rational homo oeconomicus. However, it is 

questionable if this model reflects the reality of modern societies (Hansen & Schrader, 1997) 

along with their social and environmental challenges (Geels, 2011). Most sustainable solu-

tions do not offer obvious user benefits because sustainability is a collective good. Thus, indi-

viduals have only limited incentives to engage in sustainable behavior (Geels, 2011). A full 

use of consumer sovereignty (unlimited satisfaction of one’s individual needs) might have 

consequences which are not accounted for in the market – but which will be borne by others 

(Hansen & Schrader, 1997). Therefore, Geels (2011) emphasizes the role of public authorities 

in setting tangible economic and legal incentives to motivate individuals to engage in sustain-

able consumption. However, research found that despite strong political efforts in the form of 

market development support and information measures, consumers are not yet deeply en-

gaged in contributing to the transformation to more sustainable consumption patterns (Vit-

tersø & Tangeland, 2015). This finding implies that legal actions and structural changes are 

necessary, but not yet sufficient conditions for transformations to sustainable consumption. 

Furthermore, consumers might also suffer from vendor-, technological or cognitive lock-in 

effects. Instead of switching to more sustainable choices, existing (unsustainable) preferences 

are maintained based on dependence or social meaning (Harrison, Beatty, Reynolds, & Noble, 

2012).  

Thus, consumers and their capabilities have to be understood holistically, because individuals 

are not always in a position to formulate demand according to their needs and to act as sover-

eign individuals (Hansen & Schrader, 1997). A holistic understanding enables actors in trans-

formation processes to set tailor-made and, thus, prospectively successful incentives to pro-

mote sustainable consumption. Only if consumers are actively involved in transformation 

processes and accept innovative sustainable goods, a transformation towards a sustainable 

consumption culture is deemed to be successful. 



 

6 

The link between systems within TM and individual actors such as producers or consumers 

are practices (Shove & Walker, 2010). Practice theory (PT) goes back to the ideas of Bour-

dieu (1977) who defines practices as unconscious behavior that are in line with interests and 

aim at achieving objectives. Thus, practices are routinized types of behavior (Reckwitz, 

2002). In the present context, PT offers a framework to integrate and understand everyday 

changes towards sustainable development. Practices are put into action by individuals or 

agents. Although practices are neither identical from one agent to another, nor consensually 

perceived as such, they develop into a form of coherence at the societal level. Hence, practic-

es become meaningful in the collective. The niche might be a particular form of the collective, 

out of which coherent practices may spread further (Rauschmayer et al., 2015). Practice theo-

ry claims that social phenomena should be explained by focusing on the individual and his / 

her agency (methodological individualism and individual agency) (Reckwitz, 2002). In the 

terms of PT, the aim of transformations towards sustainable consumption is to replace estab-

lished and unsustainable practices by sustainable practices. If not only one agent, but a collec-

tive changes their practices, a structural change or transformation towards sustainable con-

sumption is achieved.  

Practices can be structured along fields, such as e.g. education or economy (Spaargaren, 

2011). The present paper focuses on the field of private consumption and the domain of con-

sumer goods (FMCG). Especially practices which are linked to sustainable consumption, and 

more precisely to shopping, are analyzed. Whereas consumption is defined more broadly and 

includes the use of services and related products (Hansen & Schrader, 1997), shopping as a 

practice considers buying, but also includes practices that lead to purchases (Fuentes, 2014). 

 

In sum, transition management can be seen as the foundation for sustainability transfor-

mations and their management. Changes will only occur if systems provide and distribute 

(sustainable) innovations and if consumers are motivated and willing to adopt these. There-

fore, this framework paper reflects on the role of consumers to the transformation towards 

sustainable consumption on the basis of the summarized and abstracted empirical evidence 

provided by the individual papers. By incorporating perspectives from PT and the CA, the 

transition management framework is able to depict the interplay of systems, practices and 

individual agency. Figure 1 illustrates the basic framework. On the micro-level, consumers 

and their capabilities are analyzed. These consumers have certain practices which form the 

dominant regime, but are not yet sustainable. In the transformation process, consumers devel-
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op or adopt new and sustainable practices, which will ultimately become mainstream and, 

thus, represent the “new” regime of sustainable practices. 

 
Figure 1: Theoretical framework combining and adapting Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) and Rausch-

mayer et al. 2015 

2.2 Research gap and research questions 

TM stresses the crucial importance of businesses for transformations. Especially companies 

are important actors for this process, because such businesses form a major part of incumbent 

regimes (Geels, 2011; Loorbach & Wijsman, 2013). Firms are also considered as key actors 

because they introduce (sustainable) innovations to the market (Boons, Montalvo, Quist, & 

Wagner, 2013). Thus, research in this field largely focuses on companies and their roles and 

potentials in the transformation towards sustainable markets (Fischer & Newig, 2016; John-

son & Schaltegger, 2016; Schaltegger et al., 2016). However, not only companies, but also 

consumers are crucial for the successful transformation to a sustainable consumption culture. 

Consumers can help destabilize dominant regimes as well as put pressure on governments and 

companies to support new alternatives (Mickwitz, Hildén, Seppälä, & Melanen, 2011). Fur-

thermore, they are crucial agents in development or diffusion stages. Whereas companies in-

troduce (sustainable) innovations to the market, consumers play the key role in adoption and 

diffusion of products (Im, Bayus, & Mason, 2003; Vittersø & Tangeland, 2015). Consumers 

are not just purchasers of sustainable products, but rather enactors of ways of life (Mickwitz 

et al., 2011). Therefore, companies have to understand consumers and their underlying rea-
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sons for product adoption and purchases to design not only effective marketing strategies 

(Wang, Dou, & Zhou, 2008), but also successful business models (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 

2013). Research can analyze and understand human needs, values, and practices by focusing 

on consumers. On this basis, consumers can be properly informed, empowered and encour-

aged to act according to the SDG. The analytical challenge is to understand the ongoing dy-

namics and find the most effective points of intervention. However, the literature has yet paid 

only little attention to these dynamics (McMeekin & Southerton, 2012). Thus, the present 

framework paper strives to integrate the insights and findings from the papers included into 

the TM framework with special regard to consumers’ personal capabilities and purchasing 

practices to answer the following overarching research question: 

 

How can insights from consumer research be integrated into an enhanced transition man-

agement theory to support the successful transformation of consumption practices towards 

more sustainability?  

 

In the following, the general research question is enhanced by sub-questions which cover yet 

unaddressed issues in the field of sustainable consumption. 

 

Although the overwhelming majority of consumers considers themselves to be aware of envi-

ronmental and social issues (GfK, 2015), consumers’ concerns do not seem to make them buy 

sustainable products (Carrigan & Attala, 2001). Studies in the area of sustainable purchasing 

behavior yet lack an in-depth understanding of purchasing motivations and the influence of 

motivation and attitudes on behavior. Research yet has to explain how individual purchasing 

decisions unfold in this context (Jayawardhena, Morrell, & Stride, 2016). Besides these issues 

with regard to content, also some methodological issues remain. Most studies on sustainable 

consumer behavior come from the marketing field. Naturally, these studies do not take an 

environmental perspective, but refer to consumers perceptions of sustainable products. How-

ever, the assessment of a product’s level of sustainability is highly challenging for consumers 

because such an assessment requires the consideration of various product characteristics. 

Hence, consumers might not be able to assess the sustainability of products correctly (Tobler, 

Visschers, & Siegrist, 2011). Furthermore, most studies that analyze sustainable purchasing 

behavior either focus on behavioral intention as a proxy for behavior (Auger, Devinney, Lou-

viere, & Burke, 2008; Lu, Chang, & Chang, 2015; Schuitema & Groot, 2015) or rely on self-

reported survey data (Follows & Jobber, 2000). Results from such studies are vulnerable due 
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to self-presentational bias (Gaes, Kalle, & Tedeschi, 1978) and social desirability bias (Sun & 

Morwitz, 2010). Furthermore, results may be biased because it is not clear if consumers are 

able to differentiate a sustainable product from a conventional product. 

In order to address the preceding mentioned research gaps with regard to content and method-

ology, the central objective of this PhD thesis is to examine consumers’ purchasing decisions 

empirically by the help of rigorous qualitative and quantitative methods. Results will be a 

helpful basis to understand consumers and their role in transformations towards sustainable 

consumption to foster and increase sustainable practices. Based on this general objective, four 

research foci are dealt with (see Figure 2): 

 

 
Figure 2: Research Foci 

 

First, in order to increase the contribution of consumers to transformations towards sustaina-

ble consumption, it is important to know what consumers understand by the term “sustainabil-

ity”. Recent research on sustainable products explores consumers’ general understanding of 

sustainability by proposing pre-defined categories, attributes or labels to stimulate consumers’ 

responses (Hanss & Böhm, 2012). However, research designs which frame sustainability and 

use leading and / or closed-ended questions distort the results due to social desirability bias.  

It is also still unclear which factors play major roles in the decision-making process. Previous 

empirical studies primarily investigated the effects of single influencing factors, such as atti-

tude (Hauser, Nussbeck, & Jonas, 2013; Tarkiainen & Sundqvist, 2009), norms (Thøgersen, 

2002), general perceived control (Arvola et al., 2008) or barriers such as price (Aschemann-

Witzel & Zielke, 2015; Gleim, Smith, Andrews, & Cronin Jr., 2013) on specific aspects of 
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various sustainable behaviors. However, little is known about the relative importance and the 

respective structure of these factors. Therefore, the research questions (RQs) of the first focus 

– understanding and determining factors – are as follows: 

 

RQ1a: What do consumers understand by the term “sustainability”? 

RQ1b: Which factors are crucial for sustainable purchasing behavior? 

 

Second, research has been especially interested in the influence of attitudes towards sustaina-

bility related issues on behavior. Results concerning this relationship, however, are incon-

sistent. Some studies identify a weak link between attitude and behavior which suggests a gap 

(Gupta & Ogden, 2009; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Peattie, 2001). Other studies, in con-

trast, put forward counterevidence. In the context of organic food, attitudes are good predic-

tors of sustainable behavior (Hauser et al., 2013; Pino, Peluso, & Guido, 2012; Zhou, 

Thøgersen, Ruan, & Huang, 2013). This inconclusive evidence raises the question if attitude 

towards sustainability really is a determining factor for purchasing behavior.  

Besides attitude, motives might also be able to explain sustainable purchasing behavior. Indi-

viduals expect that decisions and choices satisfy relevant motives (Chen, Duckworth, & 

Chaiken, 1999). Several qualitative studies examined primary motivations and beliefs in the 

context of the consumption of sustainable products (Hughner, McDonagh, Prothero, Shultz, & 

Stanton, 2007). However, there is still no quantitative analysis of the respective impacts of 

motives. Furthermore, it is unclear if motives differ across categories. To address these issues, 

the second focus – attitudes and motives – is subsumed under the following research ques-

tions: 

 

RQ2a: How does attitude influence sustainable purchasing behavior? 

RQ2b: Which motives drive sustainable purchasing behavior? 

 

Third, models in the context of sustainable consumption are mainly conceptualized around 

rational choice theories (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Peattie, 2010). However, consumers 

might not be motivated to engage in a great deal of rational decision-making at the time of 

purchase when the product is purchased repeatedly and is relatively unimportant (Hoyer, 

1984). On this basis, concepts of behavioral economics such as bounded rationality (Simon, 

1955) or heuristics (Gigerenzer & Brighton, 2009) seem to be promising concepts for under-

standing purchasing decisions in favor of sustainable products. However, research has scarce-
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ly considered heuristics in this context so far. Therefore, the third RQ on decision-making and 

choice focuses on the nature of the decision-making process in the context of sustainable pur-

chasing behavior: 

 

RQ3: How do consumers decide in favor of sustainable products? 

 

Fourth, if useful information is provided at the point of sale, consumers’ abilities to differenti-

ate between conventional and sustainable products is increased. Practical assistance such as 

sustainability labels are available in almost every product category (Pedersen & Neergaard, 

2006; Thøgersen, Haugaard, & Olesen, 2010). In line with this reasoning, consumers state 

that they are satisfied with the available information about sustainable products (Vittersø 

& Tangeland, 2015). However, studies found that consumers are not capable of assessing the 

sustainability of products correctly (Tobler et al., 2011). Thus, consumers might struggle to 

make objective assessments in the context of sustainable consumption. Therefore, the fourth 

research question focuses on the potential gap between the subjective and objective assess-

ment of the level of the (relative) sustainability of products: 

 

RQ4: Is consumers’ self-reported sustainable purchasing behavior also sustainable from an 

objective point of view? 

3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Contributions of included papers to research questions 

This framework paper makes a connection between transformations towards sustainable con-

sumption and consumers’ decision-making processes. Previous literature has focused on the 

role of companies in sustainability transformation processes (Johnson & Schaltegger, 2016; 

Loorbach & Wijsman, 2013; Schaltegger et al., 2016). However, these perspectives have not 

yet integrated findings from consumer research. This PhD thesis offers an original contribu-

tion into this specific area by investigating consumers’ decision-making processes and inte-

grating the generated insights into an enhanced transition management theory. The included 

academic papers contribute to answering the research questions posed in the previous section. 

Table 1 presents an overview of these papers and connects their research focus to the corre-

sponding research questions of the present framework paper. 
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Table 1: Overview of PhD-relevant papers and application to research questions 

Paper 

# 

 

Short title 

 

Author/s and year of publication Corresponding 

Research  

Questions 

1 Thinking green Moser, A. K. (2015) RQ 1, 2 

2 Consumers’ purchasing decisions Moser, A. K. (2016) RQ 1, 2, 4 

3 Buying organic Moser, A. K. (2016) RQ 2-4 

4 Quantitative and qualitative in-
sights 

Eberhart (née Moser), A. K., Naderer, G. (forth-
coming) 

RQ 1-4 

5 Attitude-behavior 
hypothesis 

Moser, A. K. (2015) RQ 1, 2, 4 

6 Deciphering sustainable consump-
tion 

Moser, A. K., Naderer, G. (2016) RQ 1-4 

7 Deciphering sustainable consump-
tion 

Moser, A. K., Naderer, G. (2016) RQ 1-4 

3.2 Operationalization of sustainable products 

Every product has environmental and social impacts stemming from e.g. production, con-

sumption / usage or disposal. Thus, products are at best more or less sustainable than availa-

ble alternatives. In the present framework paper, such (relatively more) sustainable products 

refer to products which are oriented towards sustainable development. In concrete terms, such 

products have one or several inherent attributes which reflect moral principles. These attrib-

utes can be related to a variety of environmental issues (e.g., recycling, avoiding pollution) 

and social issues (e.g., fair labor practices, humane treatment of animals) (Luchs, Naylor, Ir-

win, & Raghunathan, 2010). 

The included papers operationalize sustainable products based on several considerations. Alt-

hough consumers state that they care for sustainability, they generally do not know about spe-

cific sustainable features of most of the products they consume (Leire & Thidell, 2005). If 

being asked about the sustainability of groceries, consumers place high importance on e.g. 

low energy use or low carbon dioxide emissions during production and shipping (Hanss 

& Böhm, 2012). These features, however, are not directly perceivable. Consumers either have 

to infer these features from information which is provided on the product’s packaging or they 

have to search for more information beyond the shelf. However, the assessment of a product’s 

level of sustainability is highly challenging for consumers because they have to consider and 

assess various product characteristics (Tobler et al., 2011). Therefore, the papers take a con-

sumer perspective while simultaneously considering results from scientific studies on the so-

cial or environmental impacts of products. Specific sustainable attributes (e.g. labels or certi-

fications) are defined with bearing in mind which information is available and obtainable for 

consumers. Furthermore, the attributes have to be relevant in the decision-making process. 
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Thus, sustainable products are not only preferable from an environmental or social viewpoint, 

but also easily identifiable, available and relevant for consumers. 

3.3 Data bases and data analyses 

The analyses draw on different data sets to adequately answer the research questions and test 

the hypotheses in the respective articles included in this framework paper. In particular, the 

following data sets are incorporated (date collected / period of time observed): 

 in-depth interviews (2015),  

 scanner data from a German drugstore chain (3/2014 – 2/2015),  

 GfK household panel data: survey data (2012), 

 GfK household panel data: scanner data (1 – 12/2012). 

The market research institute GfK (one of the world’s leading market research institutes) as 

well as a major German drugstore chain provided large data sets which consisted of real 

transactions (“scanner data”). Applying such large data sets of actual purchases has a great 

empirical merit because it ensures a high level of external validity. Such data bases strengthen 

the reliability of the studies and help to overcome many of the criticisms related to the artifi-

ciality of laboratory research (Schram, 2005), self-presentational biases (Gaes et al., 1978), 

incorrect estimation of own behavior (Barber, Pei-Jou Kuo, Bishop, & Goodman Jr, 2012) 

and the potential difference between stated intention and actual purchasing (Sun & Morwitz, 

2010). Sampling up to seven product categories also enables to reveal potential differences 

between the respective categories. GfK scanner data is matched with GfK survey data by us-

ing households’ identification numbers. Additionally to this unique single-source approach, a 

mixed-methods research design is employed to overcome the limitations of self-reported 

scales (Szmigin, Carrigan, & McEachern, 2009). Mixed methods are effective in answering 

both exploratory and confirmatory questions by comparing qualitative and quantitative data 

(Spillman, 2014). Thus, qualitative and quantitative data complement and enrich each other 

which enables a thorough understanding of the research issues.  

Table 2 provides a detailed methodological overview. 
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Table 2: Data bases and analyses applied in included papers 

Paper 

# 

 

Short title 

 

Data bases Sample size (Statistical) Analyses 

 

Tools 

1 Thinking 
green 

GfK house-
hold panel:  
survey data 

n = 12,113  descriptive statistics 
 exploratory factor analysis 
 confirmatory factor analysis 
 structural equation models 
 cross-validation procedure 

IBM SPSS 
IBM SPSS Amos 

2 Consumers’ 
purchasing 
decisions 

GfK house-
hold panel:  
survey and 
scanner data 

n = 1,760  descriptive statistics 
 exploratory factor analysis 
 confirmatory factor analysis 
 structural equation models 
 power-analysis 

IBM SPSS 
IBM SPSS Amos 

3 Buying  
organic 

GfK house-
hold panel:  
survey and 
scanner data 

n = 1,760  descriptive statistics 
 exploratory factor analysis 
 confirmatory factor analysis 
 structural equation models 

IBM SPSS 
IBM SPSS Amos 

4 Quantitative 
and qualita-
tive insights 

  Mixed methods  

In-depth 
interviews  
 

n (qual.) = 21 
 

Qualitative: 

 interpretive,  
grounded approach 

 means-end chain analysis 

MaxQDA 
Excel 
 

Scanner data 
from drug-
store chain 

n (quant.) = 
10,272,477 

Quantitative: 

 descriptive statistics 
 t-test 
 cluster analysis / segmentation 

IBM SPSS 

5 Attitude-
behavior 
hypothesis 

GfK house-
hold panel:  
survey and 
scanner data 

n = 1,605  descriptive statistics 
 exploratory factor analysis 
 confirmatory factor analysis 
 structural equation model 

IBM SPSS 
IBM SPSS Amos 

6 Deciphering 
sustainable 
consumption 

In-depth 
interviews  
 

n = 17 
 

 interpretive,  
grounded approach 

 means-end chain analysis 

MaxQDA 
Excel 
 

7 Deciphering 
sustainable 
consumption 

In-depth 
interviews  
 

n = 17 
 

 interpretive,  
grounded approach 

 means-end chain analysis 

MaxQDA 
Excel 
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4 DISCUSSION OF KEY FINDINGS 

The results and findings of this PhD thesis are published in separate papers which can be 

grouped according to the four research foci and the corresponding research questions (refer to 

Table 1). The organization of the following sub-sections adopts the research foci, integrates 

the results, and interprets the findings in the light of existing research. 

4.1 Determining factors of sustainable consumption 

The papers included demonstrate that consumers’ understanding of sustainability is heteroge-

neous. Ideas vary from a simple lexical and product-related understanding to a holistic 

knowledge which includes environmental and social aspects. Sustainability-related 

knowledge can only develop if consumers are aware that their (purchasing) behavior has envi-

ronmental and social consequences. This problem awareness creates a motivational state in 

which consumers feel that they have to act (Eberhart & Naderer, forthcoming; Moser, 

Naderer, & Haubach, 2017). Thus, problem awareness is a fertile foundation on which sus-

tainable consumption can thrive. However, awareness in itself does not simply lead to sus-

tainable behavior (Bamberg, 2003; Mainieri, Barnett, Valdero, Unipan, & Oskamp, 1997). 

Further determining and important factors were also identified. These are analyzed in the fol-

lowing. 

Personal norms and the willingness to pay (WTP) a premium represent major drivers of sus-

tainable purchasing (Moser, 2015b). This is in line with results from previous studies in the 

field of e.g. organic food (Arvola et al., 2008; Kim & Chung, 2011) and energy-efficient 

products (Ha & Janda, 2012), respectively. The concept of WTP is closely related to product 

prices: the choice of a sustainable product comes along with additional costs. In average, con-

sumers have to spend approximately 80 % more money if they prefer sustainable groceries to 

conventional groceries (Haubach & Held, 2015). Consumers usually cite such higher prices as 

a main barrier to sustainable consumption (Vega-Zamora, Torres-Ruiz, Murgado-Armenteros, 

& Parras-Rosa, 2014). However, price is not necessarily perceived as a barrier, but as value 

for money. If consumers are in a position to justify a price premium through other gains, they 

are willing to pay more (Padel & Foster, 2005). From a consumers’ point of view, sustainable 

products might offer benefits which compensate for higher prices (Burke et al., 2014; 

Thøgersen et al., 2012). Higher prices are also perceived to be a signal for higher quality 

(Ngobo, 2011). Therefore, a price premium is not perceived as a barrier (Olsen, Slotegraaf, & 

Chandukala, 2014), but is accepted (Thøgersen et al., 2012). These findings underline that not 

price, but the perceived value for money and, thus, the WTP for sustainable products is a cru-



 

16 

cial predictor for purchasing. Only consumers who are willing to accept the price premium 

are also likely to purchase sustainable products (Moser, 2016a). 

4.2 Consumers’ attitudes and motives 

Besides WTP and norms, the literature frequently considers attitude as a factor which may 

influence behavior (Haubach, Moser, Schmidt, & Wehner, 2013). However, there is consider-

able variability in the degree to which attitudes can predict behavior (Glasman & Albarracín, 

2006). In the present context, attitude is not significantly related to sustainable buying (Moser, 

2015a, 2015b, 2016a). Thus, the results imply an attitude-behavior gap. Although consumers 

generally care for the environment and also try to access their positive attitudes towards sus-

tainability and / or sustainable products in purchasing situations, only a minority of consumers 

actually buys sustainable products (Eberhart & Naderer, forthcoming; Moser, 2016a). In line 

with these findings, several studies acknowledge only a low attitude-behavior correlation for 

sustainable motivated buying (Gupta & Ogden, 2009; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Mainieri 

et al., 1997) and fail in predicting such behavior through assessing consumer attitudes 

(Peattie, 2001). Attitude only has a great predictive value for behavior which is not expensive 

or difficult to perform (Stern, 2000). The importance of attitude decreases if further factors 

are included into models of behavior (such as WTP and norms in the present context) (Shah, 

Kumar, & Kim, 2014). 

Competing motives might also contribute to the gap between attitude and behavior. Consum-

ers only purchase sustainable products if products meet their needs. Whereas both the im-

portance and the prevalence of product attributes naturally differ across categories – e.g. taste 

for food categories, scent for personal care products – underlying motives and values are 

strikingly similar. Health is an especially important driver, both in the category for personal 

care products (Moser & Naderer, 2016a, 2016b), as well as in the category of food (Moser, 

2016b). Furthermore, universalism plays a central role in sustainable consumption (Eberhart 

& Naderer, forthcoming, forthcoming; Moser & Naderer, 2016b). Universalism is a value 

which is connected to the understanding, appreciation, and protection for the welfare of all 

people and for nature (Schwartz et al., 2012). However, sustainability-related motives do only 

play a decisive role for a small segment of consumers which is highly involved in sustainabil-

ity issues. Other consumers struggle with competing motives. They demand products that 

both satisfy self-interested and environmental motives, but do not see how these motives can 

be reconciled. Thus, they mostly prefer conventional products which fulfil self-interested mo-

tives (Eberhart & Naderer, forthcoming; Moser & Naderer, 2016b). 
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Self-interested motives, however, are also key drivers of consumers who choose sustainable 

products (Eberhart & Naderer, forthcoming; Moser, 2016b). In contrast to research on sus-

tainability and consumption behavior which often emphasizes environmental or altruistic mo-

tives (Egea & de Frutos, 2013; Honkanen, Verplanken, & Olsen, 2006), the papers included 

reveal the importance of self-interested motives as a key driver for all consumers (Eberhart 

& Naderer, forthcoming; Moser, 2016b). Thus, the findings underline that sustainable attrib-

utes might not be attractive enough to foster demand for most consumers although they might 

have a general positive attitude towards sustainability. Consumers generally approve of sus-

tainable products and expect that products fulfill a certain level of sustainability (Haubach & 

Moser, 2016). However, they are not willing to trade off functional attributes against sustain-

able attributes (Auger et al., 2008; Olson, 2013). 

4.3 Understanding decision-making processes 

The included papers revealed discrepancies between attitudes and behavior. Attitudes might 

not play a role in purchasing decisions, because the situations in which they take place require 

only limited problem-solving strategies (Tarkiainen & Sundqvist, 2009). Thus, discrepancies 

may arise if consumers respond to immediate cues instead of undertaking a reasoned analysis 

of these (Chen et al., 1999). This phenomenon can be explained by the heuristic-systematic 

model which differentiates systematic processing from heuristic processing (Chaiken, 1980). 

Whereas systematic processing involves a relatively comprehensive and analytic scrutiny of 

information, heuristic processing involves the use of judgmental rules or so-called heuristics. 

Decisions which are formed on the basis of heuristic processing reflect easily processed heu-

ristic cue information, rather than particular information (Chen et al., 1999). Thus, heuristics 

are simple selection rules or tactics that provide a satisfactory choice while allowing a quick 

and effortless decision (Hoyer, 1984). Researchers often assume that consumers analyze in-

formation about sustainability systematically, since this is consistent with the concerns they 

express about corresponding problems. Consumers are supposed to go through the whole de-

cision-making process in the store, weighting and re-evaluating all of their salient needs and 

concerns (Carrington, Neville, & Whitwell, 2014). However, busy and distracting environ-

ments such as supermarkets rather promote the use of heuristics because opportunities to 

gather and reflect on information are limited (Hoek, Roling, & Holdsworth, 2013; Moser et 

al., 2017). 
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The papers included corroborated that decision-making heuristics are a promising concept for 

understanding purchasing decisions in favor of sustainable products (Eberhart & Naderer, 

forthcoming; Moser, 2016b). Heuristics exploit the available cues of the environment and 

enable effortless decisions. The vast majority of consumers rely on a single cue related to e.g. 

price or performance when deciding on an everyday product. Some consumers simply choose 

the organic alternative (Thøgersen et al., 2012). Thus, the organic attribute and / or corre-

sponding labels serve as a heuristic cue (Vega-Zamora et al., 2014). In the context of personal 

care products, labels such as Natrue or the V-label for vegan products are used. Furthermore, 

claims, design and packaging material can also serve as a tactic to identify sustainable prod-

ucts (Eberhart & Naderer, forthcoming; Moser et al., 2017). 

However, a heuristic cue might only be used for decision-making if further decisive factors 

are also considered. As discussed in chapter 4.1, consumers perceive especially price as a bar-

rier to the purchase of sustainable products. Therefore, consumers have to accept a price pre-

mium if they prefer sustainable products over conventional alternatives. The structure of the 

heuristic factor reflects these critical product features. On the one hand, the heuristic cue func-

tions as a simple decision rule by which consumers are enabled to reduce time and efforts in 

everyday purchasing situations. On the other hand, the preference for sustainable products 

causes additional costs for consumers which is reflected by a higher willingness to pay 

(Moser, 2016b). 

4.4 The divergence of subjectively and objectively sustainable behavior 

Additionally to the gap between attitude and behavior, there is also a divergence between 

consumers’ self-reported behavior (SRB) and their actual purchasing behavior (Moser, 

2016a). This divergence can be reasonably attributed to consumers’ limited expertise and 

competence (Eberhart & Naderer, forthcoming; Moser & Naderer, 2016b). 

Expertise plays a critical role in purchasing decisions (Gleim et al., 2013; Thøgersen et al., 

2010). This issue partially accounts for the gap between the subjective and objective assess-

ment of environmental impacts of products and, hence, leads to unsustainable purchasing de-

cisions (Moser, 2016a). Consumers struggle to make objective assessments in the context of 

sustainable consumption. They use heuristic cues to infer the sustainability of a product. 

However, these cues are not necessarily reliable indicators. Although cues such as natural 

visuals might imply sustainability, they are not an objective source for the assessment of the 

degree of sustainability of a product (Eberhart & Naderer, forthcoming; Moser & Naderer, 

2016b). Whereas consumers are well aware of organic labels (Janssen & Hamm, 2012), they 
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overlook and ignore established labels in other categories such as personal care products. For 

the majority of consumers, sustainable product attributes are not obvious. Only a small seg-

ment of responsible consumers is willing to inform themselves about sustainability features 

beyond the shelves. These consumers read specific magazines (e.g. retailer’s magazines), 

search the internet (search engines, manufacturers websites) or use mobile apps (refer to 

http://www.codecheck.info or http://www.bund.net/toxfox) to support their decisions in favor 

of sustainable products. Only these consumers are able to make true sustainable product 

choices. The remaining consumer segments, in contrast, are not able to differentiate between 

sustainable products and conventional products. These consumers do not make the effort to 

inform themselves. They deduce the sustainability of products from the positive image and 

(perceived) expertise of e.g. the retailer (deductive reasoning, expert heuristic). Instead of 

taking responsibility, consumers delegate the responsibility to trusted retailers and manufac-

turers and expect that the latter take care of the issue (Eberhart & Naderer, forthcoming; 

Moser & Naderer, 2016b).  

5 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

5.1 Key findings in the context of consumers’ role in transformations towards sustaina-

ble consumption 

Low market shares of sustainable products show that unsustainable shopping practices still 

prevail. From a normative and sustainability transformation perspective, these practices 

should be transformed into more sustainable practices. Essentially, these key findings regard-

ing sustainable purchasing decisions underline that 

 

1. there is not the one sustainable consumer, there are rather different segments with dif-

ferent understandings, motivations and practices, 

2. there is a gap between attitude and behavior which can be attributed to barriers and 

competing motives, 

3. consumers do not engage in elaborated information processing, but rather apply heuris-

tics, 

4. there is a gap between subjective and objective assessments of the level of sustainability 

of products which can be attributed to a lack of competence and expertise. 

 

http://www.bund.net/toxfox
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If these results are analyzed on a meta-level against the backdrop of the enhanced transition 

management theory outlined in chapter 2.1, the overarching research question can be ans-

wered. Thus, possible paths to foster the transformation towards more sustainable practices – 

especially in the context of shopping practices – are revealed. The findings underline that sus-

tainable consumption is rather to be understood as an overarching concept than as a lifestyle. 

The degree to which practices are oriented towards sustainable development differs along 

with their location in different segments. As highlighted in chapter 2.1, not only legal actions 

and structural changes in systems are necessary to establish more sustainable consumption 

practices, but also the active engagement of companies and consumers. In order to facilitate 

change towards more sustainable practices, TM can be used to identify sustainable niches of 

practices that are different from the regime practice (Rauschmayer et al., 2015). Nowadays, 

those niches of practices are reflected by e.g. shopping of organic products or natural personal 

care products. These practices might be completed by innovations and further emerging prac-

tices in the future, but also by practices in other fields and domains which reflect broader as-

pects of consumption (e.g. sharing instead of buying / owning). 

The included papers revealed that sustainable products and consumers who buy them still 

only represent a niche today. Although sustainable attributes are integrated into product mar-

keting strategies and might even be the key selling proposition, this attribute does not yet 

drive mainstream consumption. Thus, consumers’ capabilities and their agency have to be 

understood. Only if individual factors and motivations are considered, a successful transfor-

mation towards more sustainable practices can be set in motion. The empirical evidence un-

derlines that sustainable attributes are valuable add-ons which, however, cannot compensate 

for self-interested benefits. Furthermore, consumers practically manage the complexities of 

sustainable consumption by developing heuristic strategies to reduce cognitive workload and 

enable quick decisions. However, these strategies result from subjective assessments of sus-

tainability and might not ensure true sustainable practices. 

Although (some) consumers acknowledge the responsibility for their consumption, the limits 

of sustainable consumption as a driver for transformations towards sustainable consumption 

have to be recognized. Consumers cannot take charge of the issue alone (for a discussion see 

Akenji, 2014). Rather, companies and consumers have to contribute to the transformations as 

partners. Such a shared responsibility enables both actors to live up to their roles and the ex-

pectations they have of each other. Beyond this management perspective, legal authorities and 

other organizations could also fall back upon the findings and take corresponding actions. 
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Overall, transformations towards sustainable consumption pose three major challenges. First-

ly, more consumers have to be motivated to engage in sustainable practices to foster the trans-

formation from sustainable niche practices to mainstream practices. It is essential that indi-

viduals understand the impact of their behavior and that their behavior is sustainable from an 

objective perspective. Secondly, the transformation will only be successful if companies con-

sider consumers’ personal capabilities and agency. Availability and tailored information (go-

ing beyond classic information / information channels) have to be ensured. Thirdly, products 

have to satisfy sustainability motives and personal motives of consumers simultaneously. Alt-

hough sustainability is a pressing issue, most individuals do not experience a direct benefit 

from sustainable practices. The consequences of behavior are only indirect, because of time-

lagged effects and the doubts about the effectiveness of sustainable behavior (can an individ-

ual even make a difference?) as well as self-efficacy (anticipated difficulty in performing a 

behavior). Companies have to bear in mind these critical issues when conceptualizing sustain-

able business models, sustainable products and corresponding marketing strategies. Chapter 

5.3 provides more concrete and practical implications. 

5.2 Theoretical contributions and directions for further research 

The PhD project first and foremost contributes to academic theory by providing a thorough 

understanding of consumers’ personal capabilities and their agency. The findings reveal why 

consumers engage or do not engage in sustainable practices. Predominant theories in analyz-

ing consumer choices were analyzed and challenged. The empirical evidence underlines that 

consumers’ motivations and intentions are rarely translated into an objectively sustainable 

purchasing behavior. Thus, the papers included suggest alternative theoretical approaches 

such as behavioral economics and the homo heuristicus to draw a more conclusive picture of 

the role of sustainability attributes in consumers’ decision-making processes.  

Consumers’ personal capabilities and agency were integrated into a superordinate theory, 

namely the enhanced TM approach. As Rauschmayer et al. (2015) point out, the strength of 

the combination of TM, CA and practices lies in its practical potential. The framework is a 

useful guide for governing sustainable transformations that acknowledges normative, individ-

ual and societal dynamics. Within PT, it is neither possible to distinguish between sustainable 

and unsustainable practices nor to steer and govern the development from one to another. As 

the findings show, numerous sustainable and unsustainable practices co-exist, especially be-

tween the segments. With the help of TM and CA, a framework for the transformation from 

unsustainable practices to more sustainable practices can be established. In a second step, the 
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development from niches to mainstream can be promoted by integrating and considering indi-

viduals’ capabilities. 

The present framework paper developed this approach further by scrutinizing consumers’ 

capabilities and practices in the context of sustainable consumption. It integrated consumers’ 

and companies’ perspectives into the framework in order to identify critical avenues for the 

successful transformation towards a sustainable consumption culture. The findings imply that 

companies and consumers are interdependent actors which act recursively and enable each 

other to act more sustainably. Consequently, both actors have to enable each other’s contribu-

tion to the transformation. Thus, they share a responsibility for the success of sustainable 

transformations.  

The findings revealed that the majority of consumers is still hesitant when it comes to practic-

es in the context of shopping for sustainable products. Therefore, companies have to identify 

promising niches of practices in which some consumers already engage in sustainable con-

sumption. Alternatively, companies might introduce sustainable innovations and create new 

markets. By identifying the inherent market potential and designing effective measures, com-

panies might be able to reach consumers in and beyond the niche and, thus, push ahead sus-

tainable transformation. However, companies will only be successful if they integrate the con-

sumer insights gained from the present research into e.g. their value propositions, customer 

interfaces and marketing strategies. Furthermore, lock-in effects have to be overcome to make 

it easy and desirable for consumers to adopt sustainable products. Such measures would ena-

ble consumers to take responsibility and contribute to sustainable development.  

Figure 3 illustrates the theoretical contributions and integrates them into the basic framework. 

 
Figure 3: Transformation towards sustainable consumption with focus on the interaction between con-

sumers and companies 
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The framework paper reflects on consumers’ personal capabilities and agency with special 

regard to consumers’ interplay with companies in transformations towards sustainable con-

sumption. Although consumers still are not the major driving force for sustainable transfor-

mations, the success depends on their active engagement. On the basis of the empirical find-

ings in the papers included, this PhD thesis offers avenues for a successful transformation. 

The findings underline that the model of consumer sovereignty based on the homo oeconomi-

cus is hardly compatible with consumers’ real choices. Consumers e.g. suffer from infor-

mation deficits, lack of competence and expertise as well as budget constraints. Consequently, 

they make imperfect choices. Therefore, the present framework offers an alternative approach 

to understand consumers and the market they act in which refers to the concepts of capabili-

ties, behavioral economics and the homo heuristicus. If values and capabilities of consumers 

are considered in designing products and market activities, consumers are enabled to decide in 

all of their interests (beyond only maximizing their individual utility).  

The empirical evidence from the papers revealed promising starting points to push sustainable 

transformations. Although the present paper took a (marketing) management perspective with 

special emphasis on consumers, transformations towards sustainable consumption are clearly 

not only about consumers and companies. Other stakeholders such as public authorities, non-

governmental organizations or the civil society as well as the interplay between all these ac-

tors have also to be taken into account. Therefore, the present model could be furthered and 

deepened by these factors and their respective interplay. Stakeholder engagement, though, 

only provides perspectives, but not yet solutions (Weisenfeld, 2012). Therefore, this enriched 

model raises the question of the role of each stakeholder and the respective measures (e.g. 

government interventions such as taxes or emission trading) which could / should be taken to 

promote sustainable consumption effectively. Thus, the boundaries between companies’ and 

e.g. governmental or civic scopes of action are revealed. Beyond companies and consumers, 

governments and the civil society are essential mediators for sustainable consumption. An 

example of a critical field of interest which concerns all stakeholders would be the problem of 

cost internalization (incorporation of negative external effects covering e.g. environmental 

issues) and resulting “true prices” of products. 

 

The present dissertation project mainly focused on shopping for sustainable products. Further 

research might enhance the findings of the present study by scrutinizing further practices 

which are also essential for sustainable development e.g. in the field of (self-)sufficiency / 
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voluntary simplicity (McDonald, Oates, Young, & Hwang, 2006) or anti-consumption (Black 

& Cherrier, 2010) and further activities which focus on usage and general consumption (e.g. 

sharing).  

5.3 Practical implications 

Although consumers are crucial for the successful transformation to a more sustainable con-

sumption culture, the included papers revealed that consumers are currently not likely to be a 

major driving force. The majority of consumers delegates responsibility for sustainability is-

sues to retailers and manufacturers. Companies are expected to embrace such issues and act 

proactively and sustainably. Although companies can hardly rely on consumers’ commitment 

and knowledge, they will only be successful with consumers’ support. The key to a successful 

transformation, thus, is the consumer. Companies will not “do well by doing good” without 

consumers also “doing well and doing good” (Devinney, Auger, & Eckhardt, 2012). There-

fore, the successful interplay of these two actors is essential. 

If consumers are neither willing to fully embrace their responsibility nor able to make sustain-

able decisions, retailers and manufacturers have to accept the responsibility for the sustainable 

consumption of their customers. In a first step, sustainability and responsibility have to be 

integrated into the strategic thinking and orientation as well as into business models if compa-

nies want to be successful in the long-term. In a second step, both the strategic orientation and 

sustainable business models have to be translated into operative measures.  

For companies, it will be not enough to e.g. introduce sustainable product innovations or to 

incorporate sustainable brands into their assortment. Products and services have to be rede-

signed, moving away from simply greenwashing towards embracing sustainability issues ho-

listically. Today, only few consumers have the competence to identify sustainable products. 

However, the remaining segments also need reliable decision-making heuristics which enable 

easy, efficient, and correct decisions. Therefore, it is necessary to guide consumers to sustain-

able choices. To this end, not more, but tailored and harmonized information and cues should 

be provided. Altogether, consumers have to be persuaded, enticed and educated so that they 

finally can understand the utility of sustainable attributes of their consumption and develop 

reliable heuristics.  

Results underlined the critical importance of WTP. Thus, pricing strategies have to be de-

signed with bearing in mind that consumers do not automatically value sustainable product 

features. Additionally, such features are mostly not directly tangible. Sustainable attributes 

mostly do not add up to the basic benefits of a product. Their value is rather emotional and 
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psychological. Thus, the marketing of sustainable products might be inspired by other prod-

ucts with intangible benefits or by strong brands. However, from a sustainability perspective, 

not pricing strategies, but “true costs” of products are crucial.  

Consequently, building up sustainable business models and mainstreaming sustainable con-

sumption is a difficult long-term endeavor. A broader consumer base has to be established in 

order to manage the change from a niche to a mainstream market. Choice editing (Peattie, 

2010) and nudging (Ölander & Thøgersen, 2014; Sunstein, 2014) might be useful instruments 

to mainstream sustainable consumption. Whereas choice editing refers to removing the least 

sustainable products from the market, nudges steer consumers in particular directions (e.g. 

towards sustainable choices) while simultaneously preserving their free choices. With such 

instruments, a shopping environment with facilitating conditions could be created to enable 

consumers to choose sustainable alternatives even with only limited expertise. Increasing vis-

ibility, convenience and attractiveness could encourage consumers to buy sustainable prod-

ucts and, thus, contribute to the transformation towards a more sustainable consumption cul-

ture. As mentioned earlier, legal incentives have not been very successful in activating con-

sumers (Vittersø & Tangeland, 2015) which is why the present results might also be interest-

ing for policy makers to design effective campaigns. 

6 CONCLUSION 

Despite growing supply of and information about sustainable products, unsustainable shop-

ping practices still prevail. Consumers practically manage the complexities of sustainable 

consumption by developing heuristic strategies to reduce cognitive workload and enable 

quick decisions. However, these strategies result from subjective assessments of sustainability 

and might not ensure genuine sustainable practices. Furthermore, consumers rather delegate 

their responsibility for sustainable consumption to companies.  

As a consequence, transformations towards sustainable consumption will only be successful if 

companies and consumers enable each other’s contribution. Such a shared responsibility en-

sures that both actors live up to their roles and the expectations they have of each other. Alt-

hough companies can hardly rely on consumers’ commitment and knowledge, they can only 

be successful with consumers’ support. Therefore, companies should use the insights and 

findings of this dissertation to design promising business models and effective marketing 

strategies to promote sustainable products from niches to mainstream. This will help to 

achieve the SDG regarding consumption and at the same time businesses’ bottom lines will 

profit from it. 
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