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A major obstacle for promoting ecological consumer behavior is that people may hold negative attitudes towards ecological behavior.

Because attitudes may be inferred from previous behavior, we tested whether making previous pro-environmental behavior salient

would influence their attitudes towards pro-environmental behaviors and their actual ecological decisions. Cueing people with

commonly performed ecological behavior positively influenced their attitudes towards ecological behavior (Study 1) and rendered

their consumption decisions more ecologically sound (Study 2). Implications for setting up effective social marketing campaigns are

discussed.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The appeal for social marketing research to serve consumers’

and society’s long term well-being and address sustainable con-
sumption issues has been put forward since the early 70’s (Andreasen
1995; Kotler and Zaltman 1971). The promotion of sustainable
consumption behavior has shown to be an arduous task for govern-
ments and organization acting as behavioral managers, despite an
increased interest of the general public in sustainable development.
An often cited reason for this phenomenon is that people associate
sustainable behavior with behavioral costs like money, time, effort
and inconvenience (Pieters et al. 1998; Thøgersen 1994). In the
present paper we focus on ecological behavior in specific and
propose a technique, which aims to improve consumers’ attitude
towards specific environmental acts, and to increase their adoption
of environmental behaviors.

Bem’s self-perception theory (1972) proposed that attitudes
may be inferred from previous behavior, especially when attitudes
are to be constructed on the spot, or when existing attitudes are
ambiguous or weak (Holland, Verplanken, and Van Knippenberg
2002). When deriving one’s attitude towards pro-environmental
behaviors, an individual can base his or her judgment on the
availability of instances of previously performed environmental
behaviors in memory (e.g., Tversky & Kahneman’s availability
heuristic (1973)). Increasing this perceived availability may thus
render people’s attitudes more favorable.

We propose that cueing people with commonly performed
environmental behaviors may therefore render their attitude to-
wards ecological behavior more positive. First, showing that they
actually do perform environmental acts quite frequently in their
daily lives increases the perceived availability of these behaviors.
Second, cueing may render behaviors more relevant as a source of
information to infer one’s attitudes from. As a matter of fact, people
may not perceive certain environmental acts as being informative
when deriving their attitudes. This is the case when the behavior is
seen as a social norm or when they attribute it to other motives than
their green ethics, like financial reasons. This conjecture was
supported by a first pre-study (N=32). From a ‘logic of conversa-
tion’-perspective, cueing these behaviors as environmental acts
will render them relevant as information to derive attitudes from
(Grice 1975; Schwarz 1994).

A second pre-study (N=42) confirmed the assumption that the
perceived ease with which participants could generate instances of
previous environmental acts is correlated with their attitude to-
wards environmental acts. In Study 1 (N=160) we examined the
effect of cueing commonly performed environmental behaviors on
attitudes. We constructed three sets of behaviors. One set contained
environmental behaviors which people usually perform. These
were the eight most often mentioned behaviors of this type, by
participants in the second pre-study. Similarly, the second set was
constructed to contain eight environmental behaviors which people
usually do not perform. A control set contained eight behaviors,
unrelated to ecology. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
three groups, each of which received one of the three sets of
behaviors. They were asked to indicate how frequently they engage
in each of them. This way we created an ecologically cued group,
a non-ecologically cued group and a control group. The results
indicated that the ecologically cued group indeed showed more

favorable attitudes towards environmental behavior, perceived
themselves more as ecological consumers and indicated a higher
feeling or moral obligation to protect the environment than partici-
pants in either of the other two groups. Between the non-ecologi-
cally cued group and control group, no significant effects were
obtained on any of the measures.

In Study 2 (N=66) we verified whether this increase in
favorability of people’s attitudes also renders their consumption
decisions more ecologically sound. The manipulation used was
identical to the one of Study 1. After the cueing manipulation,
participants had to make several ecology-related decisions. First,
they were asked to imagine being in a shopping environment and
had to make purchase decisions. They were presented with ten
product pairs: five filler pairs and five critical pairs. In each critical
pair, one product was a more environmentally friendly but more
expensive alternative of the other. We counted the number of
environmentally friendly choices, which was higher for the eco-
logically cued group. A second task measured environmental
conduct in a more subtle way. Participants were asked making notes
for a task supposedly investigating the type of information consum-
ers deem most important when reading product claims. We actually
measured the efficiency with which participants used scratch paper.
Again the ecologically cued group showed to behave in a more
environmentally friendly way by using the available scratch paper
more efficiently, and writing smaller than both other groups.
Finally, to measure behavior in a more involving task, we offered
participants to take a notepad home. They had to choose between a
notepad containing the less appealing brownish recycled paper and
a notepad with normal white paper. A higher percentage of partici-
pants in the ecologically cued group (81 %) and a smaller percent-
age of participants in the non-ecologically cued group (23 %), chose
the recycled paper, compared to the control condition (52 %), On
both other behavioral measures, these last two groups did not differ.

Our data suggest that drawing attention to the ecological acts
people already engage in, improves people’s attitudes towards
ecological behaviors, with an analog effect on their behavior.

These results allow us to propose some guidelines for design-
ing effective social marketing efforts for other sustainable behav-
iors as well.

Traditional campaigns are known to elicit aversive feelings
towards the request, by creating guilt and using a paternalistic
approach. Our technique approaches people in a more positive way,
which is more likely to be accepted by the public. Second, tradi-
tional campaigns usually provide an external motivation for behav-
ioral change, asking people to make a personal sacrifice for the
benefit of society in general. However, external motivation usually
results in reduced performance and reduced persistence of a behav-
ior (Ryan and Deci 2000). To the extent that our cueing approach
causes a greener perception of self, this might lead to internally
motivated behavior, resulting in better performance and persistence
of the promoted behavior.
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