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Although a respectable body of knowledge in green and sustainable consumer behavior has clearly been established, this area is still

both young enough and important enough to society to merit further inquiry. Rather than simply reviewing the work that has been

completed thus far, the purpose of this roundtable will be to discuss and develop key questions and research priorities for future study

of green, sustainable, and ethical marketing.
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Extended Abstract
Over the last decade there has been a steady increase in sales and consumer interest of environmentally friendly, ethically produced, 

and so-called sustainable products (Freedonia 2009). Mainstream manufacturers and retailers such as Walmart, Home Depot, P & G, 
and General Electric have increased their offerings of products labeled “green” and they have altered many business practices in order 
to decrease or offset their impact on the environment. 

Research on consumer attitudes and response to green, ethical, and sustainable marketing has also begun to take root in a number of 
important directions, especially as it becomes apparent that despite positive attitudes toward such products, in many product categories 
consumers still don’t buy or use them (Luchs, Naylor, Irwin, Raghunathan 2010; UNEP 2005). As a result, questions of when and why 
these products will be adopted have been on the forefront. For example, a number of researchers have explored questions associated 
with the traits and indicators of consumers who tend to be green consumers (Haws, Winterich, Naylor 2010; Webb, Mohr, and Harris 
2008). Others have asked about consumer response to the real or inferred trades-offs that consumers must make between the green 
benefits of the products and other primary benefits of the products (Luchs et al. 2010). In addition, many researchers have begun to 
uncover a potential dark side associated with purchase of green products. For example Ehrich and Irwin (2005) found that consumers 
may intentionally avoid leaning about a product’s negative ethical connections in order to protect a favored status of a preferred product. 
Others have shown that a licencing effect appears to occur with either the purchase of green products or beliefs about one’s own past 
green behavior. This may result in consumers becoming less likely to make subsequent green purchases, and may even be more likely 
to engage in other immoral or selfish behavior (Becker-Olsen, Bennett, Chakravarti 2010; Mazar and Zhong 2010). Finally, even when 
people do purchase green products, the benefits they seek may not be associated ethical, nor altruistic goals. Instead, the decision to 
purchase a green product may be driven by a goal of signaling status (Griskevicius, Tybur, and Van den Bergh 2010).

Although a respectable body of knowledge in green and sustainable consumer behavior has clearly been established, this area is 
still both young enough and important enough to society to merit further inquiry. Rather than simply reviewing the work that has been 
completed thus far, the purpose of this roundtable will be to discuss and develop key questions and research priorities for future study 
of green, sustainable, and ethical marketing. At least nine recognized researchers this area have agreed to attend and contribute. Toward 
developing these research priorities, a number of areas for discussion have been proposed.

One area for consideration is consumer response to the way in which green and sustainable benefits are introduced and manifest 
in the products they consume. For example, products may become more green in a number of ways. First, manufacturing and trans-
portation methods may be used by a company to reduce any negative impact on the environment or society but these changes may not 
alter the product or consumer experience in any way. Second, materials used in the product or package may have a reduced impact on 
natural resources either by reducing material use, reusing materials, or using alternative materials. These methods may have an impact 
on the environment, but it may be affect the product experience as well. Third, design of products may be altered so that when used the 
products have less impact on the environment by reducing their energy consumption or pollution. Finally, products may be designed 
so that when they are disposed of they have less impact on the environment. Each of these methods may result in a similar impact on 
the environment, but they may differ in consumer reactions. For instance, tangible and observable aspects of the greenness of products 
may lead to inferences that the product is less effective in other ways, which may reduce demand, yet it may facilitate public signaling 
of the purchase, which could increase demand through perceived benefit to status (Griskevicius et al. 2010). Further, even unobservable 
changes may influence demand for green products depending on where in the consumption stream the change has occurred. For instance, 
upstream improvements toward the greening of a product (i.e. alterations in manufacturing transportation processes) may be perceived 
as more desirable than downstream benefits because the greening of the product has already taken place when the consumer makes the 
purchase decision, while downstream changes (i.e. alterations in design that improve efficiency during use of disposal) may be perceived 
as more desirable than upstream benefits because they allow the consumer to be a cooperative player in the green benefit being realized. 

While aspects of the product may be one area for consideration of key research objectives, a second area is in aspects of consum-
ers’ identities. Recent work suggests that people have many identities, or self-construals, that may be activated at different times, lead-
ing to differences in motivations, information processing, and behaviors (Oyserman 2009). Such identity activation may be important 
for facilitating consumer compliance with behaviors and purchase of products that benefit a common good, rather than their own self 
interest. In other domain this has been shown to be effect. For example, identity congruent appeals have been shown to be effective for 
influencing decisions to exercise and to reduce alcohol and drug use (Martin and Leary 2001; Werch 2007, 2008). 
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The session is expected to have a very broad appeal as research in this area continues to take off. Further, the questions posed in 
this line of research also dovetail with many other areas of research including the role of emotions in decision making, common goods 
decisions, attitude formation and change, and self presentation. As a result it is expected that this session will draw both attendees im-
mediately interested in green, ethical and sustainable marketing, as well as those interested in these varied, yet influential, research topics.

References
Becker-Olsen, Karen, Aronte Bennett, and Amitav Chakravarti (2010), “The Green-Self Paradox: An Examination of Licensing Ef-

fects In Green Behavior,” presented at the Society for Consumer Psychology Conference, St. Pete Beach, Florida
Ehrich, K., and J. Irwin (2005), “WIllful Ignorance in the Request for Product Information,” Journal of Marketing Research, 42 (Aug. 

2005), 266-277.
Freedonia (2009), “Green Building Materials to 2013,” Study 2459, February.
Griskevicius, Vladas , J. M. Tybur, and B. Van den Bergh, (in press), “Going Green to Be Seen: Status, Reputation, and Conspicuous 

Conservation,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.
Haws, Kelly, Karen Page Winterich, and Rebecca Naylor (2010), “It’s all about THE GREENS: Conflicting Motives and Making 

Green Work,” Working Paper.
Luchs, Naylor, Irwin, Raghunathan (in press), The Sustainability Liability: Potential Negative Effects of Ethicality on Product Pre-

frerence,” Journal of Marketing. 
Mazar, N. & Zhong, C. B. , “Do Green Products Make Us Better People?” Psychological Science (in press) 
Martin, K. A., & Leary, M. R (2001), “Self-Presentational Determinants of Health Risk Behavior Among College Freshmen,” Psy-

chology and Health, 15, 1-11. 
Oyserman, D. (2009). “Identity-Based Motivation: Implications for Action-Readiness, Procedural-Readiness, and Consumer Behav-

ior,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 19, 250-260.
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (2005), Talk the Walk: Advancing Sustainable Lifestyles through Marketing and 

Communications. UN Global Compact and Utopies.
Webb, Deborah J., Lois A. Mohr and Katherine E. Harris (2008), “A Re-examination of Socially Responsible Consumption and its 

Measurement,” Journal of Business Research, 61, (February), 91-98. 
Werch, Chudley E. (2007). “SPORT: A brief program using image to influence drug use and physical activity.” Health Education & 

Behavior, 34(2), 275-276.


