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This research explored how normative appeals can be used to effectively to encourage consumers to engage in relatively unfamiliar

conservation behaviors. Across one field study and two laboratory studies, we show that the effectiveness of the type of normative

appeal depended on whether an individual- versus collective-level mindset was activated.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This research explores how to most effectively encourage posi-

tive conservation behaviors. We do so in the domain of relatively 
unfamiliar conservation behaviors such as grasscycling and com-
posting. While past research on encouraging conservation behaviors 
has produced mixed results, one commonly used framework in lit-
erature is to examine the effectiveness of different types of appeals 
in encouraging positive conservation activities. These include self-
benefit appeals (based on benefits to oneself), descriptive norm ap-
peals (based on what others are actually doing), and injunctive norm 
appeals (based on what others think ought to be done).  

This research proposes that the effect of appeal type depends 
on whether the person is encouraged to think about the action in 
terms of the level of self as an individual (e.g., “why might I grass-
cycle?”) versus the group (e.g., “why might we, as a community, 
grasscycle?”). In particular, we suggest that matching the type of 
normative message with a goal-congruent mindset might lead to par-
ticularly favorable conservation attitudes, intentions, and behaviors. 
That is, when the consumer’s mindset is at the individual level of the 
self, benefit appeals might be particularly effective. However, when 
the consumer’s mindset is at the collective level of the self, descrip-
tive norms and injunctive norms might work best. 

 Three studies were conducted that examined the moder-
ating effect of the individual’s mindset (individual level of self vs. 
collective level of self) on the effectiveness of norm-based appeals 
in influencing conservation behaviors. The first study examined the 
effects of the appeals on participants’ attitudes towards grasscycling 
in a laboratory setting. Grasscycling involves leaving ones grass clip-
pings on the lawn so that they can decompose, returning nutrients to 
the soil, rather than throwing them in the landfill. The second study 
was conducted in collaboration with a metropolitan city, where mar-
keting communications were manipulated and delivered to house-
holds and changes were measured in grasscycling participation. Fi-
nally in study 3, we use the public vs. private nature of the setting to 
manipulate level of self in the context of composting intentions. 

In the first study, the nature of the message was manipulated 
(injunctive norm, descriptive norm, benefit appeal) along with the 
consumer’s mindset (e.g., individual self versus collective self) 
and these conditions are compared to an information-only control 
condition. As a preliminary test of the predictions derived from the 
literature, a 2 (Level of Self: individual vs. collective) x 3 (Mes-
sage Appeal: normative message vs. injunctive message vs. benefit 
message) between subjects design was utilized, and a control group 
that received information only was also included (making for seven 
experimental conditions). A community sample was randomly as-
signed to view one of the seven possible messages, and they reported 
their attitudes towards grasscycling. Results indicated that when a 
collective level of self was activated, injunctive norms and descrip-
tive norms resulted in more positive attitudes than the benefit appeal. 
Also as predicted, when the individual level of self was activated, 
participants reported more positive attitudes to the benefit focused 
appeal as compared to both the individual self/injunctive norm con-
dition and the information only control condition. 

Study 2 tested the effectiveness of six different versions of a 
marketing message on community residents’ actual grasscycling be-
haviors. A 3 (Appeal Type: descriptive norm, injunctive norm, self-

benefit norm) x 2 (Mindset: individual self vs. group self) experi-
mental design was used, which also included a control condition that 
received no marketing message, resulting in seven conditions total. A 
pretest-posttest design was utilized, in which the grasscycling behav-
iors of households were measured for three weeks before and three 
weeks after exposure to a version of an advertising appeal. Appeals 
were delivered in door-hanger form, developed in conjunction with 
the city. Households (N = 696) were selected for participation in the 
project and randomly assigned to conditions. The dependent mea-
sure was the average amount of grass disposed of in the garbage, as 
put out for weekly garbage collection by each household. This was 
recorded for 3 weeks at Time 1 (T1 – prior to the marketing inter-
vention) and three weeks at Time 2 (T2 – subsequent to the market-
ing intervention). Consistent with the hypotheses, when a collective 
level of self was activated, descriptive norms and injunctive norms 
resulted in significantly less grass disposal in the garbage at T2 than 
did the benefit appeal. In addition, when the collective level of self 
was activated, both the descriptive and the injunctive norm condi-
tions led to more positive actions than the control condition. Also 
as predicted, the individual/benefit condition led to decreased grass 
disposal as compared to both the individual self/ injunctive norm 
condition and the control condition. 

In Study 3 an additional conservation behavior, composting, 
was examined. As well, the setting (public vs. private) was used to 
manipulate the individual level vs. collective level of the self, and we 
investigated the potential mediating role of perceived self-efficacy. 
One hundred and three participants were told their responses to the 
study would either be public or private. The manipulation of setting 
was crossed against a manipulation of appeal type (benefit, descrip-
tive norm, injunctive norm), and participants completed measures of 
composting intentions and perceived efficacy. The results revealed 
that injunctive appeals were particularly effective in a public setting, 
while benefit appeals were particularly effective in private. Further, 
the results were mediated by perceived self-efficacy.

This research highlights the most effective ways to frame mes-
sages to encourage changes in consumer conservation behaviors. The 
combination of the activation of the collective level self with injunc-
tive norm or descriptive norm appeals is particularly effective in in-
fluencing conservation behaviors. In addition, the combination of the 
individual level of self and the communication of benefits positively 
predicts conservation behaviors. Thus, those wishing to encourage 
positive conservation behaviors should match their marketing com-
munications, combining the activation of the collective self with in-
junctive or descriptive norm appeals; or combining the activation of 
the individual self with benefit appeals. 

REFERENCES
Agrawal, Nidhi and Durairaj Maheswaran (2005), “The Effects of 

Self-Construal and Commitment on Persuasion,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 31 (March), 841-49.

Bonfield, Edward H. (1974), “Attitude, Social Influence, Personal 
Norm, and Intention Interactions as Related to Brand Purchase 
Behavior,” Journal of Marketing Research, 11 (4), 379-89.

Brewer, Marilynn B. and Wendi Gardner (1996), “Who is This 
‘We’? Levels of Collective Identity and Self-Representations,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71 (1), 83-93.



584 / When Do (and Don’t) Normative Appeals Best Influence Consumer Conservation Behaviors? 

Cialdini, Robert B. (2003), “Crafting Normative Messages to 
Protect the Environment,” Current Directions in Psychological 
Science, 12 (4), 105-09.

Cialdini, Robert B., Carl A. Kallgren, and Raymond R. Reno 
(1991), “A Focus Theory of Normative Conduct: A Theoretical 
Refinement and Reevaluation of the Role of Norms in Human 
Behavior,” in Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 
Vol. 24, ed. Mark Zanna, New York: Academic Press, 201-34.

Cialdini, Robert B. and Noah J. Goldstein (2004), “Social 
Influence: Compliance and Conformity,” Annual Review of 
Psychology, 55 (February), 591-622.

Cobern, Melissa K., Brian E. Porter, Frank C. Leeming, and 
William O. Dwyer (1995), “The Effect of Commitment on 
Adoption and Diffusion of Grass Cycling,” Environment and 
Behavior, 27 (2), 213-32. 

Fisher, Robert J. and David Ackerman (1998), “The Effects of 
Recognition and Group Need on Volunteerism: A Social Norm 
Perspective,” Journal of Consumer Research, 25, 262-75.

Gardner, Wendi L., Shira Gabriel, and Angela Y. Lee (1999), 
“I” Value Freedom But “We” Value Relationships: Self-
Construal Priming Mirrors Cultural Differences in Judgment,” 
Psychological Science, 10, 321-26.

Goldstein, Noah J., Robert B. Cialdini, and Vladas Griskevicius 
(2008), “A Room With A Viewpoint: Using Social Norms to 
Motivate Environmental Conservation in Hotels,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 35 (3), 472-82.

Hofstede, Geert (1980), Culture’s Consequences: International 
Differences in Work-Related Values. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Mandel, Naomi (2003), “Shifting Selves and Decision Making: The 
Effects of Self-Construal Priming on Consumer Risk-Taking,” 
Journal of Consumer Research, 30 (1), 30-40.

Menon, Ajay and Anil Menon (1997), “Enviropreneurial Marketing 
Strategy: The Emergence of Corporate Environmentalism as 
Market Strategy,” Journal of Marketing, 61 (January), 51-67.

Mick, David G. (2006), “Meaning and Mattering Through 
Transformative Consumer Research,” in Advances in 
Consumer Research, Vol. 33, ed. Cornelia Pechmann and 
Linda L. Price, Provo, UT: Association for Consumer 
Research, 297-300.

Park, Hee Sun, Timothy R. Levine, and William F. Sharkey 
(1998), “The Theory of Reasoned Action and Self-Construals: 
Understanding Recycling in Hawai’i,” Communication 
Studies, 49 (3), 196-208.

Reno, Raymond R., Robert B. Cialdini, and Carl A. Kallgren 
(1993), “The Transsituational Influence of Social Norms,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 64, 104-12.

Schultz, Wesley P. (1999), “Changing Behavior with Normative 
Feedback Interventions: A Field Experiment on Curbside 
Recycling,” Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 21 (1), 
25-36.

Schultz, Wesley P., Jessica M. Nolan, Robert B. Cialdini, Noah J. 
Goldstein, and Vladas Griskevicius (2007), “The Constructive, 
Destructive, and Reconstructive Power of Social,” 
Psychological Science, 18 (5), 429-34.

Tajfel, Henri and John C. Turner (1986), The Social Identity Theory 
of Intergroup Behavior, Chicago, IL: Nelson-Hall.

Trafimow, David, Harry C. Triandis, and Sharon G. Goto (1991), 
“Some Tests of the Distinction Between the Private Self 
and The Collective Self,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 60 (5), 649-55.

Triandis, Harry C. (1989), “The Self and Social Behavior in 
Differing Cultural Contexts,” Psychological Review, 96, 506-
520.

White, Katherine and Jennifer J. Argo (2010),“When Imitation 
Doesn’t Flatter: The Role of Consumer Distinctiveness in 
Responses to Mimicry,” submitted to Journal of Consumer 
Research.

White, Katherine M., Joanne R. Smith, Deborah J. Terry, Jaimi 
H. Greenslade, and Blake M. McKimmie (2009), “Social 
Influence in the Theory of Planned Behavior: The Role of 
Descriptive, Injunctive, and In-group Norms,” British Journal 
of Social Psychology, 48 (1), 135-58.

White, Katherine and John Peloza (2009), “Self-Benefit Versus 
Other-Benefit Marketing Appeals: Their Effectiveness in 
Generating Charitable Support,” Journal of Marketing, 73 (4), 
109-24.

Wood, Robert and Albert Bandura (1989), “Impact of Conceptions 
of Ability on Self-Regulatory Mechanisms and Complex 
Decision Making,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 56, 407-15. 


