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Alexander Stich, WHU-Otto Beisheim School of Management, Germany
Tillmann Wagner, WHU-Otto Beisheim School of Management, Germany

ABSTRACT
Unsustainable consumption offers a fertile ground for the rise of 

intrapsychic conflicts. A series of 20 in-depth interviews was conduct-
ed to investigate people’s inner conflicts in the field of sustainability 
and how consumers deal with them. After the development of a sus-
tainability classification from a consumer’s point of view, we led con-
sumers to talk about their inner conflicts in the sustainability context. 
In particular, these conflicts emerge when long-term sustainability-re-
lated motives contrast with short-term motives. Results show that es-
pecially sustainability-oriented consumers show intrapsychic conflicts 
of varying degree when consuming unsustainably. Notably, consumers 
use a wide range of psychological defense mechanisms to continue 
unsustainable consumption behavior. Only in case of intense conflicts, 
actual behavior is modified. In general, this research proposes a theo-
retical framework of how consumers deal with their inner conflicts.

INTRODUCTION
The majority of consumers claim sustainability to be of high 

subjective importance. For instance, people state that it is essential to 
reduce waste and to be economical with natural resources like water, 
oil, or the tropical rain forest. Nevertheless, at the same time, many 
consumers also engage in unsustainable consumption behavior, for ex-
ample taking the car instead of public transport or purchasing products 
based on a very resource-intensive production process. Therefore, the 
question arises why even sustainability-oriented consumers show un-
sustainable consumption behavior. Under the umbrella of the so-called 
attitude-behavior gap (Carrigan, Moraes, and Leek 2011) this ques-
tion has been and still is controversially discussed in the area of con-
sumer research (Eckhardt, Belk, and Devinney 2010). However, we 
speculate that there are also intrapsychic consumer conflicts involved. 
To the best of the authors’ knowledge, the underlying psychological 
mechanisms of whether and how consumers solve the resulting inner 
conflicts have not yet been examined. Therefore, this approach tries to 
make a first step towards an understanding of how consumers solve 
their inner conflicts in the field of sustainability.

Due to the complex and explorative nature of the present research 
question, the authors decided to follow a qualitative approach using in-
depth interviews (Bengtsson and Ostberg 2006). In-depth interviews 
are combined with pre-existing theoretical knowledge to propose 
a new theoretical framework, trying to explain how inner conflicts 
emerge and how different conflict types are resolved by consumers. 
This paper is structured as follows: First, a brief theoretical back-
ground about the concept of sustainability as well as about psychologi-
cal defense mechanisms is provided. Second, method and findings of 
the conducted in-depth interviews are described. Finally, implications, 
limitations, and future research directions are discussed.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Sustainability
Sustainability is an “emerging megatrend” (Lubin and Esty 2010, 

44) which is also considered to be the essential and most important 
challenge for modern marketing (Kotler 2011; Sheth 2011). The com-
mon core of sustainability definitions is that a sustainable system is a 
“system […] which survives or persists” (Costanza and Patten 1995, 
193). However, there are many different definitions of sustainability. 

Sustainability can, for example, be described as the use of resources in 
a way which enables future generations to live with the same or larger 
amount of resources (World Commission on Environment and Deve-
lopment 1987). Recent conceptual research proposes not only ecologi-
cal and social aspects but also the importance of personal well-being 
in the context of consumer sustainability (Sheth, Sethia, and Srinivas 
2011). Nevertheless, there is not much research about the consumer’s 
understanding of the sustainability term and which facets it consists 
of. Therefore, this aspect will need to be explored first, thereby creat-
ing the basis for further investigation of inner conflicts in the field of 
unsustainable consumption.

But why do even sustainability-oriented consumers behave un-
sustainably? Recent studies investigate this issue by focusing on the 
gap between consumer attitudes and actual behavior (Bray, Johns, and 
Kilburn 2011). In doing so, current research systematizes the reasons 
consumers provide to justify unsustainable consumption (Banbury, 
Stinerock, and Subrahmanyan 2012; Eckhardt et al. 2010; Öberseder, 
Schlegelmilch, and Gruber 2011). One of these reasons is said to lie 
in local infrastructure (Banbury et al. 2012). Specifically, consumers 
who live in rural areas claim bad local infrastructure, in particular 
limited public transport opportunities, to account for an impossibil-
ity to live and consume sustainably. Consumers also state their own 
institutional dependency (Eckhardt et al. 2010), that is, they emphasize 
the responsibility of institutions such as the government to regulate 
which products are allowed to be sold or not. Furthermore, high prices 
of sustainable products are said to be a major reason for not buying 
them (Öberseder et al. 2011). To sum it up, there is a high need to 
know which reasons consumers point out regarding their unsustain-
able consumption behavior. However, it seems equally important to 
gain knowledge about the underlying psychological mechanisms of 
whether and how consumers solve their suspected inner conflicts when 
consuming unsustainably. Therefore, this paper focuses on the investi-
gation of consumers’ intrapsychic conflict resolution strategies.

Defense Mechanisms
The psychoanalytic concept of unconscious or semiconscious de-

fense mechanisms is commonly used in everyday language. In particu-
lar, specific defense mechanisms like denial, suppression, repression, 
or projection are well-known terms for many people. These mecha-
nisms enable individuals to encounter their inner conflicts (Freud 
1936/1946). Although there are also voices who emphasize that some 
defense processes can be conscious to a certain degree (Erdelyi 2001), 
defense mechanisms are for the most part considered to be rather semi-
conscious or unconscious (Cramer 1998). However, it is important to 
note that individuals can use and elaborate on defense mechanisms 
without being conscious as to why they use them (Bond 1995).

In contrast to psychoanalysts, non-clinical researchers focused 
more on conscious processes like coping strategies so far (Cramer 
2000), nevertheless, today there is a handful of empirical research out-
side the clinical context (Baumeister, Dale, and Sommer 1998). De-
fense mechanisms are also an emerging theme in marketing, but do 
not seem to have been investigated much (Homburg and Fürst 2007). 
Following this, our research takes a first step to empirically investigate 
defense mechanisms in consumer research. Building on in-depth inter-
views, this research develops a framework, revealing different types of 
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inner conflicts and corresponding mechanisms employed for conflict 
resolution in the context of unsustainable consumption.

METHOD
We conducted 20 in-depth interviews with German consumers in 

an open and unstructured way. Participants were chosen according to 
demographic criteria, thereby varying according to age, gender, occu-
pation as well as levels of education (table 1). To get a picture of aver-
age German consumers, very ecologically-minded individuals were 
not part of the sample. Interviews were audio-taped and transcribed 
verbatim. The data analysis was executed by two researchers using 
the standard procedure of coding and clustering the codes into higher-
order categories (Creswell 2009). Comments from interviews were 
double-back translated. A general framework was built combining the 
qualitative data with theoretical background knowledge (Workman, 
Homburg, and Gruner 1998).

FINDINGS
In a first step, it seems important to get a better understanding of 

consumer sustainability to identify areas of potential inner conflicts. 
Therefore, we asked participants to reflect on sustainability from a 
consumer’s point of view. Building on Sheth et al. (2011), we also 
asked them about their self-understanding of personal sustainability. 
Altogether, results reveal ecological (economic conservation, environ-
mental preservation), social (family protection, occupational justice, 
social justice), and also individual facets of sustainability (physical 
health, mental health, economic health). Most notably, our data con-
tribute to a first classification of consumers’ sustainability objectives 
and issues (table 2).

Afterwards, we directed consumers to talk about their inner con-
flicts in the sustainability context. Our research leads to a theoretical 
framework (figure 1). The results suggest that conflicts, varying in 
terms of strength, emerge from the simultaneous presence of opposing 

Table 1
Profiles of Interview Participants and Interview Facts

Pseudonym Age Occupation Type of interview Interview duration
Benjamin 53 Administration secretary Phone 50 minutes
Bert 30 Fundraiser Video 106 minutes
Charlene 27 Teacher (academic high school) Phone 46 minutes
Clarissa 43 Electrician Phone 60 minutes
Denice 27 Unemployed Phone 81 minutes
George 82 Retiree Phone 120 minutes
Jack 50 Marketing assistant Phone 87 minutes
Jessica 34 Occupational health and safety practitioner Video 68 minutes
Jonathan 44 Kitchen worker Face-to-face 60 minutes
Kristie 38 Administrative assistant Face-to-face 49 minutes
Maria 77 Housewife Phone 85 minutes
Martin 27 Plasterer Phone 52 minutes
Monica 48 General practitioner & housewife Phone 54 minutes
Peter 25 Research assistant (marketing) Face-to-face 146 minutes
Rebecca 58 Child care worker Phone 75 minutes
Sadie 20 Hairdresser Face-to-face 50 minutes
Thomas 27 Research assistant (sociology) Phone 87 minutes
Todd 29 Glassblower Phone 54 minutes
Tony 48 Sales manager Phone 66 minutes
Ursula 58 Teacher (junior high school) Phone 122 minutes

Table 2
Consumers’ Sustainability Objectives and Issues: Examples from Interviews

Sustainability dimension Sustainability objective Most important issues
Ecological sustainability Economic conservation Resources, energy, consumption rate, waste, recycling, packaging, 

transport, organic food
Environmental preservation Climate, animals, pollution, damaging, mutilation

Individual sustainability Economic health Saving, debt, retirement provisions
Mental health Work-life balance, stress, recreation, spirituality
Physical health Balanced diet, exercise, sports, alcohol & cigarettes

Social sustainability Family protection Responsibility toward family, education, children’s children
Occupational justice Working conditions, exploitation, minimum wages, child labor
Social justice Fairness, poverty, social engagement, peace
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Figure 1
Framework for Inner Conflicts: Emergence, Types, and Management

consumption motives. Depending on the degree of conscious aware-
ness, there is a tendency to use specific defense mechanisms to resolve 
conflicts for the sake of continuing unsustainable consumption behav-
ior, or, if conflict resolution was not successful, change actual behav-
ior. In the following, the nature of this framework will be elaborated 
in more detail.

Intrapsychic Conflicts
We draw on common motive, need, and goal classifications (Re-

iss 2004) as well as consumer research about people’s conflicts (Bahl 
and Milne 2010; Lee and Shrum 2012; Ratneshwar, Pechmann, and 
Shocker 1996). Motives can be divided into short-term and long-term 
motives (Schweitzer 2005), whereby sustainability refers by definition 
to the long-term perspective (Costanza and Patten 1995). Basically, we 
find that conflicts emerge in situations where long-term sustainability-
related motives contrast with short-term motives.

Depending on salience and severity of specific motives clusters, 
the type of inner conflict can vary. For classification purposes, we used 
the terms latent conflict (people are not aware of a conflict at all), 
perceived conflict (people recognize a conflict without having bad 
feelings about it), felt conflict (people recognize a conflict while hav-
ing bad feelings about it), and manifest conflict (people recognize a 
strong conflict which has immediately to be resolved), which have 
been labeled in organizational conflict research (Pondy 1967, 1989; 
Maltz and Kohli 2001), introducing these labels to intrapsychic con-
flicts. Our study provides initial evidence of these different consumer 
conflicts (table 3). It is important to note that conflict types can over-
lap, for example containing both cognitive and emotional conflict 
aspects at the same time (Luce 1998).

An example for perceived conflict comes from Jessica. Her 
long-term motive idealism (in the form of human orientation) is 
opposed to the short-term motive well-being (in the form of enjoy-
ment). In contrast, Bert has to deal with a more severe conflict (felt 
conflict), where his short-term motives financial security, personal 
well-being (in the form of comfort), and acceptance by others (in the 
form of self-expression) contrast with idealism.

Even though one rather should not eat chocolate, because I 
believe that cultivating chocolate heavily relies on child labor, 
but, unfortunately, I always melt at the sight of chocolate my-
self. (Jessica, 34)

Sometimes, when I’m conscious of [using unsustainable prod-
ucts] and I think that’s mostly the case for clothes, then indeed, 
I have a bit of a bad conscience. This is crap, yes, I should re-
ally do better, but I don’t. Because it’s too demanding for me, 
because it’s too expensive, because I would look stupid in such 
clothes. (Bert, 30)

These two examples illustrate different degrees of inner con-
flicts in the field of unsustainable consumption behavior. Especially 
when conflicts become more severe, people show a bad conscience 
and tend to feel guilty. Therefore, it seems obvious that people heav-
ily rely on certain strategies to deal with their inner conflicts.

Defense Mechanisms
Furthermore, we investigated consumers’ semiconscious or un-

conscious processes. There is much research about conscious pro-
cesses (Levav, Kivetz, and Cho 2010; Ratneshwar, Mick, and Huff-
man 2000) and recently, consumer researchers have started to show 
interest in the examination of unconscious processes (Chartrand et 
al. 2008; Laran and Janiszewski 2009). In particular, unconscious 
internal defense mechanisms can help people, at least in the short 
term, to solve their inner conflicts (Freud 1936/1946). We find that 
people use a wide range of defense mechanisms to face their inner 
conflicts for the sake of continuing unsustainable consumption be-
havior. Vaillant (1977, 1992) proposes a hierarchical classification 
of defense mechanisms into psychotic (mainly altering reality), im-
mature (mainly altering distress), neurotic (mainly mastering acute 
distress), and mature (mainly mastering general distress). In our re-
search, we identify established mechanisms by prior researchers as 
well as new ones which we allocate to the aforementioned hierarchi-
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cal classification. Table 4 outlines definitions and examples of all the 
defense mechanisms employed by the participants.

Although every defense mechanism serves the common goal to 
solve inner conflicts, the extracted mechanisms vary in nature and 
frequency of use. In our study, among the most used defense mecha-
nisms are denial of responsibility, rationalization, and suppression. 
In the following examples, Todd uses denial of responsibility in 
order to avoid negative feelings, Ursula excuses or rationalizes her 
behavior by time pressure, and George admits that he is actively sup-
pressing his negative feelings.

And well, sometimes I even think if I take care or not, in my 
opinion in the end the whole caboodle will go down the drain 
anyway, such being the case [pauses]. Now, this is my personal 
opinion. (Todd, 29)

To be honest, I do have these noble goals, in some areas I reach 
them and I act more consciously. On the other hand, I would 
have to inform myself a lot about every single product that I 
buy [emphasized]. And I would have to question every single 
product, erm, and this might also be a self-serving declaration, I 
do not like to completely reject this, this might be a self-serving 
declaration when I claim ‘I don’t have the time for this’. It’s too 
bad when you have to say ‘I don’t have the time for this’, maybe 
this does also mean ‘I don’t want to take the time’. (Ursula, 58)

Well, I can say that in this case I’ll suppress this.  .  .  .  I’m not 
aware of this bad conscience all the time, well, then I block it 
out.  .  .  .  Once the bad conscience has disappeared, the feeling 

has disappeared, too. Then I’m not thinking about it, I don’t 
think about it all the time. Then the problem has disappeared for 
the moment. (George, 82)

Besides several new subcategories, our findings provide ini-
tial evidence of the mechanisms accusation, mental distancing, and 
partial confession. First, accusation encompasses a direct allegation 
of somebody. This is in contrast to projection, which depends on 
comparisons with other people (Baumeister et al. 1998). Second, 
mental distancing characterizes the dissociation from others with-
out devaluing them, whilst the latter one is defined as the attribution 
of exaggerated negative characteristics to others (Kernberg 1967, 
1987). Third, partial confession describes the confession of minor 
own weaknesses in order to mask more severe weaknesses or to 
preempt arguments against oneself. As shown below, Jonathan ac-
cuses others to be responsible for his own wrongdoing, whilst Sadie 
uses projection to whitewash her behavior by comparison with oth-
ers. Bert relies on mental distancing and Thomas uses devaluation 
to strengthen his own position. Finally, Monica is confessing one of 
her minor weaknesses in order to distract from her total consumption 
level which can be suspected to be very high (her family owns two 
cars which are both used every day, lives in a huge mansion, and 
goes on vacation at least four times a year).

Then of course I am thinking ‘why did you do this again [dump-
ing a cigarette end]?’. But sometimes this happens, then I just 
dump it. Because [loud] there is no container where you can put 
this cork top when you are on your way, there is none! Where 
have you seen a cigarette container here in V. [city name] where 

Table 3
Consumers’ Inner Conflicts: Citations from Interviews

Type/degree of conflict Working definition Excerpt from interviews
Latent conflict People do not recognize a conflict at 

all, despite the presence of conflicting 
motives.

[Talking about her reasons for consuming sustainably]  .  .  
.  sometimes I have a critical look at the whole economic 
development. Well, at school we have learned ‘economy only 
works if there is a steady growth’. And well, I think, in terms of 
pure logic, this isn’t possible without destroying the environment, 
too. And for me personally, this is actually important, that I do not 
mindlessly consume and that means I am maybe to a certain degree 
unproductive with regard to economic interests. Well, actually 
sustainability is of higher importance.  .  .  . I do not feel bad 
[emphasized], no [talking about consuming or using unsustainable 
products, for example owning two cars which are both used every 
day].  .  .  . No [asked if having sometimes a bad conscience]. 
(Monica, 48)

Perceived conflict People recognize a conflict which 
they can describe without having bad 
feelings about it.

Well, it happens, and this is how I make many of my decisions 
concerning consumption, that I buy something and consume it or 
use it, let it be food or something else, and that I think to myself 
‘well, practically it is not quite correct what I’m doing’. (Jack, 50)

Felt conflict People recognize a conflict which they 
can describe while having bad feelings 
about it.

Erm, often I do not think anything of it, it just hits the spot. But 
sometimes I have a bad conscience as I said before. When I see such 
animals [suffering] which look so faithful and gentle and which are 
really innocent, doing no harm to anybody, and when I know that 
they are being slaughtered, that they get killed. (George, 82)

Manifest conflict People recognize a strong conflict 
which has to be resolved immediately.

And in the end I really felt shitty in doing so [wasting of resources]. 
And in the end, now when I care more about it, I don’t feel 
necessarily much better, but simply not much worse, either, because 
I worry about certain resources and I am economical with them. 
(Todd, 29)
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Table 4
Defense Mechanisms for Dealing with Inner Conflicts: Citations from Interviews

Defense mechanism 
(Level)

Short definition Excerpt from interviews

Denial
(Psychotic)

Refusal to admit certain aspects of 
reality (Bovey and Hede 2001)

.  .  .  the long-term effects, I’m sure that is something no one 
could imagine 20 or 30 years before that we would have these 
problems with emissions and that actually the global warming 
would be coming. If global warming actually exists. There you have 
also, erm, reports saying the opposite.  .  .  . And because of this 
uncertainty about the actual existence, it is absolutely no buying 
criterion for me so far. (Peter, 25)

Denial of responsibility*
(Psychotic)

Refusal to admit own responsibility 
for sth. (Bierhoff, Klein, and Kramp 
1991)

Yeah okay, in most cases they [clothes made through child labor] 
are ‘made in Japan’, when you have a close look, right?  .  .  .  Or 
China is the most frequent one. But what can I do against this here 
in Germany?! I cannot do anything against it any more [emotional]. 
(Rebecca, 58)

Distortion
(Psychotic)

Reshaping of reality to meet inner 
needs (Vaillant 1992)

Yeah, well, but I would really not define coffee as semiluxury food 
but as a necessity. (Thomas, 27)

Passive aggression
(Immature)

Indirect or passive aggression 
towards others (Vaillant 1992)

I don’t have a bad conscience [tricksy]. I have not killed anyone, I 
treat the environment well, I treat my fellow men well. Why should 
I have a bad conscience [without understanding/ aggressive], eh?! 
If I can give something, I give it to someone who has less than me, 
so why do I have to have a bad conscience [emotional/aggressive]?! 
(Rebecca, 58)

Idealization
(Immature)

• General*
• Comparative*

Attribution of exaggerated positive 
characteristics to the self or to others 
(Kernberg 1987; Pauchant and 
Mitroff 1988)

Well, if everyone would do this, just to say, somewhat living like 
me, myself, my husband, just to say, then we would live in an 
almost ideal world, here, right?! 
(Rebecca, 58)

Accusation**
(Immature)

Direct allegation that someone is 
guilty of sth.

There are people who think they have to drive directly into the 
post office, who don’t walk a single footstep. Some people, who 
live here in O. [village name], drive to the mailbox just a few 
houses down the street, post a letter, and drive back. Yeah, here I 
am thinking ‘they are nuts’. Isn’t it just possible to walk there?! 
First, this would have been good for them. And also these short 
distances are no good for the car and they would have prevented the 
environment from harm a little bit, too, right?! (Rebecca, 58)

Projection
(Immature)

Refusal to accept own weaknesses 
by comparison with others’ 
weaknesses (Baumeister, Dale, and 
Sommer 1998)

When it comes to electricity, there I also try to be economical. This 
is a product where I really try to behave appropriately. For example 
when I go out of the house, I take care that not all the lamps are 
turned on everywhere and that the TV is off, yeah, that I don’t have 
electrical devices on standby. Here, I try to behave in a certain 
way, in order to assure this. Well, there are families in which I have 
friends who don’t pay attention to this.  .  .  . everyone has his own 
TV and his own computer, these things run around the clock, and 
everyone has his own car. (Todd, 29)

Rationalization/making 
excuses
(Neurotic)
Complexity*

• History/education*
• Opportunity*
• Material pressure*
• Mental pressure*
• Temporal pressure*

Justification of impulses, motives, 
or behaviors in order to make them 
plausible and tolerable (Brown and 
Starkey 2000)

.  .  .  one knows that a big part of the coffee is simply made under 
conditions of exploitation in the southern hemisphere, in South 
America. And after all, there is then also, so to say, the presence 
of the normative consciousness, that practically fair trade coffee, 
if any, would be the good solution, but I have also to admit that 
I normally reach for the normal coffee due to the limited budget. 
(Thomas, 27)

  *New mechanism subcategory/categorization.
**Newly discovered mechanism (including own working definition).
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Table 4 (continued)
Defense mechanism (Level) Short definition Excerpt from interviews
Isolation
(Neurotic)

Creation of a psychological 
distance between unpleasant 
issues and oneself (Homburg and 
Fürst 2007)

Erm, well, with cigarettes this is clearly an addiction. Here I’m 
totally fair and square, you can label this as addiction.  .  .  .  This is 
something, I would say, this is just an independent small issue, this 
addictive behavior. (Ursula, 58)

Minimization
(Neurotic)

Trivialization of the wrongdoing 
(Hoyk and Hersey 2008)

Also, I sometimes think ‘oh my God, another cancer stick’. This 
might be true. And I also think ‘if I am smoking more and more 
now, I will die some day, I will die earlier’.  .  .  .  But I think 
‘as long as I can reduce it’ [pauses]. For example, I can resist 
smoking a cigarette for 4 to 5 hours, I don’t have to smoke then 
[emphasized]. (Jonathan, 44)

Repression
(Neurotic)

Unconscious decision to exclude 
unpleasant thoughts or feelings 
(Vaillant 1977)

Well shit, actually this is shit. But well, that’s just the way it is. 
(Bert, 30)

Mental distancing**
(Neurotic)

Dissociate oneself from others’ 
opinions, attitudes, or behaviors

I don’t wanna be like that [extremely ecological], I cannot be like 
that, and maybe there’s also no need for it. (Thomas, 27)

Devaluation
(Neurotic)

• Cynical*
• Skeptical*

Attribution of exaggerated 
negative characteristics to the 
self or to others (Kernberg 1967, 
1987)

Well, for example my girlfriend likes to watch consumer protection 
programs on TV. And this is again something to which I say 
ironically and cynically that this is ‘the worst thing in the world, 
which I absolutely dislike’. (Thomas, 27)

Withdrawal
(Neurotic)

Avoidance of threatening 
situations (Constantinides and 
Beck 2010)

Or take for example Takko Fashion [discount clothing store]: There, 
I don’t go in that store as a matter of principle and for the purpose 
of not being tempted. (Charlene, 27)

Altruism
(Mature)

Instinctively helping others in a 
constructive way (Vaillant 1992)

I don’t know which country this was about, the one with the civil 
war problem, well there we have also donated something.  .  .  .  We 
are lucky to live in a country without suffering from hunger and 
now I have donated money for that. (Clarissa, 43)

Humor
(Mature)

Outright expression of thoughts 
and feelings without discomfort 
(Vaillant 1992)

While eating, I don’t think ‘oh, this animal happily bounced around 
and has been slaughtered for me’ [travesties her words]. (Maria, 
77)

Suppression
(Mature)

• General*
• Temporal*

Semiconscious or conscious 
decision to delay paying 
attention to sth. (Vaillant 1977)

But, so to say, then after all with the ulterior motive ‘there are 
so many starting points where one should live sustainably’, in a 
way, that it is always [pauses] difficult to say where to start and 
to condemn everything. Well, there I really caught myself how I 
totally suppressed this. (Thomas, 27)

Partial confession**
(Mature)

To confess own weaknesses 
in order to mask more severe 
weaknesses or to preempt 
arguments against oneself

Sometimes if things are just incredibly cheap, then it doesn’t matter 
to me. Well, there is a certain threshold, not for every product, 
but for some of them. If it falls below that threshold, I will just 
buy [pauses]. Okay, I know, that I do not always buy ecological 
and biological, this would be a lie, I cannot leave this behind me 
completely. (Jessica, 34)

  *New mechanism subcategory/categorization.
**Newly discovered mechanism (including own working definition).
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you can put the end, never [pauses]?! There the population has 
to intervene more, but that’s not the case. Or the city govern-
ment, it doesn’t do anything either. (Jonathan, 44)

Okay, people always tell me ‘you are way too posh’. I would 
spend so much money on clothes, everything, but when I see 
others compared to me, what a shoe cabinet or wardrobe they 
have, compared to them I am really modest [pauses]. This is 
nuts, when I have a look at my friends [slightly bewildered]. 
(Sadie, 20)

When it comes to clothes it is really difficult to get true healthy 
clothes. And then I would really walk around completely in 
eco-style, which is something that I don’t like to do. (Bert, 30)

But at the same time, I sometimes realize that I’m not as conse-
quent as I should be, and that I find myself sometimes provok-
ing other people, who are very sustainable, a little  .  .  .  also that 
I sometimes realize that I take the opposite standpoint, and that 
I satirize so to say excessive sustainable thinking in a cynical 
way. (Thomas, 27)

Well, this is maybe impulse buying, which you do rather with-
out thinking. That something in the shop is attracting you, let it 
be a T-shirt, there I don’t have a look if it’s ‘made in Taiwan’ 
or somewhere else. This can definitely happen, that in a certain 
moment I do not take care of sustainability. (Monica, 48)

In general, we find that more severe conflicts tend to be resolved 
by more advanced mechanisms. For example, participants with felt 
conflicts rely on mature rather than on psychotic defense mecha-
nisms, while the latter suggest the existence of latent conflicts. Only 
when inner conflicts cannot be sufficiently resolved, people change 
actual consumption behavior. According to Ekins (1994), people use 
modification and/or sacrifice to feel like living a sustainable life. 
Indeed, participants report making minor compromises in order to 
resolve their manifest conflicts. As a consequence, they report hav-
ing reduced their negative feelings or even produced positive ones.

I had ordered something for my kids, shipping order. And when 
I had the products [T-Shirts] later in my hands, I had a look at 
the label, then there was written ‘made in Bangladesh’. There I 
wrapped them up and sent them back.  .  .  . there I’ve thought 
‘no’. I’ve sent them back. This was a thing I somehow couldn’t 
do, because I thought that there is child labor behind it, one-
hundred percent. (Kristie, 38)

Kristie’s example shows that she needed to change her actual 
behavior in order to overcome the underlying manifest conflict. To 
sum it up, participants sometimes tend to make compromises on be-
half of sustainability issues, nonetheless in many cases psychologi-
cal defense mechanisms prevent them from changing unsustainable 
consumption pattern.

DISCUSSION
This research tried to address the important question of why 

even sustainability-oriented consumers show unsustainable con-
sumption behavior. We undertook a first step to develop a theoretical 
framework describing consumers’ underlying psychological mecha-
nisms. Notably, the concept of semiconscious defense mechanisms 

was introduced as one possible explanation of the aforementioned 
phenomenon. In-depth interviews revealed that there is a wide range 
of different defense mechanisms which people use to continue un-
sustainable consumption behavior.

In addition to the specific results above, defense mechanisms 
show some general aspects which should be discussed. To begin 
with, defense mechanisms are often said to be rather unconscious 
(Cramer 1998). Indeed, there is a continuum between unconscious 
and semiconscious defenses. In particular, first level (psychotic) 
mechanisms like denial or distortion are mainly unconscious, that is, 
people use them to resist their bad conscience without being aware 
of using them. Therefore, it is sometimes difficult for researchers 
to detect psychotic defenses. Nevertheless, our research is indica-
tive of some of these first level mechanisms. Second level (imma-
ture) mechanisms such as accusation or projection tend to be rather 
unconscious at the moment of their use, but under certain circum-
stances people might become aware of their utilization when reflect-
ing about their own past behavior (Bond 1995). Mechanisms on the 
third level (neurotic) like rationalization or devaluation contain more 
semiconscious processes compared to immature mechanisms. Espe-
cially rationalization is a mechanism which participants use in dif-
ferent subtypes (complexity, history/education, opportunity, material 
pressure, mental pressure, temporal pressure). It is important to note 
that most of these rationalizations take the short-term, not sustain-
ability-related, motive (personal comfort, enjoyment, acceptance by 
others etc.) as a default. In other words, participants are not willing 
to make any compromises at the cost of their short-term motives. 
This is why they start searching for arguments that justify their negli-
gence of sustainability-related motives. Finally, fourth level (mature) 
mechanisms are used in a more semiconscious way (Vaillant 1992). 
For instance, general and temporal suppression constitute a promis-
ing way for consumers to overcome inner conflicts.

Furthermore, psychological defense mechanisms stem from 
psychoanalytic therapy and have often been connected with mentally 
ill individuals. However, mature defenses are common for healthy 
individuals to solve psychological conflicts (Vaillant 1992), as is 
supported by the conducted in-depth interviews. Moreover, neurotic 
defenses are well-established when healthy individuals have to mas-
ter acute distress. Again, this seems obvious when having a look at 
the wide range of rationalizations used by our interview partners 
when being confronted with potential intrapsychic conflicts. Whilst 
clinicians consider immature (age 3 to 15) and psychotic defenses 
(age before 5) to be typical for children and adults in psychotherapy 
(Vaillant 1992), other researchers claim most defense mechanisms to 
have normal as well as pathological manifestations (Baumeister et al. 
1998). Therefore, it is no surprise that people continue to use primi-
tive defense mechanisms which they have learnt during childhood 
and adolescence. Our interviews indicate that individuals rather un-
consciously rely on those mechanisms which have been successful 
for them in the past. Interestingly, results point in the direction that 
higher (vs. lower) levels of education are connected with more ad-
vanced defense mechanisms (neurotic, mature) and vice versa, there-
fore, individuals’ intellectual age might play a role in this context.

Last but not least, there is some debate about the efficiency of 
specific defense mechanisms, building on the differentiation between 
adaptive and maladaptive defenses (Segal, Coolidge, and Mizuno 
2007). Whilst adaptive mechanisms such as humor and suppression 
are said to help individuals solving their inner conflicts, maladap-
tive mechanisms like projection and withdrawal should even worsen 
the situation in the midterm. Even though we also found evidence 
that higher level defenses seem to be more helpful for individuals to 
reduce negative feelings in general, there is also a strong subjective 
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preference for the use of specific mechanisms. We speculate that this 
originates from the individual’s successful use of these mechanisms 
in the past.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
For the purpose of classifying participants’ degree of inner con-

flict, we draw on Pondy’s systematization into latent, perceived, felt, 
and manifest conflicts (Pondy 1967, 1989). It hardly needs mention-
ing that in reality there is no clear-cut differentiation including four 
separated conflict types, but rather a continuum of inner conflicts ac-
cording to strength. Nevertheless, we regard the terms ‘latent’, ‘per-
ceived’, ‘felt’, and ‘manifest’ to be appropriate reflections of conflict 
strength. In particular, ‘latent’ as an indicator that the individual is 
not yet aware of the conflict at all, ‘perceived’ as the unemotional 
recognition of the conflict, ‘felt’ as the emotionally laden conflict 
perception, and ‘manifest’ as a very strong and apparent conflict, 
seem to be helpful criteria to classify inner conflicts.

In this research, several previously identified defense mecha-
nisms as well as three new mechanisms (accusation, mental dis-
tancing, partial confession) could be identified. However, there are 
several additional defense mechanisms (Vaillant 1992), for example 
anticipation, somatization, sublimation, acting out, hypochondriasis, 
or displacement, which have been found inside the clinical context 
but were not supported in the conducted in-depth interviews. The 
possible reasons for this are threefold. First, there are some defenses 
like sublimation which are very difficult to detect via in-depth inter-
views. Maybe projective techniques might be an additional method 
to address this shortcoming. Second, the framework of unsustainable 
consumption behavior might lead to certain preferences concerning 
the selection of specific defense mechanisms whilst other defenses 
might not be very appropriate in this context. Third, the reason might 
also lie in the specific sample.

Finally, the detailed results concerning the evolution of inner 
conflicts and its respective conflict resolution strategies cannot be 
generalized to every human in every country in the same way. Not 
only do individuals have an inconsistent understanding what sus-
tainability means, they also show huge differences concerning the 
subjective importance of particular sustainability aspects. Especially 
preferences, personality characteristics, and cultural aspects might 
play a role. For instance, there might be individual differences in 
altruism, materialism, or long-term orientation. These factors might 
shape the intensity of an intrapsychic conflict or the frequency of use 
of certain psychological defense mechanisms. However, they should 
by no means change the general theoretical framework which has 
been developed in this research approach.

Our theoretical contribution may be a starting point for further 
research to explore the nature and effectiveness of several conflict 
reduction strategies. Especially, additional knowledge about differ-
ent degrees of intrapsychic conflicts and the corresponding internal 
defense mechanisms would help to further understand why consum-
ers can continue to consume unsustainably although at the same time 
realizing the importance of living a sustainable life. As a matter of 
fact, defense mechanisms vary in nature. Therefore, building on ex-
perimental designs, it might be difficult to investigate the complete 
range of defense mechanisms in a single study. We suggest that fu-
ture experimental research should concentrate on the examination of 
discrete defense mechanisms. Most interestingly, the effectiveness of 
a specific defense mechanism (denial of responsibility, rationaliza-
tion, accusation, partial confession, or suppression) could be tested.

Finally, social desirability is an issue of high relevance (Dalton 
and Ortegren 2011; Mick 1996), thereby being especially dangerous 
for biasing results in research dealing with issues of unsustainable 

consumption. Consequently, we strongly advise to control for this 
bias when further investigating psychological defense mechanisms 
in the field of sustainability.
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