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We explore the role of scarcity in overcoming the conflict between materialism and sustainability. Our research reveals that perceived

scarcity of personality traits that are associated with product consumption affects choice. That is, materialists that perceive green

personality traits to be scarce showed a stronger preference towards green products.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The rising conflict between the growing sensitivity towards en-

vironmental concerns while living in a material world has interested 
consumer researchers and policy makers for some time. To date, 
the literature on materialism and sustainability is not encouraging 
regarding the possibility to reconcile sustainable and materialistic 
consumption. The few existing studies on this topic suggest that 
materialism and environmentally responsible behavior are mutually 
incompatible (Banerjee and McKeage 1994; Kilbourne and Pickett 
2008). However, Burroughs’ (2010) notion that green products might 
have taken over from prestige goods (extravagant, expensive, large) 
as the new status products as well as research that showed that green 
products are status-relevant when consumed in public (Griskevicius, 
Tybur, and van den Bergh 2010) point to a new understanding of 
sustainable consumption. Besides typically considered altruistic mo-
tives, green products may in addition serve to pursue egoistic goals 
such as enhancing status. This lends support on the assumption that 
green products can serve as enviable material possessions. It is less 
clear, however, why this might be the case. 

To date, researchers tend to agree that material possessions have 
to be more expensive than other products and have to be socially vis-
ible (Richins 1994). However, considering the importance of posses-
sions for identity purposes as well as their influence on the respective 
social environment (Solomon, 1983), the reduction of material pos-
sessions to costly goods only is subject to debate. Regardless of the 
relative price, ideal material products need to be desired and valued 
by the targeted social environment. As such, greater value is often 
related to greater scarcity of objects (Fromkin 1970), which signals 
that the number of potential co-owners is limited. We extend this 
reasoning and contend that scarcity can also apply to experiences 
or personality traits that are associated with certain products or con-
sumption activities. 

Specifically, we argue that materialists may appreciate the as-
sociations of rare personality traits that can be attributed to buyers of 
green products. As materialists are particularly apt to scarce product 
features, this increases attractiveness of green products. Although 
sustainability has become an important issue in today’s societies, 
not many individuals are willing to incur the costs of self-sacrifice 
– in terms of money, quality, or time – for the sake of others (Bur-
roughs and Rindfleisch 2011). Public campaigns that try to promote 
a sustainable lifestyle underline this need for a change in consumer 
behavior. In doing so, these campaigns subconsciously help to signal 
materialists that sustainable behavior is still rather rare. Therefore, 
associated personality traits of sustainable consumption, such as 
being caring, helpful, or ethical may become desirable personality 
traits that materialists want to communicate to others. In other words, 
choosing a green product option over a non-green product option 
may serve in terms of differentiating oneself from other members 
of the same social class or to demonstrate belongingness to some 
intellectual elite.

The aim of our study was to show that under certain conditions 
– when green personality traits are perceived to be rare – materialism 
and sustainability are not at odds. One hundred and forty-four stu-
dents (54.2 % male, mean age = 20.5) at a large Texan public univer-
sity took part in this study for partial course credit. We employed a 2 
(scarcity, control) x 2 (green personality traits, control) between-sub-

ject design. We measured materialism using Richins’ (2004) 9-item 
Material Value Short Scale (α =.81). We used the scrambled sentence 
test to prime scarcity and a memory task to prime green personality 
traits. Prior to this study, we pretested those personality traits (e.g., 
caring, helpful, ethical) with a separate group of 49 students to en-
sure that these traits are most often associated with green consump-
tion. After the two manipulations and a filler task, participants were 
asked to imagine a situation in which they are out shopping to buy a) 
coffee and b) a new TV set. For each product category they were pre-
sented with two different options (green, non-green), each described 
by three product features. Notably, both options were identical in 
terms of price and two product features. The third attribute was either 
a green or non-green attribute. 

Considering that on a bipolar 9-point rating scale a mean of 5 
indicates an equal attractiveness of both the green and non-green 
product option, our results indicate two different scenarios for ‘green 
scarcity,’ depending on the product category. With regard to the TV 
set, priming of green personality traits alone revealed a strong prefer-
ence for the non-green option among materialists. However, a com-
bined priming (green personality traits and scarcity) increased the 
desirability of the green option. For coffee, the perceived scarcity 
of green personality traits increased the desirability of the green op-
tion among materialists, while low-materialists and materialists in 
the neutral condition were rather indifferent. Notably, the preference 
towards the green product option was even higher than that of low-
materialists. 

Taken together, results of our study lend support on our con-
tention that materialists prefer green products when consumption of 
these products entails scarce personality features of the consumer. 
Specifically, the perceived scarcity of personality attributes lead ma-
terialist to evaluate the green option more positively, while there was 
no such effect for low materialists.

Our research has important implications for policy makers and 
companies alike. While much effort has been made to change con-
sumer behavior towards a more sustainable lifestyle (e.g., recycling, 
buying green, reuse things), the notion that some consumers are rather 
motivated by perceived scarce personality traits (e.g., communicat-
ing that one is caring or altruistic) may help to foster a more sustain-
able lifestyle in a quite unconventional way. That is, even consumers 
that care less about the environment can be targeted and inspired to 
increase green consumption by means of communicating the rarity of 
certain personality traits. This insight helps to present green products 
in a more attractive way (for this highly materialistic segment) by ad-
dressing other than solely altruistic needs or normative expectations. 
Regardless of the consumers’ motives for sustainable consumption 
(altruism or striving for materialistic goals), the positive consequenc-
es for nature and environment cannot be neglected. 
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