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Essay 1: Green-Hearted or Resource-Challenged:  

Green Demarketing and Socioeconomic Status Threat 

Abstract 

As environmental concerns deepen, interest in green demarketing, which promotes anti-

consumption lifestyle is increasing. However, a major barrier to the anti-consumption 

lifestyle is the perception that it might signal economic resource constraints rather than a 

voluntary choice by consumers. This dissertation shows that consumers have an implicit 

association between anti-consumption behavior and low social status (Study 1); as a result, 

when facing socioeconomic status threat, consumers have a negative attitude toward green 

demarketing (Study 2); the mere presence of an aspirational group does not have a positive 

effect on consumers’ attitude toward green demarketing when they are under high socio 

economic threat in comparison to consumers under low socioeconomic threat, (Study 3); and 

finally, facilitated affiliation with an aspirational group can help alleviate this negative effect 

by reaffirming damaged self-worth and mitigating the socioeconomic status threat (Study 4). 

The results will add to the environmental literature by highlighting how consumer’s self-

presentation purpose (i.e., avoidance of signaling low socioeconomic status) might inhibit 

pro-environmental behavior. In addition, this study will help identify green demarketing 

policies that consider and accommodate consumers’ self-presentation needs. 
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Introduction 

As implied by the well-known “treadmill of production theory” (Schnaiberg, 2004), endless 

production and material consumption propelled by capitalism is unsustainable. Materialism-

based economic growth inevitably increases the use of fossil fuels and release of carbon 

dioxide, which unavoidably results in environmental degradation (Gould et al., 2008). 

Furthermore, the full cycle of production, consumption, and disposal destroys the ecological 

system by generating environmental disasters, such as water shortages (Phipps and Brace-

Govan, 2011), resource depletion, and plastic waste (Yakobovitch and Grinstein, 2016). 

Environmental experts claim that the Earth's ecological system can no longer sustain this 

consumption-based and expansion-based economic growth unless consumer lifestyles rapidly 

and fundamentally change (Prothero et al., 2011; Tukker, 2008).  

    The severity and urgency of these environmental issues challenge the growth-based 

development discourse that has dominated discussions about environmental issues. Growth-

based discourse is rooted in technology optimism and market-centrism (Lorek and Fuchs, 

2017), which argue that “sustainable consumption” can be achieved through technological 

improvements (e.g., energy-efficient hybrid cars). Such discourse argues that technological 

solutions increase consumer demand for eco-friendly products that contribute to 

environmental conservation. Lorek and Fuchs (2017, p. 36) refer to this as a “weak 

sustainable consumption approach (i.e., an approach focusing on improving the efficiency of 

consumption primarily via technological improvements).” Based on this approach, academic 

research in marketing has encouraged consumers to buy more green products and greatly 

enhanced understanding of the traits and motivations of individuals who prefer to purchase 

environmentally efficient products (Black and Cherrier, 2010; Chatzidakis and Lee, 2013). 

However, given the severity of the aforementioned environmental issues, a weak sustainable 

consumption approach that encourages buying marginally greener products or services is 
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insufficient to address fundamental environmental problems (Garcia-de-Frutos, Ortega-Egea, 

and Martinez-del-Rio, 2018; Lorek and Fuchs, 2017). Such an approach will, at best, only 

postpone disasters (Garner, 2000). 

    A new, expanded paradigm is needed that includes the entire consumption cycle and 

focuses on reducing overall consumption level (Black and Cherrier, 2010; Princen, 2010; 

Prothero et al. 2011; Reich and Soule, 2016; Sodhi, 2011). Lorek and Fuchs (2017) argue that 

such restrictions reflect a “strong sustainable consumption” approach, rather than a “weak 

sustainable consumption” approach. The strong sustainable consumption approach assumes 

that radical changes in overall consumption levels and patterns are essential for sustainability. 

This approach relates closely to the degrowth movement, which prioritizes environmental and 

social values over technology and market-oriented growth. Twenty years ago, the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (1987) released a report entitled “Our 

Common Future,” also known as the Brundtland Report. The Brundtland Report brought the 

concept of sustainable development into the business mainstream. It also forecasted that 

achieving sustainability would require a departure from consumerist values that perpetuate 

material growth.  

    A way of life that adheres to reducing consumption levels and is anchored on a degrowth 

paradigm is referred to as an anti-consumption lifestyle (Iyer and Muncy, 2009). Penaloza 

and Price (1993, p. 123) refer to anti-consumption as “resistance against a culture of 

consumption and the marketing of mass-produced meanings.” Therefore, the anti-

consumption lifestyle can be understood as actions triggered by deliberate opposition to 

capitalist consumption patterns of acquisition, use, and disposal (Lee et al., 2011). In a recent 

empirical study by Kropfeld (2018), the author argues that the anti-consumption lifestyle has 

the least adverse impact on the environment, because other green lifestyles still promote 
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consumption (e.g., purchasing organic food or biodegradable products and materials), even if 

those products are marketed as environmentally friendly.  

    In marketing, public policy makers and social marketing researchers have promoted anti-

consumption for the sake of environmental protection (Grinstein and Nisan, 2009; 

Varadarajan, 2014; Yakobovitch and Grinstein, 2016). This “green demarketing” (GDM) 

encourages shifting consumer beliefs and value systems toward an anti-consumption lifestyle 

(Crompton and Kasser, 2009; Yakobovitch and Grinstein, 2016). Furthermore, as Jackson 

(2009) argues, the degree to which consumers prioritize sustainable and eco-friendly choices 

is limited without effective public policy and government support. GDM campaigns such as 

consumption reduction, elimination, and redirection are more effective when supported by 

public policy. Thus, by adding consumption reduction to the agenda, policy makers and 

social marketers can reduce the ecological impact of consumption and improve consumers’ 

well-being (Grinstein and Nisan, 2009; Iyer and Muncy, 2016; Kropfeld, 2018).  

    However, to date, whether consumers will recognize the merits of consumption-reducing 

behavior (e.g., minimizing environmental damage) or respond favorably to GDM messages 

remains unclear. An important first step in answering this question is determining barriers to 

consumers’ endorsement of consumption-reducing behavior. People often make purchases 

that communicate their desired identity to others. Thus, consumption decisions are largely 

affected by self-presentation purposes (Belk, 1988; Berger and Heath, 2007; Berger and 

Ward, 2010; Douglas and Isherwood 1978; Holt 1995, 1998; Solomon, 1983; Veblen, 1899). 

It follows then that if a consumption behavior misaligns with such purpose and may even be 

perceived as detrimental to one’s desired identity, consumers will likely choose to avoid any 

connection with such behavior.  

    The present research argues that consumers might implicitly associate GDM with low 

social status, which negatively impacts their attitudes toward GDM. Based on the social 
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comparison theory and compensatory consumption mechanism, the present research aims to 

explain these potential negative responses toward GDM. This dissertation proposes that when 

consumers perceive socioeconomic status threats, they will be more likely to link anti-

consumption lifestyle promoted by GDM with low social status, which will lead to negative 

attitudes toward GDM. Further, the present study demonstrates one germane marketing 

strategy to mitigate the socioeconomic status threat: facilitated affiliation with an aspirational 

group. Building on the notion that self-affirmation can attenuate the impact of threats to the 

self (Steele, 1988), this paper explores how affirming the self through affiliation with an 

aspirational group can increase consumer preferences for GDM. Specifically, this dissertation 

expects that the facilitated affiliation with a GDM aspirational group will enhance self-

affirmation and mitigate the socioeconomic status threat; however, the presence of an 

aspirational group alone without facilitated affiliation will result in attitudinal rejection of 

GDM due to exacerbated social comparisons with the aspirational group. 

    In sum, this research will contribute to a better understanding of GDM and anti-

consumption behaviors from the perspective of consumers’ self-presentation needs. It also 

will provide an initial test of whether facilitated affiliation with an aspirational group is a 

viable strategy for promoting GDM.  

Literature Review 

Origins of Demarketing 

Merriam-Webster (2015) defines marketing as “the process or technique of promoting, 

selling, and distributing a product or service.” The core function of traditional marketing 

focuses on creating demand by persuading people to buy more products and services 

(Moriarty, Mitchell, and Wells, 2012; Reich and Soule, 2016). The flip side of marketing, 

then, is “demarketing,” or “the aspect of marketing that deals with discouraging customers in 

general or a certain class of customers in particular on either a temporary or a permanent 
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basis” (Kotler and Levy, 1971, p. 75). Demarketing was initially designed for strategic 

purposes to suppress unwanted demand or to limit consumer behaviors. For example, Kotler 

and Levy's (1971) three-category framework (general demarketing, selective demarketing, 

and ostensible demarketing) shows how demarketing works to address supply shortages, 

repel unwanted consumers, or signal product scarcity.  

    Demarketing uses the Four Ps (product, price, place, and promotion) just as traditional 

marketing does, but in a completely reversed form (Kotler, 2011). As Kotler and Levy (1971, 

p. 76) explain, demarketing includes “curtailing advertising expenditures and sales 

promotions, increasing the price and other conditions of sale, and adding time and expenses 

necessary for the consumer to obtain the product.” Specifically, instead of developing a new 

product or maximizing sales through price discounts, demarketing increases the price or 

reduces quantity to prevent product sales. This strategy enables companies to strengthen 

long-term relationships with their preferred customers while repelling non-preferred 

customers. 

Social Marketing and Green Marketing 

Whereas traditional marketing is the act of selling goods and services to achieve corporate 

goals, social marketing is a process in which relevant companies, governments, and social 

groups work together to induce targeted action. If the ultimate goal of traditional marketing is 

to benefit the company, the goal of social marketing is to benefit the target (consumer) and 

society as a whole by addressing various social problems beyond the private sector (Kotler 

and Levy, 1968; Kotler and Zaltman, 1971). Similar to the concept of “marketing as 

exchange” (Bagozzi, 1975), social marketing encourages consumers to take specific actions 

by offering benefits of personal or public interest. Thus, social marketing is “the systematic 

application of marketing concepts and techniques to achieve specific behavioral goals for 

social or public welfare” (French and Blair-Stevens, 2006, p. 4). It focuses on increasing 
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societal benefits by changing consumer behavior, rather than increasing sales or consumption 

(Dangelico and Vocalelli, 2017). It also works as a powerful framework to educate or 

persuade people to consume more responsibly (Shultz and Holbrook, 1999). Social marketing 

enables the renewal of people's perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors via delivery of 

marketing messages (Kotler, 1994).  

    According to the social marketing literature, traditional mix of marketing techniques can 

be applied to the public domain to help achieve specific behavioral goals (Andreasen, 1994). 

Green marketing is one such technique that can raise awareness about sustainability (e.g., 

carbon labels) and inform consumers of the benefits of environmentally friendly products and 

services (Dangelico and Vocalelli, 2017; Rex and Baumann, 2007). It broadly refers to 

selling, promoting, and ultimately increasing production of environmentally beneficial 

products or services (Peattie, 2001). In recent years, as interest in environmental protection 

and sustainability has increased, companies have integrated environmental issues into 

corporate strategies and activities (Dangelico and Vocalelli, 2017; Nidumolu et al., 2009). 

For example, concepts such as the “Triple Bottom Line” (Elkington, 1997) and “Creating 

Shared Value” (Porter and Kramer, 2011) demonstrate how environmental management is 

more frequently viewed as a strategic responsibility critical to the firm’s financial success.  

    Nevertheless, green marketing still prioritizes profit and demand creation. For example, a 

recent meta-study on green marketing shows that environmental sustainability ranks as the 

third goal, after consumer satisfaction and company profitability, and its focus is on 

generating premium price payments for green products (Dangelico and Vocalelli, 2017). 

Thus, despite claims about commitment to environmental conservation, green marketing 

prioritizes the creation of profit and demand (e.g., “buy this and go green”). In this context, 

“green is the new black,” in that companies focus only on highlighting environmental aspects 

of their products or services and on signaling that they are working on environmental issues 
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instead of pursuing fundamental social change (Prothero et al., 2010). Furthermore, green 

marketing faces the problem of the rebound effect (Hertwich, 2005). That is, if a consumer 

believes that the goods they buy have less impact on the environment, that belief might 

translate into more purchases, which in turn leads to a similar level of environmental impact 

that might be comparable to purchases of non-green products (Dangelico and Vocalelli, 

2017). In sum, most green marketing encourages consumers to help the environment by 

increasing their consumption of environmentally friendly products and services. That is, 

green marketing still belongs to the traditional marketing framework, whose primary goal is 

to sell more. 

Green Demarketing 

Unlike traditional marketing, demarketing discourages consumption, and like social 

marketing, it can be applied to various domains beyond the corporate setting. For example, 

public policy makers use demarketing techniques in the health domain to promote smoking 

cessation (Shiu et al., 2009) and discourage unhealthy food intake (Dority et al., 2010).  

In the same vein, green demarketing (GDM) originated from a consensus and a sense of 

commitment to changing consumer lifestyles by reducing consumption and recycling goods 

to minimize ecological damage, rather than perpetuating demand creation. GDM encourages 

environmental protection by reducing consumption and repairing damage caused by past 

consumption (Reich and Soule, 2016). Similarly, Varadarajan (2014, p. 14) defines GDM as 

“the use of marketing concepts, tools, and techniques to mitigate the environmental impact of 

the general public’s consumption-related behaviors by promoting cessation of consumption 

of certain products, reduction in consumption of certain other products, and redirection of 

consumption from ecologically more harmful substitute products (e.g., bottled water) to 

ecologically less harmful substitute products (e.g., tap water).” 
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    Anti-consumption lifestyles promoted by GDM are characterized by withstanding the 

force of consumerism (Cherrier, 2008; Penaloza and Price, 2003, p. 123). That is, anti-

consumption aligns with broader macro-level concepts of degrowth, which were developed as 

alternatives to the current capitalist paradigm (Latouche, 2010). Thus, GDM’s main objective 

is to improve social and environmental conditions via global-scale reduction of consumption 

and production. As such, GDM is more difficult for private companies to implement than 

green marketing, making it an unusual concept from the perspective of private enterprise 

management. It is counterintuitive for a private enterprise to promote consumption restraint, 

no matter how environmentally friendly. Thus, GDM might generate skepticism when it is 

executed by private companies. Indeed, one empirical study reported that when a private firm 

conducts GDM, consumers doubt the brand’s motives, leading to poor attitudes toward the 

brand (Reich and Soule, 2016). Therefore, GDM can be viewed as an extension of 

meaningful social marketing, which is not easily compatible with commercial marketing. 

    Finally, while green marketing prioritizes customer satisfaction, GDM seems to directly 

oppose it. That is, consumers must forgo all benefits of consumption, such as psychological 

pleasure and physical comfort, to pursue an anti-consumption lifestyle. For example, GDM 

messaging often discourages convenient but environmentally harmful consumption with 

slogans like “Don’t drive. Make it a habit to take the mass transit to work.” and “Don’t waste 

precious money on bottled water. Make it a habit to drink tap water. It’s safe, free, and eco-

friendly” (Varadarajan, 2014, p. 14). Patagonia’s renowned “Don’t Buy This Jacket” 

campaign, one of the few examples of GDM in the private sector, promotes the anti-

consumption lifestyle by recommending recycling and repairing clothes instead of buying 

new (Allchin, 2013). GDM thus is a kind of social marketing aimed at adapting the anti-

consumption lifestyle to the marketplace. Table 1 briefly describes the difference between 

green marketing and GDM.  
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Table 1 Comparing Green Marketing and Green Demarketing 

  Green Marketing Green demarketing (GDM) 
Focus Current non-green products, 

business practices 
Materialistic and consumerism 
lifestyle 

Purpose Promoting environmentally friendly 
products  

Promoting anti-consumption 
lifestyle  

Scale of Benefit Goes well with both private and 
public sector 

Goes well mostly with public 
sector 

Means Marketing Mix 
Green aspect of their product and 
service  

Marketing Mix 
Reminding consumers of 
environmental degradation and 
encouraging anti-consumption 
lifestyle 

Compatibility with 
Traditional Business 
Model  

Compatible 
Economic growth and 
environmental protection are 
compatible through increased green 
consumption 

Incompatible 
Degrowth and reducing overall 
consumption level are keys to 
environmental protection 

 
 

Anti-Consumption Lifestyles  

As mentioned earlier, green demarketing promotes anti-consumption lifestyle. Several past 

research has examined this phenomenon. For example, Kropfeld, Nepomuceno, and Dantas 

(2018) and Nepomuceno and Laroche (2015) categorize anti-consumerism into three forms: 

tightwadism, frugality, and voluntary simplicity. With tightwadism, spending money or 

paying for a service causes significant pain (Rick, 2008; Rick, Cryder, and Loewenstein, 

2008), and avoidance of this pain can be studied at the psychopathological level 

(Nepomuceno and Laroche, 2015). In fact, one neuroscience study shows that as soon as 

people with tightwadism see a price, it activates an area of the brain that triggers pain 

(Knutson et al., 2007). Therefore, tightwadism might originate from this immediate reaction 

that restricts consumption (Kropfeld, Nepomuceno, and Dantas, 2018). 

    Contrary to tightwadism, frugality is an anti-consumption lifestyle based not on the pain 

caused by spending money but on the pleasure received from saving money. Frugal 

consumers curb their consumption to achieve long-term financial goals. They are concerned 



 

 11 

about the “careful use of resources and the avoidance of waste” (De Young, 1986, p. 285). 

However, according to Kropfeld, Nepomuceno, and Dantas (2018), frugality has a greater 

adverse impact on environmental conservation than tightwadism. A frugal lifestyle is 

conducted under long-term economic goals and thus is not intrinsically anti-materialistic; 

moreover, frugality promotes “resourceful” consumption behavior, such as buying things in 

bulk (Nepomuceno and Laroche, 2017). 

    Voluntary simplicity literally means a simple lifestyle propelled by individual initiative. 

This lifestyle arises from conscious decisions based on personal values and beliefs. Thus, 

voluntary simplicity differentiates itself from tightwadism and frugality in the sense that it is 

not motivated by financial reasons. It is similar to the recent trend of consumer deceleration 

(Husemann and Eckhardt, 2018), which refers to consumption aimed at achieving a “slowed-

down temporal experience” through conscious control of consumption (e.g., reducing travel, 

delaying use of the latest technology). In sum, voluntary simplicity is characterized by 

lowering overall consumption and reducing excessive confusion and complexity in one’s 

personal life by giving away or selling unused items.  

    Iyer and Muncy (2009) propose and alternative categorization of anti-consumerism 

comprising two dimensions: object (general consumption vs. specific brand) and motivation 

(social motivation vs. personal motivation). The object dimension distinguishes between 

reducing overall consumption or consumption of a particular product or brand, and the 

motivation dimension distinguishes between anti-consumption behavior driven by societal 

concerns (e.g., environmental protection) and personal motivation (e.g., pursuit of 

simplicity). As a result, consumers are classified into four anti-consumption groups: global 

impact consumers, simplifiers, market activists, and anti-loyal consumers. 

    Global impact consumers restrain their overall consumption out of societal concern. They 

believe that overconsumption is the main reason for environmental issues and material 
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inequality and that overall consumption should be reduced for the benefit of society and the 

planet. As such, they even shun being called a consumer. They are against measuring national 

prosperity according to consumption, and they support anti-shopping events like “Buy 

Nothing Day.” (Cain, 2019) Simplifiers think excessive consumption causes negative 

emotions, such as stress, fatigue, and unhappiness. Rather than being a socially concerned 

consumer, voluntary simplification consumers believe that a happy life can be achieved by 

purchasing only necessary items. This simplification is driven by ethical motivation as well. 

These consumers think that consuming for the sole purpose of self-service is unethical. 

Therefore, they consider ethical substitutes. Market activists try to leverage the power of 

consumer dollars to influence social issues. They discourage consumption of certain brands 

or products that they think cause specific social problems. For example, they actively 

participate in anti-consumption campaigns or refuse to participate in harmful behaviors, such 

as drinking and smoking. Anti-loyal consumers refuse to consume specific products based on 

negative personal experiences. This type of anti-consumption occurs when product quality 

fails to meet consumer expectations. The main motivation is the individual’s negative 

experience with the product and has nothing to do with social concerns. Table 2 briefly 

describes these types of anti-consumption lifestyles. 

Table 2 Types of Anti-consumption Lifestyles 

Tightwadism Price and value conscious (Rick, Cryder, and Loewenstein, 2008). 

Psychological factor (i.e., feeling pain when spending) is a key to 

understand tightwadism. 

Frugality Feel happy when engaging in saving behavior. 

Not necessarily anti-materialistic (Nepomuceno and Laroche, 2017) 

Environmentally more hazardous than tightwadism and voluntary 

simplicity.  

Voluntary 

simplicity 

Characterized by voluntary pursuit of simple lifestyle. 
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Arises from environmental and societal concerns or from personal 

need to focus on inner growth. 

Global impact 

consumers 

Restraining the overall consumption out of societal concern. 

Even shun from being called a “consumer” as they are against over 

consumerism. 

Simplifiers Against excessive consumption because it creates negative emotions 

such as stress, fatigue, and unhappiness. 

Market activists Leverage the power of consumer dollars to influence social issues. 

Similar to the concept of ‘dollar voting’ 

Anti-Royal 

consumer 

Restrict consumption simply because one has a negative personal 

experience with a particular product. 

 
Green Demarketing and Anti-Consumption Lifestyles 

What kind of anti-consumption lifestyle should GDM encourage? García-de-Frutos, Ortega-

Egea, and Martinex-del-Rio (2018) claim that two conditions are needed to qualify for 

environmentally oriented anti-consumption. First, anti-consumption must be a conscious act. 

Therefore, if one does not choose a product simply because the product is out of one’s 

consideration set, the behavior cannot be categorized as anti-consumption. Also, if anti-

consumption behavior is due to external constraints (e.g., economic or legal constraints), it 

cannot be regarded as environmentally oriented anti-consumption, because doing so is not of 

one’s volition. Similarly, Albinsson et al. (2010) divides motivation for consumption control 

into motivation with and without spontaneity, and Nepomuceno and Laroche (2015) claim 

that authentic consumption control comes from voluntary simplicity. Second, as with most 

consumer behaviors, anti-consumption must convey self-expression of one’s environmental 

beliefs and values. Therefore, anti-consumption behavior should be driven by environmental 

motivations or concerns (García-de-Frutos, 2018).  

    The present research therefore suggests that global impact and simplifier consumers fit 

best with GDM. Other types of anti-consumption behavior (e.g., boycotting) are 
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inappropriate, because they are associated more with avoiding a specific product or brand 

than with lifestyle changes aimed at reducing overall consumption and promote voluntary 

simplicity (Kropfeld, Nepomuceno, and Dantas 2018; Nepomuceno and Laroche 2015); 

moreover, boycotting consumers also increase consumption as soon as alternatives are 

available. Similarly, tightwadism and frugality lifestyles are not desirable, because they are 

not associated with environmental motivations or concerns. GDM therefore should target 

environmentally friendly behaviors, such as living in a small house instead of a large house, 

taking a public bus instead of a personal car, and using a smartphone for a long period of time 

instead of upgrading to a new model every year. 

Socioeconomic Status and Anti-consumption Lifestyles 

Status is generally defined as the influence, prestige, and rank or position of individuals in a 

social group (Anderson et al., 2001). Status offers many benefits to individuals. It enhances 

self-esteem, autonomy, and self-control (Berger et al., 1980). It also entails mental and 

physical well-being (Adler et al., 2000), as it grants access to scarce resources (Savin-

Williams, 1979). Because status involves such a wide variety of benefits, the pursuit of high 

status is considered a universal motive (Maslow, 1943). Consumption behavior can reveal 

one’s status (Burger and Heath, 2007). Thus, consumers often regulate consumption patterns 

based on social influence and to send signals to society, and in turn, society incentivizes those 

signals through its approval of certain behaviors.  

    Status has two distinct properties (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). On the one hand, status is 

a rank-based concept defined by one’s access to limited goods. On the other hand, status 

involves respect that is conferred by others. Status also can be categorized into two groups: 

socioeconomic status and sociometric status. Socioeconomic status is typically defined as 

one’s relative economic and social position in the social structure (Bobo and Zubrinsky, 

1996) and therefore is closely related to the concept of rank, such as financial rank (Mittal 
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and Griskevicius, 2014; Piff et al., 2010). Socioeconomic status affects many aspects of 

people’s lives, such as health (Smith, 1999), impulsivity (Haisley et al., 2008), cognitive 

performance (Nisbett, 2009), subjective well-being (Daly et al., 2013), social relationships 

(Kraus et al., 2009), and economic resources (Yoon and Kim, 2017). Alternatively, 

sociometric status represents the respect and admiration of individuals in their face-to-face 

groups, such as neighbors, coworkers, or classmates (Anderson et al., 2001). Sociometric 

status relates more to respect rather than rank. As the purpose of this dissertation is to explore 

consumer attitudes toward anti-consumption behaviors that signal high or low status (i.e., 

rank), it focuses on socioeconomic status.  

Anti-consumption Lifestyles and Low Socioeconomic Status 

Despite its potential contribution to environmental protection, one major barrier to the anti-

consumption lifestyle is the likelihood that it can be perceived as an indicator of economic 

resource constraints rather than as a voluntary choice by consumers. According to costly 

signaling theory, anti-consumption behaviors (e.g., resource-conserving) might unexpectedly 

convey low status signal, such that “buying a cheaper (green) product rather than a more 

expensive (non-green) product might explicitly signal that a person cannot afford the more 

expensive product” (Griskevicius et al., 2010, p. 398). Sadalla and Krull (1995) further show 

that saving and restraining behaviors, which are integral facets of anti-consumption behavior, 

might signal low social economic status. For example, people who dry clothes on a 

clothesline rather than in an electronic dryer and use public transportation instead of their 

own vehicle are perceived to have lower social status. In another example, Neel et al. (2014) 

show that having a water-conserving landscaping has negative self-presentation costs (e.g., 

low perceived economic status), whereas having a water-intensive landscaping confers higher 

perceived economic status. Thus, environmentally friendly behaviors might be regarded as 
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resulting from resource constraints rather than deliberate choices, without the knowledge of 

the social backgrounds and motivations of the actors (Brooks and Wilson, 2015).  

    Prior insights show consumers tend to resist business strategies that signal lower social 

status. For example, in 1999, the Swedish electronics company Electrolux launched a 

business model in which washers were provided free of charge to each home, but customers 

were charged a certain amount of money each time they used the machine. The purpose was 

to preserve the environment by discouraging excessive machine use. The plan was 

unsuccessful, with almost no demand for the free washers, in part because the company 

neglected to consider that consumption is often regarded as a tool to express social identity 

(Belk, 1988). The Electrolux campaign likely failed because consumers associated paying per 

wash with using a coin laundromat, a behavior associated with low socioeconomic status 

(Champniss, Winson, and Macdonald, 2015). In other words, they had concerns about being 

perceived as low-income. Thus, even though the company’s intention was to preserve the 

environment, consumers associated the product with low socioeconomic status. 

    More recent research suggests that consumption-restraining behavior might no longer 

symbolize low socioeconomic status. For example, Welte and Anastasio (2010) claim that 

increased awareness of environmental deterioration (e.g., polar bears in danger of extinction 

due to melting polar icecaps, Hurricane Katrina caused by man-made climate change) has de-

stigmatized low-cost, eco-friendly behaviors. The recent “Brown-Is-the-New-Green” 

campaign in California also supports this claim: in response to recent droughts, Californians 

have voluntarily plowed water-hungry lawns, representing an environmentally friendly 

behavior that signals high status (Kurutz, 2014). In addition, Brooks and Wilson (2015) 

report that consumption-reducing behavior indicates neither low nor high status.  

    In view of these mixed results, the present research explores whether consumers have 

implicit bias against anti-consumption behaviors. This study proposes that the reason why the 
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previous research results are mixed is that they overly relied on measuring explicit attitudes, 

not implicit attitudes. An explicit attitude is generally regarded as less stable than an implicit 

attitude which has roots in early socialization experiences (Gawronski and LeBel, 2008; 

Gawronski and Strack, 2004; Gregg, Seibt, and Banaji, 2006; Petty et al., 2006; Wilson, 

Lindsey, and Schooler, 2000). In other words, explicit attitudes usually combine established 

attitudes with recently acquired ones. Although some research indicates that consumers 

explicitly acknowledge no bias toward low-cost and eco-friendly behaviors (e.g., Brooks and 

Wilson, 2015), such results might originate from social desirability concerns or social norms. 

Therefore, it does not seem accurate to measure the genuine attitude that people have toward 

the object by measuring the explicit attitude using self-reporting method. Meanwhile, 

research shows that measuring implicit rather than explicit attitudes can circumvent such self-

presentation motives (e.g., social desirability bias) and precisely predict spontaneous 

behaviors (Dunton and Fazio, 1997; McConnell and Leibold, 2001; Rydell and McConnell, 

2006).  

    Thus, this dissertation measures consumers’ implicit attitudes to determine whether anti-

consumption behavior is associated with low status. Rather than simply measuring the 

explicit relationship between anti-consumption and low status by self-reporting, this 

dissertation determines more accurate consumer attitudes toward anti-consumption behavior 

and proposes the first hypothesis for study 1:  

Hypothesis 1a. The anti-consumption lifestyle is not explicitly associated with low 

socioeconomic status.  

Hypothesis 1b. The anti-consumption lifestyle is implicitly associated with low 

socioeconomic status. 
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Social Comparison, Socioeconomic Threats, and Compensatory Consumption 

The present research expects that the implicit association between an anti-consumption 

lifestyle and low-economic status will negatively affect GDM’s effectiveness. Using social 

comparison theory, this study argues that the trend is more pronounced when consumers 

experience socioeconomic threats. Social comparison is “the process of thinking about 

information about one or more other people in relation to the self” (Wood, 1996, p. 521). 

People often make social comparisons based on a fundamental motivation to compare their 

abilities and opinions with others to evaluate and reaffirm themselves (Festinger, 1954). 

Thus, social comparisons greatly affect self-esteem and has critical importance to self-

concept (Wood and Lockwood, 1999). Social comparisons generally take a vertical form, 

such as status, where the target is above or below the self (Locke, 2003). When consumers 

realize that their status is low compared to others, they feel socioeconomic status threat. That 

is, consumers experience psychological threats when they perceive that their position is lower 

than their target object (Han et al., 2015). Consumers who feel socioeconomic status threat 

experience various psychological problems, such as low self-esteem and depletion of 

psychological resources. Similarly, according to self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), 

when one’s ideal-self differs from one’s actual self, it can result in negative emotions, such as 

depression or anxiety.  

    The compensatory consumption literature claims that human beings tend to overcome 

psychological threats by consuming products and services that symbolize their important self-

identities (Sivanathan and Pettit, 2010). For example, previous research has shown that 

symbolic consumption acts as a psychological countermeasure when consumers experience 

socioeconomic status threat (Rucker, Galinsky, and Dubois, 2012). These consumers try to 

compensate for their psychological deficits and restore their self-worth by visibly consuming 

products that symbolize high status (Rucker and Galinsky, 2008). For example, Dubois, 
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Rucker, and Galinsky (2011) report that, when ordering at restaurants, consumers facing 

psychological deficits prefer disproportionately large meal options, which implies that 

consumers use visible signals to regain social status. Similarly, perceptions of inequality and 

concerns about status lead to low-income consumers' preferences for conspicuous products 

(Ordabayeva et al., 2011). 

    As previously mentioned, the anti-consumption lifestyle might be implicitly associated 

with low social status. Based on findings regarding consumer reactions to socioeconomic 

status threat, their reluctance or dismissal of GDM is logical, because these lifestyles do not 

help overcome those threats and may even aggravate them. Another barrier to the anti-

consumption lifestyle is the lack of social status symbolism. Among consumers who engage 

in anti-consumption lifestyles to protect the environment, the social status symbol effect is 

unlikely, because their anti-consumption behavior usually involves frugal behavior (e.g., 

saving). In other words, purchasing an expensive Prius can be a means of obtaining status, 

according to the costly signaling theory (Sundie et al., 2011; Veblen, 1899), but using public 

transportation to protect the environment is less likely to be a means of obtaining status, 

because this behavior lacks clear signs of status. Merely suppressing consumption does not 

signal one’s concern for the environment. Because anti-consumption behaviors often do not 

clearly symbolize status, they may be misconstrued as a sign of low socioeconomic status. As 

such, consumers under socioeconomic threat are more likely to eschew anti-consumption 

behavior to avoid signaling low status to others. Our second hypothesis for study 2 thus is as 

follows: 

Hypothesis 2. In comparison to consumers experiencing no socioeconomic threat, 

consumers experiencing socioeconomic threats will have lower willingness to 

participate in anti-consumption behavior. 
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Moderating Role of the Aspirational Group: Facilitating Affiliation Through Indirect 

Self-Affirmation 

Maintaining a positive self-image is a fundamental human motivation (Sherman and Cohen, 

2002; Tesser, 2000). Those experiencing a psychological threat to their image defensively 

react to the threat to maintain a positive self-image and restore self-esteem (Steel, 1988). The 

psychological mechanism that alleviates the threat by restoring self-worth is called self-

affirmation (Sherman and Cohen, 2006; Tesser, 1998). Two types of threat responses have 

been investigated in the self-affirmation literature: direct self-affirmation and indirect self-

affirmation (Taylor and Sherman, 2008).  

    Direct self-affirmation involves adapting to the threat (i.e., accepting threatening 

information) or denying the threat (Sherman and Cohen, 2002; Taylor and Brown, 1988). 

However, because people are fundamentally motivated to maintain a positive self-image 

(Taylor and Brown, 1988), accepting threatening information exacerbates damage to self-

esteem. Actively denying the threat is not effective either, because it might lead to defensive, 

or self-serving bias (Sherman and Cohen, 2002). The theory of self-affirmation argues that 

people cope with threats more effectively by indirectly restoring other areas that are not 

directly threatened (Knowles et al., 2010; Sherman and Cohen, 2006; Taylor and Sherman, 

2008). By restoring self-worth, self-affirmation helps people to devalue and diminish 

defensive attitudes toward threatening information (Sherman and Cohen, 2002). Thus, if 

social marketers apply indirect self-affirmation to the GDM context (i.e., providing 

consumers with indirect opportunities for self-affirmation to counteract socioeconomic 

threats), negative attitudes toward GDM should decrease.  

Reference groups 

Reference groups are groups that affect the attitudes and behaviors of individuals (Bearden 

and Etzel, 1982). The concept of a reference group is widely used to explain human behavior 
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in the social psychology and marketing literature (Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius, 

2008; Harmeling, Palmatier, and Fang, 2017; Hyman and Singer, 1968). According to the 

literature, reference groups have informative, normative, and value-expressive effects on 

human behavior (Deutsch and Gerard, 1955; Park and Lessig, 1977). Informative effects 

occur when the information provided by the reference group influences decision making, 

especially when consumers cannot properly assess the characteristics or value of the product. 

For example, if the product or service is complex, consumers may obtain additional 

information or advice from the group that has already purchased it. Normative effects occur 

when people want to gain pride or social recognition by conforming or changing their 

behavior to the values and norms of the reference group. For example, companies often 

feature images of families, friends, and neighbors in product advertisements because of the 

significant influence of the reference group on consumer choices. Value expressive effects 

occur when people follow the values, norms, and behaviors of a particular group to indicate 

their membership in that group. For example, one might feel that purchasing a particular 

brand preferred by the reference group will enhance their image. The reference group thus 

plays an important role in belongingness, self-identification, and self-enhancement (Salmon, 

2008).  

Aspirational and Non-Aspirational Reference Groups 
 
Reference groups can be further subcategorized into aspirational and non-aspirational groups 

(Foles and Kiesler, 1991). Whereas a non-aspirational group refers to a group that people do 

not want to be associated with, people want to belong to an aspirational group. Psychologist 

link this desire for belongingness with the need to maintain self-esteem (Baumeister and 

Leary, 1995; Larson, Csikszentmihalyi, and Graef, 1980; Leary et al., 2003; Leary, Haupt, 

Strausser, and Chokel, 1998; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, and Downs, 1995). In other words, 

individuals who perceive that their self-esteem is impaired by social threats, such as negative 
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social feedback, try to restore self-esteem by belonging to an aspirational group (Knowles et 

al., 2010). They also pursue self-affirmation through direct affiliation with an aspirational 

group and indirect avoidance of non-aspirational groups (Escalas and Bettman, 2003).  

    In marketing, the quality of the aspirational group can be satisfied when two basic 

conditions are met: the existence of the object associated with the aspiration group and the 

target consumers’ absence of membership in the aspiration group (Escalas and Bettman, 

2003). An aspirational group signals notability and prestige, and belonging to an aspirational 

group helps improve self-image and self-esteem (Salmon, 2008). They also serve as the basic 

guideline for consumption behavior (White and Dhal, 2006). Consumers “learn from 

observing how members of their aspirational groups consume, and they use the same criteria 

to make their own consumer decisions” (Lamb, Hair, and McDaniel, 2006, p. 170). Similarly, 

Escalas and Bettman (2003) claim that consumers’ brand association is driven by brand usage 

in their aspirational groups, because consumers actively construct their mental 

representations of self by selecting brands that are closely associated with their possible or 

ideal self. This phenomenon can be used to increase consumers’ comfort in engaging in 

GDM. For example, the implicit association between GDM and low socioeconomic status 

might be weakened if GDM is prioritized by an aspirational group, thus decreasing 

consumers’ reluctance to participate in GDM.  

    However, simply featuring an aspirational group in GDM might not be enough to 

enhance threatened consumers preference toward GDM as previous research suggests that 

using an aspirational group in advertisement might have deleterious effects if the consumer 

feels significant psychological and social distance from that group due to the gap between the 

inferior (self) in-group and the superior (aspirational) out-group (Gulas and McKeage, 2000; 

Martin and Gentry, 1997; Richins, 1991). When one perceives a wide relative distance 

between oneself and the aspirational group, one tends to use contrast comparison, rather than 
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assimilation (Das et al., 2010; Nichols and Schumann, 2012; Smeesters, Mussweiler, and 

Mandel, 2010). As pointed out by previous research, advertisements that blatantly highlight 

features such as idealized body images of women are negatively evaluated, because 

comparing oneself to models leads to unrealistic physical ideals, which consequently 

diminishes self-esteem, and increases self-dissatisfaction (Wan, Ansons, Chattopadhyay, and 

Leboe, 2013). Thus, for consumers who are already under socioeconomic status threat, the 

mere presence of an aspirational group in GDM might be perceived as another type of social 

comparison and status threat. Hence, we propose: 

Hypothesis 3. The mere presence of an aspirational group with remote social distance 

(e.g., high socioeconomic status group) will moderate the effect of socioeconomic 

status threat in that GDM with aspirational group are less effective than GDM with 

control group when consumers are under the social economic status threat. 

 
Facilitated Affiliation 

The present study uses the concept of facilitated affiliation, a communication technique 

wherein consumers perceive that “access to the aspirational social group and the associated 

social identity is feasible” (Dimofte, Goodstein, and Brumbaugh, 2015, p. 424). This concept 

evolves from the distinction between in-group and out-group preferences (Dimofte, 

Goodstein, and Brumbaugh, 2015; Escalas and Bettman, 2003). People tend to respond 

favorably to groups that feel close to their own social identities, which increases their self-

esteem and self-evaluation. Without facilitated affiliation, however, the presence of an 

aspirational group can actually worsen people’s attitude towards the group due to status 

threats. Marketers can address this issue using facilitated affiliation. For example, using 

phrases such as “they were once like you” can narrow the psychological and social distance 

between target consumers and the aspirational group while preventing attitudinal reductions 
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from potential status threats. Thus, the present research predicts that facilitated affiliation 

with an aspirational group in GDM will restore self-worth (self-affirmation) and therefore 

mitigate the socioeconomic status threat. That is, when threatened consumers’ self-worth is 

affirmed via the aspirational group, they will have more positive attitudes toward GDM. This 

study therefore propose hypothesis 4: 

Hypothesis 4. GDM with facilitated affiliation (non-facilitated affiliation) with an 

aspirational group will be more (less) effectiveness in consumers experiencing the 

socioeconomic status threat. 

 

Study 1: Explicit versus Implicit Attitude toward Anti-Consumption Behavior 

The goal of study 1 is to test for consumers’ explicit and implicit cognitive association 

between anti-consumption behavior and low socioeconomic status. Prior literature on 

consumers’ attitudes toward anti-consumption behavior has yielded mixed results (Sadalla 

and Krull, 1995; Welte and Anastasio, 2009; Brooks and Wilson, 2015). This dissertation 

considers the possibility that since the prior attitude measures were largely explicit, 

normative pressures such as social desirability might have contribute to the mixed results. To 

this end, this dissertation supplements the explicit measure of attitudes with implicit 

measurement to capture consumers’ imbedded bias against anti-consumption behaviors that 

might not have been detected in previous studies.   
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Study 1-1: Explicit measurement of anti-consumption behavior as an indicator of low 

socioeconomic status 

Method 

This study was designed by modifying two scenarios used in Sadalla and Krull (1995), Welte 

and Anastasio (2009), and Brooks and Wilson (2015). The scenarios are designed in a way 

that depicts two different hypothetical daily behaviors, one of which illustrates anti-

consumption behavior and the other serves as an indicator of consumerism. 

The anti-consumption scenario included daily behaviors such as insulating windows with 

plastic sheeting, riding the bus to the grocery store, mending worn clothes, and buying used 

goods (e.g., at community clothing swaps). 

    On the other hand, in the consumerism scenario, daily behaviors such as using a 

personal vehicle instead of taking public transportation, using a heater instead of insulating 

with plastic sheeting, and buying new clothes from department stores instead of mending old 

clothes were included. 

     The specific scenarios, adapted from Sadalla and Krull (1995) and Brooks and Wilson 

(2015) used in this study are as follows. 

 

Anti-consumption scenario 
Bob is in his 30s and lives with his wife, Alice, in a house in a city in the US. This is 
how Bob spends an average Saturday morning. Bob gets up at about 8:30 am and 
takes a walk down the road to a small park. When he returns home, he takes a shower 
and gets dressed in casual clothes. He prepares and eats breakfast and has a cup of 
coffee. He and Alice clean up from breakfast, and he takes the trash outside to the 
trash can. After breakfast, Bob takes a break and sits down to repair some worn 
clothes that he has been meaning to mend.  
 Bob then goes around the house putting sheets of plastic insulation on the windows to 
keep the cold air out as winter comes. 
 Bob then walks a few blocks to get on a bus that takes him to the grocery store. When 
he gets home, Bob drops by the community clothing swap to get some clothes.  

 
Consumerism scenario 

Bob is in his 30s and lives with his wife, Alice, in a house in a city in the US. This is 
how Bob spends an average Saturday morning. Bob gets up at about 8:30 am and 
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takes a walk down the road to a small park. When he returns home, he takes a shower 
and gets dressed in casual clothes. He prepares and eats breakfast and has a cup of 
coffee. He and Alice clean up from breakfast, and he takes the trash outside to the 
trash can. After breakfast, Bob takes a break and turns on the heater to keep the cold 
air out as winter comes. 
 Bob then drives his car to the grocery store. When he gets home, Bob drops by the 
department store to buy new clothes as he saw his clothes were worn out. 
 

Participants 

Seventy participants were recruited from Mturk (ages: 25–60 years). The participants were 

randomly assigned to one of two conditions, anti-consumption vs. consumerism, with a total 

of 35 participants placed in each condition. The group of respondents was 79.2 percent male 

(n=57) and 18.1 percent female (n=13). Within the group of respondents assigned to the anti-

consumption behavior condition, 74.3 percent (26) were male and 25.7 percent (9) were 

female. Within the group of respondents assigned to the consumerism condition, 88.6 percent 

(31) were male and 11.4 percent (4) were female. After reading the scenarios, the participants 

were asked to indicate their perception of the socioeconomic status of the hypothetical person 

associated with each scenario, using a 7-point scale (from very low to very high). 

Result 

The mean score for perceived socioeconomic status among those assigned to the 

consumerism condition was higher than the mean score for those in the anti-consumption 

condition (Msocioeconomic status=5.31, SD=1.388 vs. Msocioeconomic status=4.26, SD=1.559: F (1,68) 

=8.972, p=.004). In other words, the respondents clearly associated consumerism with a 

higher socioeconomic status than anti-consumption behavior. 

     What is interesting, however, is that respondents did regard anti-consumption behavior 

to be an indicator of “low” socioeconomic status: The mean socioeconomic status score in the 

anti-consumption behavior condition is even slightly higher than the neutral midpoint (4.26), 

indicating that those exhibiting anti-consumption behavior were not viewed as either low or 

high in terms of socioeconomic status. This result is different from that of Sadalla and Krull 
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(1995), who found that anti-consumption behaviors lead to lower social status, but it is 

consistent with Welte and Anastasio (2009) and Brooks and Wilson (2015), who reported that 

anti-consumption behaviors were not associated with low socioeconomic status in the US. 

In other words, when measuring perceived socioeconomic status explicitly, consumers do not 

association anti-consumption behavior with lower socioeconomic status, even though that 

consumerism still rated significantly higher.  

There was no statistically significant difference of the green consumption value [t (67) = -

1.546, p=.127] and the coronavirus stress level for the two different threat groups [t (67) = 

-.848, p=.399]. 

Study 1-2: Implicit measurement of anti-consumption behavior as an indicator of low 

socioeconomic status 

Method 

The present study used an Implicit Association Test (IAT), developed by IATGEN. 

A total of 95 subjects participated in this study. The IAT basically uses four different word 

groups (or image groups) consisting of two target word groups and two category word groups 

that are semantically contrasting. The two contrasting target word groups used in this study 

represent either high or low socioeconomic status, and the two category word groups consist 

of 10 phrases representing consumerist or anti-consumerist sentiments.  

Table 3 shows the target and category word groups used in this IAT to measure attitudinal 

bias toward an anti-consumption lifestyle. 

The IAT used in this study consisted of seven blocks (trials). On the first screen of 

the first block, the word group in Table 1 was presented along with overall instructions on 

how to perform the test. For example, upon the appearance of a stimulus, the participants 

were required to sort the stimulus as quickly as possible by hitting the “E” or “I” key on the 

keyboard with either the left or right hand. 
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Table 3 Words Used in the Implicit Association Test 

Target Category 
High 
Socioeconomic 
status (High SES) 

Low  
Socioeconomic 
status (Low SES) 

Consumerism Anti-consumerism 

High health access 
High housing quality 
High income  
High security 
High social support 
 
 
 
 

Low health access 
Low housing quality 
Low income  
Low security  
Low social support 
 

Buying new clothes 
in boutiques. 
Buying new items. 
Department store 
shopping. 
Living in a big 
house. Possessing a 
big car. 
Using a personal car. 
 

Buying used items. 
Living in a tiny 
house.  
Mending old 
clothes. 
Possessing a small 
car. 
Shopping for clothes 
in community 
swaps. 
Using public 
transportation. 
 

    The rationale underlying the IAT is that when asked to categorize stimuli, participants 

will sort the stimuli more quickly when the two stimuli are in a matching condition than in a 

mismatching condition. For example, if participants make an implicit mental association 

between anti-consumption behavior and low socioeconomic status, response latencies should 

be shorter when the stimulus “buying used items” is paired with “low income” rather than 

with “high income.” Consequently, the difference in the speed of sorting matching words and 

non-matching stimuli is calculated as a “d” score to represent the magnitude of implicit 

cognitive association (bias).  

    To give another example, the response rate when “high income” is paired with the 

matching condition “living in a big house” and when “low income” is paired with the 

matching condition “living in a tiny house” in (blocks 3 and 4) differs from the response rate 

when “high security” is paired with the non-matching condition “buying used items” or when 

“low security” is paired with the non-matching condition “buying new items” (blocks 6 and 

7). This difference is calculated as the “D” value indicating the magnitude of the bias. 
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    In other words, the present IAT assumes that people with a high level of bias toward anti-

consumerism as a sign of low socioeconomic status experience cognitive dissonance in the 

non-matching condition, and this in turn makes them spend more time classifying words into 

appropriate categories. Therefore, the higher the bias, the greater the difference between the 

“d” scores in response to these two conditions. 

Result 

Out of a total of 95 respondents, 33 participants who stopped responding during the test or 

responded with excessive speed were excluded automatically by IATGEN. 

The reliability of the IAT test was 0.90, which was at an appropriate level. The D-score , 

which is the difference in mean reaction times between matching conditions (e.g., High 

socioeconomic status with Consumerism) and non-matching conditions (e.g., High 

socioeconomic status with Anti-consumerism) was 0.41 and the standard deviation was 0.52 

(t=6.21, df=61, p<.001, Cohen’s d=0.79), indicating that the bias (High socioeconomic status 

with Consumerism; Low socioeconomic status with Anti-consumerism) was significantly 

positive. In other words, the participants were generally found to show a strong bias in their 

association of anti-consumption behavior with low socioeconomic status. 

Discussion 

When their attitudes were measured explicitly in previous studies, consumers did not 

associate anti-consumption behavior with low socioeconomic status. However, as evidenced 

in this study, when consumers’ attitudes were measured implicitly through the IAT, their 

attitudinal bias toward anti-consumption behavior was notable.  

    The reason for the inconsistent results between the explicit and implicit measurement 

methods may well have to do with consumers’ social desirability bias. Recent movements 

highlighting de-growth and minimalistic lifestyles as well as public discussion about the 

negative effects of materialism and conspicuous consumption reflect changing attitudes. 
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Thus, even though consumers may implicitly associate low social status with anti-

consumption lifestyles, they may avoid explicit statements to that effect. 

 

Study 2: Socioeconomic Threat and Attitude toward Anti-Consumption Lifestyle 

Study 1 suggests that consumers have an implicit bias that leads them to associate anti-

consumption behavior with low socioeconomic status. Based on this finding, study 2 aims to 

examine how that implicit bias affects consumers’ attitudes toward anti-consumption 

behavior especially when they are under socioeconomic status threat (Hypothesis two). 

Methods 

In exchange for extra credit, 66 undergraduate students from a major state university 

participated in this study. The participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions 

(high socioeconomic threat vs. low socioeconomic threat). To manipulate the socioeconomic 

threat level, the study adopted methods developed in Jost (2001). Those two studies used 

fictitious statistics comparing the socioeconomic success of University of Maryland and 

University of Virginia graduates in terms of their quality of employment, salaries, and 

graduate school entrance rates. As those studies found, showing college students statistics on 

how their institutions’ graduates were doing not only led the students to make inferences 

about the level of socioeconomic status they themselves would soon enjoy, but also 

influenced their perception of their current socioeconomic status. 

    In the same vein, the present research presented two fictitious statistics (reflecting a high 

vs. low socioeconomic threat level) that compared the socioeconomic success of students at 

California State University, Los Angeles campus, with the success of students from the 

participants’ own institution, the University of Hawaii. 

Under the high threat condition, participants saw fictitious statistics suggesting that the 

California State University graduates outperformed University of Hawaii graduates in all 
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major aspects, such as quality of employment, salaries, and graduate school entrance rates. 

On the other hand, under the low threat condition, the participants were shown fictitious 

statistics demonstrating that University of Hawaii graduates outperformed the California 

State University graduates in all aspects. Table 4 shows the manipulations used in the 

experiment. 

 

Table 4-1 (High Threat Condition) 

 University of 
Hawaii Graduates 

California State University 
Los Angeles 

Mean Financial Income 
After 5 years 
After 10 years 
After 20 years 
At retirement 

 
$49,000 
$69,000 
$105,000 
$115,000 

 
$63,000 
$88,000 
$125,000 
$150,000 
 

 
Career advancement and promotion 
Mean number of promotions after 5 years 
Mean number of promotions after 10 
years 
Number of CEOs of major corporations 

 
 
1.3 
 
3.0 
 
6 
 

 
 
2.4 
 
5.3 
 
21 
 

Postgraduate Education 
Mean years of Post graduate education 
% of applicants admitted to medical 
school 
% of applicants admitted to law school 
% of applicants admitted to business 
school 
% of applicants admitted to graduate 
school 
% receiving post-baccalaureate degrees 
 

 
0.4 
21% 
 
19% 
30% 
 
41% 
 
23% 
 

 
1.3 
44% 
 
43% 
57% 
 
60% 
 
49% 
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Table 4-2 (Low Threat Condition) 

 University of 
Hawaii Graduates 

California State University 
Los Angeles 

Mean Financial Income 
After 5 years 
After 10 years 
After 20 years 
At retirement 
 

 
$63,000 
$88,000 
$125,000 
$150,000 
 

 
$49,000 
$69,000 
$105,000 
$115,000 
 

Career advancement and promotion 
 
Mean number of promotions after 5 years 
Mean number of promotions after 10 
years 
Number of CEOS of major corporations 
 

 
 
2.4 
 
5.3 
 
21 
 

 
 
1.3 
 
3.0 
 
6 
 

Postgraduate Education 
 
Mean years of Post graduate education 
% of applicants admitted to medical 
school 
% of applicants admitted to law school 
% of applicants admitted to business 
school 
 
% of applicants admitted to graduate 
school 
% receiving post-baccalaureate degrees 
 

 
 
1.3 
44% 
 
43% 
57% 
 
 
60% 
 
49% 
 

 
 
0.4 
21% 
 
19% 
30% 
 
 
41% 
 
23% 
 

 

Manipulation check 

The study used the following question to measure respondents’ perception of the 

socioeconomic threat they faced after seeing the two made-up sets of statistics: “Please 

indicate how you felt after reading the statistics.” They were instructed to respond on a 7-

point scale. 

The manipulation was successful as the mean of socioeconomic threat level among the high 

threat treatment group was higher than that of the low threat treatment group (Mhigh-threat = 

4.91, SDhigh-threat = .879 vs. Mlow-threat = 1.85, SDlow-threat = .619, t (65) = 16.357, p < .001). 
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Dependent variable 

After the participants saw the statistics about graduate outcomes at their university vs. 

California State in either high or low threat condition to which they had been randomly 

assigned, they were shown statements corresponding to six different types of anti-

consumption behavior. The six anti-consumption behaviors (α=.72) that were used in the 

experiment are reflected in the following statements (adapted from Brooks and Wilson, 

2015). 

You are driving a small car as opposed to a big car. 
You shop for your clothes in community swaps as opposed to buying new ones in 
boutiques. 
You mend your clothes when they are worn as opposed to buying new ones.  
You are living in a small house as opposed to a big house. 
You take public transportation as opposed to using a personal car. 
You are buying and selling used items at local thrift stores, used furniture stores, etc. 

 

    Participants then used a 7-point scale (1=Unfavorable, 7=Favorable) to complete the 

following statement: “My attitude toward the suggested lifestyle change is .... (Assuming 

money is not an issue).” 

    After the participants had filled in numbers for each item, a green consumption value was 

measured using six items (α=.88) which includes “It is important to me that the products I use 

do not harm the environment; I consider the potential environmental impact of my actions 

when making many of my decisions; My purchase habits are affected by my concern for our 

environment; I am concerned about wasting the resources of our planet; I would describe 

myself as environmentally responsible; I am willing to be inconvenienced in order to take 

actions that are more environmentally friendly”, adopted from Haws, Winterich, and Naylor 

(2014). Considering that the experiment was conducted during the pandemic, a Covid scale 

(α=.71), Keeter, 2020) was used to measure the participants’ coronavirus stress levels. 

Finally, after responding to the demographic questions, the participants were debriefed and 

dismissed. 
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Result 

The result showed that participants’ average scores concerning the six items (α=.72) were 

significantly lower [F (1,64) = 4.835, p=.032] when the participants perceived high-threat 

conditions (M=3.57, SD=1.05) versus low-threat conditions (M=4.18, SD=1).   

    Looking through each individual behavior score as shown in Figure 1, participants’ mean 

attitudes toward each anti-consumption behavior were lower when the participants perceived 

a high socioeconomic threat condition as opposed to when they perceived a low 

socioeconomic threat condition. However, the only mean difference that was statistically 

significant is for the anti-consumption behavior item “You take public transportation as 

opposed to using a personal car.” 

 

Figure 1 Participants’ attitudes toward each anti-consumption behavior 
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There was no statistically significant difference of the green consumption value [t (64) = -

1.208, p=.231] and the coronavirus stress level for the two different threat groups [t (64) = 

-.406, p=.686].  

Discussion 

Consistent with the predictions, the results of study 2 show that consumers’ unfavorable 

attitudes toward an anti-consumption lifestyle are overall heightened when they are under 

socioeconomic status threat. This probably due to what has evidenced in Study 1, where anti-

consumption behavior and low socioeconomic status are found to be implicitly associated. 

This association may discourage consumers from engaging in anti-consumption behaviors, 

particularly if they believe they are under socioeconomic status threat. 

    However, study 2 further reveals that consumers under socioeconomic threat do not 

always show statistically significant attitudinal differences in every specific anti-consumption 

behaviors compared to consumers under non-socioeconomic threat condition. The reason for 

this finding could have to do with impression management and public versus private 

consumption (Belk 1981; Berger and Heath 2007; Shavitt 1990; Goffman 1959; Ratner and 

Kahn 2002). When consumers are under socioeconomic status threat, their attitudes toward 

anti-consumption behavior may become more negative when the consumption occurs in 

public and is easily recognizable by others, as in the case of using public transportation. This 

might explain why the only marked differences in attitudes toward an anti-consumption 

behavior were noted for the anti-consumption behavior of using public transportation instead 

of a private vehicle. In the case of other anti-consumption behaviors that were less 

conspicuous, such as mending clothes or buying clothing in thrift stores, being under 

socioeconomic threat did not significantly affect attitudes possibly due to the private nature 

of those specific anti-consumption behaviors.  
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    On the other hand, living in a small house rather than a big one would normally belong to 

the realm of public consumption; it would therefore be reasonable to assume that consumers 

who are under socioeconomic status threat would be discouraged from engaging in this 

behavior. However, since the subjects of the present study were relatively young 

undergraduate students, they may not have perceived house size as a sign of conspicuous 

consumption because as students, they would be unlikely to own their own homes. Also, 

since students may be housed in small or large buildings, depending on the number of 

students living there, house size might not serve as an indicator of socioeconomic status; this 

could explain why there was no statistically significant attitudinal difference between the two 

threat groups concerning the behavior “living in a small house as opposed to a big one.”   

    Finally, given consumers’ tendency to prefer physically larger-sized products when they 

are seeking status-related products (Dubois, Rucker, and Galinsky, 2011), participants in the 

high socioeconomic status threat group were expected to show a preference for larger cars. 

However, by using car size as a proxy for status signaling, this question failed to make a clear 

distinction between expensive cars (which include small sports cars, e.g., Porsches), and less 

expensive cars (which could include some large vehicles). This might explain why there was 

no statistically significant attitudinal difference between the two threat groups regarding the 

behavior “driving a small car as opposed to a big car.”   

 

Study 3: The Moderating Role of Mere Presence of Aspirational Group 

Study 3 tests Hypothesis three, which proposes that the mere presence of an aspirational 

group would rather worsen consumers' attitudes toward green demarketing (GDM). 

The design of study 3 remedies two shortcomings of the previous two studies. 

    First, to enhance the validity of our results, the study involved paid adult respondents 

from an online consumer panel instead of students. Therefore, the manipulation method of 
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study 2, developed in Jost (2001), was removed from study 3 because its made-up statistics 

describing the socioeconomic achievements of graduates from the students’ own university 

versus graduates of a rival college were mainly suitable for college students subjects.  In 

Study 3, status threat manipulation was carried out differently, using methods developed by 

Galinsky et al. (2003) and Zhao et al. (2018): the online consumer panel participants directly 

described a situation in which their socioeconomic status was threatened. 

    Second, in study 1 and study 2, the dependent variable was set to measure individual anti-

consumption behaviors. However, such specific behaviors can be greatly influenced by 

individual preferences and situational contexts. For example, in today’s western society, 

owning a slim or small product such as an electronic device is often associated with a higher 

status as opposed to owning big product (Dubois, Rucker, and Galinsky, 2011). Or, given the 

coronavirus pandemic, living in a small house can make it harder to work from home 

compared to living in a big house. That is, in this case, participants’ responses may be biased 

regardless of their anti-consumption intentions. As such, study 3 used a green demarketing 

(GDM) scale adapted from Iyer and Muncy (2009), which measures the general attitude 

toward GDM, rather than towards specific anti-consumption behaviors. Table 5 shows items 

used for the scale. 

Table 5 Green demarketing scale from Iyer and Muncy (2009) 

Given the choice, I would rather buy organic food.  
I make specific efforts to buy products made out of recycled material. 
“Waste not, want not” is a philosophy I follow. 
I try to recycle as much as I can. 
If the world continues to use up its resources, it will not survive. 
We must all do our part to conserve. 
If we all consume less, the world would be a better place. 
Most people buy way too many things that they really don't need. 
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Method 

One hundred eighty-three participants were recruited from Mturk (age: 18–60 years). The 

participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (status threat: threat, no threat) by 2 (aspirational 

group: mere presence of aspirational group, control group) between-subject design. 

The group of respondents was 58.5 percent male (n=107) and 41.5 percent female (n=76).  

    Socioeconomic status threat was manipulated through methods adapted from Galinsky et 

al., (2003) and Zhao et al., (2018). In the high socio-economic status threat group, 

participants were asked to recall an experience that made them feel their status was 

threatened. Specifically, they were told “Please recall an experience or a particular incident 

that made you feel your status was threatened. By status, we mean a situation in which you 

felt your achievements such as income, education, and occupational prestige were inferior to 

another individual or individuals. Now, please describe this situation in which you felt your 

status was threatened—what happened, how you felt, etc.”. In the low socio-economic threat 

condition, the participants were asked to recall an experience that happened yesterday. 

Specifically, they were told “Please recall your day yesterday. Please describe your 

experiences yesterday—what happened, how you felt, etc.”. Each participant was required to 

use a minimum of 150 words to write down their memories in detail and described their 

feelings. Finally, a manipulation check was included that asked them to rate their perceived 

status threat using a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = a great deal). 

     Participants were then told that they would take part in a marketing study focusing on 

lifestyle preferences. And they were randomly assigned to one of two different aspirational 

group conditions. In the mere presence of aspirational group condition, participants were told 

that the lifestyle that they would see is led by “the most successful people (people who rise to 

the top of their profession and have the most money and education, along with the most 

respected jobs) in the U.S.”  In the non-aspirational group condition, participants were 
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shown the GDM lifestyle without such messages. A manipulation check was included that 

asked participants to indicate which of the two statements most closely matches with the 

lifestyle description that they saw in the previous section (the most successful people in the 

U.S.are engaging in the lifestyle vs I did not see the message above). 

    As in study 2, participants’ green consumption value were measure using a six items 

(α=.88) adopted from Haws, Winterich, and Naylor (2014).  A Pew Research Center’s Covid 

scale (α=.70, Pew Research Center, 2020) was also used to measure the participants’ 

coronavirus stress levels. Finally, after responding to the demographic questions, the 

participants were debriefed about the experiment and dismissed. 

Results  

Manipulation Check.  

Participants reported feeling significantly higher socio-economic status threat in the high-

threat condition (M =5.31, SD=1.350) than in the no-threat condition (M= 2.52, SD=1.869, 

p<.001). Chi square analysis revealed that the aspirational group manipulation worked as 

intended as well (χ2[2] = 27.419, p < .001). 

Attitude toward GDM 

Principal components analysis (PCA) was used to identify and compute composite scores for 

the relevant constructs. Initial eigen values indicated that the first two factors explained 

37.8%, and 12.9% of the variance respectively. A total of four items were eliminated because 

they did not contribute to a simple factor structure and failed to meet a minimum criterion of 

having a loading of .6 or above. As a result, the following four items (α=.74) were kept to 

form the composite score: I make specific efforts to buy products made out of recycled 

material; I try to recycle as much as I can; We must all do our part to conserve; If we all 

consume less, the world would be a better place. Although it has relatively low internal 
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consistency (α=.74), since they yield sufficient variability on the construct (Little, 

Lindenberger, and Nesselroade, 1999), the present research judged it to be still valid. 

Table 6 Descriptive statistics of PCA 

      Component 1     Component 2 Mean S.D. 

Given the choice, I would rather buy 
organic food. 

.58 -.29 4.05 .86 

I make specific efforts to buy products 
made out of recycled material. 

.60 -.57 3.75 1.02 

“Waste not, Want not” is a philosophy 
I follow. 

.53 .47 3.92 .92 

I try to recycle as much as I can. .66 -.19 4.17 .87 

If the world continues to use up its 
resources, it will not survive. 

.59 -.07 3.88 .99 

We must all do our part to conserve. .70 .11 4.25 .78 

If we all consume less, the world 
would be a better place. 

.70 .03 4.15 .87 

Most people buy way too many things 
that they really don't need. 

.55 .59 4.11 .84 

 

A two-way ANOVA was run with status threat and aspirational group as the two 

factors, attitude toward GDM as the dependent measure. The main effect of status threat level 

(Mthreat = 4.01 vs. Mno-threat = 4.07) was not significant [F (1, 179) =.358, p=.551]. And the 

main effect of aspirational group (Maspirational group = 4.1 vs. Mcontrol group= 4.0) was not 

significant either [F (1, 179) =1.060, p=.305]. However, the interaction of the two factors was 

significant [F (1, 179) =5.269, p=.023].  
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Table 7 Descriptive statistics from study 3 

 Aspirational group manipulation 

Mere presence of 
aspirational group 

Control group 

Threat 3.96 (.73), N=46 4.08 (.56), N=41 

No threat  4.25 (.57), N=42 3.91 (.79), N=54 

 

Further investigation of the impact of the interaction effect on attitudes toward GDM using 

contrast analysis revealed that the interactive effect was driven by the more positive GDM of 

consumers under no-threat condition with mere-presence of aspirational group (M=4.24) 

compared to those under threat condition with mere-presence of aspirational group (M= 

3.95), [t(179) = -2.016, p < .045]. In addition, when consumers were under the no-threat 

condition, those who exposed to the mere presence of an aspirational group had a 

significantly more positive reaction to GDM (M=4.24) relative to those exposed to control 

conditions (M=3.9), [t(179) = 2.403, p < .017]. However, contrary to the initial expectation, 

under threat conditions, no significant difference was observed between the mere-presence of 

aspirational group condition (M=3.95) and the control group condition (M=4.07), [t(179) = -

0.877, p < .382]. There was no statistically significant difference of the green consumption 

value [F (1, 161) =1.036, p=.378] and the coronavirus stress level [F (1,161) = 1.979, 

p=.119]. Table 6 shows descriptive statistics in study 3 and Figure 2 shows the overall result 

from the contrast analysis in study 3. 
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Figure 2 Overall result from study 3 with contrast analysis 

 

Discussion 

 Findings from Study 3 demonstrated that the mere presence of aspirational group did help 

significantly enhance attitude toward GDM when respondents are under no socio-economic 

threat than when they are under socio-economic threat. In addition, it seems that in 

comparison to the control group, the mere presence of aspirational group failed to help 

improve GDM attitude when consumers are under socioeconomic threat. However, the 

(in)effectiveness of the mere presence of aspirational group in increasing consumer attitude 

toward GDM when consumers are under the threat condition remains inclusive and as such 

Hypothesis 3 was not supported. Further, unlike study 2, the main effect of socio-economic 

status threat did not appear in study 3. The reason for this finding could have to do with the 

fact that the measurement of the dependent variable was changed from the sum of individual 

anti-consumption behavior to the global GDM scale in study 3. Considering that the socio-

economic status threat manipulation method used in Study 2 directly targeted the college 

students participants, the socioeconomic status threat manipulation method used in study 3, 

that made the online consumer panel participants directly describe a situation in which their 

socioeconomic status was threatened, might not have had similar manipulation effect 
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compared to study 2. Or it might be due to the nature of the manipulation of the 

socioeconomic status threat in study 2 which produced high versus low status threat condition 

as opposed to threat versus non threat condition in study 3.  

    Study 4: The Moderating Role of Facilitated Affiliation with Aspirational Group 

Although the mere presence of an aspirational group was not found to be significantly less 

effective than control group when consumers were under the social economic status threat, 

Study 3 nevertheless revealed that the mere presence of an aspirational group did not help 

improve consumers’ attitudes toward GDM when they were under socioeconomic threat. 

Therefore, the purpose of study 4 is to explore whether a facilitated affiliation with 

aspirational group will work as a better communication strategy in improving attitudes 

toward GDM among consumers under perceived socioeconomic threat. 

Method 

Two hundred fifty participants were recruited from Mturk (age: 18–60 years). The 

participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (status threat: threat, no-threat) by 3 (aspirational 

group: mere presence of aspirational group, facilitated affiliation with aspirational group, 

control group) between-subject design. The group of respondents was 50.0 percent male 

(n=125), 49.6 percent female (n=124), and 0.4 percent self-identifying gender (n=1).  

    Except for the addition of the facilitated aspirational condition, all other experimental 

conditions were the same as in study 3. In the facilitated aspirational condition, participants 

were told that the lifestyle that they will see is led by “the most successful people (people 

who rise to the top of their profession and have the most money and education, along with the 

most respected jobs) in the U.S.” Their beginnings were humble, but you are not that 

different. They were once like you! 

Result 
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A two-way ANOVA was run with the status threat and aspirational group as the two 

predictors, attitude toward GDM as the dependent measure. The main effect of status threat 

level (Mthreat = 4.10 vs. Mno-threat = 4.01) was not significant [F (1, 244) =.526, p=.205]. And 

the main effect of aspirational group (Mfacilitated affiliation with aspirational group=4.12  vs. Maspirational 

group = 4.02 vs. Mcontrol group= 4.05) was not significant either [F (1, 244) =1.613, p=.512].    

However, the interaction of the two factors was significant [F (1, 244) =4.703, p=.010]. 

Further investigation of the impact of the interaction effect on attitudes toward GDM using 

contrast analysis revealed the following results. First, when consumers were under 

socioeconomic threat, the improvement in their attitudes toward GDM for the facilitated 

affiliation with aspirational group condition was statistically stronger than for other 

aspirational group conditions. Specifically, when participants were in the socioeconomic 

threat condition, respondents exposed to facilitated affiliation with aspirational group 

(M=4.31) had significantly more positive attitudes toward GDM compared to the respondents 

placed in control group conditions (M=4.07) [ t (244) = -1.970, p < .050], as well as mere-

presence of aspirational group conditions (M=3.94) [ t (244) = -3.012, p < .003]. 

Table 8 Descriptive statistics from study 4 

 Aspirational group manipulation 

Facilitated 
affiliation with 
aspirational group 

Mere presence of 
aspirational group 

Control group 

Threat 4.32 (.44), N=41 3.95 (.51), N=46 4.07 (.56), N=45 

No Threat 3.93 (.59), N=37 4.10 (.66), N=43 4.02 (.66), N=38 

 

   Second, the above attitudinal improvement toward GDM by the facilitated affiliation with 

aspirational group was not observed under the no socioeconomic threat condition. That is, 

under perceived low socioeconomic threat, no significant change in attitude toward GDM 
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was observed in the facilitated affiliation with aspirational group conditions (M=3.93) 

compared to either the mere presence of aspirational group (M=4.1) [ t (244) = 1.345, p 

< .180] or control group conditions (M=4.02)  [ t (244) = .662, p < .509]. 

    Third, interestingly, attitudes toward GDM were significantly more positive when the 

presence of a facilitated affiliation with aspirational group was employed under 

socioeconomic threat condition (M=4.31) than when it was administered under the no 

socioeconomic threat condition (M=3.93) [ t (244) = 2.955, p < .050]. 

There was no statistically significant difference of the green consumption value [F (1, 244) 

=1.565, p=.171] and the coronavirus stress level for the two different threat groups [F (1,244) 

= 1.791, p=.115]. 

Table 7 shows descriptive statistics for study 4 and Figure 3 shows the results of the contrast 

test for study 4. 

 

Figure 3 Overall result from study 4 with contrast analysis 

 
 
Discussion 
 
The results of study 4 supported hypothesis 4, that the presence of a facilitated affiliation with 

aspirational group positively influenced consumers’ attitudes toward GDM when consumers 
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were under high socioeconomic threat conditions. That is, it implies that the facilitated 

affiliation with aspirational group effectively alleviates the negative impact of high 

socioeconomic status threat while helping consumers overcome any negative association 

between GDM and low socioeconomic status. 

    Interestingly, the positive effect of the facilitated affiliation with aspirational group was 

only strongly evident under the socioeconomic threat condition. In other words, at least in the 

area of anti-consumption, the presence of a facilitated affiliation with aspirational group can 

be interpreted as only effective when consumers perceive a high socioeconomic threat. 

 
General discussion 
 
This dissertation finds an implicit association between anti-consumption behaviors and the 

perception of low socioeconomic status threat that exacerbates consumer attitudes toward 

GDM. Furthermore, depending on the nature and presence of aspirational groups, we 

explored how consumers’ attitudes toward GDM are regulated in relation to whether or not 

they perceive themselves as facing socioeconomic threats. 

Specifically, the present research explored this phenomenon in four studies. In study 

1, this dissertation demonstrated that consumers have an implicit association between anti-

consumption behavior and low socioeconomic status. Based on study 1’s finding, study 2 

showed that consumers had a negative attitude toward anti-consumption behavior when they 

were under socioeconomic status threat. Study 3 showed that the mere presence of an 

aspirational group did not have a positive effect on consumers’ attitudes toward GDM when 

they were under socioeconomic threat condition as opposed to when they were under no 

socioeconomic threat condition. Finally, study 4 showed that using a facilitated affiliation 

with aspirational group is a viable strategy for marketers seeking to increase consumers’ 

positive attitudes toward GDM by reaffirming damaged self-worth and mitigating the 

socioeconomic status threat. 
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Theoretical Contributions 

This dissertation makes a number of significant theoretical contributions to understanding 

anti-consumption attitudes. First, the existing literature has ignored the fact that consumers’ 

association of anti-consumption behavior with low socioeconomic status is implicit rather 

than explicit. Consequently, the existing research using explicit questions to measure the 

relationship between anti-consumption behavior and low socioeconomic status has revealed 

mixed results. The theoretical contribution of this study is to find that consumers implicitly 

associate anti-consumption behavior with low socioeconomic status even though they may 

not state this explicitly. 

    A second theoretical contribution of this dissertation is its use of situational factors (i.e., 

the perception of socioeconomic status threats or the presence of an aspirational or facilitated 

affiliation with aspirational group) in its analysis of the association between anti-consumption 

behaviors and socioeconomic status. In other words, this dissertation found that consumers’ 

attitudes toward anti-consumption can be affected by temporary manipulation of the 

socioeconomic status threat, regardless of the actual or objective socioeconomic standing of 

consumers. 

    Third, this dissertation raises questions about the effect of the self-affirmation method on 

the presence of aspirational groups in relation to attitudes on anti-consumption. 

Existing consumer studies have argued that the presence of an aspirational group promotes 

positive attitudes toward a related product or service by providing an opportunity for self-

expression or self-confirmation (Fitzsimons, Chartrand, & Fitzsimons, 2008; Giroux & 

Grohmann, 2015; Salmon, 2008). However, the present research found that the mere presence 

of an aspirational group in the anti-consumption domain did not have a positive effect on 

attitudes toward GDM, possibly due to consumers’ mental association between anti-

consumption behavior and low socioeconomic status. In other words, the existence of an 
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aspirational group that is psychologically distant from consumers who are currently under 

high socio-economic status threat makes anti-consumption attitudes associated with the low 

socioeconomic status more prominent, and that in turn can negatively affect consumers’ 

attitudes toward GDM.  

    Fourth, this dissertation demonstrated that the presence of a facilitated (as opposed to 

non-facilitated) affiliation with aspirational group was an effective means of improving 

consumers’ attitudes toward GDM when their socioeconomic status was threatened. That is, 

when consumers were faced with socioeconomic threats, the presence of a facilitated 

affiliation with aspirational group significantly improved consumers’ attitudes toward GDM 

compared to group conditions in which an aspirational group was merely present or not 

present. However, when consumers were not under socioeconomic threat, the facilitated 

affiliation with aspirational group did not contribute to improving consumers’ attitudes 

toward GDM compared to the other two groups. This interplay between types of aspirational 

groups and socioeconomic threat is an area that has yet to be explored in consumer 

psychology research. 

Managerial contributions 

This dissertation makes several managerial contributions in the following areas. 

As seen in recent green demarketing such as Patagonia’s Don’t buy this jacket campaign, 

luxury brand Ermenegildo Zegna’s #Use the existing, and Ikea’s Climate action starts at 

home, anti-consumption behaviors such as consuming less, recycling the old, and consuming 

products for a longer period of time is increasingly emphasized. However, this current green 

demarketing overlooks the fact that consumers might implicitly associate those anti-

consumption behaviors with lower socioeconomic status. And this possible association will 

lead to negative attitudes toward green demarketing when consumers believe themselves to 

be under socioeconomic threat.  
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    Moreover, considering the present dissertation’s finding that consumers’ preference for 

GDM deteriorates when perceived status threat is manipulated, these results may be even 

more prominent in reality than under experimental conditions. For example, one recent 

research in a real-life retail setting showed that when consumers experienced a warm scent, 

consumers easily felt less powerful as a result of the perceived crowding than when they 

experienced a cool scent, which results in seeking status related products consumption 

behavior (Madzharov, Block, and Morrin, 2015). 

    In particular, given that consumers often feel threatened by socioeconomic status 

comparison with others in their daily lives as the income gap widens due to the pandemic and 

society’s materialism (Kashdan and Breen, 2007), disassociating anti-consumption behavior 

from concerns about status will require the involvement of marketers in designing social 

marketing that works toward this goal. For example, social awareness campaigns such as 

“small is better” and “use the existing” can help to change norms and dilute the negative 

associations between anti-consumption behavior and low socioeconomic status. 

    Also, the fact that only the facilitated affiliation with aspirational group treatment 

resulted in a significant improvement in attitudes toward GDM for consumers who are under 

high socioeconomic threat as opposed to those experiencing the mere presence of an 

aspirational group implies that when designing green demarketing, merely relying on an 

aspirational group is an inefficient means of providing self-affirmation. 

Therefore, in public policy promoting anti-consumption, adding a phrase (e.g., “You are not 

that different”) that reduces the psychological distance between consumers and the 

aspirational group may help to make the aspirational group a more effective marketing tool.  

Limitations and Future Research 
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First, this study explored attitudes toward GDM through manipulation of perceived 

socioeconomic threats. It remains unclear whether these conclusions remain the same for 

consumers who perceive a status threat in real-life situations over a period of time. 

Therefore, future research is needed to study attitudes toward GDM in relation to more 

objective and stable measures of social status rather than temporary status manipulation. It 

would be interesting to test whether the two different groups, one with objectively low 

socioeconomic status and the other group under temporarily perceived socioeconomic threat, 

show differences in attitudes toward GDM. 

    Second, in studies 3 and 4, a scale composed of only 4 sub-factors was used to measure 

global GDM, but using a scale composed of other sub-factors may yield more interesting results 

that are different from those of the current study. In addition, since the various influences of 

each anti-consumption behavior on the environment cannot be calculated by simply averaging 

the individual anti-consumption behaviors, as the present research did in study 2, it would be 

interesting to consider assigning weight to specific anti-consumption behaviors in future 

research.  

    Third, cultural factors can also be an important consideration. Considering that Asian 

cultures display status-seeking consumption patterns as evidenced in the Asian equivalent of 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, which is more collectivist in nature than Western cultures 

(Hofstead, 2001), such cultural factors might exacerbate consumers’ attitudes toward GDM 

when Asian consumers are under socioeconomic status threat. Future research will therefore 

have to consider cultural factors when studying the phenomenon of anti-consumption. 

    Fourth, in this study, facilitated affiliation with an aspirational group was proposed as a 

way to overcome socioeconomic status threat. Beyond this cognitive method, it would be 

interesting to explore novel situational factors such as scent. In fact, stores like Sony Style use 

vanilla and orange notes to make consumers feel more comfortable when contemplating 
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technically difficult products (Vlahos, 2007). In the same vein, one research showed that 

women who were exposed to a soothing scent such as vanilla were more effective at coping 

with negative stereotype threats (i.e., women are bad at basic math) (Lee, Kim, and Vohs, 2011). 

Therefore, future research needs to explore various types of novel situational factors to help 

consumers cope with the status threat in the domain of anti-consumption behavior. 
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Essay 2: From Consumers to Practitioners: A Qualitative 

Examination of Anti-consumption Behavior from the 

Perspective of Practice Theory 

 

Abstract 

Essay 2 explores anti-consumption behavior from the perspective of practice theory to 

provide alternative ways of understanding it. Practice theory, unlike the behavior-intention 

model, shifts the focus of analysis from individual decision making to social practice. This 

theory assumes that behavior is not determined by internal factors (agency), such as attitude, 

values, and personal norms, or by external factors (structure), such as institutional constraints 

and social structures. Rather, behavior is embedded in practices that mediate agency and 

structure. Specifically, using practice theory, this essay explores in detail how anti-

consumption practice elements are configurated by anti-consumption practitioners. 

As a result, the theoretical framework will provide a holistic view to investigate how people 

configure interconnected elements of anti-consumption behavior such as meaning, 

competence, and material conditions that are normally neglected in conventional approaches. 
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Introduction 

Global environmental challenges, such as climate change, can be attributed to the 

unprecedented impacts of unsustainable human behavior on the natural environment (Shove, 

2010; Stern, 2000). Understanding and changing human behaviors therefore plays a crucial 

role in mitigating these challenges (White, Habib, and Hardisty, 2019). For example, Gardner 

and Stern (2002) describe 17 behavior changes (e.g., regular car-sharing, reducing driving 

speed, and lowering the thermostat on air conditioning and water heating units) that can 

reduce household carbon emissions by 30%.  

    Many previous studies on these types of eco-friendly behaviors use a behavior-intention 

model (Bamberg and Möser, 2007; Leonidou et al., 2010; Perera, Auger, and Klein, 2018). 

The premise of this model is that human behavior is driven by internal factors (e.g., attitudes, 

values, habits, and personal norms) and external factors (e.g., institutional constraints, social 

structures, fiscal and regulatory incentives; Ropke, 2009). However, excessive reliance on the 

behavior-intention model has skewed research toward understanding potential drivers of 

green consumption practices instead of focusing on how consumers actually construct and 

implement these practices (Hargreaves, 2011). The gap between intention and behavior is an 

obvious problem for the behavior-intention model. In fact, the term ‘4/40 gap’ refers to the 

fact that although roughly 40% of consumers say in surveys that they are willing to buy 

greener products, only 4% of them actually do (see xx citation). Another problem with the 

model is that a wide gulf exists between the microscopic scale of behavioral factors and the 

large-scale impact needed to radically decarbonize existing consumption patterns (Hampton 

and Adams, 2018). 

    An alternative model, practice theory, looks beyond internal and external factors 

influencing behavior and instead focuses on the routinized behaviors embedded in practices 

that mediate internal factors (agency) and external ones (social structure; Shove, 2010). 
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Shifting the focus away from individual decision making to how practices are formed, 

reproduced, maintained, and ultimately replaced by new practices redefines consumers as 

agents of these practices, or “practitioners” (Ropke, 2009).  

    Shove (2003) and Warde (2005) introduced practice theory to the consumption sector, 

where it offers a broad, complementary approach to human action, unlike conventional 

consumption studies that focus on the individual behavioral decision-making process. 

Hargreaves (2011) points out that a conventional behavior-intention model’s focus on the 

individual’s attitudes, values, or contextual barriers is too narrow to capture the overall 

picture of behavioral changes. Specifically, according to practice theory, it is possible to 

understand human behavior from an integrated point of view by analyzing society through 

the practices that mediate individual and social elements. Furthermore, practice theory has the 

virtue of including “mundane aspects of daily practice such as normally unquestioned skills 

and stuff” that are easily ignored in conventional model (Hargreaves, 2011, p. 89). Also, as 

“practices are related through the meanings, competences, and objects that are shared across 

practices (e.g., practices of cooking and practices of shopping for food items) (Ropke, 2009, 

p. 2492)”, practice theory has a benefit of investigating behavioral change from the 

perspectives of political, economic, legal, and cultural practices that are interconnected in 

everyday life (Hargreaves, 2011).  

    Therefore, practice theory is expected to allow us to observe the anti-consumption 

behavior discussed in essay 1 from a broader, more integrated perspective by looking at how 

anti-consumption practice elements are configurated by consumers/practitioners.   

    This study thus explores how consumers configure anti-consumption behavior through 

the framework of practice theory. For this exploratory study, we rely on in-depth interviews 

rather than a quantitative analysis because a qualitative research method has the advantage of 

allowing the researcher to approach a known phenomenon from a different, and often more 
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in-depth angle and discover unexpected reasons or situations. This dissertation essay 

proceeds as follows.  

    First, this study reviews the behavior-intention model and its influence on consumption 

research. Next, practice theory is introduced, including contrasting it to the behavior-intention 

model, followed by a qualitative research in deepening our understanding of the anti-

consumption behavior. 

 

Literature review 

1. Behavior-Intention Model  

The behavior-intention model posits that individual behavioral change depends on 

understanding how attitudinal variables, including subjective norms and perceived behavioral 

control, affect people’s intentions (Ajen, 1991). The model has been used in various 

environmental contexts, such as recycling (Trudel, Argo, and Meng, 2016), water 

conservation (Staats, 2003; Stern, 2000), and organic produce (Annunziata et al., 2011; Dahm 

et al., 2009). Current research on green consumption and the behavior-intention model is 

grounded in Ajzen’s (1991) theories of planned behavior (Shove, 2010; Hargreaves, 2011). 

For example, the model predicts that once people’s intentions are identified, linear and 

rational decision making then drives behavior, including green consumption behavior. Thus, 

traditional green consumption research aims to identify as many internal and subjective 

factors as possible, such as self-identity (Trudel, Argo, and Meng, 2016), guilt (Peloza, 

White, and Shang, 2013), and self-protection (Shrum et al., 1995). 

    Individual decision making is not determined in a social vacuum, however. External 

factors, such as social norms and infrastructure, sometimes override internal subjective and 

cognitive factors (Barr, 2003; Martin et al., 2006; Olli et al., 2001; Stern, 2000). Scholars thus 

have incorporated social context variables into the behavior-intention model (Frohlich et al., 
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2001). Emphasizing the impact of these social structural variables, Stern (2000, p. 415) 

argued that the behavior-intention model should be redefined as an “interactive product of 

personal-sphere attitudinal variables and contextual factors.” This argument implies that 

behavior is the outcome of internal and external factors, and this approach is referred to as the 

ABC model, wherein “behavior (B) is an interactive product of personal-sphere attitudinal 

variables (A) and contextual factors (C)” (Stern, 2000, p. 415). In sum, in the dominant 

research framework of the behavior-intention model, behavior is driven by internal and 

external factors, and thus research in this area has focused on individual decision making in 

relation to these factors. 

    As mentioned earlier, traditional green consumption research also follows the ABC 

model (Stern, 2000). Further, this research focus is strengthened by neoliberal tendencies, 

which posit that environmental disruptions are mostly the individual’s responsibility (Halpern 

et al., 2004; Shove, 2010). Consequently, policy makers try to encourage behavioral changes 

through interventions (e.g., advice, persuasion, pricing) that help people recognize 

environmental issues and behave in more environmentally friendly ways (White, Habib, and 

Hardisty, 2019). Such interventions include environmental campaigns, such as “Creatures of 

Habit: The Art of Behavioural Change” (Prendergast et al., 2008); “I Will If You Will” 

(Sustainable Consumption Round Table, 2006); “Motivating Sustainable Consumption” 

(Jackson, 2005), and “Driving Public Behaviours for Sustainable Lifestyles” (Darnton, 2004). 

In sum, mainstream environmental studies have presumed individuals to be responsible for 

environmental degradation and thus have sought to explore internal and external factors 

known to drive such behavior. 

    Theoretically, the behavior-intention model predicts that identifying positive intentions 

toward environmental protection will lead to green behaviors. In reality, the research based 

on this model has not always successfully predicted such behaviors because although people 
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often express an explicit and intense aspiration to engage in green consumption, many do not 

follow through on their intentions (Griskevicius, Cantu, and van Vugt, 2012). This attitude-

behavior gap represents the weakest point in the behavior-intention model (Hassan, Shiu, and 

Shaw, 2016). One widely known cause of this phenomenon is social desirability bias, which 

causes individuals to behave in ways that signal their desirability to others, even if they 

personally disagree with those behaviors. For example, survey respondents may answer 

questions in a way that makes them look good rather than indicating how they actually feel or 

behave (Auger and Devinney, 2007; Papaoikonomou et al., 2011).  

    Beyond the social desirability bias, the fundamental assumption of the behavior-intention 

model has been challenged (Hargreaves, 2011). Specifically, if the model assumes that 

human behavior is driven by internal and external factors, then it must include as many 

cognitive and social structural variables as possible to increase the predictability of behavior. 

The problem with this approach, however, is that there are no limits to the variables that can 

be included. Consequently, as more variables are added to the model, its predictive power 

becomes less clear. Therefore, behavior change research in which variables are gradually 

added will not lead to fundamental change. Rather, it only justifies and legitimatizes current, 

unsustainable consumption practices (Hargreaves, 2011; Shove, 2010; White, Habib, and 

Hardisty, 2019;). To fundamentally change people’s behavior, a more integrated perspective 

is needed. Specifically, the unit of analysis must shift away from research methods that focus 

only on individual decision making to the performance of social practices that incorporate 

social relations and social processes (Halkier, Katz-Gerro, and Martens, 2011; Nye and 

Hargreaves, 2011).  

2. Practice Theory  

Practice is defined as “a routinized type of behavior which consists of several elements, 

interconnected to one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ 
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and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of 

emotion and motivational knowledge” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 249). The dominant research 

streams, such as the behavior-intention model, focus on the subjective meaning of action in 

understanding behavior, which assumes that subjective factors (e.g., thoughts, beliefs, 

desires, and values) direct individual actions (Shove, 2010). In contrast, practice theory posits 

that it is difficult to find observable forms of motivational elements to drive meaningful 

actions. This skepticism relates to the “the problem of other minds,” which refers to the 

difficulty in forming verifiable knowledge about the subjective experience of another 

(Rubinstein, 2013). Thus, practice theorists criticize rational and causal models claiming that 

behaviors are consciously controlled by subjective elements of actions. Instead, they 

emphasize embodied abilities, such as habits, know-how, and implicit understanding, as the 

fundamental components of action (Shove, 2010; Warde, 2005). In other words, “The basic 

domain of study of the social sciences, according to the theory of structuration, is neither the 

experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of any form of societal totality, but social 

practices ordered across space and time” (Giddens, 1984, p. 2). The transition from a 

behavioral model to a practice theory thus requires shifting attention away from subjective 

factors and toward routine activities of practice.  

    Practice theory emphasizes the interplay of structure (i.e., social phenomena) and agency 

(i.e., behavior) as a mutually constitutive process wherein practice acts as a key medium 

between the two (Ropke, 2009). Shove (2003) explains this using the change in social practice 

from bathing to showering: the individualistic approach explores the motivations underlying 

individuals’ hygiene behaviors, and the structural approach attributes the shift in preference 

from bathing to showering to capitalist economic development and the production of specific 

material resources for showering. Practice theory combines both approaches and explores 

how showering practices emerged and then replaced bathing practices. In sum, practice 
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theory focuses on the actors’ repetitive, daily acts (Reckwitz, 2002). Practice theory treats 

these acts as the most fundamental category for understanding social life and as a starting 

point for explaining social phenomena. And the social world is shaped by shared and 

coordinated practices that are produced and reproduced across time and space (Warde, 2005).  

    Consequently, the individual is removed from center stage and becomes a ‘carrier’ of a 

certain social practice by performing the various activities and tasks required by the practice 

(Reckwitz, 2002). Therefore, as Warde (2005, p. 140) notes, “the principal implication of a 

theory of practice is that the sources of change behaviour lie in the development of practices 

themselves.” Practice theory focuses not on the moment of individual decision making, but 

on the ‘doings’ of various social practices and the inconspicuous consumption behavior that 

organically connects them (Shove and Warde, 2002).  

    Therefore, according to practice theory, in order to achieve a fundamental change in the 

direction of sustainable consumption, it is more important to break the existing routinized life 

patterns themselves (i.e., ‘routine busting’; Sahakian and Wilhite, 2014; Wilhite, 2010) than 

to educate individual consumers to make different decisions (Schatzki, 1996, 2001).  

3. Behavior Is Embedded, Not Driven. 

According to practice theory, behavior is not derived from these personal attitude variables or 

social structural variables but is instead embedded in practice (Hargreaves, 2011). Practices 

logically and historically precede individual behavior, which implies that “motivations and 

wants are deduced from practices, and the conventions and standards of practices steer 

behavior’ (Warde, 2005, p. 137). On the one hand, practice theorists dissociate themselves 

from models based on self-contained individuals, “such as homo economicus (who is 

engaged in the calculation of self-interest), and on the other hand, from models based on 

over-socialized individuals such as homo sociologicus (who internalizes social norms) or 
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homo aestheticus (who is preoccupied with the presentation of self)” (Randles and Warde, 

2006, p. 228).  

Figure 1 Behavior-Intention Model: Behavior is Driven 

 

 

The above discussion is better explained using Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, 

defined as an institution (a set of habits, skills, or dispositions) that is formed during 

childhood and determines how individuals perceive the social world around them and react to 

it (Gran-Hanssen, 2009). It is said that experience is absorbed into habitus, which ultimately 

determines the ‘disposition’ (Sahakian and Wilhite, 2014). A key question is how to 

reorganize the disposition itself. For example, it is said that the formation of a habit is 

important for sustainable behavior (White et al., 2019; Verplanken, 2011) because the 

disposition in habitus is directly related to habit and daily life. 

    Once habits are formed, they are “repeatedly and consistently reproduced by 

appropriately committed practitioners” (Shove, 2012, p.103). Therefore, in practice theory, 

there is little need for cognitive self-intervention or reflection on how we buy food every day, 

how we clean our bodies and homes, etc. 
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    Therefore, practice theory does not require factors such as attitude and belief to precede 

behavior changes (Warde, 2005). As a result, it is more important to focus on how social 

practices change across space and time rather than on how individual behavior or social 

structure promotes behavior change. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the two different approaches. 

  

Figure 2 Practice Theory: Behavior is Embedded 

 

4. The Emergence and Stabilization of Practice  

Practice dynamics, i.e. the emergence and stabilization of practice are explained by two 

aspects: practice as entity and practice as performance.  

Practice as entity 

Practice as entity refers to “a temporally unfolding and spatially dispersed nexus of doings 

and sayings” (Schatzki, 1996, p. 89). In general, practice as entity consists of an assemblage 

of three elements: mental activities (e.g., meaningful images and symbols), bodily activities 

(e.g., competence and procedures), and stuff (e.g., materials). Recalling Shove’s (2003) 

example of bathing and showering, to establish the practice of showering requires meaning 

(i.e., desirable hygiene), competence (i.e., requirement for body cleansing wedged between 
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other activities within daily sequences), and material conditions (e.g.., systems of hot water 

provision). Figure 3 illustrates this relationship. 

    Because these three elements are closely linked and constitute the entity of practice, 

addressing only one of them is insufficient. For example, introducing a new technology or 

attempting to influence only the cognitive processing through “awareness-building 

campaigns” cannot influence the change and creation of practices (Sahakian and Wilhite, 

2014). 

    Specifically, a practitioner understands the meaning of practice and how to combine that 

meaning with material conditions and competence. In this way, the anti-consumption 

practitioner focuses more on “using” or “doing” the practice than “displaying” the product 

(Shove et al., 2007, p. 2). Such behavior draws attention to the practitioner’s ability because a 

product is useful only to those who have the skills to use it properly (Ropke, 2009). This 

aspect of practice also highlights the pleasure of being a skilled practitioner, framing 

consumption as an action that leads to the joy of being a skilled actor. Such practices are 

“what make sense to people in everyday life, and their reputations, decency, self-respect, and 

so on depend on being recognized as competent practitioners” (Randles and Warde, 2006, p. 

228). In this way, practice creates self-esteem, which increases competence, which in turn 

increases practice, thus creating “knowledgeable actors whose consumption is in some sense 

an expression of their capabilities and project-oriented ambitions” (Shove et al., 2007, p. 43).  
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Figure 3 The (social) practice of showering, adapted from Strengers (2009) and 

Strengers and Maller (2011) 

 

 

 

 

    Therefore, ‘practice as entity’ can exist only when the activities involved are performed 

collectively. That is, the three essential elements (mental activities, bodily activities, and 

stuff) must be dynamically integrated by skilled practitioners through regular and repeated 

performance (Shove and Pantzar, 2005). Consequently, performance is highlighted in the 

context of these three factors of practice. Therefore, practice as performance describes the 

conducting of a practice as an entity, which ensures its continual reproduction (Schatzki, 

1996; Shove and Pantzar, 2007; Warde, 2005). 

    In the same vein, as the concept of ‘practice as entity’ suggests, exploring how anti-

consumption behaviors are configurated with the three elements of practice theory (meaning, 

competence, and material conditions) will be an important empirical basis for explaining how 

anti-consumption practices emerge. At the same time, it will provide us with policy insights 
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necessary to understand how anti-consumption practices can be stabilized over time. This 

leads to the first research questions in this study. 

Research question 1 (Practice as entity): How do consumers configure meaning, 

competence, and material conditions in their own right and in relation to other practices 

connected to anti-consumption behavior? 

 
Practice as performance 

Further, as “practices also contain the seeds of constant change” (Ward, 2005, p. 141), they 

die out if no new practitioners are recruited to perform them. Specifically, the emergence of 

new practices requires a learning process in which new practitioners integrate elements of the 

meaning, material infrastructure, and competence of new practices.  

    Changes of practice and its corresponding elements occur through the social learning 

process (Sahakian and Wilhite, 2014), which in turn takes place through cognitive and 

practical processes that are participatory and social in nature. Therefore, rather than occurring 

on the level of individual experience, new practice is learned in social spaces such as work or 

school. 

    If such combinations of elements are adopted and diffused by new participants, the new 

practices can potentially emerge as stable and recognizable entities (Ropke, 2009). For 

example, competing practices offer better configurations of the mental activities, bodily 

activities, and stuff that existing practices have, leading to the stabilization of new practices 

and the disappearance of existing practices. In this understanding, practices emerge, stabilize, 

and ultimately die out as links between the three elements are made and broken (Pantzar and 

Shove, 2006).  

    Taken together, based on practice theory, if factors for establishing an anti-consumption 

lifestyle as a practice are identified, then these anti-consumption practices will be more likely 
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to be sustained by social leaning process. This leads to the second research questions in this 

study. 

Research question 2 (Practice as performance): What facilitates anti-consumption lifestyle 

practices? 

Methods  

This study adopted a qualitative research method that is exploratory in nature and avoids 

imposing restrictions or limitations on the research results. Using in-depth and detailed 

responses to a series of questions/prompts and adopting a practice theory framework, this 

study examines how consumers (as practitioners) configure anti-consumption behavior. 

Interview Process  

The interviews were conducted in June and July 2001. In total, the present research 

interviewed 10 people. Of the informants, 3 were men and 7 were women. The interviews 

were conducted in the homes of the informants over Zoom because of the Covid-19 pandemic 

and lasted for approximately one hour. The researchers used convenience sampling to arrive 

at a sample group of informants and conducted in-depth interviews with ten individuals: nine 

undergraduate students and one graduate student from a major state university. These 

candidates were selected based on their ability to provide accurate and in-depth information 

for this research. Particularly, the researcher contacted potential candidates in advance to find 

a range of informants who had different levels of knowledge in sustainability (i.e., from a 

basic level of experience such as taking a sustainability class in college to a high level of 

experiences such as growing food at home or engaging in ocean cleanup). Table 1 shows the 

general characteristics of the in-depth interview participants. 
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Table 1 General characteristics of the in-depth interview participants 

 Gender Age/ Experiences in 
sustainability 

Job/Major Residence 
Area 

1 Female 20/ experiences related to 
sustainability such as 
teaching kids about 
sustainability and 
recycling at a high school 

Finance major/ 
Undergraduate student 

Hawaii 

2 Female 31/Composting and 
Growing food at home 

Double majoring in 
marketing and cognitive 
psychology/ 
Undergraduate student 

Hawaii 

3 Male 27/ Participated in large 
snorkel ocean cleanup in 
Bali; tried to recycle as 
much as he could and use 
reusable items in the 
house 
 

Finance and International 
Business/ Undergraduate 
student 

Connecticut 

4 Female 21/ Visits local farmers 
market often 

Business management 
and Marketing/ 
Undergraduate student 

Hawaii 

5 Male 21/ Zero waste initiatives 
in dining commons and 
campus. 

 
Marketing/Undergraduate 
student 

Hawaii 

6 Female 21/ Had a Tennis coach 
who made sure to bring 
their own plates and 
utensils when she had 
potlucks after games or 
provided snacks.  

Marketing/ 
Undergraduate student 

Hawaii 

7 Female 20/ has a vegetarian sister. Marketing/Undergraduate 
student 

Hawaii 

8 Female 23/ Experience in 
designing a sustainable 
marketing strategy 
(college group project) 

Finance/ University of 
Hawaii Graduate 

California 

9 Female 21/ Took sustainability 
course 

Marketing/ 
Undergraduate student 

California 

10 Male 22/ Wrote up research 
papers and 
persuasive speeches on 
environmental and 
sustainable issues 
(deforestation, 
microplastic pollution). 
 

Marketing/ 
Undergraduate student 

Hawaii 
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At the beginning of each interview, friendly greetings were exchanged, and the interview was 

conducted in an informal manner. The researcher explained the purpose of the interviews in 

advance and thanked the participants. Next, after showing the informants various examples 

and images of anti-consumption behavior, the researchers asked a series of questions.  

Figures 4 and 5 show the materials related to the in-depth interviews. 

 

Figure 4 Materials used for the in-depth interviews 

 

 

   The interviews were recorded, reformulated into full sentences, and used for analysis. 

Phone checks were made with the informants in the case of unclear responses, and the 

content was analyzed from the perspective of practice theory and in relation to anti-

consumption behavior. Recurring language and types of responses were summarized and the 

meanings and related contents were characterized. 

  

You are driving a compact hatchback car as opposed to a large SUV.

You shop for your clothes in community swaps as opposed to buying new ones in boutiques.

You are putting sheets of plastic insulation on the windows instead using heaters.

You are using an induction hob for cooking instead of using a new top-of-the-line stainless steel gas stovetop.

You are buying food from local farmers instead of buying food such as exotic imported fruits and cheese from grocery 

store chains.



 

 80 

Figure 5 Materials used for the in-depth interviews 

 

 

Findings 

The present research, which is exploratory in nature, first examines how consumers configure 

anti-consumption practices (practice as entity) and then illustrates how these new practices 

can potentially emerge as a stable entity (practice as performance). Thus, the concepts of 

‘practice as entity’ and ‘practice as performance’ acted as selective coding categories. Table 2 

and Table 3 show findings for anti-consumption practice as entity and anti-consumption 

practice as performance. 
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Table 2 Anti-consumption practice as entity 

 
Anti-consumption Practice as Entity 

 
Meaning Competence Material Infrastructure 
Ambivalent 
attitude 
Positive view 
of anti-
consumption 
behavior as 
signaling 
social and 
environmental 
respect. 
             
Association of 
anti-
consumption 
behavior with 
high or low 
socioeconomic 
status. 

Bodily 
knowledge 
In order for 
anti-
consumption 
to become a 
practice, 
physical 
(bodily) 
knowledge 
should 
accompany 
cognitive 
understanding. 
 
 
 

Provision of material conditions for large-scale participation 
Rather than attributing environmental degradation to their own 
cognitive decision-making processes, consumers asked for the 
provision of social and material infrastructure in order for anti-
consumption to become a practice. 
 

 

Practice as entity: How do consumers configure anti-consumption behavior? 

First, regarding ‘practice as entity,’ three main themes derived from an analysis of the 

collected data emerged as integral factors in anti-consumption practices: ambivalent attitudes 

toward anti-consumption behaviors, bodily knowledge, and provision of material 

infrastructure for anti-consumption behavior. 

1. Meaning: Ambivalent attitudes toward anti-consumption behaviors  

1.1 Positive view of anti-consumption behavior as signaling social and environmental 

respect        

First, based on ‘meaning,’ one of the three elements of practice theory, the present study 

explored how consumers perceive or interpret anti-consumption behavior. When the study’s 

participants were asked to freely express their feelings about an anti-consumption lifestyle, 

all of them cited the importance of reducing the environmental impacts of one’s lifestyle 

choices. Furthermore, a significant number of participants said that the nature of anti-
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consumption behavior—that is, sacrificing one’s convenience for the benefits of the 

environment—was a respectful behavior.  

-Mending clothes [by hand is] a proud tradition of our family that has been passed 
down from our grandmothers (Informant 1). 
 
-When my sister was doing composting while she was in Hawaii, she always took 
great pride in how she looked (Informant 7). 
 
- I fix my own clothes whenever I need them and wear them. Rather than just buying 
[a new outfit], if I repair it and wear [the old one], I’m proud of myself (Informant 9). 
 
- I think it is cool to do [things like] sacrificing … convenience to minimize the 
environmental impact (Informant 4). 
 
-Unlike manual labor as a profession, such manual labor in those behaviors can be 
regarded as ‘leisure’ in the realm of personal consumption (Informant 2). 
 

A common response in the surveys, that anti-consumption practices express respect for others 

and solidarity with environmental goals, supports the finding of a recent study on a group 

practicing eco-habitus (Carfagna et al., 2014). Eco-habitus refers to “a set of (green) tastes 

and dispositions operating according to a class homology” (Carfagna et al., 2014, p. 158). 

This research found a preference within the pro-environmental group in the study for DIY 

and local consumption over cosmopolitan tastes and wants. The people in the study were not 

affluent and had limited incomes. Nevertheless, by forming a class homology with a sense of 

competence based on the skills or knowledge they possessed, they distinguished themselves 

from groups with different behavioral orientations such as consumerism.   

1.2 Association of anti-consumption behavior with high or low socioeconomic status 
 
However, when asked the next question, “Please estimate the socioeconomic status of people 

who live this lifestyle,” the Informants spoke less positively about anti-consumption 

behaviors and associated them with people who were struggling financially. At this point, 

participants began to express negative views of some of the daily behaviors mentioned in the 

survey, associating anti-consumption behaviors with individuals’ low socioeconomic status. 
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- They seem to be saving money (Informant 10). 
 
-Actually, I just want to use a heater. Using plastic insulation to block the wind? It 
looks so miserable (Informant 3). 
-As a college student, it’s okay to live in a small house and wear old clothes. But if I 
live like that even when I am 30-40 years old with a job, other people will look down 
on me (Informant 1). 
 
- I don’t want to go out [to social gatherings] wearing clothes that have been 
repaired (Informant 8). 
 
-To live like that, you need a strong mentality, a mentality strong enough to not care 
what others say... (Informant 4). 
 

A minority of the respondents expressed the opinion that some anti-consumption behaviors 

did not signal low socioeconomic status as they believe that “Clothing swaps are a very hot 

trend among the young generation these days (Informant 5,.” and that “Buying local food 

can only be done by people who can afford it. It’s expensive by the way. People usually don’t 

have luxury to go to the farmers’ market, and it’s far from where I [live] (Informant 2).” 

2.Competence 

Many of the participants’ interview responses had to do with the second core element of 

practice theory, ‘competence (skills),’ and provided material for analysis of how conventional 

consumerism could be replaced with anti-consumption lifestyle behaviors. Participants also 

talked about bodily knowledge that was important for anti-consumption behavior practices. 

For example, participants made the following statements: 

-I just learned that the room temperature can be controlled with [a] ‘plastic 
insulation sheet,’ but I have no idea how to do it (Informant 6). 
 
- It is a family tradition to repair and wear old clothes since childhood. I learned how 
to make repairs from her grandmother. I am still clumsy in using the sewing kit 
(Informant 1). 
 
- It requires knowledge of local food. I’m used to the [grocery chains]such as 
Costco…, so I don’t know what’s going on in local farmers market, [whether] they 
sell local food or what menu they have. It must be cool to know that (Informant 10). 
 
- Speaking of community swaps, I’ve seen a lot of people on social media that show 
off their ability to pick out old clothes that fit well in depep.com. But for me, I still 
need to work on [it] to gain some experience on that (Informant 5). 
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- I’m not a big fan of anti-consumption, but I’ve been composting at home for quite 
some time. It [requires] know-how (Informant 2). 
 

The above statements, which suggest that physical knowledge is an integral part of anti-

consumption behavior, show that cognitive understanding (e.g., one’s explicit associations of 

anti-consumption behavior with respectful behavior or socioeconomic status) is insufficient 

in and of itself to configure anti-consumption behavior. In other words, in order for anti-

consumption to become a practice, physical (bodily) knowledge should accompany cognitive 

understanding. 

3. Provision of Material Infrastructure 

As Shove’s (2003) example of bathing and showering suggested that material conditions (i.e., 

provision of hot water systems) were needed to understand the practice of showering, 

informants often mentioned the third element of practice theory: material infrastructure.  

-Even if I want to use public transportation, there [are] not many routes at the time I 
want. If there are not enough bus routes, I think this lifestyle won’t diffuse in Hawaii 
(Informant 2). 
 
- In … New York City, no one is stigmatized as having a low socioeconomic status 
because everybody is using [the] subway. So, if public transportation is well 
equipped, many people will [make riding part of] their daily habit (Informant 3). 
 
- I would rather want a program that can directly trade local agricultural products at 
Don Quixote or Walmart. It will be easier for more people to participate in daily local 
food consumption (Informant 7). 
 
-People often turn on the air conditioner and rest in their cars, but if a large parking 
lot or shopping mall has a place to rest in the shade, that idling practice will 
disappear (Informant 6). 

 

The interesting thing is that, informants cited limited routes as one reason they did not use 

public transport for commuting or daily transportation needs. They also said they would buy 

local food more often if it were more easily available. As the above statements suggest, when 

configurating anti-consumption behavior as a daily practice, consumers sometimes focus on 
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the provision of social and material infrastructure rather than on their cognitive decision-

making processes. In other words, this suggests that, when configurating anti-consumption 

behavior as a daily practice, informants regard social support (material infrastructure) as an 

integral factor. Therefore, applying social practice theory to these responses allows for a 

more holistic view of how individuals configurate anti-consumption, taking into account 

important factors beyond the existing behavior-intention model, which focuses primarily on 

consumers’ cognitive decision-making processes. 

 

Practice as performance: What facilitates anti-consumption lifestyle practices? 

In the ‘practice as entity’ section, the present research explored how informants configure 

anti-consumption behavior based on the three elements of social practice theory. In this 

‘practice as performance’ section, it explores how anti-consumption behavior can be stably 

established as a daily practice. Three main themes emerged as a result of the in-depth 

interviews. Table 3 summarizes findings from the interview. 

Table 3 Anti-consumption practice as performance 

 
Anti-consumption Practice as Performance 

 
Dissemination of environmental 
knowledge 
Communication and discussion 
around the environmental benefits 
of anti-consumption to create 
more favorable conditions for 
anti-consumption behavior to 
enter everyday practice. 
 
 

Reference group 
The meaning, technology, and 
method of using material 
infrastructure, which are 
essential for the spread of anti-
consumption behavior as a 
daily practice, depend upon 
such a reference group through 
which social learning takes 
place. 

Self-efficacy: Critical mass 
People in general should 
believe that their own measures 
to reduce consumption will 
have positive impacts on the 
environment.  
A critical mass of participants 
is needed before anti-
consumption lifestyle practices 
become mainstream. 
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1.Dissemination of environmental knowledge: Creating favorable conditions for anti-

consumption practice 

Participants talked about the dissemination of environmental knowledge. They mentioned 

that awareness campaigns (e.g., school education and public service announcements) should 

take place in all areas of daily life at the societal level so that people clearly understand that 

their anti-consumption lifestyle practices will contribute to saving the environment. 

 
-I know that this obviously contributes to the environment by reducing consumption, 
but honestly, I am not an environmental expert, so I do not know how much I 
contribute. It seems that this can become a daily habit only when I know exactly what 
contribution I make... (Informant 8). 
 
-I think education is important. Why do people hate Trump? That’s because liberals 
keep injecting their knowledge at school. In the case of damage to the environment, 
knowledge must be continuously instilled in order to know how much damage to the 
environment is occurring (Informant 2). 

 
As these statements indicate, consumers expect that the regular use of communication and 

discussion around the environmental benefits of anti-consumption can develop into a norm by 

creating more favorable conditions for anti-consumption behavior to enter everyday practice. 

Further, informant 1 suggests that the communication should be on particular social practice 

such as driving a big car, “ I believe that public campaigns such as ‘small is better’ should be 

held to spread knowledge about how such actions contribute to environmental protection 

(Informant 1).” In this way, informant suggests that consumers will be less nervous about 

social pressure when engaging in anti-consumption in any social circumstances. 

2.Social learning through reference groups (in-group identification) 
 
Many of the interview participants mentioned the importance of reference groups when asked 

about the possibility and desirability of engaging in anti-consumption practices. One point 

that emerged in their responses was that they tended to orient themselves in terms of certain 

in-groups (social groups with which individuals identify psychologically as members). 
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-People I know well are my parents, and they have their own businesses. I have 
always respected them and if my parents choose to live like this, they will have a 
greater impact on me than anyone else can (Informant 9). 
 
-I respect my tennis coach. She always made … sure to bring our own utensils for 
coffees and food after [tennis games], she was growing plants to eat in her own 
garden, and I feel deeply connected to her. When she talked about green behavior, it 
felt like we really needed to follow (Informant 6). 
 
- Age groups that I am in learn a lot about composting or buying second-hand items 
from TikTok. I feel like I am following them and communicating with them. Because 
such people have huge influence on us these days, I am sure many people want to 
emulate what they have seen on TikTok (Informant 3). 
 
-  When people around me are leading this lifestyle, I think I can do the same things 
daily with a more comfortable mind (Informant 5). 

 

    As stated above, when participants discuss reference groups for establishing anti-

consumption behavior practices, they clearly prefer familiar in-groups over out-groups. In 

fact, in-group favoritism is a human characteristic with evolutionary value that is beneficial 

for the harmony and survival of in-groups (Allport, 1954). As a result, it is said that 

promoting in-group preferences and disparaging out-group attitudes is a fundamental human 

characteristic (Hammond and Axelrod, 2006; Masuda, 2012). Nevertheless, one interesting 

result from the interviews is that in-group favoritism toward anti-consumption behavior did 

not appear to originate from a motivation to promote the in-group or disparage the out-group.  

    Rather, interview participants judged that it felt more authentic when close in-groups 

were practicing anti-consumption behavior than when out-groups did so. Informants 

explained these attitudes through their references to being inconvenienced or disadvantaged 

(i.e., lowering their socioeconomic status) through their anti-consumption practices. Strong 

identification with their in-groups was seen as compensation for these potentially negative 

effects of anti-consumerism. Considering that marketing campaigns usually mobilize out-

groups (e.g., celebrities) for aspirational advertising (Dimofte, Goodstein and Brumbaugh, 
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2014; Escalas & Bettman, 2003), this strong in-group identification and its connection to 

consumption should not be overlooked when promoting anti-consumption activities.  

- When I see people that are out of my league are living like this, I would probably 
think they are doing it just because of their image (Informant 2). 
 
-You know, so called minimalist...they are not the wealthiest people in reality. So it 
makes sense that they are living these lifestyle. But the top richest people in this 
country have all the money, I don’t think there’s any reason for those people doing 
this (Informant 10). 
 
- If celebrities do it, I will be a little skeptical about their real intention. People with 
all the money can do this lifestyle just for their leisure… I think the actions of … 
someone that I personally know have a much stronger influence on me (Informant 1). 
 

 
As the statements above indicate, reference groups to which consumers feel a connection are 

a prerequisite to anti-consumption behavior becoming practice. In other words, the meaning, 

technology, and method of using material infrastructure, which are essential for the spread of 

anti-consumption behavior as a daily practice, depend upon such a reference group through 

which social learning takes place. For these respondents, the reference group needed to be an 

in-group to which they felt a connection because their perception of sincere intentions on the 

part of their own in-group was an important psychological factor in their engagement in anti-

consumption behavior. 

3.Self-efficacy: Critical mass 

Participants frequently described concepts related to self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is 

individuals’ belief that they are able to take actions that will lead to particular outcomes 

(Bandura, 1977). In the interview responses on the whole, self-efficacy as a factor in anti-

consumption behavior was generally conditioned on a sufficiently high number of 

participants. As such, the Informants expressed the view that if anti-consumption behavior is 

to be established as a practice, it is important for people in general to expect and believe that 

their own measures to reduce consumption will have positive impacts on the environment. 
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That is, participants talked about the concept of self-efficacy by saying that a critical mass of 

participants is needed before anti-consumption lifestyle practices become mainstream. 

- I know it is good for the environment. But…how many will follow the herd, 
realistically speaking? (Informant 4). 

 
-My sister once persuaded my family to go vegetarian. I know meat consumption and 
dairy is bad for the environment and I once tried it, but think of people who travel by 
plane during summer vacation. How much carbon emission we make through flight? I 
don’t think my being vegetarian will make a big change if most people still try 
spending more and buy more (Informant 7). 
 
-I feel like, … a certain number of people [need] do this kind of thing for a change to 
come. I would not feel like I am contributing to the environment until a good number 
of people [were] working on it (Informant 10). 
 

On the whole, regarding ‘practice as entity’, the present research revealed that the anti-

consumption practice is associated with a variety of everyday mental and physical activities 

such as perceptions of practices, mending clothes, commuting to work, eating out, together 

with material infrastructure such as provision of public transportation. 

Further, the interview responses contributed to a picture of anti-consumption behavior 

‘practice as performance’ that depended on the following three factors: favorable conditions 

resulting from the dissemination of environmental knowledge, existence of a reference group 

(in-group preference and identification), and a sufficiently high number of participants.  

Conclusion 

This qualitative study provides an understanding of how the practice of anti-consumption is 

configured by consumers and thereby offers potentially useful background knowledge for 

marketing activities to promote it. Furthermore, this exploratory research provides insight 

into how practice theory (based on the core elements of meaning, competence, and material 

infrastructure) can be used in empirical work.  

    First, in terms of the core element ‘meaning,’ the participants generally expressed the 

view that anti-consumption behavior was eco-friendly and demonstrated social solidarity and 
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respect for others. At the same time, the Informants expressed some ambivalence toward anti-

consumption behaviors that they associated with low socioeconomic status. Second, when it 

comes to the second core element of practice theory, ‘competence’ (or ‘skill’), the present 

study found that bodily knowledge was a key factor in anti-consumption practices. Third, 

participants also pointed to ‘material infrastructure’ as a factor in anti-consumption practices, 

noting that material conditions must be met for eco-friendly behavior to become a daily, 

everyday activity. To give an example, participants pointed out that many New Yorkers use 

the subway more than their own cars because the subway is convenient and well equipped. 

Meeting the material conditions for other anti-consumption behavioral practices could help to 

establish them as well. For example, local food and clothing swaps need certain material 

conditions to be in place (e.g., making locally produced food available in chain or 

convenience stores) if they are to thrive. Further, Informants suggested that measures such as 

making shelters from the shade widely available might prevent the environmentally harmful 

practice of sitting in idling cars. 

    In addition, for anti-consumption behavior to become a widely accepted practice, it was 

argued that policy efforts such as government-issued car stickers for campaigns such as 

“small is better” or initiatives by influential reference groups were needed to combat this 

negative association between environmentally friendly behaviors and socioeconomic status. 

In particular, reference groups appeared to play an important role in individuals’ construction 

of meaning around anti-consumption behaviors. Participants used their in-groups as points of 

reference, suggesting a certain level of cognitive and emotional connection with those groups. 

The participants tended to express skepticism about the intentions of members of out-groups 

(especially social elites). This result could serve as a warning about the efficacy of social 

marketing practices that feature wealthy celebrities or successful individuals in public 

campaigns. 
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    Further, the number of consumers willing to participate in an eco-friendly behavior needs 

to reach a critical mass. In other words, the Informants weighed their ability to carry out anti-

consumption behaviors and wondered about the extent to which these actions would help the 

environment. Some respondents expressed the view that environmental conservation through 

anti-consumption behaviors could never be achieved on an individual level and that the 

participation of many was needed to establish anti-consumption behavior as a practice.  

This usually requires social consensus through active and diverse forms of publicity and 

initiatives by a reference group in a social setting. 

    The strength of practice theory is that it provides a useful lens for identifying the 

elements (meaning, competence, and material infrastructure) that are needed to form anti-

consumption practice. It is important to keep in mind that the three elements must be 

harmoniously combined. Ideally, for instance, anti-consumption awareness campaigns for the 

environment should be organically combined with opportunities to acquire bodily knowledge, 

along with messaging by the in-group reference group and material infrastructure. 

Limitations and Future Research     

Since this qualitative study analyzed data collected through student samples with a narrow 

age group, there is a limit to how generalizable the results are. Still, these results could be 

used as the basis for developing a quantitative study, using a wider range of samples, that 

explores consumers’ attitudes toward anti-consumption behavior. For example, the insights 

on in-group favoritism and self-efficacy identified in this study can be used as important 

moderating variables in future research.  

Further, while practice theory focuses on everyday practical accomplishments (Hargreaves, 

2011), longitudinal and ethnographic studies are more suitable to measure subjective 

experiences among consumers who engage in anti-consumption initiatives.  
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    Future research plans include using qualitative interviews to explore anti-consumption 

workplace initiatives. Following practice theory’s framework (Schatzki, 1996; Shove, 2010), 

the measurement period will be divided into two phases: practice-as-entities (i.e., the 

emergent outcome of such performances) and practice-as-performance (i.e., practices enacted 

at specific moments and places). Specifically, the analysis will measure how the initial anti-

consumption practice-as-entities is circulated, diffused, and sustained by recruiting more 

participants in the practice-as-performance phase. In the first phase, about 15 men and 15 

women ranging in age from their mid-20s to late 50s will be selected to participate over a six-

month period of continuous measurement during which they will receive information about 

anti-consumption initiatives. In the second phase, an empirical analysis will be conducted to 

verify how the anti-consumption initiatives were diffused and accepted by other members and 

how the effectiveness of such anti-consumption initiatives differed from the process in the 

conventional behavior-intention model. 
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