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Abstract
Purpose – The potential underlying causal factors of environmental behaviours have been examined
from various theoretical angles by mostly focusing on individual motivations in the literature.
The purpose of this paper is to develop a conceptual model based on an integrative approach to better
understand eco-sensitive consumer behaviours and their predictors.
Design/methodology/approach – The paper reviews distinct theoretical approaches and, based on
the integrative perspective, develops a model using the framework of the goal framing theory (GFT).
Findings – On the basis of the GFT, the authors propose that 12 variables influence the
pro-environmental behaviours of consumers: biospheric values, egoistic values, altruistic values,
environmental concern, awareness of consequences, ascription of responsibility, subjective norms,
attitudes towards behaviour, perceived behavioural control, personal norms, affect, and behavioural
intention. Furthermore, the authors categorize environmental behaviours based on three different
stages of the consumption process of consumers: purchase, usage, and post-use.
Originality/value – The proposed model will offer future studies a holistic understanding of the
factors that predict environmentally sensitive behaviours of consumers and the extent to which such
behaviours depend on moral considerations, feelings, or self-interest motives.
Keywords Affect, Environmentally sensitive behaviour, Theory of planned behaviour,
Goal framing theory, Green consumer behaviour, Values beliefs norms
Paper type Conceptual paper

Introduction

People’s behaviour makes sense if you think about it in terms of their goals, needs, and
motives (Thomas Mann, 1875-1955).

There is growing global concern over frequent and devastating natural disasters,
constant flooding in different regions, water contamination, land degradation, air
pollution, and similar high human impact environmental problems. It is imperative
to better understand and address these environmental issues for the prosperity
and well-being of future generations. It is accepted by numerous researchers that
identifying the motives for human behaviour towards the environment is a critical step
that is necessary to understand the underlying causes of each environmental action
(e.g. Clayton and Brook, 2005; Saunders et al., 2006; Gifford, 2007). In fact, over the
last 40 years many psychologists and sociologists have been trying to do exactly this,
exploring the root causes of direct and indirect environmental actions (Kollmuss and
Agyeman, 2002). Although there is a growing number of studies in this area (e.g. Hines
et al., 1987; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Barr, 2007; Kilbourne and Pickett,
2008; Birgelen et al., 2009; Young et al., 2010; Park and Ha, 2012; Elgaaied, 2012), the
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underlying causes and functioning of consumers’ environmental behaviours remain
unclear.

In the environmental behaviour literature, various research perspectives, concepts,
and variables have been applied by scholars to understand the root causes of
eco-sensitive behaviours. Mainly, the necessity of an integrative approach has been
suggested to fully understand these types of behaviours (Lindenberg and Steg, 2007;
Steg and Vlek, 2009) because of the considerable effects of multiple motivations in
the environmental behaviour domain. Furthermore, according to the European
Commission (2012), a single approach coming from only one discipline does not have to
be taken at the expense of the others to explain and promote green behaviours. Instead,
different approaches as well as contributions from various disciplines, such as the
rational economic model and social practices approach, should be acknowledged
and taken into account. A multi-dimensional view that considers all relevant theories
and models supports our understanding and promotes necessary actions (Jackson,
2005). The contributions of various disciplines should be acknowledged (Wilson and
Chatterton, 2011) and may “help green behaviour initiatives to work at multi levels
with appropriate techniques, whether they are financial incentives, regulation or
encouraging community transition” (European Commission, 2012, p. 5).

In considering broader theories, goal framing theory (GFT) (Lindenberg, 2001a, b,
2006) covers different motivations to explain a certain behaviour. This theory has been
suggested to be appropriate as an integrative framework that can explain eco-sensitive
behaviours (Steg and Vlek, 2009). Although suggested, it is not yet known howmultiple
motivations may affect these types of behaviours. GFT appears to be a promising
integrative framework. This paper reviews several distinct theoretical approaches and,
based on the integrative perspective, develops a model using the framework of the
GFT. Furthermore, with a unique interdisciplinary approach, this paper combines
consumer behaviour studies from business management and marketing, neoclassical
economic theories of economics, social and personal norms (PN) approaches and models
of sociology, and emotional motivation (e.g. affect theories) models from psychology.
Currently, there is no evidence of a comprehensive framework using GFT in the literature
to examine the environmentally sensitive behaviours of consumers.

Theories of environmental behaviour studies
There are a wide range of theories in the literature that have been applied to explain
environmental behaviour. Environmental behaviours’ potential underlying factors
have been examined from various theoretical angles (e.g. Vining and Ebreo, 2002; Steg
and Vlek, 2009) by mostly focusing on individual motivations. According to Steg and
Vlek’s (2009) perspective of taking a multi-line research approach in this area, different
environmental behaviours can be explained by individual motivations, such as perceived
cost and benefits, normative and moral considerations, and affective and symbolic
motives. These three research paths suggest different perspectives in an attempt to
explain individual motivations towards pro-environmental behaviours.

The perspective of “perceived costs and benefits” considers “the assumption that
individuals make reasoned choices and choose alternatives with highest benefits
against lowest costs (eg. in terms of money, effort and/or social approval)” (Steg and
Vlek, 2009, p. 311). Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) and Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1980) theory of
reasoned action (TRA), as well as Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behaviour (TPB)
frameworks are good examples of this cost/benefit approach. These frameworks
have been used widely in many diverse disciplines, such as business management,
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behavioural economics, and consumer behaviour studies. It is also common to see similar
theoretical constructs in environmental behaviour studies (e.g. Bamberg and Schmidt,
2003; Heath and Gifford, 2002; Mannetti et al., 2004; Kaiser and Gutscher, 2003).

Moral and normative frameworks look at the role of values, moral, and normative
aspects in determining environmental behaviours. Theories about values, altruism,
and environmental concerns, such as New Environmental Paradigm (NEP) (Dunlap and
Van Liere, 1978; Dunlap et al., 2000), theory of normative conduct (Cialdini et al., 1991),
norm-activation model (NAM) (Schwartz, 1977; Schwartz and Howard, 1981), and
value-belief-norm (VBN) theory of environmentalism (Stern et al., 1999; Stern, 2000), are
good examples of these frameworks. These theoretical frameworks and theories have
been widely employed by many scholars in the environmental behaviour literature (e.g.
De Groot and Steg, 2007, 2008; Poortinga et al., 2004; Nordlund and Garvill, 2002;
Schultz and Zelezny, 1999; Dunlap et al., 2000; Steg et al., 2005).

Although not widely examined, affective and symbolic motives are also another
important perspective adopted in environmental behaviour research. For example,
some studies have tried to explicitly examine the role of affect in explaining car use
(Gatersleben, 2007). Within this perspective, other than a few studies, most research
has been exploratory and not theory based (Steg and Vlek, 2009). Dittmar’s (1992)
material possessions theory was used by Steg (2005) to examine symbolic and affective
motives, which she suggests could be a promising viewpoint for motivations as to why
individuals act in an environmentally friendly manner. However, more empirical
studies are needed to further elucidate this perspective.

Apart from these three lines of research, according to Steg and Vlek (2009), there is
also an integrative perspective regarding environmental motivation that should not be
neglected. In fact, the literature shows that many scholars have incorporated different
concepts, models, and variables from various theories with the aim of demonstrating
that multiple motivations play a crucial role in explaining environmental behavioural
outcomes (Heath and Gifford, 2002).

As such, the three aforementioned theoretical perspectives should not be considered
as mutually exclusive (Steg and Vlek, 2009). It may in fact be that integrating them can
provide us with superior explanatory power for our own models and frameworks.
As suggested by Steg and Vlek (2009), GFT (Lindenberg, 2001a, b, 2006) is promising
as an integrated theory that recognizes the importance of examining multiple
motivations in order to explain related behaviours. To date, this theory has not been
applied to environmental behaviour research (Steg and Vlek, 2009).

Theoretical framework based on GFT
GFT (Lindenberg, 2001a, b, 2006)
GFT looks at the influence of multiple motives and the interactions between them. The
theory suggests that goals outline how individuals may want to process information
taken from the outside and act accordingly. “When a goal is activated (that is, when it is
the focal goal or ‘goal-frame’), it influences what a person thinks of at the moment, what
information (s)he is sensitive to, what alternatives (s)he perceive, and how (s)he will act”
(Steg and Vlek, 2009, p. 311). According to Lindenberg and Steg (2007), there are three
general goal-frames that can be distinguished:

(1) gain goal-frame “advancing or protecting individual resources”;

(2) normative goal-frame “behaving properly”; and

(3) hedonic goal-frame “feeling better”.
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This theory suggests that motivations are hardly ever homogeneous. When one of the
goals is focal (i.e. main goal), it has a strong influence on information processing.
This process is also called a “goal-frame”. The two other background goals strengthen
or weaken the power of the focal goal, the “goal-frame”. Thus, multiple goals are
dynamic at any given moment. For example, an individual can make a decision to
behave in certain way while holding a particular goal-frame, that is, one goal will be the
strongest and thus will guide that individual more than the other goals. At the same
time, other goals may also weaken the influence of the foreground goal.

There are also three theoretical frameworks widely used in the literature that
coincide with the three mentioned goal-frames:

(1) the TPB focuses on gain goal-frames;

(2) the NAM, VBN theory, and other similar value and environmental-concern
focused frameworks coincide with normative goal frames; and

(3) theories and frameworks on affect that coincide with hedonic goal-frames.

Underlying theories of GFT
In order to understand GFT and develop the research based on its framework, it is
important to look at the underlying theories that form it. As such, in this section, we
elaborate on these sub-theories and how they form the base components of a macro
and integrative GFT.

Theory 1: TPB (Ajzen, 1991). Various studies in environmental behaviour literature
focus on the assumption that individuals make reasoned choices, and by doing this,
they evaluate and choose low-cost alternatives with high benefits. A low cost does not
only mean material cost, but can also include social and/or effort-associated costs. The
TRA by Ajzen and Fishbein (1980) is one of the theories weighing costs and benefits.
An updated version was formulated in 1991 by Ajzen and is called the TPB.

This theory suggests that human actions are guided by behavioural beliefs (a person’s
beliefs about his/her action’s possible consequences), normative beliefs (a person’s beliefs
about the others’ normative expectations on a behaviour), and perceived control beliefs
(a person’s beliefs about the ease or difficulty of performing the behaviour) (Figure 1).
Furthermore, a combination of behavioural attitude, subjective norm, and behavioural
control perception all lead to a behavioural intention formation (Steg and Vlek, 2009). The
TPB presumes that an individual’s intent to perform a behaviour is formed when his/her
attitude towards that behaviour and the subjective norms relating to performing that
behaviour are favourable, and the perceived behavioural control (PBC) is also greater.

Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) 

Attitude towards
Behaviour 

Subjective norm

Perceived Behavioural
control

Intention Environmentally
Sensitive Behaviour

Source: Adapted from Ajzen (1991)

Figure 1.
Theory of planned
behaviour is widely

used to explain
environmental

behaviours
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The TPB has been proven to explain different types of pro-environmental actions, such as
purchasing environmentally friendly products, choosing travel mode, water usage,
household recycling, waste composting and some other behaviours generally categorized
as environmentally sensitive behaviours (Bamberg and Schmidt, 2003; Shaw, 2008;
Ramayah et al., 2012; Kaiser and Gutscher, 2003; Mannetti et al., 2004).

Theory 2: VBN theory (Stern et al., 1999; Stern, 2000). In general, VBN theory
builds upon some earlier theoretical constructs. It connects value theory, the NAM, and
the NEP viewpoint using a causal series of connected variables that lead to relevant
behaviour. These connected variables in VBN are personal values (biospheric, altruistic,
and egoistic), ecological worldview (NEP), awareness of undesirable consequences (AC),
ascription of responsibility to self (AR), and PN for acting pro-environmentally (Figure 2).

VBN theory consists of two sub-theories: Schwartz’s model of human values
and NEP.

Sub-theory 1: Schwartz’s model of human values. Theories on human values
have also been used widely by scholars to explain environmental behaviours. One of
these theories is based on Schwartz’s (1992, 1994a) organizational structure for human
values. In Schwartz’s model, the classification of values is outlined in two core
dimensions:

• Dimension 1: self-transcendence to self-enhancement.
• Dimension 2: openness-to-change to conservatism.

These two dimensions carry specific underlying motivational types where each
contains particular life goals (Schwartz, 1994b). For instance, self-transcendence
contains 18 different life goals, such as being helpful, honest, forgiving, and loyal.
These kinds of goals promote “the interests of other persons and the natural world”
(p. 101). In contrast, self-enhancement includes goals like authority, wealth, success,
and ambition that “promote own interests regardless of others’ interests” (p. 101). The
second value-type dimension, openness-to-change and conservatism, orients around
being supportive to change or the retention of known traditions. In this dimension,
openness comprises life goals such as creativity, curiosity, and living an exciting life.
Conversely, conservatism contains life goals like politeness, respect for tradition, and
honouring parents and elders.

The definition provided by Schwartz and subsequent studies applying the
dimension show that self-transcendent values are the most closely aligned with
environmental concern and the action-related dimension. In fact, as Schwartz points
out, self-transcendent values include “protecting the environment” and “unity with
nature” as core items (Schultz and Zelezny, 2003).

Research shows that the more strongly individuals subscribe to values other than
their direct own interests, such as being self-transcendent, altruistic, eco-centric,
pro-social, or biospheric, the more likely they are to be inclined towards environmentally
sensitive behaviours (Steg and Vlek, 2009; De Groot and Steg, 2008).

Sub-theory 2 NEP (revised) (Dunlap et al., 2000). The first New Environmental or
Ecological Paradigm (NEP) measurement instrument was developed by Riley Dunlap
and colleagues at Washington State University in 1978 (Dunlap and Van Liere, 1978).
They were inspired by the environmental movement of the 1960s and 1970s in
the USA, which started after the publication of Silent Spring by Rachel Carson. This
original NEP had 12 items. Although the measurement was used by various scholars
in different studies, it was extensively criticized because of several shortcomings
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used to explain
environmental
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(e.g. lacking internal consistency among responses, poor correlation between the
scale and behaviour). In 2000, the NEP scale was further developed by Dunlap and
colleagues to respond to these criticisms and overcome the shortcomings. This updated
measurement is sometimes referred to as the revised NEP scale.

There is wide use of NEP in studies that focus on the role of environmental
concern. In general, when environmental concern is high, individuals are
expected to act more pro-environmentally, although studies generally did not
find a strong association between the two (e.g. Schultz and Zelezny, 1998;
Poortinga et al., 2004).

Theory 3: theory of affective and symbolic motives (e.g. Dittmar, 1992; Russell, 1980).
Apart from other commonly applied theories, the literature also has a few studies that
explicitly examine the role of affect and related theories and models in explaining
environmental behaviour, mostly in the context of car use (Gatersleben, 2007; Steg,
2005). For example, Gatersleben’s study showed that there is an association between
car use and affective and symbolic factors. These studies that focus on the role of
affective or symbolic motivations usually do not utilize relevant theories as the base
concept. However, according to Steg (2005), Dittmar’s (1992) material possession focused
theory can be a good approach towards a more theoretical perspective in this line of
research on environmental behaviour. The theory by Dittmar suggests that by using
material goods and services, individuals can fulfill three essential functions: affective,
instrumental, and symbolic. The study by Steg (2005) on car use and its possible
predicting factors in terms of affective motives showed that this specific behaviour
is most strongly associated with symbolic and affective motives. Instrumental motives,
on the other hand, were not as important.

The circumplex model of affect developed by Russell (1980) has been increasingly
used in consumer behaviour studies. According to Russell, affective responses may be
categorized into two separate dimensions: pleasure and arousal. The approach by
Russell is also promising for environmental behaviour studies.

According to Ajzen (2001), affect influences behavioural attitudes directly.
Furthermore, as pointed out by Huijts et al. (2012) in their study on sustainable
energy technology acceptance, it influences behavioural intention indirectly
following the TPB. In their conceptual study, Huijts et al. (2012) also develop a
model representing hedonic motives in this context. A simplified version of this
model on affect is displayed in Figure 3.

Environmental behaviour research framework
Model development
In this section, we develop a conceptual integrative model based on the
GFT as an overarching framework that covers the three important theories/models

Affect model

Positive affect

Negative affect

Attitude towards
Behaviour

Intention
Environmentally

Sensitive Behaviour

Source: Adapted from Huijts et al. (2012)

Figure 3.
Affect model and
theories are rarely
used to explain
environmental
behaviours
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underneath it. As mentioned earlier, the GFT looks at the influence of multiple
motives and interactions between them. The theory suggests that goals outline
or “frame” how individuals want to process information and how they act
accordingly. According to Lindenberg and Steg (2007), three general goal-frames
can be distinguished: first, gain goal-frame “advancing or protecting individual
resources”; second, normative goal-frame “behaving properly”; and third, hedonic
goal-frame “feeling better”.

Following these three categorizations of goals, three main theories of focus have
been identified:

(1) TPB: this theory represents the gain goal-frame. In the TPB, three factors
determine behavioural intentions: attitudes towards the behaviour, subjective
norms, and PBC.

(2) VBN theory: this theory represents the normative goal-frame. It combines
the perspectives of value theory, norm-activation theory, and the NEP using
a causal series of connected variables that lead to relevant behaviour. These
variables are personal values (biospheric, altruistic, and egoistic), ecological
worldview (usually measured with NEP), awareness of undesirable
consequences (AC), ascription of responsibility to self, and PN for acting
pro-environmentally.

(3) Affect theory: this theory represents the hedonic goal-frame. For the purpose
of this study, the affect model developed by Russell (1980) has been used.
As mentioned, according to this model, affective responses can be categorized
into two separate dimensions: pleasure and arousal (Steg, 2005). Because the
arousal dimension could capture an irrelevant concept in the context of
environmental behaviour, only the pleasure dimension can be used to identify
affect variable.

Linking the various goal-frames to these theories begins the process of integrating
the various theories. These three theories help us to develop a model that
can be used for future studies. The developed model based on the GFT is displayed
in Figure 4.

Environmental behaviour categorization
Environmentally sensitive behaviour or pro-environmental behaviour is defined
as “behaviour that harms the environment as little as possible, or even benefits the
environment” (Steg and Vlek, 2009, p. 309). In the environmental psychology literature,
common adopted measures of environmentally sensitive behaviour are usually
based on a list of environmentally sensitive behaviours developed by the researcher
(Gatersleben et al., 2002). Alternatively, some studies in the literature focus on only one
type of behaviour, for example, recycling behaviour as seen in studies from Tonglet
et al. (2004) and Best and Mayerl (2013), household energy use as seen in a study by
Abrahamse and Steg (2011), or travelling behaviour as seen in studies from Steg et al.
(2001) and Van Lange et al. (1998).

In contrast, other scholars have developed various scales that combine various
types of eco-sensitive behaviours (see Gatersleben et al., 2002). As pointed out by Stern
et al. (1997) and Gatersleben et al. (2002), many studies focus on a relatively limited
set of behaviours in terms of their environmental impacts. Their limited scopes and
associated results are mainly caused by considering only certain stages of the
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consumer behaviour processes. Thus, it is crucial to focus on a wide variety of
consumer behaviours at different stages of consumer behaviour processes and to look
at how they eventually impact our surroundings and significantly contribute to
environmental problems.

Building upon this notion, it is important to categorize and define different
types of environmentally sensitive behaviours in order to examine and understand the
underlying causes and/or barriers of these actions separately and thoroughly.
This approach is also needed for the purpose of practicality and manageability
of the studies. Taking a unique approach, we utilize sustainability marketing literature
to define and categorize consumer green behaviours, namely environmentally sensitive
behaviours.

In fundamental terms, green consumer behaviour is the behaviour of
an individual who considers environmental or social issues while making
consumption decisions – acquiring, purchasing, using, disposing, etc. (Peattie, 2010).
Therefore, green consumer behaviour deals with consumers’ attitudes about green
products and services, as well as their decision-making processes considering
environmental impacts with regard to purchase, usage, and post-use behaviours,
such as disposal, recycling, or reuse.

In their book Sustainability Marketing: A Global Perspective, Belz and Peattie (2009)
mention that consumer behaviour is a key to societal impact on the environment.
The consumption process of consumers covers six stages: recognition of need and
want, information search, evaluation of alternatives, purchase, use, and post-use
(see Figure 5) (Belz and Peattie, 2009). Conventional marketing emphasizes only
the purchase stage and it often leads people to overlook the negative impact of
consumption activities. In comparison, negative social and environmental
consequences are evaluated at each stage of the consumption process in
sustainability marketing. Understanding the entire consumption process is essential
in that sense. For the purpose of this study, three stages of consumer behaviour process
are considered: purchase, usage, and post-use. These three stages are shown in the
darker colour on the right side of the graph in Figure 5.

The purchase stage comes after evaluation of alternatives and reflects
a purchasing of goods and services that have minimal environmental impacts
relative to similar competing products that also serve the same purpose. The use stage,
shown as the second dark blue arrow in the figure, is the most ecologically disruptive
due to the consumption of energy and water (e.g. automobiles and washing machines).
The use phase generates more ecological impacts than all the other stages. The post-
use stage, on the other hand, reflects the disposal of the product, recycling or
remanufacturing, selling, trading, renting or loaning, placing into storage, or altering
use in another way (Belz and Peattie, 2009). This also has an impact on the environment
due to the fast pace at which the world is accumulating wastes and the consequent
distressing impacts.

Recognition
of need and

want

Information
Search

Evaluation
of

alternatives
Purchase Use Post-Use

Source: Adapted from Belz and Peattie (2009)

Figure 5.
Total consumption

process
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Based on the aforementioned categorization of consumer behaviour, future environmental
studies can focus on understanding these three types of consumer behaviours;
environmentally sensitive purchase, usage, and post-use.

Conclusion
Integrative perspective is an important approach to understanding the environmental
behaviours of consumers. Here, we developed a research model using the framework of
the GFT. We propose that 12 variables influence pro-environmental behaviours of
consumers: biospheric, egoistic and altruistic values, environmental concern,
awareness of consequences, ascription of responsibility, subjective norms, attitudes
towards behaviour, PBC, PN, affect, and behavioural intention. Also, with an
interdisciplinary approach, we categorize behavioural outcomes as purchase, usage,
and post-use considering three different stages of the consumption process of consumers.
The proposed model will be helpful for future studies that aim to holistically analyse
those factors that predict the environmentally sensitive behaviours of consumers.
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