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1. Introduction 

 

There is increasing attention directed towards a behavioural turn in public policy. With 

government projects, e.g. in the UK and the United States, behavioural aspects were pushed 

into the focus of policy design research (e.g. John 2014) and public policy research. This 

paper tries to contribute to the discussion by linking a public policy perspective to 

psychological insights into human behaviour. Especially, within public policy and 

administration research, calls for an integration of the two areas are being raised 

(Grimmelikhuijsen et al. 2017). Following these calls, we concentrate on individual 

consumers within the framework of sustainable consumption. While the discussion 

surrounding behavioural policy is increasing, the relevance of individual behaviour is 

established in several other research perspectives. Most importantly, sustainable 

consumption research deals with individual behaviour and its relevance for sustainable 

development. The Oslo Symposium (1994) importantly defined the individual purchase and 

usage of products and services as crucial for sustainable development (Fuchs, Lorek 2005). 

Thus, the concept of sustainable consumption is tied to the idea of a sustainable 

development, that is supposed to meet current needs and wants at a level and in form that 

it can be continued indefinitely, without impoverishing future generations and the planet’s 

ability to meet those needs and wants (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987) . Also, environmental policy increasingly incorporated this perspective. 

For example, the 5th EU Environmental Action Programme (EAP) explicitly addresses 

behaviour: 

 

1 alphabetical order 
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“The achievement of the desired balance between human activity and development 

and protection of the environment requires a sharing of responsibilities which is 

both equitable and clearly defined by references to consumption of and behaviour 

towards the environment and natural resources.“ (5th EAP: 6) 

 

Despite a turn to consumer behaviour (Spaargaren, Mol 2008), there is little 

evidence of change in regard to more sustainable ways of consumption. Although policy 

approaches have focused on consumer behaviour and have attempted to change it, 

environmental footprints (especially in developed countries) are unabatedly high. Looking 

closely at how consumers are addressed by policy, a dominance of soft policy approaches 

(mainly information label) can be identified. These approaches rely heavily on the 

assumption of rational consumer behaviour (i.e., homo oeconomicus). Yet, consumer and 

psychological research suggest a much more differentiated consumer. 

Taking the relevance assigned to individual behaviour as a point of departure, this 

paper seeks to combine a social science (especially public policy) and psychological 

perspective to answer the following questions: 

1) How can behavioural insights inform policy? Specifically, what can we learn about 

consumers, their preferences and consumption decisions? 

2) How can these insights help public policy analysis in regard to policy instruments, i.e. 

possible directions for future policy attempts and limits to policy approaches 

(incorporating behavioural insights). 

3) How can behavioural insights and social science benefit from each other? 

 

 

The paper proceeds as follows: First, the paper draws on the existing research dealing with 

behavioural approaches in public policy and links them to insights from psychological 

research on individual behaviour. Second, the paper briefly discusses the basics of 

sustainable consumption and describes existing policy approaches (and their foundations) to 

change consumer behaviour towards more sustainable ways of consumption. Following this 

background, chapter four provides insights from psychological research and presents the 

results of our empirical research in regard to consumption of information and 

communication technology (ICT). This research investigates whether there are different 
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consumer types and which features might be characteristic for these  types. The fifth 

chapter  discusses these results and links them to a policy perspective. 

 

2. Behaviour, Behavioural Instruments and Psychological Insights  

 

2.1 What we know about behaviour - existing research on consumption from a psychological 

perspective  

 

From a psychological perspective, understanding the factors that people take into account 

when making consumption choices is essential in order to detect points of departure for 

facilitating behaviour change. 

In view of the traditional conceptualization of the consumer as homo oeconomicus, 

psychological decision research has initially focused on rational influences on human choice 

behaviour. Rational choice theories such as the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) 

conceptualize decisions as actions maximizing favorable outcomes for the self. The model 

describes three predictors, namely the individual’s attitude, subjective norms meaning 

convictions in the individual’s social environment, as well as perceived behavioural control, 

meaning situational or infrastructural constraints that the individual encounters when 

engaging in a certain behaviour (see Table 1). These trifold influences are rationally 

outweighed and combined into the individual’s intention to (not) engage in a certain 

behaviour.  

In the last decades, alternative influences have become increasingly prominent. For 

example, value-based theories take into account the individual’s moral duty to act in a 

certain way rather than rational calculations of different options. Stern (2000) proposed his 

Value Belief Norm-Theory in an attempt to predict especially sustainable behaviour 

patterns, moving from values, over different beliefs (worldviews, awareness of perceived 

consequences and ascription of responsibility) to the individual’s personal norm guiding 

his/her actions, the latter being the only direct predictor of consumption behaviour. 

Moreover, emotional factors have long been underrepresented in decision research in the 

sustainable field (Vining & Ebreo, 2002). As a fundamental category of human experience 

and behaviour, emotions have a great impact on decision processes as well. Especially, 

self-conscious emotions such as pride and guilt prove to be highly relevant in forming 
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sustainable consumption decisions and should be taken into account more consequently 

(Bamberg et al. 2007; Harth et al. 2013). 

 

Finally, a person’s knowledge or awareness of a problematic state has been 

identified as one of the most important, yet indirect factors to promote sustainable 

behaviour change (Bamberg, Möser 2007; Gifford, Nilsson 2014): “[K]nowledge must be 

regarded as a necessary but not sufficient condition for salutary decision-making” (Gifford, 

Nilsson 2014: 142). This finding is also reflected in our previous survey research results 

based on an integrative model taking into account all four categories of influencing factors 

(see Figure 1). Findings of these previous analyses suggest that a knowledge-based problem 

awareness can indeed be seen as a fundamental predisposition for consumption behaviour, 

serving as significant predictor for all other groups of predictive factors (rational, 

value-based and emotional). This circumstance is especially relevant to consider when 

designing individual choice options, as it means that informing people alone – currently the 

no. 1 policy approach in shaping consumption behavior (Jordan et al 2009, Pollex 2017) – 

does not suffice to promote behaviour change effectively. Table 1 summarizes the 

psychological variables included in our analysis and provides sample items for their 

assessment.  

 

Table 1. Key constructs and sample items for an integrative model of influences on consumption behaviour.  
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The described development from a rational postulancy in decision research towards 

the consideration of other influencing factors, such as values or emotions, is reflected in the 

emergence of the concept of choice architecture. This concept is not based on the 

assumption of conscious processes and rational or logic thinking guiding our behaviour, but 

on automatic processes, learnt reactions, habits or unconscious associations that influence 

the individual’s decision process (Hofmann et al. 2009; Kahneman 2011; Smith, DeCoster 

2000). In this sense, it constitutes a framework for applying non-rational theoretical 

approaches. It aims at consumers’ passive decisions that evoke the least resistance in view 

of indistinct preferences or incomplete information. These decisions can be influenced by 

e.g. rules or context conditions (Sunstein, Thaler 2003; Thaler, Sunstein 2008). In the last 

years, choice architecture has been particularly addressed by policies and for consumers’ 

well-being (Marchiori et al. 2017), e.g. in measures for furthering healthier nutrition habits 

(Ouillier et al. 2010). 

 

Figure 1. An integrative model of influences on consumption behavior.  
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2.2 The behavioural turn in public policy: What we have (not) learned so far  

 

Research within the field of behavioural economics has challenged conventional perceptions 

and assumptions of individual behaviour related to the idea of a homo oeconomicus. 

Prominently and among others, Thaler and Sunstein (2009) have helped to focus and 

acknowledge factors like emotions and cognitive aspects that impact individual behaviour. 

Following the literature on behavioural governance and public policy we define this 

behavioural turn as the incorporation of behavioural insights from psychology, cognitive 

science, and behavioural economics into public policy making and research (Oliver 2015, 

Grimmelikhuijsen et al. 2017; Gopalan, Pirog 2017).  

Recently, research has delved into different concepts of behavioural instruments and 

their functioning and provided distinguished analysis of behavioural approaches (e.g., 

Gopalan, Pirog 2017). While we do not want to reproduce all of the arguments here, we 

rather want to point to three interesting aspects. First, John (2013) has pointed out that 

“[...] one reason why governments have not been able to influence individual behaviour is a 



7 

lack of knowledge about what works, the powerful grip of routines and habits of citizens 

[...]” (2013: 224). We take this assessment as a starting point for our analysis. As we show in 

chapter three, public policy has in many cases and, despite increasing insights into the 

foundations of individual behaviour, not yet adopted a more distinguished approach 

towards consumer policy in the area of sustainable consumption and environmental policy. 

While we try to show how policy could develop in this area, our research also points to 

some limitations. Overall, our goal is to contribute to the discussion on behavioural 

instruments and behavioural public policy and to provide some insights into individual 

behaviour that can add to the research. Second, many behaviourally informed governance 

approaches - whether they are based on insights from applications in other fields, or 

whether they are tested prior to implementation or have been evaluated afterwards - often 

rely on one approach aimed at certain target groups. For example, information messages 

are used to inform students about nearing deadlines, to inform mothers about healthy child 

nutrition, or to foster tax payments. They try to use behavioural factors like loss aversion, 

social norms, and pressure to comply (Weaver 2015; Gopalan, Pirog 2017). While many of 

these patterns certainly impact behaviour, research might still be at the beginning of 

understanding individuals and why they do what they do. Against this background, we 

suggest to investigate in more detail which aspects impact behaviour. In particular, areas 

with large and undifferentiated target groups (e.g., consumers, citizens, or employees) 

might benefit from an identification of sub-groups and factors impacting individual choices. 

Finally, research on behavioural public policy has gathered many approaches and analysed 

the instruments used to change individual behaviour. Especially the discussion on nudges 

has been fruitful. It points to difficulties in fitting behavioural approaches into existing 

instrument taxonomies (John et al. 2013, Michalek et al. 2016; Loer 2018). However, 

research has not yet settled on how to analytically deal with behavioural approaches: 

whether they are non-restricting individual choice and thus part of the soft instruments 

categorie or whether they can be applied as a behavioural ‘touch’ in all categories is up for 

debate. This paper won’t solve this discussion. We rather aim at dealing with the 

foundations of individual behaviour that might show how different instruments (soft and 

more restrictive ones) can be informed by these insights. Overall, acknowledging different 

subtypes of addresses, e.g. consumers, might call for the usage of a manifold policy 

approach. Sometimes the framing of information might support desired behaviour, in some 
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cases changing default option and in other cases more restrictive styles might be needed to 

attain a certain policy goal (e.g. sustainable consumption behaviour). 

To sum up, behavioural public policy has presented many relevant insights but not all 

questions are sufficiently answered. Against this background, we try to contribute to some 

of these questions.  

 

2.3 Consumer Ideal Types 

 

The role and relevance of consumers has been addressed in research from a number of 

angles. This paper focuses on research that deals with ideal type understandings of 

consumers. Specifically, a legal perspective has informed the comprehension of consumers 

that is relevant in policy making and research on consumer policy. While everybody is 

different (somehow), law has to deal with rights and duties assigned to individuals (to a 

certain degree regardless of their individuality). Against this background, two dominant 

understandings of consumers have coined consumer research and policy. The first ideal type 

can be called rational or strong consumer. This type is characterised as information seeking 

and rational. Its decisions are based on evaluations of costs and benefits (Cseres 2005, 

Strünck 2015, Rauh 2016). The second type can be called weak or vulnerable consumer. It is 

characterised by emotions and routines impacting behaviour.  

Especially in the European Union, rulings by the European Court of Justice have 

strengthened the assumption of a rational consumer. In its rulings the Court has relied on 

the characterisation of a “[...] normally aware consumer [...]” and the perspective that the 

provision of information to consumers is a sufficient way to protect his/her economic 

interests and to empower consumers as market actors (ECJ 1990 , Weatherill 2013). There 2

are different perspectives on consumers, e.g. a much stronger focus on consumer 

protection in some member states like Germany (Janning 2011).  

Furthermore, both ideal types are related to different perspectives on free markets 

and the role assigned to policy. While a laissez-faire perspective on political interventions 

into free markets favors the rational consumer ideal type, a perspective more critical against 

self-regulation of markets favors the vulnerable ideal type (Cseres 2005, Rauh 2016). 

Overall, there are different perspectives on consumers and assumptions about how to 

2 Ruling in Case C-362/88; GB-INNO-BM, 7 March 1990. 



9 

empower and protect them that relate to one or the other ideal type described in this 

section. The following chapter illustrates the idea of sustainable consumption from a 

conceptual angle and relates it to actual policy in the EU. 

 

 

3. Sustainable consumption and policy 

 

In our research we concentrate on individuals as consumers within the broader frame of 

sustainable development and sustainable consumption. While there is still a lack of 

knowledge regarding individual behaviour and how to impact  it  - this concentration seems 

appropriate. By limiting the research focus we are able to investigate factors impacting 

individual behaviour and develop a more fine grained picture of consumer behaviour. 

Furthermore, sustainable consumption is linked to ideas of justice, fair (global) development 

and thus incorporates a normative perspective. The reference to sustainable consumption 

provides opportunities to incorporate factors linked to moral aspects. The following sections 

provide an overview of the concept and its adoption within EU environmental policy. 

 

3.1 Basics of sustainable consumption 

 

Returning to the definition of the Oslo Symposium on Sustainable Consumption, it proposed 

to define sustainable consumption as  

 

“the use of services and related products which respond to basic needs and bring a 

better quality of life while minimizing the use of natural resources and toxic 

materials as well as emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle of the 

service or product so as not to jeopardize the needs of future generations”. 

 

Many scholars have followed suit, while adding issues of global economic equity and social 

and psychological wellbeing in challenging the logic of high-consumption economies and 

lifestyles. Following, the concept ’sustainable consumption’ is subject to a range of 

definitions mainly  defined as a need for change in consumption practices towards more 

sustainable patterns of consumption to improve social and environmental conditions. 
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Hence, the vague definitions of sustainable consumption and connected behaviors make it a 

complex phenomenon to explain and predict. 

One of the (relatively few) points of agreement to have emerged in the last decade is 

that consumers’ choices, behaviors and lifestyle, hence their consumption decisions play a 

crucial role in achieving sustainable development (Jackson, Michaelis 2003). There are 

different angles of research on sustainable consumption behavior. Some scholars view 

sustainable consumption as an act of voluntary simplicity or anti-consumption (Shaw, 

Moraes 2009; Black, Cherrier 2010) whereas others define it as the adoption of green 

lifestyle practices (Gilg et al. 2005). This understanding is based on the recognition of 

consumers “as serious interlocutors in policy design and implementation” (Cohen 2005) 

instead of only reducing their role to end-users and intermediaries.  In doing so, a 

responsibility or co-responsibility (together with producers) for addressing environmental 

problems through the adoption of personal environmental friendly behaviors  is ascribed to 

consumers (Connolly, Prothero 2008). In particular, daily behaviors and routines in everyday 

activities seem to highly impact the broader social context and enable system transitions 

towards sustainability (Shove 2003, Warde 2014). The implementation of behavior changes 

involves a complex bundle of the acquisition of new knowledge, the alteration of other - 

often complementary - routines, the overturning of cultural norms, and the reconfiguration 

of subtle reactions of power (Kennedy et al. 2015). However, while there is a global 

consensus that sustainable consumption is desirable, important and necessary (Fuchs, Lorek 

2005) these positive attitudes rarely translate into sustainable consumption behaviors 

(Prothero et al. 2011). Mainly because, the complexity of behavior change makes it hard to 

develop strategies that include all of the aforementioned parts of change and consider 

differences between consumers. 

 

 

3.2 Sustainable Consumption Policy in the EU 

 

While the idea of sustainable consumption - i.e. the focus on individual decisions and 

lifestyles - is essential within the concept of sustainable development, its relevance within 

policy is somewhat debatable. Focusing on the European Union, the concept of sustainable 

consumption was integrated into EU’s environmental policy in the 1990’s, especially with 
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the 5th environmental action program that focussed on sustainable development. However, 

the policy approaches rely on soft instruments and can be related to the concept of ‘weak 

sustainable consumption’ (Hobson 2013). Originally, “consumption-focused environmental 

legislation” already began in the early 1990’s “as consumption-related environmental 

problems became more acute […]” (Murphy 2001: 43). The acceptance of consumption as 

one main factor to reduce environmental degradation essentially led to the EU’s policy 

approach aimed at consumers. Looking at how the EU exactly targets the “act of 

consumption” (Murphy 2001: 49), the main approach is to inform consumers about 

eco-friendly products and choices on the market. Therefore, the EU has – most importantly 

– established the EU Ecolabel Scheme in 1992 to improve consumer information (Jordan et 

al. 2009: 172f.). The vantage point of this policy approach is the assumption that consumers 

are interested in environmentally friendly products (and services) and can create market 

demand by increasingly purchasing theses ‘green goods’. Several studies support the idea of 

a high relevance of environmental protection for EU citizens. For example: the 

Eurobarometer shows a high level of environmental awareness among EU citizens 

throughout the Union. Furthermore, a vast majority of citizens views individual behaviour as 

an important role in protecting the environment (Eurobarometer 416/2014: 6-9). 

 Looking more closely into EU’s policy approach, the dominance of a rational 

consumer assumption is evident (Pollex 2017). With the central agendas on sustainable 

consumption policy the EU has linked the assumed rational consumer behaviour to its policy 

interventions. Most importantly, consumers are supposed to buy eco-friendly products on 

the market (COM/2003/302: 8). Therefore, they need information on product features that 

are communicated through product labels, e.g. the EU Ecolabel. Overall, this approach relies 

on the idea that an increase in options empowers consumers in their role on the market: 

“[...] information and education are typically treated as central to empowerment because 

they facilitate choice. Informed and educated consumers are said to be empowered in that 

they are more cognizant of available choices and better equipped to exercise good choices” 

(McShane, Sabadoz 2015: 544). Overall, while ambitioned and focused on sustainable 

development, EU’s sustainable consumption policy relies on a rational consumer 

assumption and the idea of empowerment through information and choice. The following 

chapter will show that this perspectives lacks a more elaborate understanding of consumers 
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and factors impacting their behaviour. Furthermore, we show that information measures 

are restricted, at least in regard to some consumers. 

 

 

4. Behavioural insights into sustainable consumers - differentiating ‘the’ consumer 

 

From a psychological perspective, research on consumer groups and consumer profiles in 

sustainable consumption may help to promote sustainable behaviors with tailored 

interventions. Identifying consumer profiles to describe their underlying motives and to 

develop target-group specific interventions is a common approach in consumer psychology 

and marketing (e.g. Kim 2005; Schade et al. 2016). Consumer profiles can serve a number of 

purposes such as clarifying the relationship of consumers to products, describing target 

groups and segmenting the market (Kapferer, Laurent 1985). Moreover, it has been argued 

that “green” marketing should go beyond ecolabelling and giving environmental information 

towards using segmenting and targeting of consumer groups. In this regard, many scholars 

have focused on demographic data to describe sustainable or “green” consumer (e.g. 

Straughan, Roberts 1999). Regarding sustainable consumption behavior, Harrison, Newholm 

and Shaw (2005) developed a typology of ethical consumer practices including several 

product-oriented and company oriented consumer behavior.  

However, other studies found that psychological information is more useful in 

identifying consumer groups (Rex, Baumann 2007). Specifically, perceived consumer 

effectiveness and altruism have been identified as relevant criteria to distinguish “green” 

consumer groups (Straughan, Roberts 1999). In an attempt to broaden the perspective on 

sustainable consumers and their individual profiles, we conducted an empirical study 

integrating different theories and streams of research used to predict consumption 

behavior.  As described in chapter 2.1, these theories include cognitive factors based on the 

theory of planned behavior (Ajzen 1991), value-based influences according to the 

Value-Belief-Norm Theory (Stern 2000), emotional influences, especially pride and guilt 

(Onwezen et al. 2013) and problem awareness as knowledge-based influence (e.g. Bamberg 

et al. 2007). 

Data of this study are based on a sample of 203 individuals obtained from an online panel. 

The participants were randomly assigned to two different survey conditions, namely fashion 
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consumption and ICT consumption. Problem awareness, attitude, perceived behavioral 

control, personal norm, social norm, emotions (pride and guilt), and sustainable consumer 

intentions were assessed with established scales. To derive different consumer groups, 

latent profile analysis (LPA) was applied. The results show a pattern of five different 

consumer groups. These groups are depicted in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2: Results of the LPA showing five different consumer profiles. 

 

 

The first group (which is the largest one) shows values around the mean for the 

variables included in the analysis. It can be concluded that this group is rather indifferent 

about sustainable consumption. The second and the fourth group show relatively low values 

for most of the variables included. However, the second groups shows values above the 

mean for perceived behavioral control. Thus, while this group seems to have the relevant 

behavioral options, its results for attitude towards sustainable consumption and personal 

norm are very low. The third and the fifth group show relatively high ratings for the 

variables included. However, these groups differ regarding their problem awareness. While 

the third group has very low problem awareness, the fifth group has a high problem 
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awareness. In addition, these groups also differ regarding their perceived behavioral 

control. To sum up, the results show that there are differences between the consumer 

groups regarding cognitive, value-based, emotional and knowledge-based influences on 

sustainable consumption. In addition, both problem awareness and perceived behavioral 

control are important variables to differentiate the consumer groups. Based on these 

findings, it can be concluded that these groups need to be addressed differently by public 

policy instrument. While for the group of indifferent consumers, a strategy based on raising 

problem awareness may be useful, a strategy focusing on concrete behavioral options or on 

emotional aspects may be more useful for other groups. Table 2 summarizes the different 

groups and their characteristics and provides possible “labels” to describe the consumer 

behavior.  

Table 2: Characteristics and possible labels for the profiles obtained from LPA. 

  Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5 

Characteristics Values 

around the 

mean for all 

variables 

included 

  

  

Values 

below the 

mean for 

problem 

awareness, 

variables of 

the TPB, 

personal 

norm and 

emotions. 

Exception: 

Values 

above the 

mean for 

perceived 

behavioral 

control 

Values above 

the mean for 

variables of 

the TPB, 

personal 

norm and 

emotions 

Exception: 

Values above 

the mean for 

problem 

awareness 

Values 

below 

the 

mean 

for all 

variable

s 

included 

Values above 

the mean for 

problem 

awareness, 

variables of 

the TPB, 

personal norm 

and emotions. 

Exception: 

Values below 

the mean for 

perceived 

behavioral 

control 
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Possible Label “Fence 

Sitters” with 

indifferent 

position 

“Tired 

nihilist”  - 

they 

perceive 

they have 

behavioral 

options but 

they don’t 

use them 

“Swabian 

Housewife” – 

sustainability 

is important, 

but without 

knowing the 

problematic 

background 

“Pessimi

st Fence 

Sitters” 

“Idealists” – 

they want to 

consume 

sustainably 

but they 

perceive they 

do not have 

the means to 

do so 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Linking behavioural insights to sustainable consumption policy 

 

The analysis conducted in this paper shows that the assumption of the consumer or one 

dominant consumer type is fairly incomplete and misses out some essential aspects. As we 

have shown above in regard to sustainable consumption in the ICT sector, there are five 

different types of consumers with very different characteristics that impact their 

consumption behaviour. Two results are especially interesting for us since they provide 

relevant insights for a public policy perspective. First, problem awareness shows a great 

variety, so while some consumers are well aware of problems related to their consumption 

behaviour and in regard to environmental effects, others are not. Second, even consumers 

that are conscious of the environmental impacts linked to their consumption cannot identify 

‘better’ options (i.e. environmentally friendly products and their usage) and/or are not 

willing  to change their behaviour. This consumption pattern may also be explained by 

perceived restricted behavioural options. For example, the fifth group of consumers is 

aware of problems associated with ICT consumption but subjectively reports low perceived 

behavioral control. Thus, consumer focused policy trying to change behaviour must take 

these insights into consideration. While sustainable consumption policy often relies on 

information provided to consumers, some consumers might simply not react to the 
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provided information or might not be impacted by it at all. Based on the results of our 

analyses, the majority of consumers is not aware of problems linked to their consumption 

behaviour albeit information measures already being in place. While we did not evaluate 

instruments, these findings may point to a limited effectiveness of current policy 

instruments. 

Interestingly, many consumers that seem to be well aware of their role as consumers 

for a sustainable development do have problems in applying  “greener” and more 

sustainable options. In this case, as mentioned above, low scores  for the variable ‘perceived 

behavioural control’ point to a lack of viable behavioural options as perceived by the 

consumer. The individual encounters great difficulty to show alternative behaviour in view 

of situational (e.g. availability) or monetary constraints. In addition, this and previous data 

shows that emotional factors like pride and guilt linked to purchasing behaviour and 

products importantly impact individual behaviour. While policy mainly assumes to change 

consumer behavior by the provision of information directed towards a rational consumer, 

we can see that other essential factors  do shape individual behavior as well. In particular, 

emotional aspects seem to be crucial for individual consumption behaviour. Thus, a 

different perspective on consumers and a more sophisticated discussion about facettes of 

individual consumer behaviour within policy seems necessary to reach the formulated 

objectives (i.e. sustainable development) by changing consumption habits. 

Based on our analyses, some suggestions on how to change policy approaches and 

how to address consumers are evident. In the spirit of designing choice options according to 

this framework, the particular importance of emotional factors to foster sustainable 

consumption as depicted in our survey results suggests to adopt an increasingly emotional 

stance in the field of policy making. For instance, rather than solely focusing on the use of 

informative messages, new policy approaches could include unconsciously processed 

emotional cues such as specific graphic material. Though, by taking these suggestions 

seriously, research and policy-makers must address another issue. While information 

measures like labels merely inform consumers and try to persuade them, other measures 

might be more intrusive. Designing or altering choice options requires agreed upon policy 

goals and objectives. Especially, in cases where the design of choices is linked to emotional 

cues, policies need to clearly address limits to the alteration of choice options. 
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On the other hand, one could argue that there are already cases where emotions are 

addressed or used by policy instruments. Looking at the EU’s tobacco labeling and packaging 

policy we see an approach relying much more on emotional aspects. Tobacco product 

packages must include large warning labels using pictures that might shock consumers. At 

least this packaging provisions use emotional aspects as they address child health 

protection, smoking-related sickness and death. Linking this to sustainable consumption, 

policy could use e.g. pictures to inform consumers about social impacts of non-fairtrade 

products or technical devices that might cause environmental harm in production or 

recycling  countries. Thus, consumers with a low awareness might be reached by reinforcing 

information with emotional content and consumers with a high awareness could feel 

confirmed in their behaviour.  

Additionally, the results of our analyses are linked to other research questions not 

yet fully addressed in policy research. For example, how should we conceptualise 

instruments using unconsciously processed cues? Are these instruments part of the soft 

toolbox and can be seen as a different form of information measures? Or should these 

instruments be characterised as more coercive instruments? We see a need to address 

these questions in further research.  

Additionally, and in regard to consumer research, the paper shows that, at least 

within the area of sustainable consumption, there are different subgroups of consumers. 

Thus, some areas might relate to these subgroups, e.g. healthy nutrition. But in some other 

areas, we might see totally different subgroups. Thus, future research might need to identify 

subgroups to create the basis for informed behavioural policy making and to address these 

groups adequately. Our preliminary results hint at the necessity for comparative studies. 

While we concentrated on Germany, different result patterns might emerge in other 

countries. Cross-cultural investigations suggest a varying degree of different influences (e.g. 

pride and guilt, Onwezen et al. 2014; or environmental knowledge, Izagirre-Olaizola et al. 

2015) on sustainable behaviour patterns across cultures. Finally, to answer the guiding 

questions raised in the introduction, we are confident that a combination of research 

perspectives is useful and needed to increase our understanding regarding individual 

behaviour. While the discussion about behavioural public policy is already fruitful, a deeper 

understanding of factors impacting behaviour is necessary.  
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6. Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the paper shows that insights into behaviour can provide relevant 

points of departure for behavioural policy approaches. Therefore, a combination of 

perspectives and interdisciplinary cooperation is needed. Policy research relies on insights 

and concepts from behavioural studies. Especially, concepts linking emotional factors, 

problem awareness and intention can help to increase our understanding.  

Our study highlights that there are differences between consumers regarding 

cognitive, value-based, emotional and knowledge-based influences on sustainable 

consumption leading to the identification of five different subtypes. However, their might 

also be another type of consumer which we did not find within our data. In particular, there 

are consumers that are highly emotionally involved and aware of problems. Not only do 

they intend but do consume sustainably within all areas of their daily life. This aspect points 

to the limits of our study: first, we only included the intention of sustainable consumption 

and not actual consumption behaviour. Further studies need to compare our results to 

results of actual behaviour and check whether our sub-types hold true or need to be 

supplemented. Second, our sample with 203 participants is relatively small. Future research 

should increase the sample size to include a greater variety of individuals and generate 

deeper insights. Third, our focus on sustainable consumption behaviour alone is clearly a 

very limited focus. Especially, since we find a huge variety in policy instruments applied to 

different areas of consumption like in the case of tobacco policy. Further research should 

include policy instruments and their success within other policy areas to better understand 

their dynamics and to gain insights into individual behaviour besides sustainable 

consumption. 

Overall, our focus on sustainable consumption proved helpful to identify factors 

impacting consumer behaviour and to provide a fine grained picture of sub-types of 

consumers and major variables differentiating these types. Besides policy implications, 

marketing research also might benefit from a rather sophisticated view on consumers and 

the application of suitable different communication strategies. Hence, we argue for more 

interdisciplinary approaches in consumer research and consumer policy. 
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