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ABSTRACT 

 Shared social responsibility (SSR) has been increasingly promoted in 

sustainability research.  While conceptual development has been expanded, empirical 

developments are still in their infancy.  Extant SSR literature acknowledges that entities 

like industry, governments, consumers, and others must accept responsibility for 

achieving a common goal.  However, a basic understanding of how consumers view this 

responsibility in the shared setting is lacking.  Since collaborative efforts towards 

sustainability may be strategically more effective than individual efforts, this research 

investigates SSR from the consumers’ perspective in order to determine how 

responsibility is assigned to the various entities involved in a specific form of 

sustainability, “green” product consumption.  Perceptions of responsibility may influence 

future sustainability-minded consumer behavior; hence, this research offers relevant 

contributions for understanding the shared social dynamic.  

 Utilizing elements of attribution theory, equity theory, and diffusion of 

responsibility, this research examined how ability, perceived consumer effectiveness, 

perceptions of equity, and group size influence consumer attribution of responsibility for 

future “green” product consumption.  Three experiments were conducted; the first two 

used an online scenario-based approach while the third was administered primarily at the 

University of Arizona.  Data was analyzed using various statistical techniques, including 

multivariate analysis of variance to address the study hypotheses. 

 Results established that consumers share responsibility for future “green” product 

consumption with corporations, government, and other consumers - but this responsibility 
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is not shared evenly.  Under most of the conditions evaluated, corporations, and 

government to a lesser degree, were attributed significantly more responsibility than 

consumers assigned themselves.  The amount of effort required to use a “green” product, 

ability to positively change the environment, and equity of an interaction between a 

consumer and a manufacturer did not affect consumer attribution of responsibility.  

Group size had some impact, such that consumers who were not made explicitly aware of 

being in a group and those interacting with one other entity evenly shared responsibility 

for future “green” product consumption with the others involved.  Consumers in larger 

groups assigned more responsibility to corporations than to themselves.  Social loafing 

was determined not to be a factor in how consumers assigned responsibility in groups of 

various sizes. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Environmental sustainability has been a foremost issue for some time, both 

academically and from a practical standpoint.  Exhaustive conceptual and empirical 

efforts have been made examining the complicated ideal of sustainability from a variety 

of perspectives, with many focusing on how businesses, governments, and consumers can 

be more active participants in conserving the environment for future generations. 

For many consumers, being “green” has been a desired yet elusive goal.  Often, 

the options available for a consumer to be sustainable are overwhelming, confusing, or 

require substantial commitments or alterations to a person’s lifestyle.  Given these 

constraints, it is not surprising that one of the most common ways for consumers to 

participate in sustainability has been through the purchase and use of “green” products, or 

those that have been designed to have less of an impact on the environment than their 

more traditional counterparts (Ottman et al., 2006).  Not only do these products require 

little adaptation to a consumer’s everyday life, but “green” products are readily available.  

In fact, Neff (2012) reports that sales of environmentally-friendly products in the United 

States were greater than $40 billion in 2011, with organic food, alternative-fuel vehicles, 

energy-efficient light bulbs and “green” cleaning products accounting for a large portion 

of this figure. 

While on the surface this may seem to be an adequate means of promoting 

environmental sustainability, consumption of “green” products tends to be fraught with 

complexities, which threaten how successful this type of sustainability may be.  Indeed, 
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numerous studies have shown that consumers generally desire to act in more socially-

responsible ways and, further, expect the companies with whom they interact to be 

environmentally responsible as well (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004; Hoeffler and Keller, 

2002; Lewis, 2003; Mohr et al., 2001).  This latter trend was evidenced in Nielsen’s 2011 

Global Online Environment and Sustainability Survey, where 83% of the 25,000 

respondents reported that they felt it is important for companies to have environmental 

programs.  But much to the consternation of proponents of environmentalism and to firms 

engaging in green marketing, these well-minded attitudes are often not followed with 

congruent consumer behaviors.  This attitude-behavior gap has been widely noted in 

academic and practitioner literature (Boulstridge and Carrington, 2000; Carrington and 

Attala, 2001; Carrington et al., 2010; Kennedy et al, 2009; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 

2002; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001; Strong, 1997; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006; Verbeke 

et al., 2007), with questions as to whether there really is a “green” consumer (Peattie, 

2001a; Webster, 1975) or if companies should expend time and effort attempting to 

capture such an intangible market (Makower, 2011).  Various attempts have been made 

to model the characteristics of consumers with environmentally-sustainable mindsets 

(Balderjahn, 1988; Corbett, 2005; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Webster, 1975), as well 

as to discern why consumers may not consistently be purchasing sustainable products 

despite their good intentions.  From these studies, investigators have learned that 

consumers may wish to be environmentally sustainable, but these attitudes are often 

tempered by economic resource and time constraints (Cronin et al., 2010; Szmidgin et al, 

2009), issues of convenience (Barr, 2003; Reid et al., 1976; Szmidgin et al., 2009; Vining 
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and Ebreo, 1990), lack of knowledge (Cronin et al., 2010; Lane and Potter, 2007; 

Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Tanner and Kast, 2003) personal motivation (Vermeir and 

Verbeke, 2006), perceived consumer effectiveness (Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006), 

personal and social norms (Cronin et al., 2010; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006), lack of trust 

(Cronin et al., 2010), situational factors (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002), and many other 

factors.   

Presumably, though, if the pro-environmental attitude was truly important to 

consumers, as indicated in consumer research, many of the barriers to acting pro-

environmentally could be overcome.  But the pervasiveness of this attitude-behavior gap 

remains, which is both puzzling and problematic.  In addition to the impact on 

sustainability, this discrepancy has important business implications for firms engaged in 

the production and marketing of “green” products.  Corporate involvement in 

sustainability has been associated with effects on market share (Menguc and Ozanne, 

2005), new product development (Pujari et al, 2003), consumer purchase and donation 

behavior (Lichentenstein et al., 2004), brand equity (Hoeffler and Keller, 2002), and 

many other outcomes.  The contradictory nature of consumers with respect to purchasing 

“green” products, though, has prompted marketers to reconsider whether participating in 

“green” marketing is truly of value to the company.  Makower (2011), for instance, 

suggested that “green” marketing has been ineffective for a variety of reasons, one of 

which includes consumers being unwilling to change consumption patterns for the sake 

of benefitting the environment.  While this may be because “green” marketing has 

created confusion and mistrust, or that the value of “green” products from the consumers’ 
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viewpoint is not well understood, Makower (2011) promotes the abandonment of actively 

pursuing consumer-focused “green” marketing in favor of more effective strategies, like 

urging companies to be more accountable for their environmental influence and 

becoming more sustainable in their supply chains and operations. 

The discrepancies between consumer pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors 

and the potential impacts suggest that “green” product consumption may have inherent 

complexities that must be considered in order for this type of sustainable consumption to 

be successful.  In fact, the very nature of “green” product consumption warrants closer 

examination. 

As with traditional, non-“green” products, the entities (e.g. manufacturers, 

consumers) directly involved with “green” products incur various costs and benefits 

associated with production and consumption.  For instance, consumers have the cost of 

purchasing, among other costs, but receive benefits from owning and using the product.  

But there may also be inadvertent costs (negative externalities) for entities that are not 

directly involved, such as when communities and the environment are affected by 

pollution from nearby manufacturing facilities.  “Green” product consumption delineates 

itself from traditional product consumption by pointedly addressing these negative 

external effects as part of the inherent value of these products.  By specifically focusing 

on minimizing harm to the environment, “green” products attempt to reduce negative 

impacts resulting from production and consumption as a means to increase sustainability.  

However, for this to happen, each entity involved in the production, consumption, 
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regulation, education, and other facets must assume a vital role.  This makes consumption 

of “green” products a shared social ideal, where each entity shares a common, 

sustainability-oriented goal.  The entities involved must also be cognizant of and 

accountable for their own unique responsibilities associated with that product and the 

effects of that product, regardless of their self-interests or motivations for engaging in this 

type of consumption.  For instance, manufacturers of “green” products not only must 

produce quality goods to meet their own business goals, but are also responsible for 

making sure that sustainable materials are sourced for production; consumers, 

meanwhile, are responsible for selecting and using “green” products over non-“green” 

options, regardless of whether this choice stems from desires to acquire social status, 

issues of morality, or other reasons. 

But sharing responsibility may be more difficult in execution than in conception.  

The roles of the various entities are necessarily intertwined and the collaborative efforts 

of all entities involved in the “green” product consumption are vital; yet, the actors 

involved may never personally interact, nor fully understand the role of the others.  As 

such, how these entities envision their own responsibilities, particularly relative to those 

of others, may have serious impacts on the success of sustainable consumption through 

the use of “green” products.  Recent conceptual literature on shared social responsibility 

refutes more conventional perspectives, which hold consumers primarily responsibility 

for enacting environmental change in favor of the notion that all entities involved must 

assume responsibility (Brand and de Bruijn, 1999; Huang and Rust, 2011; Middlemiss, 

2010; Shepherd et al., 2009; UN, 2000), albeit to different degrees depending on their 
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capabilities (Middlemiss, 2010).  To this end, studies have been conducted offering 

guidance for public policy (examples: Coggins, 2001; Collard et al., 2005; Tuininga, 

1994), production and supply chains (Gallego and Lenzen, 2005; Lenzen et al., 2007; 

Wiedmann and Lenzen, 2006), industrial ecology (Brand and de Bruijn, 1999), 

governance (van Ziejil-Rozema et al., 2008) and other areas.  However, only a few 

studies to date have explored how sharing social responsibility affects consumer 

perceptions and behaviors.  Gneezy et al. (2010) and Jansen et al. (2011) examined 

consumer willingness-to-pay in situations where the consumer shared responsibility with 

corporations for charitable giving.  In both cases, consumers were willing to pay more for 

a product than they would have otherwise when responsibility for a socially-minded 

outcome was shared with a company (Gneezy et al., 2010; Jansen et al., 2011).  

Similarly, Lichtenstein et al. (2004) found that sharing responsibility with companies 

engaging in social responsibility programs affected donation behavior.  These findings 

show that collaborating with others may influence consumer attitudes and behaviors, and, 

in particular, that consumers have opinions about whom they hold responsible for 

achieving a shared pro-social outcome that may guide their actions.  Still, how consumers 

assign responsibility to the various entities involved in shared social settings, particularly 

in the case of environmental sustainability, remains unknown.  Since attribution of 

responsibility has been shown to affect both attitudes and future behaviors (Heider, 1958; 

Weiner, 1974; 1980; 1995), including consumer behaviors (Belk and Painter, 1983; 

Folkes, 1988), the amount of responsibility that consumers ascribe to themselves and 

others may be impactful for all of the entities involved in “green” product consumption.  
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For instance, corporations may find themselves being held primarily accountable by 

consumers for offering sustainable consumption options, whether fairly or not.  

Furthermore, the possibility exists that assignment of responsibility is an influential, yet 

overlooked, factor in explaining why consumer environmental attitudes are not 

necessarily congruent with their behaviors.  As an example, consumers may decide that, 

despite their pro-social attitudes, responsibility for “green” product consumption is the 

domain of another entity and so opt not to purchase these types of products.  Thus, the 

present research addresses a gap in academic knowledge by providing a better 

understanding of how responsibility for “green” product consumption is assigned to the 

various entities involved in the shared social responsibility setting from the consumers’ 

perspective.  This study addresses the following research questions: 

RQ1:  What factors influence how consumers assign responsibility to themselves 

and others in the shared social responsibility setting of “green” product consumption? 

RQ2:  How does engaging in shared social responsibility affect consumers’ a-

posteriori perceptions of responsibility?  

By using the “green” product consumption context to examine sustainability as a 

shared social responsibility, this study offers several contributions to academic and 

practitioner knowledge.  This research is among the first to empirically investigate the 

notion of shared responsibility for sustainability, a topic still in its relative infancy, from 

the consumer perspective.  To date, the majority of knowledge about sharing 

responsibility in pro-environmental arenas has been largely conceptual, with emphasis on 
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governmental and corporate participation and public policy.  There is little argument that 

consumers play a substantial role in sustainability, as evidenced by an enormous amount 

of research into environmentally responsible behavior and “green” consumerism.  Yet, 

the incorporation of the consumers’ role in the shared social responsibility setting has 

seen limited work, being confined mostly to pro-social donation behavior.  Given the 

expansiveness of the “green” products market and associated “green” marketing, the 

importance of understanding whether consumers view sustainability as a shared ideal 

cannot be understated.  This research uses experimental methodology to address precisely 

that, and extends further by investigating how consumers see not only their responsibility 

for “green” product consumption, but the responsibility of others involved in the shared 

setting as well.  While consumers both desire and expect the companies with whom they 

interact to be environmentally responsible (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004; Hoeffler and 

Keller, 2002; Lewis, 2003; Mohr et al., 2001), using the consumer perspective provides a 

differential view of responsibility, contributing to academic knowledge of consumer 

behavior, marketing, retailing, and environmental studies, in addition to potential 

practitioner implications regarding corporate communication and social responsibility 

strategy. 

This research additionally provides incremental understanding of the gap between 

pro-environmental consumer attitudes and behaviors by conceptualizing shared 

responsibility for “green” product consumption prospectively rather than retrospectively.  

This distinction means that responsibility for future sustainable efforts is examined, rather 

than assigning blame or giving credit for past actions.  The factors that influence how 
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future responsibility is assigned to the different entities engaged in the shared social 

responsibility setting may differ from those already established in the literature.  Since 

attributing responsibility has been shown to influence future behavior, integrating 

prospective responsibility into the research framework lends insights towards lessening 

the attitude-behavior gap for the benefit of further consumer sustainability research. 

Another important contribution of this research is couched in the way that 

responsibility was evaluated.  Responsibility for “green” product consumption in this 

study was assessed using two similar variations of a measure developed specifically so 

consumers could assign responsibility in a holistic fashion.  In other words, the 

consumers were able to simultaneously consider the roles and responsibilities of all 

entities presented and attribute responsibility accordingly.  This differs from the majority 

of research that has been conducted to date looking at consumer perceptions of 

responsibility for environmental sustainability.  While some qualitative research provides 

anecdotal evidence of consumers considering the responsibility of multiple entities (e.g. 

other consumers, companies) (Szmidgin et al., 2009), consumers in empirical studies are 

typically asked about the responsibility of only one entity at a time, such as the 

responsibility of a company or their own personal responsibility.  The measure in this 

study was designed so that consumers instead considered the responsibility of each entity 

in the study relative to the others, including themselves.  This not only allowed 

consumers to comparatively assign responsibility for sustainable consumption but had the 

additional advantage of providing flexibility in how consumers viewed sharing 

responsibility in general.  This was important since little guidance exists as to the nature 
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of shared responsibility among consumers.  In particular, current literature is bereft of 

information as to whether or not consumers feel that there is a finite amount of 

responsibility to be attributed amongst all the entities involved in a shared social 

responsibility setting.  If responsibility is finite, assigning responsibility to one entity 

would mean that there is successively less responsibility available for the remaining 

entities.  Alternatively, shared social responsibility may not be diminished by attributing 

responsibility to one entity or another.  A consumer in that scenario may perceive that 

they have the same amount of responsibility for “green” product consumption as another 

entity, regardless of how much responsibility has been attributed.  The variants of the 

responsibility measure created for this study were applicable in either eventuality and 

captured consumer perceptions of responsibility for “green” product consumption 

realistically.  Thus, this study contributes methodologically to research on consumer 

attribution of responsibility. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sustainable Consumption and “Green” Marketing 

Sustainable Consumption 

 The concept of sustainability with respect to consumerism expands across a vast 

range of environmental and social issues, with concerns related to production, 

purchasing, public policy, corporate strategy, and many other areas.  Sustainable 

consumption has been defined as, “the use of goods and services that respond to basic 

needs and bring a better quality of life, while minimizing the use of natural resources, 

toxic materials, and emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to 

jeopardize the needs of future generations” (Ministry of Environment Norway, 1994; 

Seyfang, 2006).  The basic elements of sustainable consumption, therefore, involve 

meeting current needs without concurrently producing deleterious effects on the ability of 

future generations to do so as well (Schaefer and Crane, 2005).  This definition inherently 

suggests that both producers and consumers play a vital role in ensuring the success of 

sustainable products in the marketplace, although the extent of that responsibility may be 

somewhat vague.  Fahlquist (2006, 2009) suggests that consumers should be held 

responsible for acting pro-environmentally, particularly when there are supporting 

choices available to them.  In addition, institutions like corporations and governments 

should also be accountable for future pro-environmental actions given the vast resources 

and potential efficiencies available to effect change (Fahlquist, 2009).  More broadly, 

some academicians have suggested that nations who consume greater resources (i.e., 
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developed countries), should be more responsible for their impact on sustainability than 

those who consume fewer (Huang and Rust, 2011; Schaefer and Crane, 2005).  This 

perspective has been richly discussed in global conferences intending to promote 

sustainability, such as COP-15, the 2009 United Nations Climate Change Conference 

(Huang and Rust, 2011; Shanahan, 2009).  However, another perspective argues that 

since only a privileged few in a society might experience high levels of consumption, 

those that enjoy affluent consumption (that is, higher than the worldwide average 

consumption), regardless of their countries’ level of development, ought to be held 

accountable for minimizing the impact of their own consumption (Schaefer and Crane, 

2005).   

 Other views do not differentiate between who should be responsible for achieving 

sustainability.  Instead, these focus on how people can change their behaviors by 

modifying consumption through a variety of ways.  Sheth et al. (2011) promotes the idea 

of mindful consumption.  This perspective advocates that consumer decision-making 

should be more encompassing, including not just considerations of personal well-being, 

but also those of the greater community and the environment (Sheth et al., 2011).  In this 

way, excessive consumption may be curtailed.  Other researchers promote responsible 

consumption based on aspects of individual capabilities (Middlemiss, 2010), intrinsic 

satisfaction (De Young, 2000), and many other attributes (ex: pro-environmental 

knowledge, awareness).  Reducing consumption, or degrowth, has also been suggested as 

a relevant means of achieving sustainability (Assadourian, 2010; Bonaiuti, 2011; 

Jackson, 2009).  While this may be contrary to popular notions of business success via 
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increased growth, the potential may exist for reduced consumption to be utilized 

strategically to achieve both sustainability and business success.  While changing 

consumption patterns may be beneficial, a far more common alternative currently is the 

marketing of “green” products and services.  These goods/services have been designed to 

be more sustainable in some way (Ottman et al., 2006; Polonsky, 1994), whether it is a 

complete overhaul of sourcing, development, transportation, and other factors or simply 

altering one aspect to be more environmentally-friendly.  Although this may lead to 

issues in determining whether a product, or the process to create it, is “green” enough to 

be considered sustainable, the marketing of “green” products is prevalent and, as such, 

the context of the research described herein is the consumption of “green”/non-“green” 

products, rather than on reduced consumption. 

”Green” Marketing and the Attitude-Behavior Gap 

 “Green” products have no distinctive definition, but are products that address 

some socially-conscious aspect, such as social welfare in free-trade coffee, or animal 

welfare in dolphin-safe tuna.  Many of these products are environmentally-focused, 

leading Albino et al. (2009) to define “green” products as those that have been developed 

to limit the environmental impacts during the entire life-cycle of the product (Albino et 

al., 2009).  Similarly, “green” marketing pertains to a firm’s attempts to develop, 

promote, and distribute products that have fewer negative effects on the environment than 

more traditional, non-“green” products (Pride and Ferrell, 1993; Vlosky et al., 1999).  .  

In addition to providing a competitive advantage and/or consumer value, “green” 
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products are also intricately tied to society through politics, the media, education, NGOs, 

and other involved entities (Baumann et al., 2002; Polonsky and Ottman, 1998; Ottman, 

2011).  “Green” elements are, therefore, integrated throughout the entire production and 

consumption process, with input of important stakeholders considered throughout 

(Ottman, 2011).  This means that all stages of a “green” product’s lifecycle ought to be 

considered with the goal of minimizing the negative effects that product will have on the 

environment.  “Green” product consumption ideally involves all of these stages.  Given 

that minimization of impact on the environment is a key goal for the development of 

“green” products, this, then, is an important measure of effectiveness.  In conjunction 

with more business-focused aspects of product achievements like increased sales and 

expanded market share, consumer ability to minimize environmental impacts resulting 

from the consumption of “green” products may be considered a successful outcome. 

 Offering “green” products may be a favorable proposition for manufacturers and 

retailers.  Research has shown that having products certified as sustainable, such as via 

the Green Seal or Energy Star labels, may be beneficial for sales (Banerjee and Solomon, 

2003; Harris, 2007), as well as provide businesses with a competitive advantage 

(Friedman, 1970; Porter and Kramer, 2006; Porter and van der Linde, 1995).  Socially-

conscious business strategies have also been shown to increase consumer perceptions of 

brand images, corporate reputations, evaluations of products, brand loyalty, and many 

other aspects, although these outcomes depend on a variety consumer and corporate 

factors (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004; Ellen et al., 2006; 

Hoeffler and Keller, 2002; Maignan, 2001; Marin et al., 2009; Marin and Ruiz, 2007; 
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Mohr et al., 2001; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001).  However, socially-responsible corporate 

actions by themselves do not guarantee market success.  The incorporation of “green” 

products must be strategic, particularly since consumers will evaluate the motivations 

behind corporations engaging in such endeavors (Porter and Kramer, 2006; Sen and 

Bhattacharya, 2001).  This means that deciding to offer “green” products may entail some 

measure of uncertainty or risk for manufacturers and retailers.  Yet, evidence exists to 

suggest that consumer behaviors are affected when companies share in social 

responsibility efforts with their customers.  Corporate participation in societal-minded 

activities has been shown to impact consumer donations to nonprofit organizations 

supported by the companies (Lichtenstein et al., 2004) as well as in consumers 

voluntarily purchasing insurance for people in developing nations (Jansen et al., 2011).  

In addition, Gneezy et al. (2010) determined that customers would be willing to pay a 

higher price than they would otherwise for a desired item when the retailer gives a 

portion of the revenue earned to charity.  

 Consumers both desire and expect that socially-responsible products, such as 

“green” products, are available in the marketplace (Hoeffler and Keller, 2002; Lewis, 

2003; Mohr et al., 2001).  Unfortunately, consumer pro-environmental attitudes do not 

necessarily translate into actual purchase behavior (Boulstridge and Carrigan, 2000; 

Carrigan and Attala, 2001; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001; 

Strong, 1997; Uusitalo and Oksanen, 2004; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006; Verbeke et al., 

2007); this well-cited gap between environmentally-responsible attitudes and resulting 

behaviors has been acknowledged both in academic literature and in practitioner arenas.  
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“Green” products had traditionally been viewed as being of lesser quality and 

performance, while often costlier than their non-“green” counterparts (Ottman et al., 

2006).  While this perception is often no longer accurate, consumers have indicated that 

they would not be willing to trade quality or price for environmental impact (D’Souza et 

al, 2006; Manaktola and Jauhari, 2007; Ottman et al., 2006; Szmigin et al., 2009).  Thus, 

the costs and/or benefits may not justify the uncertainties associated with these products, 

despite consumers’ pro-environmental inclinations (Gupta and Ogden, 2009).  If “green” 

product consumption is viewed from a choice and information-processing standpoint 

such that consumers are presumed to rationally evaluate their consumption choices as the 

basis of their decision-making processes (Schaefer and Crane, 2005), this discrepancy 

between attitudes and behaviors may be problematic.  Under this consumer-centric lens, 

which has been a dominant marketing view of sustainability until recently (Middlemiss et 

al., 2010), responsibility for “green” product consumption falls to the consumers, who 

drive sustainability efforts of corporations via their purchasing power (Middlemiss et al., 

2010; Sanne, 2002; Seyfang, 2005; Vandermerwe and Oliff, 1990).  In the current market 

structure, which may not necessarily be ideal for promoting sustainable consumption, this 

means that “green” product consumption depends on consumer demand for pro-

environmental products, to which the market responds accordingly by supplying the 

“green” products that the consumers desire.  If purchase behavior is abated, 

manufacturers and retailers may decide that offering these types of products provides 

little strategic advantage and is not worth the costs and risks associated with development 

and marketing.  Therefore, these organizations may withdraw from competing in this 
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sector of the marketplace.  The lack of these types of products available, in turn, results in 

socially-minded consumers becoming less able to purchase “green” products or less 

willing to select the only remaining options, despite having pro-social attitudes.  This 

decrease of consumer interest may extend the producers’/retailers’ perceptions that 

investing in being “green” has few benefits, thereby completing a self-fulfilling prophecy 

that devalues the sale of “green” products and widens the consumer attitude-behavior 

gap.   

“Green” Consumers 

Who Are “Green” Consumers? 

 In an attempt to comprehend these attitudes and behaviors, marketing research 

efforts have endeavored to understand why people consume “green” products.  Numerous 

attempts have been made to identify the “green” consumer (Anderson and Cunningham, 

1972; Balderjahn, 1988; Corbett, 2005; Gilg et al., 2005; Granzin and Olsen, 1991; 

Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Schultz et al., 1996; Straughan and Roberts, 1999; Strong, 

1997; Webster, 1975).  Demographics, social psychological elements, and other factors 

have been extensively researched and found to be unreliable as a means of identification 

(Balderjahn, 1988; Devinney et al., 2006; McGoldrick and Freestone, 2008; Vermeir and 

Verbeke, 2006).  For instance, while demographics like age, gender, and/or socio-

economic status are related to satisfaction with eco-labeling (D’Souza et al., 2007), 

morally-affirming purchases and boycotting behaviors (Carrigan et al., 2004), and 

willingness to pay more for pro-environmental products (Laroche et al., 2001), these 
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same characteristics have an unclear and possibly context-dependent relationship to 

purchase behavior (Barnett et al., 1997; Gilg et al., 2005; Mainieri et al., 1997; Straughan 

and Roberts, 1999; Tanner and Kast, 2003).  Instead, attributes like pro-environmental 

attitudes and environmental concern (Kalafatis et al., 1999; Nilsson, 2008; Tanner and 

Kast, 2003), personal values (Granzin and Olsen, 1991; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006), 

involvement with sustainability (Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006), perceived consumer 

effectiveness (Berger and Corbin, 1992; Ellen et al., 1991; Gupta and Ogden, 2009; Lord 

and Putrevu, 1998; Straughan and Roberts, 1999; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006), 

knowledge (Lane and Potter, 2007; Kennedy et al., 2009; Tanner and Kast, 2003), and 

effort (Schultz and Oskamp, 1996) have been found to play a significant role in consumer 

selection of “green” products.  Altruism, often conceptualized as the propensity of one to 

make sacrifices exclusively for the benefit of others with no benefit to the self, may also 

be important (Straughan and Roberts, 1999).  However, altruism by itself is not effective 

for predicting “green” purchasing since self-interest has also been shown to be a driver of 

environmentally-responsible behavior (Corbett, 2005; DeYoung, 20000; Huang and Rust, 

2011; Kaplan, 2000; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Stern, 1993).  Thus, intrinsic 

motivations of the consumer may affect their purchasing behavior for these types of 

products (DeYoung, 2000).  In addition to perceptions of quality, cost, effectiveness and 

other properties of the product offered as compared to more traditional alternatives 

(Ottman et al., 2006), aspects of the company offering the product are also considered, 

with the corporate reputation, fit, timing, and motivation for their socially-responsible 

stance being scrutinized by the consumer (Carrigan and Attala, 2001; Devinney et al., 
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2006; d’Astous and Legendre, 2009; McGoldrick and Freestone, 2008; Obermiller et al., 

2009; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001; Szmigin et al., 2009).  Contextual barriers, such as 

time and location constraints (Tanner and Kast, 2003), can also affect consumer purchase 

decisions for “green” products.  Szmigin et al. (2009) discovered that consumers would, 

despite pro-social attitudes, often choose non-sustainable products and stores due to 

issues of convenience, cost, and preference.  To better understand the relationships of 

these contributing factors, several attempts have been made to model sustainable 

consumer behavior.  The Reasonable Person Model, for instance, combines personal 

norms, altruism, self-interest, and aspects of choices and problem solving as a means to 

explain pro-environmental behavior (Corbett, 2005; Kaplan, 2000).  The Kollmuss and 

Agyeman (2002) model, on the other hand, incorporates internal factors (e.g. personality 

traits and values) and external factors (e.g. political, social, and cultural issues), with 

certain barriers of behavior (e.g. lack of knowledge, lack of internal incentives) to explain 

pro-environmental behaviors.  While these have increased knowledge, no single model 

exists that can reliably explain and predict “green” consumer behavior. 

Beyond the “Green” Consumer 

 Clearly, understanding consumers’ attitudes and behaviors is crucial for “green” 

consumption.  However, “green” products require more than just the consumer to 

positively impact societal and environmental issues.  Aspects of “green” supply and 

production, marketing, and many other functions are all necessary for these efforts to be 

effective.  More recent perspectives in academic literature have acknowledged that all 
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key stakeholders play an active role in the consumption dynamic (Polonsky and Ottman, 

1998).  The burden of responsibility for “green” consumption, then, extends beyond the 

consumer and includes entities like manufacturers, retailers, governments, academics, 

and others (Góra, 2005; Huang and Rust, 2011; Middlemiss, 2010; Shepherd et al., 2009; 

UN, 2000; Weidmann and Lenzen, 2006).  This perspective presents unique challenges, 

particularly since the specific roles and extent of responsibility of each entity involved in 

“green” product consumption has not been determined.  This is especially important from 

the perspective of the consumer, since perceptions of their own responsibility, as well as 

that of other entities, may influence their behaviors. For instance, research on corporate 

social responsibility has shown consumers expect that companies behave in socially-

responsible ways (Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001).  Not meeting those expectations may 

negatively impact consumer purchase intentions (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Ellen et al., 

2006), attitudes towards the company (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006), perceptions of the 

brand (Hoeffler and Keller, 2002), and many other aspects.  Consumers also expect that 

governments have some measure of responsibility with regards to sustainability; for 

instance, adolescents consider the government accountable for alleviating existing 

environmental issues (Wray-Lake et al., 2010). 

In addition to recognizing their own role in the success of “green” products, even 

if their actions belie those attitudes (Nyborg et al., 2006; Seyfang, 2006; Szmigin et al., 

2009), individual consumers may also hold other consumers responsible for achieving 

this type of socially-responsible consumption.  Social influences have been shown to 

impact sustainable consumption (Gupta and Ogden, 2009; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; 
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Schaefer and Crane, 2005; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006), such that consumers may 

consider the opinions of relevant others when deciding to be pro-environmental.  Yet, 

how an individual consumer perceives their own role, particularly with respect to other 

consumers, is largely unknown.  One possibility is that the individual may view himself 

as part of a large collective of consumers who are all consuming to satisfy their own 

current needs, despite the fact that depleting resources will have negative consequences 

for the entire group in the long-term (Schultz II and Holbrook, 1999).  This “tragedy of 

the commons” or “commons dilemma” perspective has been offered as an explanation for 

deforestation, water shortages, and other effects (Schultz II and Holbrook, 1999).  Thus, 

an individual consumer may consider all consumers as being responsible for their short-

term needs and exculpated from being accountable for future impacts of their actions.  

Social identity theory may also be influential, given that in-group/out-group perceptions 

have been shown to affect pro-environmental situations (Kerr, 1995; Gupta and Ogden, 

2009).  Individual consumers may view other consumers as their own relevant in-group 

and make comparisons of responsibility accordingly.  If an individual is unable to 

consume sustainably, he may feel that members of his in-group (i.e. other consumers who 

are necessarily similar to himself) must also be unable to consume sustainably.  The 

individual consumer may excuse other consumers from the responsibility of “green” 

product consumption as a result.  Contrarily, if other consumers are considered his 

referent group and are consuming sustainably, the individual’s personal sense of 

responsibility for this type of consumption may be enhanced.  Still another possibility is 

that an individual consumer may not consider other consumers as a relevant reference 
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group; in this case, social perceptions may be used to make comparisons of “green” 

behaviors and subsequent assertions of responsibility.  Vermeir and Verbeke (2004) 

determined that peer influence and social norms may influence sustainable purchase 

intentions among consumers who were not particularly engaged in this type of 

consumption.  This same mechanism may be applicable in terms of assigning 

responsibility for sustainable consumption.  If an individual is acting sustainably but 

others are not, he may determine that his actions violate social norms and may relieve 

himself of responsibility to continue acting in such a way.  Conversely, if an individual is 

acting sustainably and feels that this is the accepted social norm, he may hold other 

consumers who are not being “green” accountable for acting discrepantly.  The nature of 

“green” product consumption and associations of responsibility clearly entails 

complexities that may be of less consequence for traditional products.  For this reason, 

Peattie (2001) argues that marketing “green” products as might be done for more 

conventional ones is a misguided strategy. 

“ Green” vs. Non-“Green” Products 

 The production and consumption of both “green” and non-“green” goods involves 

monetary and non-monetary costs and benefits for those engaged in a specific 

transaction.  While these may be obvious to the various buyers and sellers involved (e.g. 

the seller encounters the cost to produce the good but profits from the sale, while the 

buyer undertakes the cost to purchase the good but benefits from having and using the 

purchased item), economics literature demonstrates that additional, non-monetary costs 
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and benefits may “spill over” to (or be incurred by) those existing outside of the 

transaction (Buchanan and Stubblebine, 1962; Caplan, 2008), such as to society as a 

whole.  Considered externalities, these may be categorized as either negative (costs) or 

positive (benefits) (Caplan, 2008).  A classic example of a negative externality is the case 

where a company manufactures a product, but in doing so, the factory pollutes the air of 

the neighboring town.  Since polluted air may affect health and would require the 

residents to take action to remedy the situation, the residents of the town have incurred 

negative externalities in terms of the cost to their health, etc.  As such, the air pollution in 

this example can be viewed as a social cost that affects not only the manufacturer, but the 

residents of the town who are neither a buyer or a seller of the product.  Negative 

externalities such as this may be found in a host of consumer situations, such as the 

prevalent social dilemma referred to as the “tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968; 

Schultz II and Holbrook, 1999).  As described earlier, this occurs when people openly 

sharing a resource with others act independently and in their own self-interests to 

generate short-term benefits for themselves, regardless of the fact that this behavior 

depletes the shared resource and results in undesirable long-term consequences for the 

group.  The tragedy of the commons, which has been highlighted in several 

environmental issues, is particularly relevant when examining consumerism, where the 

large-scale consumption of products may serve to fulfill the immediate needs of 

consumers, but has detrimental consequences for society by diminishing environmental 

resources. 
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In that regard, marketing of non-“green” products has largely concentrated on the 

value proposition of satisfying individual consumers via product consumption, with 

cursory focus on the negative longer-term impacts on the environment.  The consumption 

of “green” products, however, may ameliorate these lasting effects.  “Green” products, 

which often appear to be superficially similar to their non-“green” counterparts, are 

designed to have a socially-responsible component so that harm to the environment is 

intended to be mitigated in some way by consumption.  While even this may still present 

environmental issues, the marketing of “green” products differs from non-“green” ones 

by explicitly addressing potential negative externalities as part of the value proposition.  

The social responsibility component, then, plays an important role as consumers still 

receive the immediate benefit from buying and using the product, while reducing costs 

related to environmental issues for those not directly engaged in the consumption 

scenario. 

The distinction between “green” and non-“green” products and marketing is 

important since this may influence how sustainable consumption through the use of 

“green” products is approached.  Research on public policy and economics promote the 

use of regulations, taxes, and policy changes as a means of reducing negative 

externalities (Caplan, 2008).  Yet, few researchers have identified viable ways in which 

these negative externalities might be addressed via pro-environmental marketing.  

Schultz II and Holbrook (1999) propose several overlapping actions to resolve the 

tragedy of the commons phenomenon.  In addition to advocating regulations through tax 

schemes and other methods, the authors argue that promoting group cooperation (a 
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resolution tactic referred to as “organization”), particularly by increasing group size while 

simultaneously stressing that members satisfy their own self-interests, may be an 

effective means by which to reduce the commons dilemma, as would opening 

communication amongst those involved (Schultz II and Holbrook, 1999).  In addition, the 

promotion of social responsibility, possibly by reinforcing pro-environmental values, 

may be another strategy to combat the tragedy of the commons (Schultz II and Holbrook, 

1999).  These resolution tactics of organization, communication, and social responsibility 

are relevant since consumption of “green” products requires the efforts of entities like 

retailers, manufacturers, governments, and consumers.  Whether these entities are 

motivated by self-interest (Corbett, 2005; Huang and Rust, 2011), such as 

impression/brand management (Dean, 2003; Hoeffler and Keller, 2002; Marin and Ruiz, 

2007) and the pursuit of a competitive advantage (Friedman, 1970; Porter and Kramer, 

2006; Porter and van der Linde, 1995), or other reasons like altruism (Corbett, 2005; De 

Young, 2000), moral responsibility (Carrigan et al., 2004), and intrinsic satisfaction (De 

Young, 2000) is debatable and depends on contextual and situational factors.  Regardless, 

research by Brand and de Bruijn (1999) maintains that singular action by each entity is 

ineffective at promoting ecological change; various parties must instead work 

collaboratively for sustainability to occur (Brand and de Bruijn, 1999; Lenzen et al., 

2007).     

As such, “green” product consumption can be considered a shared social 

responsibility (SSR), a concept where social change is effected as a result of multiple 

parties working collectively to achieve a mutual goal (Gneezy et al., 2010; Jansen et al., 
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2011).  This is unlike consumption of traditional products, where each entity is 

responsible only for their individual contribution and once that responsibility has been 

fulfilled, further involvement with the product is often limited.  But while the notion of 

working collectively towards a common outcome is valuable, sharing responsibility 

involves some level of complication, particularly since each entity in the shared setting 

(i.e. all stakeholders) necessarily contributes towards any externalities resulting from 

production and consumption.  While this is not an issue for positive externalities, perhaps 

even being additively beneficial, all entities in the collective must share responsibility for 

any negative externalities that are created.  The presence of these negative externalities 

on the environment necessitates that shared social responsibility be examined more 

intensively and are the reason that the concept of sharing responsibility was promoted by 

the Council of Europe and the European Commission as recently as February of 2011 as 

a key to combating many of the social issues prevalent in modern society (Council of 

Europe, 2011). 

Despite this, sharing responsibility may present difficulties in execution, 

particularly since the various entities involved must have some level of trust that all of 

the others in the collective will fulfill their role (Schultz II and Holbrook, 1999).  In the 

shared social responsibility setting, the likelihood exists that the various entities involved 

may not be acquainted with or have knowledge of the others involved; hence determining 

the responsibility that each entity may have or whether their role has been fulfilled may 

be of consequence (Brewer and Kramer, 1986; Schultz II and Holbrook, 1999).  

Currently, little is known about how consumers interpret the responsibility of each entity 
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involved to successfully achieve “green” product consumption, particularly since this 

responsibility may be shared.  How responsibility is assigned in a shared setting could not 

only significantly impact consumer perceptions of products and companies, but also of 

other consumers and marketing environmental efforts in general. 

Responsibility 

Culpability, Responsibility, and Accountability 

The terms “culpability,” “responsibility,” and “accountability” are often used 

interchangeably in academic literature.  While culpability is generally synonymous with 

blameworthiness, subtle yet important differences separate responsibility from 

accountability.  According to Mulgan (2000), accountability pertains to being answerable 

for action; accountability is, therefore, external or given to someone rather than taken 

oneself.  This implies that there is liability and an inherent social exchange, such that the 

person held accountable in some way reports to an authority (Mulgan, 2000).  

Responsibility, on the other hand, is an internal factor that deals with culpability and 

morals and is taken upon oneself (Mulgan, 2000).  Thus, responsibility is a part of 

accountability, but accountability is not a part of responsibility (Mulgan, 2000).  A 

corporation, for example, may be held responsible, but not accountable, for “green” 

product consumption. However, if the corporation is accountable, it must necessarily also 

be responsible.  To illustrate the difference between these concepts, one may use 

Walmart as an example in a supply-chain context.  As a global retailer, Walmart has 

taken on the corporate responsibility to improve their own sustainability and has, 
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according to their website, created what they term as “aspirational goals”: to be supplied 

by 100% renewable energy, to create zero waste, and to sell products that sustain people 

and the environment (Walmart, 2011).  In doing so, Walmart has assumed responsibility 

for sustainable consumption via executive decisions internal to the company.  At the 

same time, Walmart places accountability on their suppliers through the creation and use 

of a Sustainable Product Index which is intended to improve sustainability of the global 

supply chain and create a single metric by which to consumers may assess the 

sustainability of products (Walmart, 2009).  Each supplier is expected to consider their 

own sustainability efforts related to energy, materials, natural resources, and 

people/communities which are evaluated by Walmart (Walmart, 2009).  According to 

Duncan Mac Naughton, Chief Merchandising and Marketing Officer for Walmart U.S. 

(2012), suppliers who meet Walmart’s expectations will be rewarded, while those who 

are underperforming will be asked “to develop plans to improve” and are held 

accountable for demonstrating progress.  Thus, Walmart places accountability on their 

suppliers, by asking for action and seeking corrective efforts, while their suppliers accept 

their own responsibility for sustainable consumption in order to continue doing business 

with Walmart.  

The Walmart example satisfies the conventional requirements of accountability, 

which mandate that, in addition to accountability being given to someone, both sides 

must be engaged in some sort of social interaction, whereby one side can hold the other 

accountable and the other side responds (Mulgan, 2000).  Furthermore, the side that calls 

for accountability is presumed to have the authority to demand answers and seek a 
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response (Mulgan, 2000).  Certainly, as a global retailing giant, Walmart may be viewed 

as an authority and so can require corrective actions of the suppliers.  However, recent 

conceptualizations have expanded the notion of accountability and no longer require that 

these traditional aspects necessarily be met (Mulgan, 2000).  Thus, while consumers may 

not be considered to have an authoritative role or have limited ability to demand 

corrective action (e.g. their ability to sue), they may still hold a company or government 

accountable for certain aspects of sustainable consumption while simultaneously 

assuming a measure of responsibility themselves. 

Moral Responsibility 

Conceptualized in a variety of ways depending on whether the focus of study 

pertains to social psychology, philosophy, liability, social dilemmas, and numerous other 

realms, responsibility has often been considered to relate to a decision about 

accountability for a violation of some rule or norm (Fincham and Jaspars, 1980; 

Hamilton, 1978; Schwartz, 1968a; Schwartz and Howard, 1980).  From a philosophic 

standpoint, responsibility for the environment may be considered moral responsibility, 

which is driven by moral norms (Kaiser et al., 1999).  As opposed to conventional norms 

that are rooted in culture and tradition (Kaiser et al., 1999), moral norms are based upon 

what is viewed as the “right” thing to do.  Hence, moral responsibility, most basically 

pertains to the obligation to act accordingly (Fahlquist, 2009).  This type of responsibility 

is often viewed in terms of culpability for past events, referred to as retrospective or 

backward-looking responsibility, and is typically associated with blameworthiness or 
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praiseworthiness for negative and positive outcomes, respectively (Fahlquist, 2006, 2009; 

Gilbert, 2006; Zimmerman, 1985).  For moral responsibility to be assigned, the action 

taken by the moral agent (the person/group who has responsibility for an action) must 

have violated or surpassed existing moral norms, causing the outcome in question 

(Fahlquist, 2009; Gilbert, 2006).  The moral agent must also be aware of the 

consequences of that action to some extent (Gilbert, 2006) and the action must have been 

intentional to some degree (Gilbert, 2006).  In addition, the action must also be voluntary 

(Fahlquist, 2009; Gilbert, 2006).  It is important to note that choice may not necessarily 

connote volition.  A company who must use a new material to produce a “green” product 

because the old material is no longer able to be sourced has made an intentional choice to 

switch materials; however, this choice was not voluntary.  As such, the company may not 

necessarily be held morally responsible for outcomes resulting from that choice.  The 

factors of causality, awareness of consequences, intentionality, and voluntariness 

(Gilbert, 2006), therefore, are assessed when judgments of moral responsibility are made.  

Omission, or failing to act, is akin to action and since these four factors may occur in 

varying degrees, a person or group may be held responsible for an outcome, even if they 

are not the primary cause (Fahlquist, 2009; Gilbert, 2006;  Zimmerman, 1985).  Thus, a 

person who voluntarily selects to purchase a product that uses non-“green” packaging 

rather than a more socially-responsible one may be considered responsible to some extent 

for the destruction of the environment if the presumption is made that the person knew of 

the potential ramifications of that purchase. 
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 Moral responsibility may also be assigned to future events (Fahlquist, 2006, 2009; 

Zimmerman, 1985).  As opposed to examining the cause and blameworthiness of past 

outcomes, prospective or forward-looking responsibility may be attributed based on what 

a person or entity is felt to be capable of doing in the future (Fahlquist, 2009).  Hence, a 

consumer may be held responsible for preventing the future destruction of the 

environment if he is judged to be able to purchase “green” as opposed to non-“green” 

products.  In assessing moral responsibility for the environment, Fahlquist (2009) argues 

that individual consumers should be ascribed forward-looking responsibility based on 

their capabilities and resources, rather than blaming them for past environmental 

transgressions. The vast resources and capabilities of corporations and governments 

necessitates these entities also be held responsible for future pro-environmental outcomes 

(Fahlquist, 2009). 

Corporations, social groups, and other similar entities are regarded as collectives; 

that is, they are comprised of two or more individuals who participate in a joint action 

that will achieve a common outcome (Gilbert, 2006; Miller, 2006).  The argument may 

be made that the individuals that comprise the collective should be ascribed moral 

responsibility rather than the collective as a whole (Miller, 2006).  However, other 

researchers argue that the individuals are committed to that collective entity as a single 

body with an aim towards a particular outcome (Gilbert, 2006).  Therefore, the entire 

collective as a single unit may be assigned moral responsibility based on the extent to 

which the actions of the collective are able to meet the requirements of causality, 

intentionality, voluntariness, and awareness of consequences (Corlett, 2001).  This is 
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particularly true of highly-organized entities (e.g. corporations and governments (Corlett, 

2001). 

In the case of “green” products, there are multiple entities involved in the market 

dynamics.  Similar to non-“green” products, manufacturers make products, retailers sell 

products, governments impose regulations or guidelines, non-profit organizations may 

supply knowledge about environmental issues, and consumers consider, purchase, and 

interact with the products.  But, the chain of entities involved with “green” products is 

differentiated from more traditional ones because in addition to striving to meet their own 

internal goals, each entity jointly associates to achieve the common outcome of 

sustainability.  As a result, the entire chain of entities can be considered a collective, 

despite being comprised of both individuals and other collective organizations.  Moral 

responsibility for being “green” may be considered shared among those involved.  This, 

however, does not necessarily mean that consumers attribute the same amount of 

responsibility to each entity involved (Corlett, 2001).  Instead, consumers may judge each 

entity in the collective responsible to varying degrees based on perceptions of causality, 

intentionality, awareness of consequences, and voluntariness, which may further affect 

their purchase behaviors.  

Shared Social Responsibility (SSR) 

When considering socially-oriented outcomes, such as “green” product 

consumption, the question as to who should individually be held accountable for 

achieving these results and to what extent this culpability ought to be afforded has been 
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richly investigated in literature.  Research historically examined the roles of producers 

and consumers in sustainable consumption separately, often with the presumption that 

each is primarily and independently responsible for sustainability to occur (Coggins, 

2001; Gallego and Lenzen, 2005; Lenzen et al., 2007; Middlemiss, 2010).  From this 

perspective, companies could be considered singly accountable for offering products that 

have a socially-minded focus and that utilize eco-friendly materials.  This has led to a 

stream of research examining corporate ecological footprints (Barrett and Scott, 2001; 

Wiedmann et al., 2007), fair trade agreements (Linton et al., 2004), and a variety of other 

corporate social responsibility realms (for examples, see:  Peters and Hertwich, 2008; 

Puncheva-Michelotti et al., 2010; Scherer and Palazzo, 2010), as well as spurred the 

creation of an industry to provide corporate social responsibility accounting and 

reporting.  These efforts indicate that companies acknowledge that they are held 

accountable as well as have provided an area for competition.  A consumer-oriented 

perspective has also been frequently employed, positioning consumers as responsible for 

purchasing eco-friendly products or using their purchasing power and other influence as a 

means to promote sustainable consumption (Middlemiss 2010; Sanne, 2002; Seyfang, 

2005; Vandermerwe and Oliff, 1990).  The burden of responsibility from this standpoint 

tends to be viewed as entirely that of the consumer (Gallego and Lenzen, 2005; Gneezy et 

al., 2010; Middlemiss, 2010; Sanne, 2002). 

More recent perspectives highlight the notion that responsibility for socially-

minded outcomes, such as environmental sustainability, should be shared among all 

relevant participants striving for a common goal (Council of Europe, 2011; Gallego and 



47 
 

Lenzen, 2005; Lenzen et al., 2007; Shepherd et al., 2009; UN, 2000).  While no 

established definition exists, shared social responsibility (SSR) maintains that the 

obligation to act in a manner that benefits society collectively falls to all stakeholders, 

directly or indirectly, rather than one particular entity (Gneezy et al., 2010; Jensen et al., 

2011).  Since all stakeholders contribute to the externalization of the costs of production 

and consumption, all share in the responsibility for any negative effects that may result.  

Hence, governments, consumers, manufacturers, retailers, and others in a shared setting 

are all accountable for sustainability (Huang and Rust, 2011; Shepherd et al., 2009; UN, 

2000).  This was demonstrated by the Council of Europe (2011), who recently mandated 

that shared social responsibility should be a vital part of achieving social cohesion and 

addressing social issues in Europe.  Huang and Rust (2011) similarly included measures 

of geopolitical, corporate, and consumer/societal factors in the development of a 

theoretical model of sustainability, demonstrating that elements of these different areas 

are crucial for achieving a socially-conscious goal.  While this framework emphasizes 

that each faction is motivated by potentially discrepant self-interests (Huang and Rust, 

2011; Weiss, 1985), the societal outcome is shared amongst all involved.  For instance, 

corporations, such as retailers, manufacturers, and suppliers, may be motivated to act in 

environmentally-responsible ways by obtaining a competitive advantage or maximizing 

profit (Friedman, 1970; Porter and Kramer, 2006), while consumers may be driven by a 

personal sense of altruism or the desire to present themselves as socially-minded, among 

other reasons (Corbett, 2005; De Young, 2000; Kaplan, 2000).  While there may be 

differences in inherent motivation for engagement, reducing negative effects of 
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consumption for the benefit of the environment is shared by the organizations involved as 

well as the consumers. 

The complex intersection between involved parties means that SSR may be 

viewed from several angles.  Huang and Rust (2011) emphasize that responsibility in the 

context of sustainability should be considered from both a macro and a micro perspective.  

Using the former, effective sustainable outcomes involve efforts on behalf of 

governments, corporations, consumers, and other entities (Góra, 2005; Huang and Rust, 

2011; Middlemiss, 2010; Shepherd et al., 2009; UN, 2000; Weidmann and Lenzen, 

2006).  Higginson (1976) refers to the macro view as involving elements of the general 

environment, which may be applied globally, as evidenced by the United Nations General 

Assembly in their assessment of shared responsibility as essential value for sustainable 

development (Shepherd et al., 2009; UN, 2000), as well as on local, regional, and 

national levels (Brand and de Bruijn, 1999; Tuininga, 1994).  A more restricted lens, 

though, may concentrate on a typical retailer interacting with a typical consumer to 

achieve a common goal (Huang and Rust, 2011).  The micro viewpoint, or the personal 

environment (Higginson, 1976), examines consumer interactions with individual 

companies to achieve socially-minded outcomes (Huang and Rust, 2011).  As a result of 

these two perspectives, a holistic view of SSR settings can emerge.  However, empirical 

research on SSR is relatively new and there is currently little understanding of how 

responsibility is shared among participants, particularly in sustainable consumption 

contexts.   
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Sharing Responsibility 

 Sharing responsibility presumes that each entity involved in the dynamic plays a 

role in achieving a common outcome.  While gaining favor as a means of increasing 

sustainable consumption, this type of arrangement has previously been advocated in the 

health-care industry.  Collective involvement of doctors, therapists, insurance companies, 

patients, and others has been encouraged and all participants are considered accountable 

for improving the health of individuals and society as a whole (Baker et al., 1994; Chen 

et al., 2004; Collins et al., 2005; Graber et al., 2002; McGlynn, 1997).  In studies where 

responsibility for treatments or therapy is shared between health-care providers and 

patients, beneficial health outcomes, such as improved control of diabetes (Graber et al., 

2002) and rehabilitation for stroke victims (Baskett et al., 1999), have been demonstrated.  

Similarly, sharing responsibility between people and corporations has shown promise 

with respect to socially-conscious behaviors in consumerism, although there are notable 

differences between the health care and sustainability contexts.  In the former, all of the 

entities involved (e.g. doctors, therapists) work together with the primary intent of 

benefitting one of the entities in the collective (i.e. the patient), although each may have 

their own self-interests to satisfy.  For instance, in the study conducted by Graber et al. 

(2002), primary care physicians, endocrinologists, and nurse diabetes educators worked 

collectively with diabetes patients in a shared responsibility program with the common 

goal of improving control of the patients’ condition.  Thus, the individual patients 

received the primary benefit of the entities sharing responsibility for their health care.  

This is not the case when considering shared responsibility for environmental 
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sustainability.  The various entities involved with sustainable consumption do not engage 

in sharing responsibility with the intent of advantaging one of the entities in the 

collective.  Rather, their collaboration has more of a societal focus, even while each 

entity involved simultaneously pursues their own self-interests.  That is, manufacturers, 

retailers, consumers, governments, and others sharing responsibility for the production 

and consumption of “green” products do not engage in collective activity so that, for 

instance, consumers can receive the primary benefit of increased social status from 

owning a “green” product, or a retailer can gain a competitive advantage from offering 

“green” products.  Instead, the common goal of all entities involved with “green” product 

consumption, irrespective of the individual advantages each may receive from 

participating, is to lessen the negative impact of consumption on the environment, a 

benefit that advantages not only each entity involved, but society and the environment as 

a whole.. 

Sharing responsibility has been shown to impact consumer behavior.  Jensen et al. 

(2011) found that many Dutch consumers would be willing to pay more for an insurance 

policy when the insurance company donated to financial services in the form of “micro-

insurance” to developing nations than they would have for a typical insurance policy.  

Gneezy et al. (2010) also determined that consumers positively responded to social 

responsibility efforts shared with companies, with consumers willing to pay more for an 

item than they would ordinarily when the company donated a portion of the revenues 

earned from the sale to a charity.  The reasons behind these actions may be varied and 

could not be substantiated within the research.  However, Lichtenstein et al. (2004) 
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determined that consumers may be more willing to donate to non-profit charities as a 

means of showing support for a company that had previously little engagement with 

socially-responsible behaviors.  A plausible extrapolation may be that these consumers 

were rewarding the company for fulfilling an expected responsibility in the shared 

setting, possibly as a case of indirect reciprocity where the positive acts of the company 

towards a charity are rewarded by the consumer (Englemann and Fischerbacher, 2009; 

Seinen and Schram, 2006).  Equally possible, though, may be aspects of social norms (ex: 

Berkowitz, 1972; Goldstein et al., 2008; Schultz et al., 2007), self-presentation and self-

image management (Cialdini et al., 1990; Finch and Cialdini, 1989), and issues related to 

personal perceptions of cost for helping (Schroeder et al., 1988), egoism, empathy, and 

altruism (Cialdini et al., 1981; Fultz et al., 1988; Maner et al., 2002). 

 Regardless, the perceptions of culpability for the outcome that each member 

sharing responsibility assigns to themselves and others may be influential in determining 

how they will act.  In addition, the participants may collectively be considered 

responsible for harm that may occur as a result of failing to act (May, 1990; Zimmerman, 

1985).  This is particularly important in groups that lack or have little organization with 

respect to how decisions will be made by the entire collective (May, 1990), such as in the 

chain of entities associated with sustainability efforts via “green” product consumption.  

In this context, those involved may be only remotely affiliated and hence may have little 

structure by which collective decisions about sustainability can be made.  Groups and 

individuals that share responsibility, then, may be held accountable for outcomes whether 

they actively participated in achieving the social ideal or not. 
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 In conceptualizing shared responsibility for past behaviors, Zimmerman (1985) 

proposed that sharing responsibility for an action (or inaction) among individuals in a 

group does not necessarily diminish the responsibility that each participant personally 

may hold.  That is, individual responsibility is not necessarily reduced simply because 

there are multiple parties who may also be responsible for the shared outcome.  In the 

context of this study, this would mean that consumers may be no less responsible for 

consuming “greenly” because of the presence of other consumers, companies, 

environmental groups, or governments than they might be had their role not been shared.  

Determining to whom accountability should be placed and to what extent each entity is 

held accountable remains a matter of concern when considering shared responsibility 

(Gallego and Lenzen, 2005; Lenzen et al., 2007; McGlynn, 1997; Wiedmann and Lenzen, 

2006), particularly for future events.  This is particularly salient for “green” product 

consumption, where consumers may attribute responsibility for acting sustainably to 

themselves, to corporations, or to others.  To that end, an evaluation of factors that may 

influence how responsibility is assigned would be beneficial for furthering understanding 

of shared social responsibility.  This research applies frameworks like attribution theory 

and equity theory to increase knowledge in this area. 
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CHAPTER 3 

EFFORT AND ABILITY 

Theoretical Framework 

Personal and Social Responsibility 

From a psychological standpoint, responsibility may be either social/collective or 

personal and can be assigned to either the self or to others, affecting emotions and 

motivations for future behaviors (Weiner, 1995).  While these two types of responsibility 

are frequently intertwined, research considers them as distinct based on the types of 

norms activated and the emotions generated from not meeting those norms (Kaiser and 

Shimoda, 1999; Keltner and Buswell, 1996).  Social responsibility is characterized by the 

knowledge of and desire to meet societal expectations and roles (Kaiser and Shimoda, 

1999; Wentzel, 1991).  This responsibility is activated by social norms, which prescribe 

that a person acts in a manner that benefits society (Berkowitz and Conner, 1966; Kaiser 

and Shimoda, 1999; Schwartz, 1968a).  Failing to meet these norms may result in 

embarrassment and shame (Kaiser and Shimoda, 1999; Wentzel, 1991).  Unlike social 

responsibility, personal responsibility stems from the desire to meet moral norms, which 

focus on fairness and rights and have more personal, rather than societal, outcomes 

(Berkowitz and Connor, 1966; Kaiser and Shimoda, 1999; Schwartz, 1968a).  According 

to Schwartz’s (1968) norm-activation model, moral norms are only activated when an 

individual assigns responsibility to himself and is cognizant that his actions may affect 

others (Schwartz 1968; Van Liere and Dunlap, 1978; Vining and Ebreo, 1992).  Failing 
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to meet these norms produces feelings of guilt (Kaiser and Shimoda, 1999; Keltner and 

Buswell, 1996; Schwartz and Howard, 1980), while fulfilling norms may elicit a sense of 

pride (Weiner, 1986).  The type of responsibility resulting from the activation of the 

different norms and related emotions has definite influences on behaviors (Basil et al., 

2006; Cialdini et al., 1990; Weiner, 1985).  While social norms have been shown to 

impact behaviors like littering (Cialdini et al., 1990) and energy conservation (Schultz et 

al., 2007), personal responsibility has contributed to general pro-environmental behavior 

(Fransson and Gärling, 1999; Kaiser et al., 1999) and other outcomes (Corbett, 2005; 

Cottrell and Meisel, 2003; Nyborg et al., 2006).  Personal responsibility has been 

determined to better predict environmentally-responsible behavior than social 

responsibility (Cottrell and Meiser, 2003; Kaiser and Shimoda, 1999; Webster, 1975); 

however, the true relationship between personal and social responsibility has yet to be 

fully determined.  It is likely that both are influential in sustainable behaviors, such as in 

choosing to consume “green” products. 

Attribution Theory and Responsibility 

 Attribution theory has frequently been applied as a means for people to interpret 

events and assign responsibility for behaviors exhibited by the self or others, which can 

affect how people will act in the future (Heider, 1958; Weiner, 1974; 1980).  In an 

attempt to understand why people do what they do, and rooted in the notion of preserving 

the sense of self as “good,”  individuals make inferences about the causes and 

responsibility for behaviors, which provides a sense of cognitive control (Heider, 1958).  
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As originally conceptualized by Heider (1958), these attributions result from a process of 

perceiving an action, judging the intention of the action, and ultimately attributing the 

behavior to a cause that is either internal (i.e., about the person themselves) or external 

(i.e., related to the situation in which the person exists).  Three different dimensions of 

behaviors have been identified to influence actions: whether the cause of the behavior is 

internal or external (locus of causality), how often the cause occurs (stability), and to 

what extent the cause can be altered (controllability) (Weiner, 1985). 

Locus of causality concentrates on where the factors that influence actions 

originate (Shaw and Sulzer, 1964; Weiner, 1985).  Internal factors relate to aspects of the 

individual, such as attitudes and ability, while external factors are environmental or 

situational (Graham, 1991; Heider, 1958; Kelley 1971; Weiner, 1985).  These internal 

and external factors may affect how a person attributes responsibility and, potentially, 

blame to another or to the self (Davis and Davis, 1972).  This is particularly salient when 

the locus of causality is internal.  For instance, the degree to which a spinal cord injury 

was felt to have been avoidable by a patient was related to the amount of blame placed on 

the self (Schulz and Decker, 1985).  In “green” product consumption, for example, a 

consumer who believes he should use “green” products to offset the personal use of fuel 

may attribute responsibility to himself as opposed to if he felt the “green” product should 

be used to account for global warming caused by society as a whole.  Yet, causality alone 

is not sufficient for responsibility to be assigned, nor does the assignment of 

responsibility necessarily dictate attribution of a cause for a behavior (Weiner 1995).  
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Other aspects of the cause of an action, such as stability and controllability, may 

influence how people judge the actions of others (Weiner 1985).  

Stability relates to whether the cause of an action will change as time passes or 

how often the causal factor occurs (Weiner et al., 1971; Weiner 1985).  A stable outcome 

is one that may be expected in future occurrences (Weiner, 2000).  For instance, in 

research on expectancy and achievement, Weiner et al. (1976) determined that the 

stability of a causal influence, such as the difficulty of an academic subject, influenced 

student expectations for success more so than the locus of causality.  Similarly, stability 

may lead to satisfaction with consumer products, since products may either be prone to 

stable attributions (e.g. hedonic attributions towards a product) or unstable attributions 

(e.g. service recoveries altering an original attribution for future purchases) (Weiner 

2000).  However, stability by itself is often not associated with personal responsibility; 

rather, this dimension affects responsibility in concert with other causal dimensions 

(Weiner, 2000). 

Controllability, (also referred to as causal controllability) relates to the extent to 

which the cause of an event can be willfully altered or regulated (Graham, 1991; Weiner, 

1971, 1985, 1995, 2000) and has been shown to impact achievement (Weiner, 1993; 

Weiner and Kukla, 1970), environmental concern (Fransson and Gärling, 1999); 

motivation and emotion (Weiner, 1985), and many other outcomes.  Causal 

controllability may also result in judgments of responsibility (Weiner, 1995) as well as 

how that responsibility translates into perceptions of others.  In a study of different 
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stigmatizing medical conditions, Weiner et al. (1988) determined that people were not 

considered to be responsible for their conditions when they had little or no control over 

their afflictions, such as in the case of Alzheimer’s disease and cancer.  Yet, with more 

controllable conditions, like drug addiction and obesity, individuals were held responsible 

for their afflictions (Weiner et al., 1988).  This responsibility may lead to negative 

attitudes and further stigmatization of those who are expected to have more control of 

their outcomes (Crandall and Biernat, 1990; Crandall and Moriarty, 1995; Puhl and 

Brownell, 2003).  Since controllability affects judgments of responsibility, it should be 

noted these two constructs are distinguishable, despite the tendency of earlier attribution 

theory literature to consider them as identical (Weiner, 1995; Ziff et al., 1995).  This was 

exemplified in research by Ziff et al. (1995), who found that perceived control was 

related to certain health-related behaviors while perceived responsibility was not.  

Whereas controllability constitutes elements related to the cause of an action, 

responsibility involves controllability and other factors for judgments to be made as to 

who should behave in a certain way (Weiner, 1995, Ziff et al., 1995).  Weiner (1995) 

posits that determination of responsibility for a cause requires a perception that causality 

is both internal and controllable.  As such, the three causality dimensions are often 

difficult to maintain as wholly distinct from each other when considering the assignment 

of responsibility.  Effort, for example, an internal causal factor, is also a controllable 

factor and could potentially be unstable if the amount of effort in a given situation 

changes with successive trials (Graham, 1991).  In addition, other elements may come 

into play.  Weiner (1995) describes mitigating factors, such as those that justify an action 
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or negate moral responsibility, which affect decisions about responsibility even when the 

situations are controllable.  However, whether these are separate factors or related to the 

established causal dimensions has not been determined in the literature. 

Perceptions of causality, stability, and control associated with past successes and 

failures combine to affect future emotions, motivations and expectations about outcomes, 

and behaviors.  The various combinations of these dimensions are manifested in people’s 

perceptions of ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck (Weiner, 1974, 1986).  Ability is 

considered to be stable, internal, and largely uncontrollable, while effort is internal, 

unstable, and controllable (Weiner, 1974, 1986).  Both task difficulty and luck are 

presumed to result from external, uncontrollable causes, although the former is stable 

while the latter is unstable (Weiner, 1974, 1986).  These perceptions may not only affect 

the self-concept, but may alter motivations towards future behaviors (Bandura, 1994; 

Margolis and McCable, 2006).  For instance, a person perceiving a situation to be beyond 

their control, omnipresent, and caused by their own actions may not consider themselves 

to have the ability to achieve a particular outcome, which could alter their sense of being 

a capable person, as well as their desire to engage in such behaviors in the future 

(Bandura, 1994; Margolis and McCabe, 2006).  The inherent need for people to maintain 

a positive self-concept may also sway perceptions of responsibility for both successes and 

failures.  Using an example commonly found in the education discipline where attribution 

theory has been widely applied to understand student motivation towards achievement, a 

student may attribute academic success to their own abilities and efforts.  Contrarily, a 

student may feel incapable of completing an assignment that is too difficult, attributing 
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the reason to something they are unable to control, such as their ability to learn the 

material.  The student may alternatively ascribe the cause of their poor performance to a 

factor external of themselves, such as the teacher purposely hindering their success.   As 

such, responsibility for the outcome is shifted from the student to the teacher based on the 

perceived causal dimensions of attribution. 

Consumer Attribution of Responsibility in a SSR Setting 

Consumers may ascribe responsibility to the various parties involved in a shared 

social responsibility setting in a similar way.  As established earlier, the locus of causality 

for “green” product consumption may be viewed from both a macro and a micro 

perspective.  While this applies to an academic discussion of shared responsibility, the 

same concepts may be paradoxically present for consumers, as well.  On one hand, 

consumers may view sustainable consumption from an external perspective, such that 

various members of society have all created the need to consume “green” products to 

alleviate the negative external effects of production and consumption causing harm to the 

environmental.  Conversely, consumers may consider their own actions on a more 

personal level to necessitate the purchase and use of “green” products, as evidenced in 

qualitative interviews conducted by Szmigin et al. (2009).  The need for “green” products 

and the protection of the environment may be similarly viewed as stable, where the 

purchase by an individual consumer of ecologically-friendly products can be perceived as 

inconsequential for affecting larger change, or consumers may consider that the 

consumption of these types of products in any amount is beneficial for improving social 
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consequences.  Improvements to the environment via “green” product consumption may 

also be perceived as being under or beyond consumer control. 

The various possible interpretations of these causal dimensions may affect 

consumer perceptions of their ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck.  As such, they may 

either hold themselves accountable for “green” product consumption or assign 

responsibility for decreasing negative effects on the environment another involved party, 

such as the company offering “green” products.  However, unlike the traditional settings 

involved in attribution research where only one party may be accountable for the 

outcome (e.g., the classroom example where the student is responsible for success or 

failure, despite his or her individual attributions), responsibility for sustainability 

resulting from “green” product consumption is potentially shared simultaneously among 

the participants.  Consumers may therefore attribute responsibility for “green” product 

consumption to themselves, to others, or may consider responsibility as collective ideal.  

Research has shown that consumers do share responsibility, behaviorally if not 

psychologically, for socially-responsible causes (Gneezy et al., 2010; Jansen et al., 2011).  

According to theory, consumers should, under typical conditions, attribute responsibility 

for successfully acting in a socially-responsible manner to themselves.  How consumers 

assigned responsibility in these shared social responsibility studies is unknown; the 

shared nature of the context may have enhanced a sense of personal responsibility in 

order to “do their part” to maintain a positive self-concept.  Alternatively, since the 

outcome was successful, the consumers may have shared the responsibility for the 

success with the contributing party.  It is notable that the conditions in both studies 
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required little effort and consumers had the ability to affect social change.  As effort and 

ability have been identified, in various instantiations (e.g. competence, perceived 

consumer effectiveness, etc.) as relevant to both personal responsibility (Schultz and Ben 

David, 1976; Weiner, 1986) and environmentally-responsible behavior (Devinney et al., 

2006; De Young, 1996, 2000; Hines et al., 1986; Moisander, 2007; Schultz et al., 1996; 

Straughan and Roberts, 1999; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006; Webster, 1975), these factors 

are likely important in understanding how consumers attribute responsibility in shared 

settings.  While recognizing the relevance of several types of ability, this research will 

focus specifically on perceived consumer effectiveness (PCE), which represents 

consumers’ perceptions of their individual ability to make a positive change in the 

environment.  This type of ability is differentiated from self-efficacy, or the consumers’ 

belief that they can successfully produce an outcome (Bandura, 1977; 1982; Gupta and 

Ogden, 2009; Lord and Putrevu, 1998).  As the latter form may be associated with effort 

in the experiment, PCE has been shown to impact the conversion of pro-environmental 

attitudes to behaviors (Berger and Corbin, 1992; Ellen et al., 1991; Gupta and Ogden, 

2009; Lord and Putrevu, 1998; Straughan and Roberts, 1999; Vermeir and Verbeke, 

2006) and so will be manipulated in this study.   

According to attribution theory, if perceived effort is high, consumers will likely 

attribute their success for being sustainable by consuming “green” products to 

themselves, somewhat akin to rewarding themselves for their hard work.  Likewise, if 

perceived effort is low and the outcome is unsuccessful, consumers will attribute 

responsibility to themselves, excusing their failure since they did not put in a great deal of 
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work to achieve success.  However, unlike effort, perceived ability is uncontrollable, 

which could affect whom consumers hold as responsible for sustainability from “green” 

product consumption.  Thus, if effort is high, but perceived ability is low (that is, 

consumers cannot effect meaningful environmental change from “green” product 

consumption), consumers are likely to attribute responsibility for sustainability to 

someone other than themselves in order to maintain a positive self-concept (e.g. “I tried 

hard, but something beyond my control is keeping me from being successful so it is not 

my fault.”).  On the other hand, if effort is low and perceived ability is low, consumers 

may be more prone to share responsibility with others.  With this in mind, the following 

hypothesis is offered:  

H1:  When perceived ability to affect environmental change is low, 

consumers will share responsibility for “green” product consumption with others 

when perceived effort is low.  But, when perceived effort is high, consumers will 

attribute responsibility for green product consumption to others, rather than to 

themselves. 

When perceived ability is high (that is, the potential to meaningfully change the 

environment is possible), consumers who contributed a high amount of effort will accept 

the responsibility for consuming “greenly” as reinforcement of their positive sense of 

self.  But, when effort is low, consumers may share responsibility with others because the 

sense of self is not greatly threatened.  Thus: 
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H2:  When perceived ability to affect environmental change is high, 

consumers will attribute responsibility for “green” product consumption to 

themselves, rather than to others, if effort is high.  But, when effort is low, 

consumers will share responsibility for successful “green” product consumption 

with others. 

Other factors, such as motivation, prior knowledge, and task difficulty have been 

shown to affect pro-environmental behaviors and attributions of responsibility, so may be 

relevant to consider in this research.  However, a presumption may be made that people 

who intentionally consume “green” products already have motivation towards sustainable 

consumption.  As such, motivation will be measured and controlled in this research.  

Prior knowledge will also be controlled in order to ensure that all respondents have the 

same basic awareness of “green” products, as well as what is considered to be 

consumption of “green” products.  “Green” product consumption can vary in difficulty, 

but for this research, the manipulation will restrict the difficulty of the task as fairly low.  

In this way, task difficulty will be controlled as well. 

Experiment 1:  Research Methodology 

Design and Measures 

To investigate how effort and ability to produce a meaningful change in the 

environment affect how consumers attribute responsibility for green product 

consumption, an experiment was constructed employing a 2 (effort:  low and high) x2 

(ability: low and high) fully-crossed factorial design.  The experiment was conducted 
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online using a “green” consumption scenario.  The “green” product selected to establish 

the consumption context of the study was a dual-flush toilet conversion kit. This kit, 

which exists for sale both online and in home improvement/hardware stores, allows 

consumers to adapt their existing toilet where each flush uses the same volume of water, 

to one that lets the consumer choose between two different flush volumes (a smaller and 

a larger volume). The dual-flush option means that consumers can conserve water by 

opting to use a smaller flush for certain, frequent needs (i.e. liquid waste), rather than the 

larger volume of water used in the more standard toilets.  The conversion kit was 

considered appropriate for this experiment as a product meeting the basic 

conceptualization of a “green” product, i.e. a product designed to reduce negative impacts 

of water usage on the environment. In addition, the dual-flush conversion kit context 

offered certain advantages for use in the study.  Not only was the environmental impact 

of such a product (i.e. water conservation) felt to be easy to recognize by test subjects, 

but the ability to adjust the installation scenario so as to present the manipulations in a 

clearly understandable format was beneficial.  A secondary advantage was that, despite 

the availability of the conversion kit in the marketplace, this type of product was not 

considered to be one with which consumers would be intimately familiar, a characteristic 

that offered opportunities for flexibility with the presentation of experimental 

manipulations while retaining a sense of realism and believability. 

Within the completely randomized experiment, two levels of effort were used: 

low and high effort.  The levels were operationalized in terms of how much work the 

subject must endure to consume the “green” product.  This was accomplished by visually 
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presenting the subjects with the steps required to install the dual-flush conversion kit 

(Figure 1a and b).  For this, a set of installation instructions for an existing dual-flush 

conversion kit was found online.  The instructions showed pictures of each step required 

to install the kit, as well as provided written directions for each step.  To create the effort 

manipulations, various pictures and their corresponding written instructions were chosen 

and modified to have a less technical description.  This was necessary to maintain the 

premise that anyone, regardless of level of knowledge or skill, could install and use the 

conversion kit.  For the low effort condition, four steps were selected.  For the high effort 

condition, a total of 20 steps were used, including the four steps from the low effort 

condition. 

Figure 1a Low Effort Manipulation 
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Figure 1b High Effort Manipulation 

 

Ability was represented as PCE, defined as the consumers’ perceptions of how 

well they feel they are able to effect change for the greater good.  This societal-focused 

form of ability was selected over other types; notably, self-efficacy, which in the context 

of this experiment would relate to the ability to actually consume “green” products.  PCE 

was considered to be both relevant and important since people may be able to consume 

sustainably, yet still view themselves as being unable to make any meaningful differences 

to the environment.  This perceived sense of inability to have a consequential impact on 

the environment may affect how responsibility for sustainable consumption is assigned, 
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particularly in a shared setting.  Operationally, ability was manipulated in two conditions: 

low and high ability to change the environment for the better (Table 1).  In the low ability 

conditions, subjects were told that, in a one-year time span, they would be able to save 

approximately the amount of water held in a standard bathtub.  To emphasize how small 

this amount was, and hence reinforce that the subject would have only a minimal impact 

on the environment from installing the conversion kit, this amount of water was said to be 

0.5% of indoor household water usage, and was described as a “small step in the right 

direction” for the environment.  Since there was concern that some subjects may not 

adequately conceptualize how much water was in a bathtub, these latter statements also 

put the ability manipulations into an appropriate reference frame for their consideration.  

Contrary to the low condition, subjects in the high ability condition were told that, in a 

year, they would be able to save approximately the amount of water held in an Olympic-

sized swimming pool, which was 50% of their indoor household water usage, and a 

“large step” for helping the environment. 

Table 1 Ability Manipulations 

Ability Manipulation 

Low The dual-flush conversion kit will reduce the typical toilet flush from 3.5 gallons to 1 
gallon. This means that in one year a person can save the environment almost 
enough water to fill a regular bathtub. This is equivalent to saving up to 0.5% of 
indoor household water usage. This water conservation is a small step in the right 
direction for helping the environment. 
 

High The dual-flush conversion kit will reduce the typical toilet flush from 3.5 gallons to 1 
gallon. This means that in one year a person can save the environment almost 
enough water to fill an Olympic-sized swimming pool. This is equivalent to saving 
up to 50% of indoor household water usage. This water conservation is a large step 
in the right direction for helping the environment. 
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 The dependent variable for this experiment was perceived responsibility.  This 

was defined as to whom the consumers expect that responsibility for “green” product 

consumption should fall.  As there were no extant measures that adequately captured how 

consumers may assign responsibility to multiple entities simultaneously, nor an 

understanding if responsibility attributed to the self is depleted by assigning 

responsibility to others, this was operationalized by having subjects imagine that they had 

30 points that they could distribute to “Manufacturers of products”, “Myself”, or 

“Others”, based on how responsible they felt each should be for environmental 

sustainability from “green” products.  Since this measure was created for this study and 

hence had no assessment of reliability or validity other than face validity, questions 

adapted from Polonsky and Ottman (1998) and Kaiser and Shimoda (1999) pertaining to 

the subjects’ sense of responsibility for each individual entity were used to reinforce the 

dependent variable.  These questions asked “To what extent is each of the following 

(Manufacturers of Products, Myself, Others) responsible for enabling you to use “green” 

products?” using a more traditional 7-point Likert-type scale where 1=not at all 

responsible and 7=highly responsible. 

Because subjects may have had varying degrees of interest in environmental 

issues prior to participating in the study, a one-item Environmental Concern scale 

(Dunlap et al., 1992) was included to be used as a control variable.  This measure used a 

four-point scale, where concern was rated from “not at all” to “a great deal.”   



69 
 

For additional information, environmental concern was further captured using the 

five-item Environmental Concern Scale developed by Dutcher et al. (2007).  Personal 

consumer effectiveness (PCE) was assessed by a three-item scale developed by Ellen et 

al. (1991) (see also: Webster, 1975), and by two items adapted from Berger and Corbin 

(1992) (see also: Lord and Putrevu, 1998).  The Dutcher et al. (2007) environmental 

concern items and PCE were measured using 5-point, Likert-type scales where 

1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree. 

 Questions were also included to evaluate the subjects’ attitudes, demographics, 

and certain behaviors.  Environmental attitudes were assessed using six items adapted 

from the Environmental Attitudes Scale (Guagnano and Markee, 1995).  In particular, 

three items were created from the Trust subcategory (ex: “For the most part, business and 

industry honestly want to protect the environment”) and three items were created from 

the Responsibility subcategory (ex: “The primary responsibility for solving 

environmental problems lies with industry rather than with people like me.”).  Four items 

from Kaiser et al. (1999) captured responsibility feelings.  Two additional items were 

created for the study focusing on consumers’ perceptions of the size and influence of 

business with respect to their personal sense of responsibility (“Because businesses are 

very large, they are more responsible than I am for sustainability” and “Because 

businesses have a lot of influence, they are more responsible than I am for 

sustainability”).  All of the questions used for this study can be found in the sample 

questionnaire in Appendix A. 
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Methods 

Pretesting 

Prior to running the experiment, four iterative pre-tests were conducted to adjust 

measures and manipulations so they functioned as expected.  The first pretest used a 

convenience sample of 12 Retailing and Consumer Sciences graduate students, friends, 

and family members to assess the overall format and readability of the scenarios and 

questions.  Alterations from this feedback were presented via on online survey service 

(SurveyMonkey) to 62 undergraduate students in two Family and Consumer Sciences 

summer courses in the second pretest (n = 14-16 students per treatment).  While subjects 

could tell a difference in their ability to positively affect the environment between low 

and high conditions (t (53.806) = -2.374, p = .021), comparing the conditions in terms of 

how much water the subjects believed indicated that this measure needed to be adjusted.  

Specifically, subjects believed that the same amount of water was saved in the low ability 

conditions (Mlow ability/low effort = 3.25; Mlow ability/high effort = 3.43) as one of the high ability 

conditions (Mhigh ability/low effort = 3.88) (F (3, 58) = 5.591, p = .002).  These results 

suggested that amount of water specified as being saved in the high ability condition 

needed to be adjusted.  Thus, the original conception of how much water could be saved 

by using the dual-flush toilet conversion kit was increased from 5,000 gallons/enough to 

fill a 15-foot swimming pool to 500,000 gallons/enough to fill an Olympic-sized 

swimming pool.  Similarly, the amount of effort required to install the kit needed 

adjustment as well, as indicated by a lack of significant difference between the low and 
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high effort conditions (t (60) = .631, p = .530).  To account for this, the amount of effort 

for the high effort condition was increased from 14 to 20 steps. 

To evaluate these modifications, 42 Retailing and Consumer Sciences 

undergraduate students enrolled in a different summer course were recruited for the third 

pretest (n=10-12 students per treatment) conducted via SurveyMonkey.  Results indicated 

that the scenarios and conditions were realistic and believable (means for all realism and 

believability items ranged from 3.36 – 4.06 on a 5 pt. scale where 1 = not at all 

realistic/believably and 5 = entirely realistic/believable).  Yet, despite being presented 

either with 4 or 20 steps required to install the dual-flush conversion kit (representing the 

low and high effort conditions, respectively), subjects did not consider the amount of 

effort required to be significantly different (F (3,58) = 1.892, p = .141).  As this may have 

been due to the lack of familiarity with the product (that is, there was no expectation of 

how easy the dual-flush conversion kit should be to install), the decision was made for 

the next pretest to present each step of the installation on a separate page of the online 

questionnaire instead of showing all steps at once.  Thus, to get to the next step, the 

subject had to click a button to advance to the next page.  This made the conditions more 

salient since subjects in the different conditions had to physically expend effort for each 

step of the installation. 

As with the previous pretest, the ability manipulation in the third pretest 

continued to present difficulties as subjects did not consider their ability to positively 

impact the environment to be different regardless of the amount of water saved by 
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installing the dual-flush kit (F (3, 58) = 2.330, p = .084, nor were there differences in how 

confident the subjects were in their ability to positively change the environment (F (3, 58) 

= 1.867, p = .145).  Since the pretest subjects could significantly identify that there was a 

difference in the amount of water saved in the low and high conditions (i.e. bathtub and 

Olympic-sized pool), (F (3, 58) = 5.591, p = .002), this was felt to be primarily a 

contextual issue regarding water conservation rather than a problem with the treatment 

itself.  In particular, saving water is frequently associated with saving money but the 

connection to environmental sustainability may not be as clear.  To alleviate this issue, a 

short statement describing the relationship between water conservation and the 

environment was drafted for inclusion in the subsequent pretest.  In addition, the 

manipulations were modified so that the number of gallons of water saved was replaced 

with a more consumer-relatable statistic: a percentage of indoor household water usage 

saved (up to 0.5% for the low ability condition, up to 50% for the high ability condition). 

These alterations were evaluated in the fourth pretest, where a link to the 

questionnaire in SurveyMonkey was presented using the crowd sourcing internet 

marketplace, MTurk, operated by Amazon.com.  In addition to assessing the 

manipulations, this online setting was appropriate since the service was intended to be 

used to host the actual experiment.  Fifty-four United States consumers, aged 18 and 

older, participated in this pretest (N=10 – 17 subjects per treatment condition).  Results 

confirmed that the subjects perceived differences in the amounts of water saved (F (3, 48) 

= 6.613, p = .001) between the high and low ability conditions, particularly with the low 

ability/low effort condition.  Significant differences were also found in the subjects’ 
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perceived ability to positively change the environment (F (3, 47) = 2.825, p = .049) and 

impact on the environment (F (3, 47) = 3.275, p = .029), with the low ability/low effort 

conditions determined to be lower on both items than the high ability conditions.  The 

subjects felt that they were equally able to install the conversion kit themselves (F (3, 47) 

= 1.209, p = .317), suggesting that PCE was being measured rather than self-efficacy in 

the manipulation.  Significant differences in the amount of effort required to install the 

conversion kit between the experimental conditions were reported (F (4, 37) = 3.304, p = 

.028), with high ability/high effort condition requiring more effort than the low 

ability/low effort condition, as intended.  Thus, the manipulations were considered 

appropriate for use in the experiment.  All other descriptions, scenarios, and 

manipulations were considered clear, easy to understand, and realistic. 

The pretest also showed that using a completely randomized presentation order 

resulted in over-sampling of some treatments, while under-sampling others.  As a result, 

alterations in the programming were made so that the treatment conditions would be 

presented sequentially in the actual test.   

Based upon these findings, the final questionnaires were prepared by removing 

pretest questions assessing readability, comprehension of the scenarios, and other checks. 

Once the modifications to the questionnaires were made in Surveymonkey, links to the 

study were posted on MTurk. 
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Subjects 

  Subjects registered with the online MTurk service self-selected into the study by 

reading a posted description of the study and opting to participate.  The description 

invited potential participants to take part in consumer research to understand consumers’ 

opinions, attitudes, and behaviors that pertain to consuming “green” products.  To be 

included in the study, subjects were required to be consumers who were at least 18 years 

old and located in the United States of America.  Because both this experiment and the 

next one in this research were posted on MTurk simultaneously, subjects were asked not 

to participate if they had already completed the similar experiment on “green” 

automobiles (Experiment 2).  In addition, the criteria that they must have a 95% approval 

rate from other people posting work on the MTurk site was set to help ensure that 

subjects choosing to become involved in the study were high quality respondents.  For 

their participation, subjects received either $0.40 or $0.50 in Amazon.com credit. 

A total of 212 people completed the experiment, of which 202 subjects were used 

for data analysis (N for each condition ranged from 48-54).  Of the retained subjects, 

59.4% were female and 39.6% were male.  Participant ages ranged from 18 to more than 

75 years old, with almost 90% of respondents falling within the 18-54 year old range.  

The 25-34 year old category represented the largest number of subjects (40%). 

When asked about their “green” attitudes and proclivities, almost 60% of subjects 

generally had a low level of concern about the environment prior to encountering the 

experimental manipulations, according to a median split of the aggregated and 
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appropriately reverse-coded items from the Dutcher et al. (2007) scale.  Half of the 

subjects also had low perceived consumer effectiveness at the start of the experiment, 

based on median split of a combination of items about feelings of personal helplessness, 

lack of knowledge, etc. relative to making an impact on the environment.  Behaviorally, 

subjects reported that they occasionally to often knowingly buy (M = 3.16 on a 5-point 

scale with frequency ranging from 1= not at all to 5 = almost always) and choose “green” 

products (M = 3.11) when making purchase decisions. While statistics on the frequency 

by which United States consumers select “green” over non-“green” products are difficult 

to come by, these psychographics reflect the findings of a Green Shopper Study, where 

54% of the 6,500 consumers questioned were influenced by, proactive in, or committed 

to sustainability as part of their purchasing values (GMA/Deloitte, 2009).  More recently, 

Amazon.com compared their purchasing data for “green” products to national averages 

(not provided) and discovered that “green” purchases are generally increasing across the 

country (Nidamarthi, 2011). 

Procedure 

Participants in MTurk who met the recruitment criteria and decided to participate 

in the study were instructed to click on a hyperlink which took them to the online 

questionnaire in SurveyMonkey.  Subjects were randomly assigned to one of four 

versions of the questionnaire, representing the different treatment conditions: low 

effort/low ability, low effort/high ability, high effort/low ability, high effort/high ability. 
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After consenting to participate in the study, all participants were told at the start 

of the questionnaire that they were assisting a market research company working with the 

University of Arizona to gain consumer impressions of a new “green” product being 

developed that would soon be available on the market.  This pretext was necessary as a 

cover story to maintain realism with respect to answering questions about the “green” 

product as well as to prevent the subjects guessing as to the real intent behind the study.  

This was followed by the one-item question assessing their general level of 

environmental concern (Dunlap et al.,1992)  

After these initial measures, all subjects were given a brief description of 

sustainable consumption and “green” products.  The purpose of this was to define these 

terms with respect to the context of the study as well as to establish the same level of 

knowledge about these topics.  The following verbiage was used: 

Sustainable consumption is the use of goods and services that have a minimal impact on 

the environment and society while still meeting people’s basic needs. One way this can 

happen is through the use of “green” products. 

 

“Green” products are those that have less of an impact on the environment than their 

traditional counterparts. There are many examples of “green” products available today, 

such as those that conserve natural resources and energy, like CFL light bulbs. Other 

products are “green” because they are made of recycled materials or generate less waste 

than more conventional products. 

 

Sustainable consumption does not happen by one person alone buying “green” products. 

Instead, for sustainable consumption through the use of “green” products to be achieved, 

many different entities are necessary. Individuals, businesses, governments, 

communities, and others all play a role in making sure that “green” products are available 

and used. For instance, producers must efficiently manufacture “green” products, retail 

stores must stock them, and consumers must buy and use them. With the various people 

and entities involved, sustainability through “green” products can be successful. 
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 Then, subjects were provided with information about water conservation to 

establish that saving water has a beneficial impact on the environment.  This statement 

also introduced the dual concept of a dual-flush toilet: 

One way to be sustainable and help the environment is by conserving water. Water 

conservation is one of the most important environmental issues in the United States 

because of a rapidly increasing demand for fresh water, while available drinking water 

supplies are drastically declining. The Environmental Protection Agency estimates that 

by 2013 at least 36 states will be facing water shortages, a situation further compounded 

by severe droughts. Since humans, animals and plants need water to survive, conserving 

water can help the environment by not using more water than the Earth can naturally 

replenish. In terms of water conservation and sustainability, the more water you save, 

the more of a positive impact you have on the environment. 
 

There are many effective ways that you can conserve water in your home, including 

using a “green” product like a dual-flush toilet. Dual-flush toilets let you choose 

between two different amounts of water to use for each flush – unlike conventional or 

high-efficiency toilets, which use the same amount of water for each flush. In a dual-flush 

toilet, a smaller flush uses less water to dispose of liquid waste, while a larger flush uses 

more water to dispose of solids. Since most people flush liquids more often than solids, 

dual-flush toilets can conserve water, which benefits the environment. 

 

 

On the following screen, the dual-flush toilet conversion kit was presented: 

In the past, having the dual-flush feature required buying and installing a whole new 

toilet specially designed to use two different flush volumes. Now, a conversion kit is 

available that will change any existing traditional toilet into a dual-flush toilet – and the 

converted toilet will work just as well as a standard toilet. Installation is very simple no 

plumbing knowledge or special tools are needed at all. In just a few minutes, you can turn 

your existing toilet into a dual-flush toilet. Since the conversion kit lets you use less water 

per flush, you are saving water and acting “green” just by flushing the toilet. 

 

This description was not only designed to describe the conversion kit, but to specifically 

control for self-efficacy by emphasizing that every subject had the ability to install the 

toilet, regardless of their level or skill at plumbing or home improvement.  In addition, 
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the last sentence reminds the subjects that they can, indeed, affect the environment 

simply by using the installed conversion kit. 

 At this point, the various manipulations of ability to have a positive impact on the 

environment were presented, based on the assigned condition.  The manipulations for 

effort immediately followed those for ability.  Regardless of condition, each step of the 

dual-flush conversion kit installation instructions and their accompanying descriptions 

was presented on a separate page of the online questionnaire.  To be sure that the subjects 

were reading the steps, a question was included after the last step asking participants to 

identify a particular step (“In which step do the instructions say to install the new flush 

lever?”). 

 After the manipulations, participants encountered several questions that allowed 

the subjects to evaluate the dual-flush product.  In addition to maintaining the cover story, 

these questions served as manipulation checks and filler questions before the subjects 

were presented with measures of the dependent variable.  This was followed by the 

assessment of the amount of responsibility each entity had for enabling the subject to use 

“green” products. 

 The remaining screens of the questionnaire consisted of questions assessing the 

subjects’ environmental attitudes, demographics, and certain behaviors.  Figure 2 

diagrams the flow of this experiment.   
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Figure 2 Flow Diagram of Experiment 1 

 

Experiment 1: Results 

Data Screening 

Data from Experiment 1 was screened for quality prior to conducting statistical 

analysis.  Responses from 11 subjects out of the 213 collected via MTurk were dropped 

from the data set due to incompleteness (more than 50% incomplete, or no responses to 

the dependent variable provided) or suspected issues with the data (e.g. responding with 

the same option for all questions).  To check for univariate outliers, z-scores were 

computed for the two dependent variables.  None of the z-scores for either variable had a 

value greater than 3.29 (indicating that the score is more than 3.29 standard deviations 

from the mean).  As such, there were no univariate outliers in the data set for these 

measures.  Computing Mahalanobis Distance confirmed that there were also no 

multivariate outliers since there were no values greater than the threshold of 
2
 (p < 

0.001) of 13.82 as indicated in chi-square tables.  Two degrees of freedom were used in 

this determination given that there were two independent variables in this study (ability 

and effort).  As a result, there were a total of 202 usable responses, with n=49 for the low 
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ability/low effort condition, n=51 for the low ability/high effort condition, n=54 for the 

high ability/low effort condition, and n=48 for the high ability/high effort condition. 

Missing data was analyzed using SPSS Missing Values Analysis (MVA) for all 

variables in the data set. The percentage of missing data ranged between 0% - 1% for 

most variables.  In general, this is a negligible amount of missing data.  Since there was 

less than 5% of the data missing for any variable the decision was made not to impute 

missing data for this study. 

Frequency distributions were generated and descriptive analyses were conducted 

on both the categorical and continuous variables used for the dependent measures for 

each experimental condition.  Since the hypotheses for this experiment pertained to 

groups of data (low ability and high ability, with variations in effort), a multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to examine the difference between the 

conditions, while individual analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted to examine 

differences in attribution of responsibility within the specific conditions.  To ensure that 

the assumptions required for the parametric analyses were met, checks of normality on 

the groups of data were conducted.  In particular, the continuous variables related to the 

amount of fictitious points assigned to the manufacturer, the subject, and others were 

assessed.  For each entity, the means, medians, and modes were approximately equal in 

the low and high ability conditions.  In addition, there were no issues with skewness or 

kurtosis since none of the values for these measures were greater than 1.00.  The data, 
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therefore, was considered to be normally distributed, meeting one of the assumptions 

required to run the parametric analyses.  

Since the dependent measure (assigning points to the manufacturer, the subject, 

and others to represent ascription of responsibility) was created for this research, an 

established measure was also used to capture the extent to which these different entities 

were responsible for enabling the subject to consume “green” products.  Normality 

checks were conducted on this variable as well.  For both the low ability and high ability 

conditions, the measures of central tendency were fairly close.  However, in the low 

ability group, the item for the extent to which others enable the subject to consume 

sustainably was slightly kurtotic.  Additionally, in the high ability grouping, the items 

representing how much the manufacturer enables the subject to consume sustainably was 

slightly skewed.  These values suggest that the distributions of these enabling variables 

were not normally distributed, violating the assumptions required to conduct MANOVAs 

for these variables.  Attempts were made to alleviate these issues by transforming the 

data using both a square root and logarithmic transformation.  Neither of these attempts 

improved the distribution of the data and the decision was instead made to run the 

nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis test for the variables related to the extent that the different 

entities enabled the subjects to consume “greenly.” 

Manipulation Checks 

 Although extensive pre-testing suggested that the ability and effort manipulations 

should function as expected, questions were included in the actual study to assess 
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efficacy of these constructions.  The manipulation for the consumers’ ability to positively 

impact the environment was altered by adjusting the amount of water the subject could 

conserve by using the dual-flush toilet conversion kit.  Since high and low ability 

conditions were created for the study, the four treatment conditions were grouped into 

two groups: a high ability group and a low ability group.  T-tests conducted on the groups 

indicated that there was not a significant difference between low and high manipulations 

in terms of the subjects’ confidence that they can make a positive change to the 

environment by using the product (Mlow = 3.59, SD=1.03; Mhigh = 3.53, SD=1.02; 

t(200)=.421, p=.675).  However, having confidence in ones’ ability to make a positive 

impact on the environment may not necessarily be equivalent to perceptions of making an 

impact.  That is, one may recognize they can have an impact on the environment from 

using a product, but lack the confidence that the use of the particular product described 

can actually affect a meaningful change.  So, a second manipulation check variable for 

PCE was included in the study measuring the amount of impact the subjects’ believe they 

can have on the environment by using the dual-flush conversion kit.  As before, the low 

and high experimental treatments were grouped for analysis.  The t-test revealed that the 

subjects in the high ability group (Mhigh = 4.47, SD = 1.51) felt they had a significantly 

greater impact on the environment from using the dual-flush conversion kit than those in 

the low ability condition (Mlow = 3.93, SD = 1.42), t (200) = -2.63, p = .009, Cohen’s D = 

-.37). Since the intent was to have a discernable difference between the low and high 

ability conditions, the ability manipulation for this experiment was considered successful.  
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 Results from a t-test comparing the low effort and high effort conditions 

(grouped) showed that installation instructions with 20 steps (Mhigh = 3.25, SD = .87) 

required significantly more effort than those with 4 steps (Mlow = 2.33, SD = .86), t (200) 

= -7.58, p = .000, Cohen’s D = -1.06.  As this was the intended outcome, the 

manipulation of effort was considered successful. 

 A third construct, self-efficacy, was of concern as a possible confound for ability 

and warranted assessing.  This item pertains to a persons’ ability to carry out a goal or 

behavior and, in this experiment, was embodied in the subjects’ perceived ability to 

actually install the green product.  Because the ability manipulation could potentially be 

confused with self-efficacy, a question was included in the survey that asked the subjects 

to rate their ability to install the dual-flush kit.  The expectation was that successful 

manipulation of the desired ability construct would not interfere with the subjects’ sense 

that they would be able to install the kit.  Stated another way, adjusting the subjects’ 

ability to affect the environment should not impact the subjects’ perception of whether or 

not they can install the dual-flush toilet conversion kit.  A t-test on the grouped low and 

high ability conditions revealed that there were no significant differences between the 

low (M = 3.76, SD = 1.1) and high (M = 3.59, SD = 1.1) manipulations on the subjects’ 

perceived self-efficacy with respect to installing the kit, t (200) = 1.04, p = .299.  Thus, 

adjusting the ability of the subjects to impact the environment via the “green” product did 

not affect their sense of being able to install the conversion kit. 
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Hypotheses Testing 

Low Ability to Affect the Environment and Effort 

To assess whether differences in the amount of effort consumers must undergo to 

install/use a “green” product influences how they assign responsibility when they have a 

limited ability to positively affect the environment, a MANOVA was conducted (effort: 

low and high).  The single-item measure of environmental concern (Dunlap et al., 1992) 

originally intended as a covariate was not included in the analysis because this variable 

was not significantly correlated with any of the dependent variables (p = .377, .511, and 

.097 for points assigned to the manufacturer, you, and others, respectively).  Another 

variable, which reported how handy with home improvements or do-it-yourself projects 

the subjects felt themselves to be, was also considered as a covariate since this could have 

potentially impacted their interpretation of responsibility for “green” consumption.  This 

variable was found to have a significant but weak positive correlation (r = .141, p = .043) 

with the amount of points assigned to the manufacturer.  There was no correlation with 

the other dependent variables.  Because of the weak association with only one of the 

dependent variables, the handiness variable was not included as a covariate in the 

analyses. 

Results of the MANOVA showed that there was no significant effect of effort on 

assignment of responsibility for “green” product consumption (F (1, 98) = .461, p=.710; 

Wilk’s  = .986).  Specifically, when ability to affect the environment is low, the amount 
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of effort the consumers endured to install/use the dual flush toilet conversion kit did not 

significantly affect the points assigned to manufacturers (Table 2). 

Although there were no differences in how responsibility was assigned between 

the groups that were presented with varying degrees of effort, the question remained as to 

how responsibility within each particular group was assigned to the various entities 

involved.  To address this, individual analyses of variance (ANOVA) were conducted for 

the low ability/low effort and low ability/high effort conditions. Results showed that there 

were significant differences in the ascription of responsibility to the different entities in 

both the low effort (F (2, 144) = 51.579, p = .000) and high effort (F (2, 150) = 44.215, p 

= .000) conditions.  From examining the means of the points assigned to each entity, it is 

clear that manufacturers, the consumers, and any others were held responsible for 

sustainable consumption through the use “green” products to some extent.  Since each 

entity assumes some portion of responsibility, these findings may technically indicate 

some degree of shared responsibility.  However, post hoc analysis using Tukey’s HSD 

for each condition confirmed that this responsibility was not shared equally (see Table 2).  

Manufacturers were held the most responsible for “green” product consumption, 

followed by the consumers themselves, with “others” being considered as the least 

responsible.  Since shared responsibility for this research was conceptualized as there 

being no significant differences in the amount of responsibility assigned to each entity, 

these findings cannot be classified in this study as “shared responsibility.”  As such, the 

first portion of Hypothesis 1, which postulated that responsibility for “green” product 

consumption will be shared when both ability to impact the environment and effort to 



86 
 

consume a “green” product is low was not supported.  The expectation that consumers 

will ascribe responsibility to other entities, in this case to manufacturers, rather than 

themselves when ability is low but effort is high was upheld.  Thus, Hypothesis 1 was 

partially supported. 

Table 2 Mean Points Assigned for the Low Ability Conditions 

  Points Assigned out of 30 ( ̅)** 
Effort N Manufacturers You Other 

Low Effort 49 15.37a 10.31b 4.33c 

High Effort 51 14.73a 9.82b 4.86c 

 
** Similar letters indicate no significant difference 

 

High Ability to Affect the Environment and Effort 

 As with the low ability conditions, a MANOVA was conducted on the high ability 

conditions to determine whether varying amounts of effort affected attribution of 

responsibility for “green” product consumption.  Results echoed those of the low ability 

condition: no significant effect of effort on assignment of responsibility for “green” 

product consumption was found (F (1, 100) = .253, p = .777; Wilk’s  = .995).  Stated 

specifically, when consumers have a high ability to affect the environment, the amount of 

effort endured to install/use the “green” toilet conversion kit did not significantly affect 

the points, and hence, the responsibility, assigned to manufacturers (Table 3). 

 Results from the subsequent ANOVA to assess how responsibility was distributed 

within each high ability group also mirrored the findings from the low ability groups.  
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There were significant differences in assignment of responsibility to the various entities 

in the low effort (F (2, 159) = 69.038, p = .000) and high effort conditions (F (2, 141) = 

46.881, p = .000) conditions.  As before, post hoc analyses (see Table 4) for both 

conditions revealed that the manufacturer received the majority of the responsibility, 

followed by the consumer.  “Others” were assigned significantly less responsibility for 

“green” product consumption than either of the other entities.  This shows that although 

each entity is held responsible to some extent, responsibility is not evenly distributed and 

is, therefore, not considered shared.  The prediction that responsibility will be shared 

when ability to impact the environment is high but the effort required to consume a 

“green” product is low, then, was not supported.  Similarly, the postulation that 

responsibility would be attributed predominantly to the consumer rather than to other 

entities when both ability to impact the environment and effort to consume a “green” 

product was high was also not sustained.  Thus, Hypothesis 2 was not supported. 

Table 3 Mean Points Assigned for the High Ability Conditions 

  Points Assigned out of 30 ( ̅)** 
Effort N Manufacturers You Other 

Low Effort 54 15.35a 9.72b 4.93c 

High Effort 48 15.79a 9.02b 5.19c 

 
** Similar letters indicate no significant difference 
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Additional Analyses 

Enabling Consumers to Consume “Green” Products 

Since the dependent measure was created specifically for this study, a related 

variable capturing the extent to which manufacturers, the consumer themselves, and 

others were responsible for enabling the subject to consume “green” products using 

separate scale items was included in the questionnaire.  Non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis 

tests were used to analyze this data.  Results for both the low and high ability conditions 

generally support the MANOVA.  There was not a significant relationship between effort 

and extent to which the consumers felt that responsibility for their ability to consume 

“greenly” was enabled by the manufacturer (low ability: 
2
 = .815, df = 1, asymp sig = 

.367; high ability: 
2
 = .121, df = 1, asymp sig = .728) and others (low ability: 

2
 = .145, 

df = 1, asymp sig = .703; high ability: 
2
 = .507, df = 1, asymp sig = .477).  There was 

also not a significant relationship between effort and extent consumers felt responsible 

for enabling themselves to consume “greenly” when they had a high ability to impact the 

environment (
2
 = 2.149, df = 1, asymp sig = .143); however, this changed when ability 

was low.  In this latter case, consumers felt that they had a greater responsibility for 

enabling themselves to consume “green” products when effort (mean rank = 57.32) was 

low as opposed to high (mean rank = 43.95) (
2
 = 5.597, df = 1, asymp sig = .018).  This 

suggests that there may be situations whereby making “green” product consumption less 

effortful may be beneficial, but effort may not be enough for consumers to assign more 

responsibility to themselves, as opposed to product manufacturers, for being “green.”  
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Environmental Attitudes and Responsibility Feelings 

 To bolster the findings of the study, subjects were asked about their 

environmental attitudes and feelings about responsibility for sustainable consumption 

subsequent to the presentation of the manipulations and responding to the dependent 

measure (and, hence, are interpreted cautiously since the manipulations may have had 

some influence in consumer responses).  Similar to the findings of the hypotheses testing, 

analysis of the responsibility subcategory of Guagnano and Markee’s (1995) 

Environmental Attitudes Scale showed that consumers felt the primary responsibility for 

solving environmental issues lies with industry (M = 3.10) and the government (M = 

2.93), rather than with themselves (F (2, 603) = 9.123, p = .000).  To a lesser extent, 

consumers also felt other consumers (M = 2.65) have more responsibility with respect to 

alleviating environmental issues than they themselves.  They also felt that consumers, 

which may or may not have included themselves, most honestly wanted to protect the 

environment (M = 3.43), as compared to either politicians (M = 2.60) or 

business/industry (M = 2.58) (F (2, 603) = 49.744; p = .000). 

 Examination of responsibility feelings (Kaiser et al., 1999) revealed that a 66.3% 

of the subjects agreed that they have some responsibility for the sustainability of the 

environment; 62.2% felt this way even if their contribution to sustainability is fairly 

small.  Considering their own behaviors, 54.9% of subjects agreed that they are at least 

co-responsible for presently occurring problems with the environment, while 41.6% 

recognized that by being a consumer, they make problems with the environment worse.  
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Despite acknowledging their own levels of responsibility for environmental 

sustainability, businesses were recognized as having a prominent role.  Many subjects 

agreed that businesses are more responsible for sustainability because they are very large 

and have more influence than the subjects do personally (52% and 55.5%, respectively). 

Summary of Experiment 1 

 Hypotheses testing and supplemental analyses revealed that, despite indications 

from prior research that consumers may be dissuaded from sustainable behaviors as a 

result of impeding lifestyle constraints, perceived consumer effectiveness (ability to make 

a meaningful change in the environment) and levels of effort required to use “green” 

products have little impact on how consumers assign responsibility for “green” product 

consumption.  This experiment confirmed that consumers do assume a portion of 

responsibility for the shared social convention of environmental sustainability, as do 

other entities, but this responsibility is not shared equivalently.  From the consumers’ 

perspective, corporations are clearly assigned the burden of responsibility for sustainable 

consumption through the use of “green” products.  Superficial analyses of environmental 

attitudes and responsibility feelings corroborated these findings. 

 While useful for answering questions about consumer effort and ability to impact 

the environment, this experiment involved a contrived scenario where the consumer was 

the foremost actor in sustainable consumption.  But, since sustainable consumption is a 

shared ideal, the consumer may also consider the actions of others involved when 

assigning responsibility.  In particular, the consumer may compare their own investment 
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in “green” product consumption to those of others in the same interaction, such as a 

company offering a “green” product that the consumer has purchased.  This assessment 

may influence how responsibility is attributed.  Experiment 2 was designed to address 

how the perceived equity of an interaction between a consumer and a company offering 

“green” products may impact the ascription of responsibility for sustainable consumption. 
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CHAPTER 4 

EQUITY 

Theoretical Framework 

Equity Theory and Consumer Perceptions of Corporations 

While understanding how consumers assign responsibility for sustainability 

through “green” product consumption is important, it is unlikely that consumers consider 

only their own abilities and efforts when other entities are involved.  The presence and 

actions of corporations, governments, and other consumers may also influence consumer 

perceptions of who is responsible for socially-conscious behaviors.  In a study on “green” 

consumers, Nyborg et al. (2006) determined that acceptance of individual responsibility 

depends more on the consumers’ beliefs about others’ behaviors than the others’ actual 

behaviors.  This means that when attempting to discern their responsibility for “green” 

product consumption, consumers evaluate descriptive norms, a benchmark for action 

based on what the majority of relevant others are doing (Cialdini et al., 1990; Nyborg et 

al., 2006; Schulz et al., 2007), as well as aspects of fairness and reciprocity (Nyborg et 

al., 2006). 

How these perceptions of fairness contribute to whom an individual consumer 

holds responsible in a shared social responsibility setting may best be framed in regards 

to equity theory.  Typically conceptualized in terms of employer-employee interactions 

(Adams, 1963, 1965) and often associated in consumerism with justice in organizational 

relationships, equity theory maintains that people will judge the fairness of a situation by 
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making comparisons of their contributions (“inputs”) and the outcomes they receive from 

engaging in the relationship (“outputs”) relative to the inputs and outputs of others 

(Adams, 1963; Hook and Cook, 1979).  If these are approximately equal, the individual 

will perceive the exchange to be fair.  Equity theory posits that people desire fairness and 

will attempt to restore the equivalent ratio of inputs and outputs in the event of unfair 

exchanges (Adams, 1963).  To this end, exchanges that lack fairness may result in 

making inferences about others involved, such as attributing responsibility for outcomes.  

For instance, Brockner et al. (2006) determined that procedural fairness, a type of justice 

that relates to whether a process can be considered equitable, was negatively related to 

how accountable authorities were considered for unfavorable outcomes.  As people 

attempt to determine causes of unfavorable outcomes to explain why that outcome 

occurred, unfairness has been shown to prompt people to attribute the negative outcome 

to external causes, an effect not seen when procedures are fair (Van den Bos et al., 1999).  

However, this resulted in a more negative reaction when procedures were actually fair 

(Van den Bos et al., 1999).   In other research on equity, attributions of responsibility 

have been shown to mediate the relationships between procedural fairness in 

organizations and outcomes like anger (Barclay et al., 2005) and employee commitment 

to an organization (Brockner et al., 2006). 

These assessments of fairness, however, do not necessarily need to be based on 

specific actions.  Comparisons can also be made with respect to the outcomes people 

would expect to encounter in an imagined situation (Brockner et al., 2006).  People may 

assess what the other partner should have done or could have done to affect the outcomes 
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received (Brockner et al., 2006; Folger and Cropanzano, 1998).  Coupled with attribution 

theory, this suggests that consumers in a shared social responsibility setting may assess 

whether perceived inputs from each entity towards achieving a shared outcome are 

adequately distributed relative to what they expect each entity will gain or lose.  

Although these judgments may be based on perceptions rather than actual facts, this 

nevertheless may influence how consumers assign responsibility to each participating 

entity.  If an interaction is deemed to be unfair across the parties involved, consumers 

may attribute responsibility for the outcome unevenly.  For instance, if a consumer feels 

that a company has contributed less relative to the outcome than they themselves do, the 

consumer may attribute more responsibility for sustainability resulting from “green” 

product consumption to the company in an attempt to re-equilibrate the fairness of the 

shared setting.  Given that people tend to view fairness in a way that is skewed towards 

their own self-interests (Babcock et al., 1995; Johansson-Stenman and Konow, 2009; 

Lange et al., 2010), this scenario is likely in a shared social responsibility setting.  

Alternatively, if they perceive that the company has made a significantly greater 

contribution towards “green” product consumption relative to their own, they may 

attribute responsibility to themselves to re-establish fairness.  However, if the 

discrepancy between the company and the individual is threatening to the self-concept, 

consumers may instead consider the responsibility for the outcome to be shared among 

the parties involved. 

There are numerous aspects of a company that a consumer can consider when 

attempting to determine fairness for achieving sustainability through “green” product 
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consumption.  While there is little research specific to this context, consumers have been 

shown to consider both values- and strategic-driven motivations behind corporate social 

responsibility programs (Ellen et al., 2006).  When evaluating CSR programs, consumers 

appraise issues related to a company’s perceived moral obligation to help society, as well 

as elements of costs and benefits associated with that obligation. However, consumers 

may not be certain about this type of information.  In these instances, perceptions of 

equity are used to determine consumer responses (Lind and van den Bos, 2002).  The 

actual costs and benefits that each entity experiences are likely unknown to consumers 

and so consumers may consider any perceived sacrifices, relative to their own, that the 

company makes in order to achieve sustainable consumption.  These sacrifices, which 

represent the “inputs” in the equity ratio, may include monetary costs and non-monetary 

costs, which have been shown to affect consumer perceptions of value in services 

retailing (Cronin et al., 2000; Kerin et al., 1992; Sirohi et al., 1998; Sweeney et al., 1999; 

Zeithaml, 1988) as well as pro-environmental behaviors (Granzen and Olsen, 1991; 

Huang and Rust, 2011).  In addition to time and effort associated with “green” products, 

consumers may also evaluate their perception of the amount of risk companies take, a 

type of sacrifice that affects perceptions of value (Bolton and Drew, 1991; Sweeney et 

al., 1999).  These various costs may be compared against those that the consumer 

personally endures when considering “green” products.  This comparison may then be 

used to determine the equity of the consumption situation.  Consumers will also assess 

perceived benefits (the “outputs” in the equity ratio) that each entity may experience 

when determining fairness.  Given that, if the exchange is considered to be equitable 
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between consumers and corporations, consumer attributions of responsibility should be 

shared.  If, however, the consumer feels that the exchange is skewed unfairly such that 

they are experiencing more sacrifices and fewer benefits than a company in the shared 

setting, this should result in a sense of distress and a need to restore fairness.  To do this, 

the consumer should attribute responsibility for sustainability to the corporation.  With 

this in mind, the following hypotheses are offered:  

H3:  When an interaction between a company and a customer is perceived to 

be equitable between corporations and consumers, consumers will share 

responsibility for “green” product consumption. 

H4:  When an interaction is perceived to be more favorable for the consumer 

than the corporation, consumers will attribute responsibility for “green” product 

consumption to the corporation, rather than to themselves or sharing the 

responsibility with the corporation. 

Contrarily, if the consumer considers the interaction to be skewed in favor of 

themselves, consumers should, theoretically, assume responsibility for the outcome in 

order to restore fairness.  However, given that the outcome is shared and that fairness is 

often skewed towards personal self-interests, it is unlikely that the consumer will attribute 

full responsibility to themselves.  Instead, the consumer should share responsibility for 

the outcome with the other entities involved.  Thus: 
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H5:  When an interaction is perceived to be more favorable for the 

corporation than the consumer, consumers will share responsibility for “green” 

product consumption with the corporation. 

Experiment 2: Research Methodology 

Design and Measures 

To determine the role that perceptions of equity have on how consumers share or 

assign responsibility for “green” product consumption, a single-factor experiment was 

designed using the purchase of “green” cars as the context of the study.  In the 

experiment, subjects were placed into a role-playing scenario that involved the imaginary 

purchase of a new car, followed by an evaluation of the purchase from the consumer 

standpoint.  The single factor, equity, was operationalized with three treatment levels: a 

scenario where the purchase of the car favored the car dealership over the consumer 

(inequitable: company-favored), a scenario where the purchase of the car favored the 

consumer over the car dealership (inequitable: consumer-favored), and a condition 

whereby neither the car dealership nor the consumer made out better than the other 

(equitable).  A control condition where equity was not specifically addressed was also 

included.   

The dependent variable was responsibility and was measured similarly to 

Experiment 1 where points were assigned to each person/entity.  However, since only the 

car dealership and the consumer were involved in the scenarios described in this 

experiment, assignment of responsibility for sustainable consumption through “green” 
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products was restricted to only these two (that is, the “Others” response option from 

Experiment 1 was eliminated).  To accommodate this change, responsibility was 

measured by having the subjects assign 10 total points between themselves (“You”) and 

manufacturers of products, rather than the 30 possible for the first experiment.  Although 

assigning 30 points is not difficult, this change was felt to make the task easier for the 

subjects..  As was done in the previous experiment, an additional measure of 

responsibility, adapted from both Polonsky and Ottman (1998) and Kaiser and Shimoda 

(1999) and using a 7-pt scale (1=not responsible at all and 7=highly responsible), were 

used to support the dependent variable measure created for the study. 

As in Experiment 1, environmental concern (Dunlap et al., 1992), measured using 

a 4-pt, 1-item scale (with level of concern ranging from “not at all” to “a great deal”) was 

conceived as a control variable to account for subject differences in existing levels of 

interest and engagement with environmental issues. 

Three scales assessing the car purchase for fairness, justness, and satisfaction 

were included to check the manipulations for effectiveness.  These were 7-point bipolar 

scales, as taken from Van den Bos et al. (1997; 1999).  A more direct measure was 

created specifically for this study which asked the subjects who they thought received a 

better deal in the purchase of the car, with response options of “I did,” “The car company 

did,” and “Neither of us – it was the same.” 

Additional questions were included that used the same scale items as in 

Experiment 1.  Environmental concern and perceived consumer effectiveness were 
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assessed using adaptations of scales from Berger and Corbin (1992), Dunlap et al. (1992), 

Dutcher et al. (2007), Ellen et al. (1991), Lord and Putrevu (1998), and Webster (1975).  

Environmental attitudes and responsibility feelings were measured (Guagnano and 

Markee, 1995; Kaiser et al., 1999), as were general questions about respondents’ interest, 

familiarity, and knowledge of hybrid/alternative fuel vehicles (5-point unipolar scales, 

where 1=not at all and 5=extremely). 

Other items gathered for informational purposes included consumer behaviors 

with respect to their own use of hybrid/alternative fuel vehicles, attitudes about energy-

efficiency of cars, importance of various vehicle features, and appealing aspects and 

concerns of alternative fuel vehicles.  Demographic questions of gender, age, and the 

number of vehicles in the household were collected, as was information about primary 

person to choose and buy the vehicle for the household and the make/model of the 

vehicle primarily driven. Appendix B provides a sample questionnaire showing the 

questions and items used. 

Methods 

Pretesting 

A preliminary version of all materials for this experiment was initially pretested 

for general readability using twelve Retailing and Consumer Sciences graduate students, 

family, and friends.  Alterations to wording, question layout, and other formatting issues 

were made prior to further pretesting. 
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A second pretest was conducted using 46 Family and Consumer Sciences 

undergraduate students (n=10-14 per treatment condition) recruited from an online 

summer class.  The questionnaire was presented online via Surveymonkey.  Results from 

this pretest suggested that there needed to be more differentiation between the equitable 

and inequitable treatments, as crosstabulations showed that while 54.5% of subjects in the 

company-favored condition perceived the company as receiving a better deal, another 

36.4% claimed that neither the consumer nor the company benefitted more than the other.  

In the equitable condition, 57.1% of subjects felt they, the consumer, benefitted more 

than the company.  In the consumer-favored condition, 55.6% of consumers correctly 

assessed that they received a better deal than the company, but 33.3% thought the 

exchange was equitable.  In addition, there were no significant differences in fairness (F 

(3, 41) = 1.471, p = .237), justness (F (3, 41) = 2.109, p = .114) or satisfaction with the 

exchange (F (3, 41) = 1.731, p = .176) among the conditions.  Responses also implied 

that the scenarios needed to be made more realistic (means of all manipulated conditions 

ranged from 2.67 – 3.27 on a 5-point scale where 1 = not at all realistic and 5 = entirely 

realistic), specifically in terms of how the subjects heard about the equitable/non-

equitable situation.  In this pretest, the subjects were “speaking” with a fictitious friend 

who received particular information from the car salesperson about whether the company 

made or lost money on the sale of the car.  This was deemed improbable since a real 

salesperson would not readily divulge this sort of information to customers. 

In response to these issues, several modifications to the scenarios were made for 

the third pre-test.  Rather than the “friend” speaking with a salesperson about how much 
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the car company made or lost on the sale of the car, the “friend” read about tax breaks or 

newly-passed laws (depending on the treatment condition) pertaining to the purchase of 

the “green” vehicle in a reputable newspaper.  Results from the pretest, which was 

conducted online using the MTurk service with 66 U.S. consumers (n=10-27 per 

treatment condition), aged 18 and older, showed that these modifications were successful. 

A significant chi-square test (
2
 (9) = 55.583, p = .000) showed that participants could 

identify which conditions were equitable and which were not.  From the crosstabulations, 

81.5% of subjects in the company-favored condition correctly determined that the car 

company received a better deal in the exchange, while 92.9% of subjects in the 

consumer-favored condition found that the consumers received a better deal.  53.3% of 

participants in the equitable condition found that neither the car company nor the 

consumer received a better deal, and responses in the control condition were split, with 

40% believing the consumer benefitted, 20% believing the company did, and 40% 

finding neither the car company nor the consumer was advantaged.  Results of ANOVAs 

on fairness (F (3, 62) = 21.234, p = .000), justness (F (3, 62) = 15.253, p = .000), and 

satisfaction with the exchange (F (3, 62) = 17.478, p = .000) showed that the inequitable 

condition where the car company was favored over the consumer was the least fair, least 

just, and the subjects were the least satisfied with the exchange.  All other conditions 

were equivalent on these measures.  No issues with the realism, believability, or clarity of 

the scenarios, descriptions, or other aspects were uncovered and so the manipulations and 

materials were deemed appropriate to use in the actual experiment. 
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Subjects 

 The criteria to participate in this experiment were the same as with Experiment 1.  

Specifically, subjects were required to be located in the United States, aged 18 years or 

older, and could not have participated in the first experiment.  In addition, all subjects had 

to have obtained a 95% approval rating for past work conducted on the online MTurk 

service.  For their participation, subjects received $0.40 in Amazon.com credit. 

This experiment had a total of 202 participants, split nearly evenly between 

genders (102 males, 100 females).  Subject ages ranged from 18 years old to greater than 

75, with approximately 90% of subjects falling within 18 to 54 years old.  The most 

prevalent age category represented was 25-34 years old (39.6% of respondents).  The 

majority of respondents in the study considered themselves to be the primary person in 

charge when they chose (78.2%) and bought (72.8%) the vehicle that they most often use.   

Approximately 90% of subjects reported that their households own a vehicle 

(45.5% own one and 31.7% own two).  Of people owning cars/trucks, 64.9% own 

traditional vehicles; 15.4% of subjects either own or were shopping for a hybrid or 

alternative fuel vehicle at the time of the study.  Nearly 70% of hybrid/alternative fuel 

vehicle owners had their vehicles for two years or fewer.  Regardless of what type of 

vehicle they owned (traditional or hybrid/alternative fuel vehicle), nearly half (47.5%) of 

the respondents felt that their car or truck was moderately to extremely energy-efficient.  

11.4% of subjects felt that no car is energy-efficient.  
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Irrespective of their car ownership, almost all subjects were to some extent 

familiar with (93.1%) or had some knowledge about (90.1%) hybrid/alternative fuel 

vehicles.  Almost 94% reported being interested in these types of vehicles to some 

degree, although this was not particularly unexpected since respondents self-selected into 

the study which was advertised as a study on “green” automobiles. 

A median split of the aggregated items from the Dutcher et al. (2007) 

Environmental Concern Scale showed that subjects were split nearly evenly in their level 

of concern about the environment at the start of the experiment, with 52.5% having a low 

level of concern and 47.5% having high concern.  The same percentages were computed 

for low and high perceived consumer effectiveness, according to a median split of items 

combined from Ellen et al. (1991) and Berger and Corbin (1992). 

Procedure 

 As with Experiment 1, the premise at the start of the online study was that the 

subjects would be helping a market research company, in conjunction with the University 

of Arizona, to learn more about consumer perceptions, but this time for an energy-

efficient automobile rather than with “green” products as a whole.  Subjects completed 

items about their environmental concern and perceived consumer effectiveness and were 

presented with the same description of sustainable consumption and “green” products as 

was done in Experiment 1. 

 The subjects were then introduced to the role-playing scenario involving the 

fictitious purchase of a car and a subsequent interaction with a friend.  This procedure, 
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which presented the manipulations of the experimental conditions, was adapted from a 

similar experiment on equity conducted by Fisk and Young (1985).  For this experiment, 

subjects were asked to imagine themselves in the situations described, even if this did not 

represent their current situations or feelings.  The subjects were then told to envision that 

they had recently purchased an energy-efficient car to replace one that had broken down 

and were waiting to pick up their car from the dealership later this week.  Then, the 

participants were shown a fictitious magazine advertisement of the (unbranded) car they 

had purchased (Figure 3).   

Figure 3 Fictitious Magazine Advertisement 

 

The purpose of this step was to reinforce the participants’ expectations about the car with 

respect to energy-efficiency and benefit to the environment, while concurrently removing 
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potential issues with thoughts of the car company acting sustainably solely to increase 

profits.  More importantly, the advertisement also emphasized that key idea that both the 

company and the consumer play a role in environmental sustainability, a necessary 

component for shared social responsibility. 

 The subjects then encountered one of the three randomly assigned treatments 

(inequitable: company-favored, inequitable: consumer-favored, or equitable) or the 

control condition.  For this, each participant was told about a chance meeting they had 

with a good friend, during which the car purchase was discussed.  The friend commented 

on how fair/equitable the interaction with the car dealership was by explaining that the 

subject had either paid too much (company-favored), too little (consumer-favored) or the 

right amount (equitable) for the car.  This position was then supported by offering the 

reasons for this stance, based on what the friend supposedly had read in a Wall Street 

Journal article, to enhance believability and realism in the scenario.  The conditions were 

worded as follows: 

Inequitable - Company-favored: 

This morning, you happened to meet your good friend Terry. During your conversation, 

you mentioned that you bought a new car. Terry had recently bought the very same 

model! However, Terry said that you had paid way more for your car than you should 

have. Terry had read an article in The Wall Street Journal about a newly-passed law that 

gives car manufacturers a tax break to offset the higher cost of making alternative fuel 

vehicles. Terry pointed out that the manufacturer now makes much more profit on the car 

since they did not pass the savings from the tax break onto you. Therefore, the car 

manufacturer came out much better from the deal than you did, with Terry concluding 

that, “You definitely should have gotten a much better price on your car than you did!” 
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Inequitable - Consumer-favored: 

This morning, you happened to meet your good friend Terry. During your conversation, 

you mentioned that you bought a new car. Terry had recently bought the very same 

model! However, Terry said that you had paid way less for your car than you should 

have. Terry had read an article in The Wall Street Journal about a newly-passed law that 

requires manufacturers to deeply discount the price of alternative fuel vehicles for a year 

as an incentive for consumers to buy these types of cars and generate interest for coming 

years. Terry pointed out that the manufacturer now takes a temporary loss in profit on 

these particular models of vehicles since customers receive the benefit of the savings. 

Therefore, you came out much better from the deal than the car manufacturer did, with 

Terry concluding that, “You definitely got a much better price on your car than you could 

have!” 

Equitable: 

This morning, you happened to meet your good friend Terry. During your conversation, 

you mentioned that you bought a new car. Terry had recently bought the very same 

model! However, Terry said that you had paid the right price for your car. Terry had read 

an article in The Wall Street Journal about a newly-passed law that gives car 

manufacturers a tax break to offset the higher cost of making alternative fuel vehicles. 

Terry pointed out that the manufacturer could have made more profit on the car, but they 

passed the savings from the tax break onto you by selling the car at a lower price. 

Therefore, neither you nor the car manufacturer came out better than the other from the 

deal, with Terry concluding that, “You definitely got a fair price on your car!” 

 

Control: 

This morning, you happened to meet your good friend Terry. During your conversation, 

you mentioned that you bought a new car. Terry had recently bought the very same 

model! However, Terry said that you have bought a very dependable and safe vehicle. 

Terry had read an article in The Wall Street Journal about a newly-passed law that 

requires car manufacturers to make alternative fuel vehicles to higher safety standards 

than had previously existed for these types of cars. Terry pointed out that the 

manufacturer now makes a car that has a far reduced potential for causing personal 

injuries, making it far safer to drive. Therefore, both drivers and passengers are better 

protected than in other car models, with Terry concluding that, “You definitely have 

gotten a very dependable and safe vehicle!” 
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Using the fictitious friend in this manner was deliberate in order to establish a 

comparative other with whom the subject could identify.  This was important because 

whether a consumer could relate to a company selling a “green” item as similar enough to 

themselves to make the comparison of whether an interaction was equitable or not had 

not been established in existing literature.  Consumers clearly expect companies to play a 

role in social responsibility, as they do themselves, but how this responsibility is viewed 

is as yet unknown.  Thus, introducing a friend as a basis of comparison for the consumer 

should allow the subjects to better evaluate the equity of the interaction as a consumer 

with a “green” product manufacturer. 

 The manipulations were checked for effectiveness using scales assessing the car 

purchase for fairness, justness, and satisfaction (Van den Bos et al., 1997; 1999), as well 

as the created measure asking who the subjects thought received a better deal in the 

purchase of the car. 

 The dependent variable was measured next by asking subjects to assign 10 points 

to either “Manufacturers of Products” or “You” based on how responsible each is for 

sustainability from “green” products, followed by the supporting scales evaluating the 

extent that these entities are responsible for enabling the subject to use “green” products.  

 As with Experiment 1, environmental attitudes and responsibility feelings were 

measured (Guagnano and Markee, 1995; Kaiser et al., 1999), as were general questions 

about respondents’ interest, familiarity, and knowledge of hybrid/alternative fuel vehicles 

(5-point unipolar scales, where 1=not at all and 5=extremely). This was followed by the 
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questions assessing their opinions, attitudes, and behaviors relative to hybrid/alternative 

fuel vehicles, as well as demographic questions. Figure 4 diagrams the flow of the 

experiment. 

Figure 4 Flow Diagram of Experiment 2 

 

 

Experiment 2: Results 

Data Screening 

 Data from this experiment were screened in the same manner as was done for 

Experiment 1.  From a total of 207 subject responses collected via MTurk, three were 

eliminated due to incompleteness.  Two additional subjects were removed from the data 

set after being identified as univariate outliers.  Computing Mahalanobis Distance 

confirmed that there were no multivariate outliers since there were no values greater than 
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the threshold of 
2
 (p < 0.001) of 10.83.  After cleaning the data, a total of 202 usable 

responses (by experimental condition: n=48 for company-favored, n=52 for equitable, 

n=51 for consumer-favored, n=51 for control) were retained for analysis.  According to 

the missing values analysis, the percentage of missing data in the dataset was below 5 % 

(range: 0.5-2%) so data imputation was not conducted for this experiment. 

 Descriptive analyses and frequency distributions were generated for variables in 

each experimental condition used for answering the hypotheses.  For the continuous 

dependent variables (points awarded to the manufacturer and the retailer as a proxy for 

responsibility assigned), the measures of central tendency were fairly close to each other 

in value and there were no skewness or kurtosis values greater than 1.0.  Thus, the data 

were considered to be normally distributed, meeting a key assumption required for the 

parametric MANOVA to be used in hypothesis testing. 

Secondary variables related to the extent that manufacturers and the subjects 

themselves are responsible for enabling the subject to use “green” products were included 

to support the dependent variable specifically created for this study.  While these 

variables had measures of central tendency that were close to each other in value, there 

were issues with skewness and kurtosis on the dependent variables for two of the 

experimental conditions (the company-favored and control groups).  This precluded 

considering the variables as normally distributed for parametric testing.  Efforts to 

transform the data did not improve normality so the nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis test 

was used to examine data using these variables. 
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Manipulation Checks 

 To evoke a sense of equity or inequity in the various experimental conditions, the 

description of the car purchase scenario allowed the subject to determine who received a 

“better deal” from the interaction: the subject as a consumer, the car manufacturer, or 

neither.  A chi-square test on responses to a question directly inquiring about this showed 

that there was a significant relationship between the equity conditions and who the 

subjects perceived to have received a better deal from the car purchase (
2
(6) = 118.403, 

p = .000).  Examining crosstabulations (Figure 5), 81.3% of subjects in the company-

favored treatment group reported that they felt the company received the better deal in the 

car purchase.  Similarly, 74.5% of subjects in the consumer-favored treatment group felt 

that they received the better deal, while a majority of those in the equitable condition 

(65.4%) correctly surmised that the deal was comparable for each with neither assuming 

the upper hand.  As expected, the results in the control condition, which focused on safety 

and dependability of the vehicle, lacked a clear decision as to who subjects felt benefitted 

most, with approximately 40% leaning toward “neither - it was the same”, 40% 

suggesting the car company, and 20% feeling they did.  Taken as a whole, these findings 

show that consumers could successfully differentiate between the various situations 

presented and that the manipulations were effective in terms of who they offered as the 

person/entity benefitting most from the car purchase. 
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Figure 5 Frequencies of Responses for Manipulation Check 

 

In addition to this direct measure, three questions derived from Van den Bos et al. 

(1997; 1999) assessed the fairness, justness, and satisfaction with the car purchase 

outlined in the manipulations/control conditions.  One-way ANOVAs confirmed that the 

experimental conditions differed significantly on fairness (F (3, 198) = 34.333, p = .000), 

justness (F (3, 198) = 31.678, p = .000), and satisfaction (F (3, 198) = 35.283, p = .000).  

Post hoc analysis using Tukey’s HSD showed that, as expected, the company-favored 

condition was considered the least fair, least just, and left the subjects the least satisfied 

with the car purchase than the other conditions in the study.  The equitable, consumer-

favored, and control situations were not significantly different from each other on these 
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measures.  While the reason for this has not been substantiated, it is likely that, as 

consumers who have to pay for a product, the subjects did not feel they were truly 

favored beyond an equitable interaction.  Since the company-favored condition was the 

most unfair, these questions were considered as guidance for the effectiveness of the 

manipulation.  Thus, from the primary manipulation check and supported by the 

questions about fairness, justness, and satisfaction, the experimental manipulations were 

successful and effective. 

Hypotheses Testing 

 A MANOVA was conducted to assess whether the equity of a consumer-company 

interaction affects how consumers assign responsibility for sustainable consumption 

through the use of “green” products.  As with Experiment 1, Dunlap’s (1992) one-item 

environmental concern variable was not used as a covariate because of a lack of 

significant correlation with the dependent variables (p = .421 and .420 for points assigned 

to the manufacturer and you, respectively).  Results from the statistical analysis showed 

that there was not a significant effect of equity on assignment of responsibility for 

“green” product consumption (F (3, 197) = 1.739, p = .160, Wilk’s  = .974).  

Specifically, whether the exchange with a company was considered equitable or skewed 

in favor of the company or the consumers did not affect the amount of points assigned to 

the manufacturers.  Nor did the equitable or inequitable conditions affect how points were 

assigned to the consumers themselves.  Table 4 shows the means for the descriptive 

measures for the experimental conditions. 
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Table 4 Mean Responses for Dependent Measures 

 Points Assigned out of 10 ( ̅)** 

Extent <entity> is responsible for 

enabling you to use “green” 

products 

Conditions 

Manufacturers 

of Products You 

Manufacturers 

of  Products You 

Company-favored 6.46a 3.54b 5.53a 5.00b 

Equitable 6.39a 3.62b 5.63a 5.15b 

Consumer- favored 5.84a 4.24b 5.48a 5.08b 

Control 6.35a 3.65b 5.84a 4.94b 

 

** Within dependent variable, similar letters indicate no significant difference at p=.05 

 

 Despite the lack of differences in how responsibility was assigned between the 

groups that encountered equitable or skewed conditions, how consumers assigned 

responsibility within each group was important to consider.  To investigate this, 

individual independent sample t-tests were conducted for each of the treatment conditions 

and the control group.  In all conditions, significant differences were found in how 

responsibility was assigned to the manufacturers and the subjects as consumers 

(company-favored: t (94) = 9.908, p = .000; equitable: t (102) = 8.513, p = .000; 

consumer-favored: t (100) = 4.430, p = .000, control: t (100) = 7.553, p = .000) (see 

Table 4).  Comparing the means showed that subjects clearly held the manufacturers 

more responsible for enabling sustainable consumption than the consumers.  This same 

pattern was found for the control condition, as well.  As with Experiment 1, it is notable 

that the subjects did assign themselves a certain amount of responsibility for “green” 

product consumption, indicating that, on some level, responsibility for this type of 
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sustainability is shared.  However, the amount of responsibility shared between the 

manufacturer and the consumer was not comparable; the manufacturer was ascribed the 

bulk of the responsibility.  Because this occurred whether the corporation was favored or 

whether the interaction between the consumer and the company was equitable, the 

presumptions of Hypotheses 3 and 5 (that responsibility would be shared in these 

instances) were not supported.  Since Hypothesis 4 predicted that the corporation would 

be assigned the majority of responsibility when the consumer was favored, this 

hypothesis was supported.  

Additional Analyses 

Enabling Consumers to Consume “Green” Products 

The extent to which manufacturers and consumers were responsible for enabling 

the subjects to consume “green” products was assessed using the nonparametric Kruskal-

Wallis test.  Results supported the MANOVA conducted using the points assigned as a 

dependent variable.  There was not a significant relationship between equity and the 

extent to which consumers felt that responsibility for their ability to consume “greenly” 

was enabled by the manufacturer (
2
 = 2.337, df = 3, asymp sig = .505) and the 

consumers themselves (
2
 = .416, df = 3, asymp sig = .937). 

Environmental Attitudes and Responsibility Feelings 

 To further understanding of the study, items assessing environmental attitudes and 

feelings about responsibility for “green” product consumption were included after the 
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dependent variables were measured.   Supporting the hypothesis testing in this 

experiment, and corroborating results found in Experiment 1, there were significant 

differences in who consumers felt the primary responsibility for solving environmental 

issues belonged to as compared to themselves (F (2, 603) = 15.152, p = .000) and who 

they felt honestly wanted to protect the environment (F (2, 603) = 49.866, p = .000).  

Primary responsibility for solving environmental issues was given to industry (M = 3.21) 

and the government (M = 3.04) rather than with themselves.  Other consumers were also 

held to be more responsible than they were individually, but in a lesser capacity (M = 

2.64).  Respondents also indicated that other consumers most honestly wanted to protect 

the environment (M = 3.47), more so than either business/industry (M = 2.63) or 

politicians (M = 2.56). 

 Similar to Experiment 1, 63.4% of subjects felt they were in some way 

responsible for environmental sustainability and 60.9% acknowledged that they feel at 

least co-responsible for the environment.  This feeling was maintained for 61.4% even if 

their contributions to sustainability were fairly small.  Many (49.0%) felt that by being a 

consumer, they make problems with the environment worse, although 30% of the 

subjects disagreed with this notion.  Although their sense of responsibility for 

environmental sustainability was expressed, businesses were also considered to be an 

important player.  Many subjects agreed that because businesses are very large and have 

more influence than they as consumers do, businesses are more responsible for 

sustainability (63.4% and 68.3%, respectively). 



116 
 

Summary of Experiment 2 

 This experiment showed that equity in an interaction between consumers and a 

company has little impact on how consumers assign responsibility for “green” product 

consumption.  Although responsibility is shared to some degree, consumers put the 

majority of responsibility on manufacturers.  This appears to occur regardless of whether 

either the company or the consumer has an advantage in the exchange, or if both entities 

have an equal footing.  Supplemental analysis of responsibility feelings confirmed this 

finding. 

Interestingly, the attribution of responsibility to the manufacturer even occurred in 

the control group which had no alteration of equity.  There was no differentiation 

between this group and the treatment conditions in how responsibility was assigned.  This 

may suggest that while equity influences responsibility, it may not necessarily be the 

primary motivator for dispersal of prospective responsibility in the “green” products 

context.  Rather, like with the previous experiment on ability and effort, that 

manufacturers are chiefly responsible for sustainable consumption through the use of 

“green” products may be influenced by another factor.  This experiment restricted the 

consumer/company interaction to one consumer and one company, which was realistic 

but somewhat limited and may have been subjected to effects of the “green” automobile 

context.  Since many “green” product contexts involve multiple entities, such as 

manufacturers, retailers, and others, consumers may consider these various players when 

making their decisions about who should be responsible for sustainable consumption 
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through the use of “green” products.  Experiment 3 examines how the number of entities 

involved may affect consumers’ attribution of responsibility for sustainability in the 

“green” products context. 
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CHAPTER 5 

GROUP SIZE 

Theoretical Framework 

Consequences of Sharing Responsibility 

 Presumably, if consumers decide that they have some measure of responsibility, 

whether individually or cooperatively with others, and the costs and benefits of the shared 

situation is perceived as fairly distributed amongst the parties involved, consumers 

should, all else being equal, act in a socially-responsible manner.  However, the widely-

acknowledged gap between consumer attitudes and behaviors in environmental research 

belies this postulation.  While there are several possible explanations for this 

phenomenon, chief among them may be the very nature of the shared responsibility 

setting.  That is, sharing responsibility itself may be a double-edged sword:  on one hand, 

shared settings may encourage socially-minded behaviors.  On the other hand, knowing 

that there are others involved in the shared dynamic may inadvertently diffuse a 

consumers’ sense of responsibility and, hence, their behaviors. 

 While a fairly new concept in consumerism, the notion of sharing responsibility 

amongst involved entities has been prevalent in the health-care industry for several years.  

Sharing responsibility between health care providers and patients has been shown to have 

positive effects on treatment of diabetes (Graber et al., 2002), as well as home-health 

programs for stroke recovery (Baskett et al., 1999), but have also proven ineffective in 

other contexts.  In a similar vein, cause-related marketing, which involves businesses and 
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charities partnering to achieve mutual objectives and benefits (Adkins, 2003), is effective 

for impacting both consumer attitudes, such as loyalty and purchase intent (Gupta and 

Pirsch, 2006; Nan and Heo, 2007; van den Brink et al., 2006), and behaviors.  In the 

proper circumstances, such as when there is a high fit between the charitable cause and 

the product offered, consumer donations may be higher than they would be otherwise 

(Pracejus and Olsen, 2004).  Other research, which was discussed previously, 

demonstrated that when responsibility for supporting socially-oriented efforts is shared, 

consumers were willing to pay or donate more than they would have otherwise (Gneezy 

et al., 2010; Jansen et al., 2011; Lichtenstein et al., 2004).  Thus, sharing responsibility 

may positively influence behaviors. 

However, sharing responsibility may also have negative impacts on the behaviors 

of individuals.  Health-care research demonstrated that when responsibility for 

management of medical conditions was shared between children and caregivers, 

misperceptions about who should be accountable for various aspects of treatment and 

prevention resulted in less control over diabetes and asthma management (Anderson et 

al., 1990; Wade et al., 1999).  Wade et al. (1999) postulates that this may have resulted 

from those involved in the shared dynamic over- or under-estimating their own 

responsibilities, as well as those of others.  While this study focused on the 

responsibilities of children and parents and so had additional aspects that might have 

affected findings (such as parents allowing children to over-estimate their responsibility 

to increase self-sufficiency or other learning outcomes), this notion of estimating the 

responsibility of others may also occur in shared social responsibility settings involving 
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consumers and other involved parties.  Knowing that there are others sharing 

responsibility may alter the consumer’s perceptions as to who should be accountable for 

the outcome, in turn affecting perceptions of their own abilities and efforts.  Literature on 

co-creation of services, where customers actively participate with firms in creating the 

service outcome, has shown that when consumers attribute responsibility to a company 

for service failures, their perceptions of their own value for future co-creation are 

negatively affected (Dong et al., 2008).  These perceptions could impact their willingness 

to participate in these types of encounters again.  Thus, future behaviors may be affected.  

In a similar way, consumers may perceive that their own responsibility is attenuated in a 

shared setting since there are others who are also responsible for achieving the desired 

goals.  This notion is captured by the concept of diffusion of responsibility, which posits 

that when greater numbers of people are present, individuals feel less responsible for 

helping in certain situations (Darley and Latané, 1968).  This diluted sense of 

responsibility may result in conditions like the bystander effect, where people permit 

events to happen in groups that they would not individually, and social loafing, where 

individuals working collectively in groups experience reduced motivation and effort 

(Garcia et al. , 2002; Karau and Williams, 1993).  Several reasons for social loafing have 

been proposed, including social impact theory, which proposes that people affect one 

another and that this effect is additive with greater numbers of people involved (Latané, 

1981).  However, the strength each contributor has, the immediacy of the event, and the 

number of people involved cause the impact to be shared among all of the targets (Karau 

and Williams, 1993; Latané, 1981).  Karau and Williams (1993) expand this and other 



121 
 

prevalent views of diffusion of responsibility with their Collective Effort Model (CEM), 

which is based on the notion that people will be willing to contribute meaningfully to a 

collective task only so far as they anticipate that their efforts will be useful towards 

achieving a valued outcome.  Should these not occur, responsibility for a shared outcome 

may be affected.  The outcomes of each person should therefore be identifiable within the 

group (Price, 1987; Williams et al., 1981) or, instead, must be unique (Harkins and Petty, 

1982) for social loafing to be avoided.  For consumers, anonymously sharing 

responsibility with a multitude of others, such as retailers, governments, and other 

consumers, may result in a sense that their efforts are not identifiable and so are not 

considered necessary, valuable, or simply that they do not have to be responsible for 

“green” product consumption because there are others to fulfill that role.  In fact, these 

different entities do not need to actually be present for responsibility to be allayed to 

others; Garcia et al. (2002) determined that the presence of others needs only to be 

implied for individuals to diffuse responsibility.  This means that merely the perception 

that others are involved with shared social responsibility may erode the consumers’ 

personal sense of responsibility and any potential resultant actions.  Thus, the implication 

of being one of a multitude of pro-social people in society, and as consumers associated 

with retailing in general, may be sufficient to prime consumers that there exists a group 

or several groups of others who will assume the responsibility for “green” product 

consumption. 

However, the presence of others in and of itself does not necessarily promote 

diffusion of responsibility.  Instead, the size of the group may be an influential factor, 
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particularly since diffusion of responsibility has been well-established to occur in larger 

groups (at least 3 others) (Darley and Latané, 1968).  For instance, larger group sizes 

have been shown to affect willingness to help others (Darley and Latané, 1968), tipping 

in restaurants (Freeman et al., 1975), responding to emails (Barron and Yechiam, 2002), 

and many other scenarios.  In general, individuals tend to be willing to contribute less 

cognitive effort when as part of a group as compared to working alone (Petty et al., 1977, 

1980).  Similarly, individuals accept less personal responsibility for group actions than 

for their own personal behaviors (Darley and Latané, 1968; Mynatt and Sherman, 1975; 

Whyte, 1991; Zimbardo, 1970).  This may be particularly important in groups that lack 

cohesion, such as is experienced in the association of participants for “green” product 

consumption where the different entities involved may not be familiar with or well-

acquainted with each other.  In low cohesive groups, group size was shown to decrease 

helping behaviors, particularly when a social responsibility norm was not salient - the 

reciprocal of what was found for groups that were highly cohesive (Rutkowski et al., 

1983).  In the “green” product consumption context, group size may be interpreted as the 

number of entities involved in achieving the shared outcome.  That is, consumers may 

recognize that the efforts of multiple parties are necessary for “green” product 

consumption to occur, which may impact their determination as to who should be 

responsible for acting in a congruent manner, as well as their own behaviors.  According 

to Mynatt and Sherman (1975), being part of a group that fails to achieve an outcome will 

result in diffusion of responsibility, while individuals who fail on their own will view 

themselves as having little influence and will perceive the failure in a better light.  As 
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such, it may be presumed that members of a large group and people who perceive their 

efforts in a shared social responsibility setting as individual will attribute responsibility 

for sustainability via “green” product consumption to others rather than to themselves.  

However, the reasons behind these ascriptions may differ such that the former will 

diffuse responsibility based on factors related to group size while the latter will attempt to 

restore a positive self-concept.  Thus:  

H6:  Consumers associated with large groups (three entities or greater) will 

hold others as more responsible for “green” product consumption than themselves. 

H7:  Consumers associated with small groups (two entities) will share 

responsibility for “green” product consumption among the two groups. 

H8:  Consumers who are not made aware of being associated with a group 

will hold others as more responsible for “green” product consumption than 

themselves. 

Group size may also be interpreted by consumers as the number of individuals 

comprising each entity that may be involved with “green” product consumption.  For 

instance, governments and large corporations may consist of hundreds or thousands of 

employees and there may be millions of other consumers.  These larger groups may be 

perceived as being more capable of acting than an individual consumer, resulting in 

consumers diffusing responsibility to these groups.  While this may be important and 

warrants exploration, as might perceptions of similarity between the entities and the 

consumers, this research aims to establish whether there are consequences for 
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sustainability simply by sharing outcomes with others.  For this reason, the size of the 

membership of each group will not be considered.  Rather, the presence of the multiple 

entities, regardless of the size of each group, will be considered as a loose collective 

representing perhaps the most cognitively basic evaluation conducted by consumers of 

the shared setting, and as such, has been selected for assessment in this study. 

Experiment 3: Research Methodology 

Design and Measures 

 This experiment measured how a single factor, the number of entities present in a 

shared responsibility setting, affected perceived responsibility for “green” product 

consumption.  This factor had five levels, with the number of entities involved ranging 

from 2 (the respondent and one other entity) to 5 (the respondent and four other entities).  

The range of 2 to 5 entities was selected because social loafing effects have been shown 

to occur in groups of at least three to four individuals (Darley and Latané, 1968); if this 

phenomenon is relevant, the larger number of entities should capture that effect.  The last 

level (5 entities) has two sublevels: one where the subject is made aware that other 

consumers are also involved in the sharing of responsibility, but with no mention made as 

to whether the subject is similar to the other consumers or not (“alone consumer”) and a 

second variation that explicitly stated that the other consumers are just like the subject 

(“united consumer”).  These variations in the treatment conditions were included because 

there is no guidance from the literature that explains how consumers view their role with 

respect to other consumers, particularly in a “green” products context.  That is, a person 
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may feel alone as a consumer (the “alone consumer” condition) or as a united part of a 

collective of other consumers (the “united consumer” condition).  Since these perceptions 

may have an influence on to whom responsibility for sustainable outcomes is assigned, 

both conditions were deemed necessary for this experiment. 

 The dependent variable in this study is the perceived responsibility for “green” 

product consumption.  In this experiment, the subjects were given 20 marbles of the same 

color, size, and pattern and asked to place the marbles into four containers labeled with 

different entities that could be involved in making sustainable consumption through 

“green” products happen.  The entities were “Corporations (manufacturers, retailers, 

etc.),” “Government,” “Other Consumers,” and “Me”.  The measure allowed the 

consumers to distribute the marbles in any way, provided all 20 marbles were used.  This 

measurement, then, was a physical manifestation of the more conceptual dependent 

variable measure utilized in Experiments 1 and 2. 

 Environmental concern, was intended as a control variable, was measured using 

the one-item Environmental Concern Scale (Dunlap et al., 1992). 

Two items measured task visibility and contribution, while social loafing was 

assessed via an eight-item scale.  All of these measures were adapted from George (1992) 

and used a 5 point agree/disagree scale.  Responsibility feelings, guilt feelings, and 

responsibility judgment were captured via two-, three-, and four-item scales, respectively, 

adapted from Kaiser et al. (1999) and Kaiser and Shimoda (1999).  The amount of 

influence that other consumers, manufacturers, retailers, and the government have in 
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affecting green product consumption compared to the subjects were assessed using a 7-

point bipolar scale created for the study, with response options ranging from “A lot less 

influence than I have” to “A lot more influence than I have.” 

Environmental attitudes and responsibility feelings scales were used as in 

Experiments 1 and 2 (Guagnano and Markee, 1995; Kaiser et al., 1999), as was the 

expanded scale for environmental concern (Dutcher et al., 2007), and perceived consumer 

effectiveness (Ellen et al., 1991; also: Webster, 1975).  Two items assessing a sense of 

helplessness and knowledge with respect to environmental behaviors (Berger and Corbin, 

1992; Lord and Putrevu, 1998) were included as well.   

Gender and age were also measured and four questions were included that 

allowed the subject to evaluate liking, believability, and effectiveness of the message 

manipulation. 

Methods 

Pretesting 

 An initial pretest for this experiment was conducted using twelve Retailing and 

consumer Sciences graduate students, family, and friends.  The volunteers received paper 

versions of the two questionnaires with a written description of the dependent measure to 

be used, worded similarly to that of the first two experiments.  While this did not 

completely represent what actual study participants would encounter when they took part 

in the final experiment, this format was intended as a quick, functional look at the 



127 
 

materials and allowed for changes to be made readily.  The questionnaires were assessed 

for readability and to discern if there were any errors in wording, format, or question 

layout.  In addition, a rough estimate of the time required to complete the study was 

determined.  Alterations to the questionnaire and experimental procedures were made 

according to the general feedback received and the questionnaire for the second part of 

the experiment was put online for the next pretest. 

 A second pretest was conducted using 30 Family and Consumer Sciences 

undergraduate students (n = 5 students per treatment condition), recruited from an 

introductory research methods course and offered bonus course points from their 

instructors for their involvement.  Since this pretest was designed not only to evaluate the 

manipulations, but the entire experimental process, the volunteers followed the same 

procedures as the actual study participants.  As such, the student volunteers were 

scheduled for a time to participate and the experiment was conducted with three students 

at a time.  At their appointed time, students reported to a conference room in the Family 

and Consumer Sciences building at the University of Arizona and participated in the 

pretest.  The researcher consented the students, provided the required background 

information about sustainability and “green” products, and explained the study.  When 

the first part was completed, the researcher moved the students to the second set of 

stations, explained that part of the study and the students completed first the marble 

activity that represented the dependent measure and the subsequent questionnaire on the 

computer.  After each step in the process, the researcher made notes if any changes to 

room design, explanations, or other aspects ought to be made based on observational 
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feedback from the students.  Changes were implemented for the next round of students, 

making this pretest an iterative process.  No changes were made after the fourth round of 

students, so the remaining six rounds were conducted as identically as possible.  Not only 

did this allow the test to run as it would in the final evaluation, but gave the researcher a 

chance to practice delivering instructions and explanations in the same manner for all 

rounds of subjects, reducing potential biases introduced inadvertently by the 

experimenter. 

 Feedback from this pretest revealed that an alteration to the marble activity was 

required.  Initially, a fifth container labeled “Someone Else” was included as an entity but 

was deemed confusing to a majority of the subjects and was open to a vast amount of 

interpretation as to who that entity represented.  As such, the decision was made to 

eliminate the “Someone Else” container from the final study.  In response to this change, 

the initial number of marbles used by each subject for the study was reduced from 30 to 

20 so that an even number of marbles could be distributed among the containers if the 

subject desired.  Having an even number of marbles available for each container was 

necessary in the event that the subject felt that responsibility for sustainable consumption 

through the use of “green” products was shared equally.  Apart from this modification, 

the pretest confirmed that the process was easily understood, instructions and 

explanations were clear, the allotted timing was adequate, and all materials functioned as 

expected.  In addition, a question inserted into the pretest questionnaire for the first part 

of the study vetted the manipulations but was removed for the final version; counting 

responses for this question revealed that subjects generally had no issues determining that 
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the small group entities had few entities involved, the large group conditions had multiple 

entities, and the subjects were generally unsure as to how many entities were involved in 

the control condition.  Since no further modifications were required, the experiment was 

considered to be ready for fielding.   

Subjects 

 One hundred and eighty adult consumers, aged 18 and older, participated in this 

study.  Subjects were recruited via general email announcements, through campus memo 

services (the 3DMemo service to University of Arizona personnel and the College of 

Agriculture and Life Sciences bulletin), as well as through snowball sampling.  

Undergraduate students were not targeted for this study as many may not have had 

experience with buying and using “green” products for their own personal use and so, 

therefore, may not have adequately represented the general consumer.  For their 

participation, subjects received a gift card to Wal-Mart for $10. 

 Subjects were predominantly female (n=135, or 75.8%), with 42 males and 1 

transgendered person comprising the remainder of the subjects.  The subjects were 

divided nearly evenly in age ranges, with 20.2% between the ages of 18-24, 20.8% 

between 25-34, 24.7% between 35-44, 19.7% between 45-54, and 14.6% at 55 years of 

age and older.  The majority of subjects (91.6%) reported themselves to be either fairly or 

a great deal concerned about the environment at the start of the experiment, while 

approximately 8% were not very concerned.  None of the subjects considered themselves 

to be “not at all” concerned about the environment, although this was not unexpected 
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since subjects self-selected into the study, which was advertised as being on the topic of 

sustainable consumption and “green” products. 

 Environmental concern was also assessed using a median split of aggregated and 

reverse-coded items from the Dutcher et al. (2007) scale.  Unlike with the single-item 

measure, 57.3% of the subjects were below the median in environmental concern; 

however, this measure was taken after the dependent variable was assessed and so may 

have been influenced by the experimental manipulations.  For instance, encountering 

multiple entities and assigning responsibility may have artificially reduced levels of 

environmental concern during the evaluation. 

 As with the first two experiments, approximately half of the subjects (51.7%) had 

low perceived effectiveness, based on a median split of an amalgamation of established 

scales (Berger and Corbin, 1992; Ellen et al., 1991; Lord and Putrevu, 1998).  Unlike in 

previous tests, though, this was assessed after the dependent measures were collected, 

although it is unlikely from the nature of the manipulations that PCE would have been 

affected by the treatment conditions or control presentation. 

Procedure 

 Potential subjects responding to the recruitment email were scheduled for a 

specific appointment time to complete what was posed as two separate studies on the 

related topic of sustainable consumption and “green” products, but in actuality were the 

presentation of the manipulation and the measurement of the dependent variable.  These 

differences were expressed in different cover stories for each of the studies, with one 
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study focusing on “green” messaging and the other concentrating on responsibility for 

“green” product consumption.  The minor deception involved with these cover stories 

was considered necessary for two important reasons: to explain why the first part of the 

experiment seemed to be unrelated to the second part and to prevent potential response 

biases from the subjects guessing what the main goal of the study was.  To further 

enhance the image of there being two separate studies to complete, separate stations were 

created in the testing facility for each part of the experiment. 

     The study was conducted primarily in the Family and Consumer Sciences 

building at the University of Arizona, with off-site locations in the Tucson, Arizona area 

being used on occasion.  Subjects reported to the study at scheduled appointment times, 

with three to five subjects participating in the experiment concurrently.  Upon arriving at 

the testing location, subjects were directed to the set of stations arranged for the first 

study (the presentation of the treatment conditions).  After providing informed consent, 

all subjects present were welcomed and then provided with a verbal description of 

sustainable consumption and “green” products, similarly to the written statements used in 

Experiments 1 and 2.  The wording used was as follows: 

Sustainable consumption is the use of goods and services that have a minimal impact on 

the environment while still meeting people’s basic needs.  If you think about it, you can 

probably come up with several ways that people can consume sustainably.  One of the 

common ways is through the use of “green” products. 

“Green” products are those that have less of an impact on the environment than their 

traditional counterparts. There are many examples of “green” products available today, 

such as those that conserve natural resources and energy, like CFL light bulbs. Other 

products are “green” because they are made of recycled materials or generate less waste 

than more conventional products.  Whether these products are really green, whether 
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making them green in some way has caused other issues, etc. is all up for discussion.  But 

for our purposes, the definition of “green” products is those that have less of an impact on 

their environment as compared to the more usual version of the same products. 

Sustainable consumption does not happen by one person alone buying “green” products. 

Instead, for sustainable consumption through the use of “green” products to be achieved, 

many different parties are necessary. Individuals, businesses, governments, 

communities, and others all play a role in making sure that “green” products are available 

and used. For instance, producers must efficiently manufacture “green” products, retail 

stores must stock them, and consumers must buy and use them. With the various people 

and entities involved, sustainability through “green” products can be successful. 

After ensuring that there were no questions about the material provided, the 

researcher then proceeded to explain the first study.  For this, subjects were told that the 

Retailing and Consumer Sciences Department had developed different messages that 

companies could use to better communicate that everyone plays a role in being “green,” 

including the company.  The subjects were simply being asked to evaluate one of the 

messages.  In actuality, the “green” messages presented to the subjects were the various 

manipulations of the experimental conditions, which differed in the number of entities 

involved with the subject in “green” consumption (Table 5).  The treatment conditions 

were designed to serve as forward-looking reminders for “green” product consumption. 

Table 5 Treatments for Experiment 3 

 
Treatment “Green” Message 

Control Being green is important.  Information is available to help be committed 
to sustainability.  Everyone can do their part to be green - you can, too. 
 

Two entities* Being green is important to us.  We are committed to sustainability.  We 
do our part to be green so you can, too. 
 

Three entities* Being green is important to us.  We partner with manufacturers who are 
committed to sustainability.  We both do our parts to be green so you 
can, too. 
 

Four entities* Being green is important to us.  We partner with manufacturers and 
retailers that are committed to sustainability.  We all do our parts to be 
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green so you can, too. 
 

Five entities* - alone 
consumer 

Being green is important to us.  We partner with manufacturers and 
retailers that are committed to sustainability, as are many of our 
customers.  We all do our parts to be green so you can, too. 
 

Five entities* - united 
consumer 

Being green is important to us.  We partner with manufacturers and 
retailers that are committed to sustainability, as are many of our 
customers that are just like you.  We all do our parts to be green so you 
can, too. 
 

Note:  all conditions count the subject as one entity and add the remaining entities.  For instance, two 
entities would include the subject plus one other entity 

 

Each subject randomly received a paper questionnaire that contained the message 

with the experimental manipulation (Appendix C).  Thus, the treatment conditions were 

randomly assigned.  Prior to their exposure to the manipulation, subjects responded to 

one question each about their level of environmental concern (Dunlap et al., 1992).  This 

sole measure of environmental concern was used to gauge the consumers’ concern 

without prompting them to feel that they need to be more concerned about the 

environment from a social desirability standpoint for the rest of the study.   Gender and 

age were also measured.  Following the message were the four questions in which the 

subjects could evaluate liking, believability, and effectiveness of the message.  Not only 

did this help ensure that they carefully read and cognitively processed the message, but 

also provided an opportunity to check the manipulation for efficacy. 

Subjects were then taken to the next stations where they were to complete the 

“second study” which was actually the measurement of the dependent variable.  The 

delay between the manipulation and the dependent measure was not felt to be a concern; 

in a study on helping behavior, Garcia et al. (2002) demonstrated that priming a social 
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context at one time still had effects at a subsequent evaluation point.  The stations were 

set up with the four containers labeled with different entities that could be involved in 

sustainable consumption through the use of “green” products, a bag of 20 marbles, and a 

computer with the second questionnaire (Figure 6).   

Figure 6 Marble Activity 

 

The researcher instructed the subjects on how to distribute the marbles based on 

the extent to which they consider how responsible each entity should be for making 

“green” product consumption happen.  The verbiage used was as follows: 

Please think about being a consumer who is concerned with sustainability.  Think about 

who you feel should be responsible for making “green” product consumption happen.  

Then, distribute the marbles among the containers accordingly, based on who you feel 

should be responsible.  You can distribute the marbles however you’d like.  For instance, 

if you want to put all the marbles in one container, or spread them all out among all the 

containers, that’s perfectly fine.  There is no right or wrong here.  The only things I ask 

are that you please be honest with your opinions and that you use all the marbles.  

Remember, the more marbles you put into a container, the more you are saying they 

should be responsible for making “green” product consumption happen.  When you are 

done, please push the containers with the marbles aside and start on the questionnaire on 

the computer. 

 

 After the task with the marbles, subjects completed a post-experimental 

questionnaire using Surveymonkey.com to help explain the psychological mechanisms 
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behind the subjects’ responses to the dependent variables (Appendix D).  For this, the 

subjects responded to measures of task visibility, contribution, and social loafing. 

Responsibility feelings, guilt feelings, and responsibility judgment were also captured, as 

were perceptions about the amount of influence that other consumers, manufacturers, 

retailers, and the government have in affecting green product consumption compared to 

the subjects’ own. These questions were followed by the environmental attitudes and 

responsibility feelings scales (Guagnano and Markee, 1995; Kaiser et al., 1999), as well 

as the scales for environmental concern (Dutcher et al., 2007), and perceived consumer 

effectiveness (Ellen et al., 1991; also: Webster, 1975).  Helplessness and knowledge with 

respect to environmental behaviors (Berger and Corbin, 1992; Lord and Putrevu, 1998) 

were measured as well.   

 Upon completion by the subjects, the marbles in each container were counted and 

recorded by the researcher, corresponding to the treatment condition to which the subject 

was assigned.  This measure was the primary measure of the dependent variable.  Thus, 

the distribution of the marbles may give an indication as to whether responsibility was 

evenly shared (i.e. distributed approximately the same across the containers) or whether 

one entity was held more accountable than another.  Figure 7 offers a flowchart outlining 

the expected process: 
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Figure 7 Flow Diagram of Experiment 3 

 

Experiment 3:  Results 

Data Screening 

 A similar procedure from those used in the two previous experiments was 

conducted to screen the data from this section of research.  A total of 180 subjects 

completed the experiment; an initial inspection of the data found that it was not necessary 

to remove any subjects from the dataset due to an excessive amount of incomplete 

responses or other issues.  Z-scores were computed for the four dependent variables 

(number of marbles out of twenty assigned to “Corporations”, “Government, “Other 

Consumers” or “Me”).  Two subjects had z-scores larger than 3.29 on one of the 
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dependent variables and so were considered univariate outliers and removed from the 

data set.  Computation of Mahalanobis Distance showed that there were no values greater 

than the threshold of 
2
 (p < 0.001) of 10.83; therefore, there were no multivariate 

outliers.  A total of 178 usable responses (n = 30 for all experimental conditions, with the 

exception of the “five entities – united consumer” treatment group, which had n=28).  

The percentage of missing data in the dataset ranged from 0.6 – 2.2%.  Since there was 

less than 5% data missing, imputation was not conducted for this experiment. 

 All of the continuous dependent variables (the number of marbles awarded to 

corporations, the government, other consumers, and the subject) had means, medians, and 

modes that were fairly close to each other in value.  In addition, there were no skewness 

or kurtosis values greater than 1.0.  As such, the data were regarded as relatively normal 

in distribution, satisfying a primary assumption associated with the parametric analyses 

required for testing the hypotheses.  The assumption of independent observations was 

also met for all the dependent measures since the assignment of marbles to the containers 

for Corporations, Government, Me, and Other Consumers was not contingent upon each 

other.  To note, although the number of marbles remaining out of the 20 given diminished 

when the subject put marbles into successive containers, the subjects had the opportunity 

to distribute the marbles however they saw fit.  Since placing the marbles into the 

containers represented the responsibility assigned to each entity, and since academic 

literature contends that assigning responsibility to one person does not necessarily deplete 

the responsibility assigned to others (Zimmerman, 1985), the number of marbles placed 

into each container was not dependent upon the number of marbles placed into any other 
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container.  Therefore, the observations for each person on the dependent measures were 

independent. 

Manipulation Check 

 Because the manipulation was presented as a “green” message being developed 

by the Retailing and Consumer Sciences department, asking the subjects directly about 

the number of different entities included would have introduced biases by revealing that 

the intent of the experiment was not as stated.  To avoid this, a more purposefully vague 

question was formulated that better fit with the context of this part of the study.  Subjects 

were asked about the effectiveness of the message in communicating that several 

people/entities are involved in being “green” to evaluate the manipulation.  This was felt 

to be an adequate means for assessment since pre-testing determined that subjects had 

little difficulty differentiating between messages with various numbers of entities.  

Results of a one-way ANOVA showed that there were significant differences among the 

six different conditions tested in terms of how effective the messages were at 

communicating that several people/entities were involved (F (5, 172) = 6.166, p = .000).  

Nearly all of the treatment conditions were considered more effective than the control 

condition.  This outcome was both expected and desired since the wording of the control 

condition included only the subject and no other entities.  The exception was the 

condition whereby two entities (the consumer and the company) were the only ones 

mentioned in the message.  This condition was not significantly more effective than the 

control condition, but also was not significantly less effective than the other treatment 
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conditions.  Since the presence of two people/entities may not have been considered 

“several” as the question specifically asked, the subjects may have understandably scored 

this message as less effective in communicating the role of the entities and is, therefore, 

not a concern with respect to the functionality of the manipulation.  Based on the results 

of the ANOVA, the manipulations for this experiment operated as intended and so were 

considered successful. 

Hypotheses Testing 

 To assess whether ascription of responsibility for sustainable consumption 

through the use of “green” products differs with the number of entities involved, a 

MANOVA was conducted.  The intent of this analysis was to determine if there were any 

overall differences in how subjects in the various experimental conditions assigned 

responsibility for “green” product consumption (via the use of marbles) to corporations, 

government, other consumers, and themselves.  Dunlap’s (1992) one-item measure of 

environmental concern was considered as a covariate.  Environmental concern was not 

correlated with the number of marbles given to Corporations, Government, or Other 

Consumers (p = .110, .313, and .350, respectively).  However, there was a significant 

positive, though weak, correlation between environmental concern and the number of 

marbles the subjects assigned to themselves (r = .165, p = .028).  Since environmental 

concern was weakly correlated to only one of the dependent variables, the decision was 

made to eliminate environmental concern as a covariate. 
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MANOVA results showed that when the group sizes were compared in terms of 

assignment of responsibility for sustainable consumption through the use of “green” 

products, there were no significant effects (F (15, 470) = 1.406, p = .140, Wilk’s  = -

.886).  More precisely, the number of people/entities involved with the consumer did not 

affect the amount of points assigned to corporations, government, other consumers, or the 

subjects themselves. 

 Since the hypotheses address the various conditions specifically, assignment of 

responsibility within each experimental condition was of importance so individual 

ANOVAs with post hoc analyses using Tukey’s HSD were conducted for all of the 

conditions in the experiment (Table 6).  In all of the conditions with a large number of 

entities (i.e. three entities or greater), there were significant differences in how 

responsibility for “green” product consumption was assigned amongst corporations, 

government, other consumers, and the subject.  In situations where there are a total of 

three entities (the consumer and two others), a significant majority of responsibility is 

attributed to corporations as opposed to the subject themselves or the other entities (F (3, 

116) = 15.594, p = .000). 
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Table 6 Mean Points Assigned for All Conditions 

  Points Assigned out of 30 ( ̅)** 

Treatment Condition N Corporations Government Me 
Other 
Consumers 

Control 30 5.93a 5.63a 4.70ab 3.73b 

Two entities* 30 5.58a 4.27b 5.30ab 4.60ab 

Three entities* 30 7.07a 4.53b 4.03b 4.37b 

Four entities* 30 6.37a 5.27ab 4.47bc 3.90c 

Five entities* - alone 
consumer 

30 6.13a 5.20ab 4.70ab 3.97b 

Five entities* - united 
consumer 

28 6.68a 4.79b 4.43b 4.11b 

* All conditions count the subject as one entity and add the remaining entities.  For instance, two entities 
would include the subject plus one other entity 
** Within each treatment condition, similar letters indicate no significant difference (p = .05) 

 

The outcome was largely similar when four entities were involved, as well (F (3, 

116) = 9.738, p = .000).  As with the three-entity condition, significantly more 

responsibility was placed on the corporation than the subjects as consumers.  Despite the 

government being assigned more responsibility than other consumers received, there 

were no differences in the amount of responsibility the subjects assigned themselves 

when compared to these two entities. 

Increasing to five entities being involved had little additional impact over the 

conditions with three and four entities, regardless of whether the subject was positioned 

as being part of a group of other consumers or not (United consumer condition:  F (3, 

108) = 8.065, p = .000; Alone consumer condition: F (3, 116) = 7.031, p = .000).  Results 

from the 5 entities/united consumer condition confirmed that corporations were given the 

burden of responsibility for “green” product consumption compared to that of the 
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consumer, government, or other consumers.  There were few differences when the 

consumer was not part of the group of other consumers, as indicated in the results of the 5 

entities/alone consumer condition; once again, the corporation was held significantly 

more responsible than the subject or other consumers. 

In all of the large-group conditions, responsibility for sustainable consumption 

through the use of “green” products was shared among the various entities involved; but, 

this responsibility was not shared evenly across entities.  While consumers equally shared 

responsibility with government and other consumers, corporations were consistently 

attributed more responsibility than the consumers assigned themselves, and in two 

conditions, more than any other entity included in the study.  These findings indicate that 

when group sizes are large (that is, there are 3 or more entities involved), consumers will 

put a portion of responsibility for “green” product consumption on someone other than 

themselves, specifically corporations.  As such, Hypothesis 6 was partially supported. 

Unlike with the large-groups, consumers who were involved with a small group 

consisting of two entities (the consumer and one other entity) placed the same amount of 

responsibility for sustainable consumption through the use of “green” products on 

themselves as they did to corporations, government, and other consumers.  Though there 

were significant differences in the omnibus test (F (3, 116) = 3.859, p = 0.110), all 

entities were held equally as accountable in comparison to the consumer’s own sense of 

responsibility.  Thus, in the small group scenario, responsibility for “green” product 

consumption was shared and Hypothesis 7 was supported.  
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In the control condition, that other entities may be involved in this type of 

sustainable consumption was implied to the subjects, but the only entity specifically 

designated as having a role was the consumer.  This was accomplished by the including a 

statement that “Everyone can do their part to be green - you can, too.”  The intent of this 

condition was to acknowledge that sustainable consumption through the use of “green” 

products vaguely involves others, but did not give the subject any information as to the 

number of entities this may entail.  In particular, the subject was to perceive that they 

were the only one having an active role in this context, which was expected to influence 

how responsibility was assigned.  The omnibus ANOVA results found that when 

consumers were not associated with a group (i.e. a specific number of other entities), 

attribution of responsibility for future sustainable consumption through the use of “green” 

products differed among corporations, government, other consumers, and themselves (F 

(3, 116) = 7.125, p = .000).  For instance, other consumers were assigned less 

responsibility than corporations or government.  However, comparing the amount of 

responsibility the subjects assigned to corporations, government, and other consumers 

with their own responsibility revealed that all entities were held equally as accountable 

for sustainable consumption through the use of “green” products.  This suggests that 

when the subjects are not aware of being part of a group, responsibility for “green” 

product consumption is shared amongst various entities.  Since this finding was not the 

relationship predicted, Hypothesis 8 was not supported. 
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Additional Analyses 

Social Loafing 

 In an attempt to explain the findings, additional analyses were conducted on 

social loafing, which pertains to a decrease in individual effort as a result of working in a 

group (Latané et al., 1979), and related variables.  Eight items assessing social loafing 

(see Appendix D) were summed to produce a single measure that reflected the extent to 

which a consumer engaged in some effort towards sustainability via “green” products 

when others were available to do the same, as was done in George (1992).  A one-way 

ANOVA showed that there were no significant differences in social loafing among the 

six experimental conditions (F (5, 172) = 1.004, p = .417).  Since social loafing in 

organizational contexts is common in groups of three to five, this lack of differentiation 

amongst the small (2 entities) and large groups (3 to 5 entities) suggests that social 

loafing was likely not the reason for subjects to assign responsibility for “green” product 

consumption as they had.  That is, they did not attribute responsibility to others, chiefly 

corporations and government, because of knowing there were others present that could 

assume the responsibility instead of themselves. 

There were also no differences in the extrinsic and intrinsic motivators for social 

loafing.  How visible a person’s contribution to the group is has been shown to influence 

social loafing; the more others can see an individual’s efforts, the less likely the 

individual will engage in social loafing (George, 1992; Williams et al., 1981).  In this 

experiment, a single measure of task visibility was created by summing two related items 
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adapted from George (1992) that assessed how well others could see the subjects’ efforts 

towards being “green.”  One item (“It is generally difficult for people to figure out how 

hard I am working to be sustainable.”) was reverse-coded prior to summation.  One-way 

ANOVA showed that there were no differences in task visibility among the experimental 

conditions (F (5, 172) = 1.119, p = .352).  This finding is not particularly surprising given 

both the lack of significance in social loafing in general and that task visibility related to 

“green” efforts was not explicitly stated in the experiment, as George (1992) recommends 

for laboratory study.  Despite this, assessing task visibility was important since it was 

unknown if subjects would feel that others could tell how much of a contribution they 

were making by simply being part of a shared social convention, potentially impacting 

the tendency to engage in social loafing. 

Intrinsic motivations for social loafing were relevant for study, as well; in 

particular, whether subjects felt that they were making a unique contribution towards 

sustainability.  Research has shown that when people feel they offer a meaningful and 

incomparable contribution to a groups’ performance, they are less likely to engage in 

social loafing (Harkins and Petty, 1982; George, 1992).  In this experiment, contribution 

was measured by summing two items assessing the subjects’ impression that they have a 

unique function for sustainability and “green” product consumption.  Analysis revealed 

that there were no differences in contribution among the experimental conditions (F (5, 

172) = .587, p = .710).  As with task visibility, this was not unexpected given findings for 

the general social loafing measure and lack of specificity for the subjects’ role in the 
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group dynamic.  But, since the subjects may have interpreted their own position 

differently, this variable warranted examination in the social loafing context.  

Despite social loafing not being an explanation of how responsibility for “green” 

product consumption was assigned to various entities, descriptive analysis provides 

additional information related to how consumers perceive their role in this shared social 

responsibility context.  Subjects were split on how visible the work they do towards 

sustainability and being green is to others, with approximately 40% feeling that others are 

generally either unaware or cannot see their efforts.  Their opinions on their individual 

contributions, however, are far more decisive.  Nearly three-quarters of subjects agree 

that they offer a unique contribution to environmental sustainability through the use of 

“green” products (74.7%) and that environmental sustainability hinges on people like 

themselves (73.0%). 

Looking at the items in the social loafing scale reveals that consumers strongly 

recognize that they play a role in sustainable consumption, even though others are 

involved.  Nearly all subjects disagree that they do not have to be as diligent about 

consuming sustainably since others will (94.4%, with 59% disagreeing strongly) and that 

they do not have to worry about the environment because businesses are responsible for 

sustainability (92.2%, with 66.9% disagreeing strongly).  Likewise, 84.8% of subjects 

disagreed that they do enough for environmental sustainability so others can do the rest.  

Most also do not avoid consuming “green” products as much as possible (92.1%).  To a 
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lesser extent, the subjects disagreed with the statement “Others can be “green” – I am just 

one person” (61.3%). 

This recognition, however, does not disqualify their sense that others also must 

play an important role.  65.8% of subjects felt that people other than themselves are 

responsible for being environmentally sustainable, while 49.5% felt that “other people 

need to step up when it comes to being sustainable since I already do my part” (note: a 

quarter of respondents disagreed with this statement).  Taken together, the descriptives 

support the presumption that responsibility for “green” product consumption is a shared 

ideal, rather than resting solely on one entity or another.  Still, nearly three-quarters of 

subjects (73.6%) agreed that even if they consume “green” products, companies can be 

more effective than the subjects because they have more resources. 

Environmental Attitudes, Responsibility Feelings and Guilt Feelings 

 As was done in the past two experiments, environmental attitudes, as derived 

from Guagnano and Markee (1995), were assessed.  As in Experiment 1 and 2, there were 

significant differences in who consumers felt honestly wanted to protect the environment 

(F (2, 531) = 50.946, p = .000), with consumers being the most sincere in their desire to 

protect the environment (M = 3.30), above either business/industry (M = 2.32) or 

politicians (M = 2.37).  This pattern was somewhat reversed when considering who 

consumers believe holds primary responsibility for solving environmental problems, as 

compared to themselves (F (2, 531) = 6.749, p = .001).  As with the previous experiments 

and supporting some of the hypotheses in this study, primary responsibility was assigned 
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to industry (M = 2.93) and the government (M = 2.77), as opposed to themselves.  Other 

consumers were also responsible, but to a lesser degree (M = 2.49). 

The subjects’ sense of responsibility for the environment was also consistently 

reported in both this experiment and the previous two as measured via a five-item scale 

for responsibility feelings adapted from Kaiser and Shimoda (1999) and Kaiser et al. 

(1999).  There were no significant differences in responsibility feelings among the 

various experimental conditions (F (5, 172) = .622, p = .683).  The majority of subjects 

felt responsible for consuming green products (82.0%) and for sustainability of the 

environment (85.4%), even if their personal contributions were small (82.6%).  The 

majority also felt at least co-responsible for environmental problems (70.2%), but only 

48.3% felt that they make problems with the environment worse by being a consumer and 

24.1% agreed with this latter statement. 

 Feelings of responsibility and associated actions have been shown to be 

associated with feelings of guilt or shame (Kaiser and Shimoda, 1999; Keltner and 

Buswell, 1996; Mancini and Gangemi, 2004; Schwartz and Howard, 1980; Wentzel, 

1991) and may affect how responsibility for future actions is assigned.  Since this 

experiment investigated how group size may affect attribution of responsibility for future 

sustainable consumption, four items related to guilt feelings were adapted from Kaiser 

and Shimoda (1999).  Of these, two items dealt with feelings of guilt while the other two 

focused on being ashamed.  After reverse-coding one of the guilt-focused items and one 

of the ashamed-focused items, the four items were aggregated and the mean was taken.  
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This produced an index for guilt feelings.  A one-way ANOVA found that general guilt 

feelings were not significantly different among the various treatment conditions (F (5, 

172) = 1.785, p =.118).  However, since shame and guilt are not the same feeling and 

may affect psychological processes differently, a new analysis was conducted to compare 

guilt to shame.  To accomplish this, the two guilt-focused items were aggregated and the 

means taken to represent guilt, while a similar procedure was undertaken to represent 

shame.  An independent samples t-test determined that subjects experienced significantly 

more guilt (M = 2.76, SD = 1.01) than shame (M = 2.38, SD = .815) when they did not 

act in an environmentally-sustainable manner, t (338.9) = 3.897, p = .000.  While this 

experiment did not include additional measures to specifically assess why guilt was more 

prevalent than shame, these feelings may be related to the activation of moral norms 

associated with personal responsibility.  As such, the fact that consumers acknowledge 

that they have some measure of responsibility in “green” product consumption and the 

thought of not acting congruently may have effects. 

Responsibility Judgment and Influence of Entities  

For responsibility judgment, five items were derived from Kaiser and Shimoda 

(1999), with three adapted from the causality judgment subset (“By buying green 

products, I contribute to environmental sustainability,” “In principle, one person alone 

cannot contribute to a more sustainable environment,” and “Even when consuming green 

products, I do not contribute to a more sustainable environment.”) and two from freedom 

of choice (“Whether or not I consume green products is beyond the realm of personal 
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choice,” and “My ability to consume green products depends on others also acting 

sustainably.”).  All of the items except “By buying green products, I contribute to 

environmental sustainability” were reverse coded for analysis.  Examination of 

descriptive data showed that consumers do feel they contribute to environmental 

sustainability by consuming green products (86.5% agreed that by buying green products, 

they contribute to sustainability, while 76.4% disagreed that even when consuming green 

products, they do not contribute to a more sustainable environment).  Yet, their 

contribution and ability to consume green products is not necessarily dependent only on 

themselves: while 56.7% of subjects felt that one person alone could contribute to a more 

sustainable environment, 36% felt this was not the case.  Similarly, 28.7% of respondents 

felt that their ability to consume green products did not depend on others also acting 

sustainably, while 54.5% did.  Many subjects (63%) felt that consuming green products 

was within the realm of personal choice, but nearly 20% of respondents neither agreed 

nor disagreed with this statement.  Responses to these statements support the notion that 

consumers put some measure of responsibility on themselves for “green” product 

consumption, but this responsibility is not necessarily theirs alone. 

Since responsibility may be the purview of multiple entities, the amount of 

influence each entity has in affecting “green” product consumption relative to that of the 

subject as a consumer may be informative.  A one-way ANOVA revealed the subjects did 

perceive that some entities are more influential than others (F (3, 708) = 66.903, p = 

.000).  Manufacturers (M = 6.15), retailers (M = 5.93), and government (M = 5.88) were 

considered to have more influence than the subject in affecting green product 
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consumption compared to other consumers (M = 4.36).  With the exception other 

consumers, the amount of influence the various entities had relative to the consumer was 

significantly correlated with how responsibility for “green” product consumption was 

distributed (Table 7).   

Table 7 Correlations of Amount of Entity Influence on Green Product Consumption with 

Points Assigned to Various Entities 

 Points Assigned out of 20 ( ̅)** 
Amount of influence <Entity> 
have in affecting green product 
consumption compared to your 
own. Corporations Government Me 

Other 
Consumers 

Other Consumers -.007 -.041 -.077 .138 

Manufacturers .221
**
 .205

**
 -.228

**
 -.293

**
 

Retailers .234
**
 .202

**
 -.270

**
 -.261

**
 

Government .016 .474
**
 -.302

**
 -.373

**
 

** Correlation is significant at the .001 level (2-tailed) 

 

Notably, the amount of influence that manufacturers, retailers, and government 

had was weakly but negatively correlated with the amount of marbles the subjects 

assigned themselves and to other consumers.  These entities were also significantly 

positively correlated with the number of marbles assigned to corporations (weak 

correlations with both manufactures and retailers) and government (moderate 

correlation).  While not causative, these findings could potentially imply that consumers 

consider the capability of an entity to affect environmental sustainability relative to their 

own ability when assigning responsibility for a shared social endeavor, such as “green” 
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product consumption.  More research would need to be conducted to ascertain if this is 

so. 

Summary of Experiment 3 

 This experiment demonstrated that being associated with groups of different sizes 

may have some impact on how forward-looking responsibility for “green” product 

consumption is assigned.  In general, there were no differences in how consumers 

assigned responsibility for each of the entities across the small and large groups.  

Corporations, for instance, were given the same amount of responsibility whether the 

subject was included as part of a group with two other entities or five (i.e. the mean 

number of marbles assigned to corporations was the same regardless of group size).  But, 

looking at how consumers distributed responsibility to the corporations, government, 

other consumers, and themselves within each treatment group (i.e. the distribution of 

marbles to the entities in each condition) revealed some differences.  Most notably, when 

the subjects, as consumers, were not made explicitly aware of the fact that other entities 

were involved in “green” product consumption, as in the control condition, or they were 

invested in this type of sustainability with only one other entity (the small group 

condition), responsibility for future “green” product consumption was shared evenly with 

corporations, government, other consumers, and themselves.  When the subjects became 

aware that they were involved with a greater number of entities (the large group 

conditions, which involved a total of three to five entities, including the consumer), 

responsibility for future sustainable consumption through the use of “green” products was 
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placed predominantly on corporations, even as the participants readily recognized and 

acknowledged that they, too, are responsible.  This even occurred when the subjects were 

made to feel either a part of or isolated from other consumers.  Thus, even though 

consumers share in the responsibility for “green” product consumption, group size does 

affect how responsibility is assigned to the various entities involved. 

 Theoretically, one reason that responsibility was assigned disproportionately to 

corporations (and, in some instances, government) could have been as a result of social 

loafing, where the presence of others working in a group, particularly in groups of three 

to five people, decreases individual motivation and effort (Garcia et al., 2002; Karau and 

Williams, 1993).  However, in this experiment, social loafing did not seem to have much 

of a role.  Not only were direct social loafing measures equivalent across the various 

group sizes, but, somewhat surprisingly, the consumers in the study generally felt that 

their efforts towards “green” consumption were visible, eliminating an extrinsic 

motivator for social loafing, and that they offer a unique contribution to environmental 

sustainability, eliminating an intrinsic motivator for social loafing. 

 With social loafing most likely negated as the impetus behind assigning 

responsibility for sustainable consumption largely to corporations, the reasons for this 

pattern may instead have been a result of how much influence the consumers feel that 

corporations have relative to their own.  Across the three experiments, consumers 

consistently reported that they do have responsibility for sustainable consumption and, in 

this study, even indicated that they feel some measure of guilt when they do not act 
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“greenly.”  Despite this, measures of environmental attitudes and examination of 

questions related to the amount of influence of the different entities revealed that the 

subjects felt that manufacturers, retailers, and government are more influential than they 

are in the “green” context.  These findings were significantly correlated with how the 

consumers placed responsibility for sustainable consumption through the use of “green” 

products.  Thus, while this data cannot be interpreted causally, the amount of influence an 

entity is perceived to have may warrant future examination as a potential contributing 

factor to the consumer mindset when considering how responsibility is assigned. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Objective 

 The overarching goal of this research was to better understand the concept of 

shared social responsibility in the context of “green” product consumption, with a 

particular focus on how consumers perceive their role relative to the role of others.  

While most previous research has concentrated on sustainable consumer behaviors, this 

work specifically examined how consumers view responsibility for “green” product 

consumption and the factors that may influence that attribution of responsibility.  As 

such, the research questions, “What factors influence how consumers assign 

responsibility to themselves and others for achieving ideal socially-conscious outcomes?” 

and “How does engaging in SSR affect consumers’ perceptions of responsibility for the 

shared outcome?” were addressed in the three experiments conducted. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

Overall, results from the three experiments provide evidence that consumers view 

sustainability through the use of “green” products as a shared ideal, with the various 

entities involved being responsible for making “green” product consumption happen.  

However, this responsibility is not shared evenly among the various entities involved.  

While they consciously recognize their own sense of responsibility and strive towards 

sustainable consumption, as concluded by various measures within the studies, 

consumers attribute the majority of forward-looking responsibility for “green” product 
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consumption to corporations (ex: manufacturers) and, to a somewhat lesser extent, 

government.  This was consistently confirmed in the three experiments, where 

corporations not only received the most responsibility in the dependent measures (ex: 

assigning points or via the marble activity), which were specific to the “green” product 

contexts, but in supporting measures as well.  For instance, consumers reported that 

industry was the primary entity responsible for solving environmental problems, rather 

than the consumers themselves. 

 How responsibility was assigned by the consumers was not affected by some of 

the factors that have been shown in existing research to influence pro-environmental 

behaviors (Berger and Corbin, 1992; Ellen et al., 1991; Kim and Choi, 2005; Kollmuss 

and Agyeman, 2002; Straughan and Roberts, 1999; Schultz and Oskamp, 1996).  The 

amount of effort that a consumer has to undergo to be “green” had little impact on who 

they felt should be responsible for future “green” product consumption.  Similarly, 

altering perceived consumer effectiveness, or the consumers’ ability to make meaningful 

changes to the environment did not affect ascription of responsibility.  Since both effort 

and perceived consumer effectiveness have been shown to moderate the relationship 

between consumers’ pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors (Berger and Corbin, 

1992; Ellen et al., 1991; Kim and Choi, 2005; Schultz and Oskamp, 1996), that neither 

was effective in altering perceptions of responsibility suggest the possibility that 

consumers consider the role of others, in addition to their own, when contemplating 

shared social settings. 
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 To address this, the second experiment evaluated consumer perceptions of equity 

in an interaction between a consumer and a “green” product manufacturer to see if 

inequitable conditions would prompt consumers to assign prospective responsibility for 

sustainable consumption differently than equitable conditions.  As with ability (PCE) and 

effort, equity was not a factor in how consumers attributed responsibility among the 

entities involved.  Regardless of whether they perceived an interaction with a “green” 

product manufacturer to be fair or skewed, or even whether this was brought to their 

awareness, consumers felt that the manufacturer should be largely responsible for “green” 

product consumption, despite sharing a portion of responsibility themselves. 

 The reasons as to why effort, ability, and equity did not affect consumer 

perceptions of responsibility were not elucidated in the experiments, but several reasons 

could have been possible to explain these findings.  These experiments focused on a 

prospective, or forward-looking, type of moral responsibility in the dependent measure.  

That is, the subjects were responding about who should be responsible for “green” 

product consumption, rather than who might have been responsible for instances when 

the subjects could have acted “greenly” in the past.  Thus, the subjects were not 

conceptualizing responsibility in terms of blameworthiness or praiseworthiness 

(Fahlquist, 2006; 2009; Gilbert, 2006; Zimmerman, 1985), but rather in terms of what 

each entity can accomplish in the future (Fahlquist, 2009).  Since effort and ability have 

been associated with influencing consumer behaviors (Berger and Corbin, 1992; Ellen et 

al., 1991; Kim and Choi, 2005; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Straughan and Roberts, 

1999; Schultz and Oskamp, 1996), these factors may be more appropriate considerations 
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for past responsibility as opposed to responsibility for actions yet to come.  This same 

explanation may apply for equity, since the consumers were not asked to judge 

responsibility for the specific interaction with the car company presented in the 

experimental scenario. 

An alternative possibility for these findings is that effort, ability, and equity were 

not important because they did not exceed consumer expectations and so were considered 

by the subjects to occur within a standard realm of acceptance.  For instance, the subjects 

as consumers may have expected to endure some effort or be limited in their ability to 

affect the environment by using the dual-flush conversion kit.  Similarly, the subjects 

might always consider a purchase to be somewhat inequitable since they give up 

something of value to acquire the product, which could explain the lack of difference in 

fairness between the control group and the consumer-favored treatment condition.  

Despite the subjects reporting noticeable differences in the manipulations as intended, the 

amount of effort required, the ability or lack thereof to meaningfully impact the 

environment, or the equity of an interaction with a company may not have been 

considered excessive enough to influence how responsibility was assigned.  While this 

was recognized as a possible outcome when designing the studies, the intent was to 

present plausible scenarios to obtain realistic information as to consumer ascription of 

responsibility. 

 With the elimination of the personal factors of PCE and effort and a relational 

factor like equity as influences on how consumers assign responsibility in shared settings, 
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engagement in a shared social responsibility setting itself may affect perceptions of 

responsibility.  The knowledge that others are involved could sway consumer 

assessments, potentially leading to phenomena like social loafing.  Thus, a third 

experiment evaluated the impacts of being part of a shared collective.  In general, when 

consumers are not made explicitly aware that they are part of a group, or when they are 

part of a small group consisting of themselves and one other entity, responsibility for 

future “green” product consumption is shared evenly among the entities involved.  But, in 

larger groups, responsibility is less evenly distributed; in fact, consumers place more 

responsibility for sustainable outcomes on corporations and government than on other 

consumers or themselves.  Social loafing, which tends to occur in groups of three to five 

people (represented in this experiment by three to five entities in a loose collective), was 

not evident, suggesting that the presence of others did not encourage the consumers to 

shift responsibility for future “green” product consumption away from themselves to 

someone else. 

 As with the other experiments, there may be alternatives for why group size 

affected attribution of responsibility outside of social loafing.  Other types of diffusion of 

responsibility or other psychological processes may have been possible but few measures 

were included in the experiment to assess these.  Additionally, this experiment presumed 

that consumers viewed their involvement with the other entities as a small group working 

toward the common goal of sustainable consumption through “green” products, albeit 

with little cohesion, as was the intent in the manipulations.  However, a different 

explanation may be that the subjects did not view the collective as a small group since 
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some of the entities, like manufacturers and retailers, are comprised of a large number of 

people within a single entity.  While the subjects were not alerted to this in the 

experiment, this may have had influence on how the consumers perceived their role 

within the collective.   Another possibility is that the subjects, as consumers, considered 

their goal for “green” product consumption to be different than those of the other 

stakeholders (i.e. corporations and governments).  Thus, the notion of sharing the 

outcome of “green” product consumption would not really exist to consumers; rather, 

sharing would occur only among members of each entity involved, rather than across 

entities.  Yet one more view is that American consumers may generally assume that 

corporations/industry are inherently more responsible, regardless of the product or 

sustainability context, since the specific role of these entities is production and 

distribution, and control over the system is endemic.  While plausible, there is little 

guidance in literature for this speculation and additional research would be required for 

validation. 

To ensure that the subjects were all aware and understood the terms in the study, 

the experimenter provided a description of sustainable consumption and the potential role 

of various entities.  Although a necessary step to avoid confusion and misinterpretation 

by the subjects, this may have created some artificiality in the test by prompting 

consumers to consider the roles of the various entities included in the treatment 

conditions more than they might have naturally.  This, however, is expected to have had 

only a minimal influence in this experiment. 
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Implications 

Academic Implications 

 The notion of sustainability as a shared social responsibility has been expounded 

by researchers and policy-makers (Brand and de Bruijn, 1999; Coggins, 2001; Collard et 

al., 2005; Huang and Rust, 2011; Middlemiss, 2010; Shepherd et al., 2009; UN, 2000: 

Tuininga, 1994) yet few studies to date have empirically examined responsibility for 

“green” product consumption from the consumers’ point-of-view.  Conceptual arguments 

for the collective sharing of responsibility have been cogent and efforts have been made 

within pro-social disciplines to suggest how various entities may participate.  Still, 

research on shared social responsibility is not yet expansive and only a handful of studies 

have been published that approach the potential effects of sharing responsibility on 

consumers.  Of these, the majority have examined the behavioral responses of consumers 

in a shared social responsibility setting with a charitable focus, as evidenced in studies on 

willingness-to-pay (Gneezy et al, 2010; Jensen et al., 2011).  At this point, there currently 

exists little knowledge as to how consumers view their own responsibility for sustainable 

consumption with respect to that of others, including whether they see this as being a 

shared ideal.  This research focuses on that issue and offers a unique contribution by 

using the consumer as a lens to garner a better understanding of shared social 

responsibility, thereby addressing a gap in the academic literature with respect to 

sustainable consumption.   
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Additionally, the research methods utilized in this investigation allowed 

assessment of responsibility of the various entities to be considered holistically, providing 

consumers the opportunity to consider the roles of multiple entities in the consumption 

dynamic simultaneously.  Few studies related to consumerism have used this approach, 

with much of the extant research on perceptions of responsibility for environmental 

behavior focused on the consumers’ view of their own role.  Corporate social 

responsibility literature has extended this by examining how pro-social strategies and 

programs affect perceptions of corporate responsibility by consumers, various other 

stakeholders, and by corporate management itself.  Yet, providing a means for consumers 

to consider the roles and responsibilities of several entities at the same time has rarely 

been attempted.  The research conducted herein allowed consumers to consider the roles 

of multiple entities involved and simultaneously assign responsibility accordingly.  

Therefore, it was possible to determine who was considered more or less responsible than 

another entity for future “green” product consumption, information which had been 

lacking in the realm of consumer research. 

By examining shared social responsibility as prospective, rather than 

retrospective, this research also makes an academic distinction that may contribute 

toward better understanding the attitude-behavior gap associated with sustainable 

consumption.  The findings of this research show that despite their pro-environmental 

attitudes, consumers generally consider corporations and government to be chiefly 

responsible for enabling sustainable consumption through the use of “green” products, 

although this may be affected by the number of entities involved.  Since perceptions of 
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responsibility can affect future behaviors (Heider, 1958; Weiner, 1974; 1980; 1995), this 

may offer a possible explanation as to why consumers often will not act congruently with 

their pro-environmental attitudes, even while recognizing their own responsibility at the 

same time.  By demonstrating that consumers hold others responsible as well as 

themselves, this research provides a solid platform for future research to explore the 

quixotic attitude-behavior gap. 

Managerial Implications 

 In addition to the contributions this research provides to academics, understanding 

how consumers assign responsibility has managerial implications, as well.  From the 

consumer perspective, although they share a part of the responsibility for “green” product 

consumption, companies are attributed the bulk regardless of whether this can be 

considered to be fair or unfair.  Thus, attempting to meet consumers’ desires and 

expectations by providing selected “green” products as a purchase option may not be 

enough.  Results from this study indicate that consumers view corporations and 

government as having more influence and more responsibility toward being “green” than 

they do personally; hence, one may speculate that consumers may expect these larger 

entities to engage in more proportionate efforts towards sustainability.  For instance, 

consumers may feel that all products should be made as sustainably as possible, rather 

than making a “green” alternative that puts responsibility on the consumer. 

 Corporations, then, may reconsider how they participate in sustainability efforts.  

Since consumers place a great deal of responsibility on business/industry, a more 
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effective strategy for achieving sustainable consumption may be to focus on improving 

the sustainability of the supply chain, rather than offering consumers a multitude of 

choices of “green” or non-“green” alternatives.  This is in line with the proposition by 

Makower (2011) that companies should shift from a focus on “green” product marketing 

to enhancing transparency and accountability for their own impact on the environment.  

This strategy is currently being employed by Walmart with their sustainability aspirations 

and Sustainable Products Index, as described previously. 

 The findings of this research also have implications with respect to how both 

corporations and governmental agencies communicate their efforts towards sustainability.  

As shown, consumers put the burden of responsibility for “green” product consumption 

on these two entities, yet question the commitment of these two entities in wanting to 

protect the environment.  In response, both corporations and government entities may 

benefit by reevaluating their communication strategies.  Not only might this show that the 

company assumes the responsibility already being attributed to them by key stakeholders 

(i.e. consumers), but affords these entities the opportunity to highlight their efforts and 

environmental concerns authentically and without the perception of greenwashing.  As 

sustainable consumption is promoted as a shared social responsibility, communication 

may be further aided by openly addressing the collaboration efforts of the various entities 

involved. 

 Information from this research may also affect how marketers and retailers 

interpret their role with respect to sustainability.  With the obvious skew of perceptions of 
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responsibility from the consumers’ perspective, those involved with “green” marketing 

may reconsider how sustainability is promoted and encouraged.  Opportunities exist for 

“green” marketing to both equilibrate perceptions of responsibility for “green” product 

consumption in the eyes of the consumer, as well as to capitalize on existing perceptions 

to encourage more effective forays into sustainability.  Thus, marketing efforts for 

promoting “green” consumerism should explore the value of deemphasizing “green” 

consumption over non-“green” consumption and instead encourage more mindful and 

responsible sustainable consumption as a whole.  Further, “green” marketers may wish to 

emphasize the shared nature of sustainable consumption so that consumers do not feel 

alienated, but rather valued, in their efforts to be “green.”  This notion extends to those 

marketing “green” consumption within a business-to-business context, so that all of the 

companies, governments, agencies, and institutions involved recognize that each plays a 

specific, but not mutually exclusive, role in attaining “green” consumption and can 

respond accordingly as a member of a collective.  In addition, marketers may also be able 

to reconcile the differences between internal corporate perceptions of responsibility with 

those imposed upon them from other stakeholders, like consumers.   

Since sustainable consumption through “green” products is a shared social 

responsibility with everyone involved offering a unique contribution, this research also 

provides a foundation upon which practitioners can conduct future work to better 

normalize the roles and responsibilities of all entities involved.  By understanding how 

each entity attributes responsibility to themselves and others, more common ground may 

be discovered to make sustainable consumption both more productive and pervasive. 



166 
 

Limitations and Future Research 

 Although this research was conducted with great care in design and execution, 

there were several limitations that must be considered.  To evaluate shared social 

responsibility, this research focused on sustainable consumption, specifically through the 

use of “green” products.  While this is a prevalent form of sustainable consumption, the 

findings of this work may be context-specific.  How consumers attributed responsibility 

in the case of “green” products may not necessarily be the same as how they would 

attribute responsibility for another type of sustainable consumption.  The resource 

conservation context, where consumer behavior has direct implications for sustainability 

may be especially relevant to consider.  Since perceptions of responsibility could have 

important influences on both consumer and corporate behavior, expanding this research 

into a variety of other pro-environmental contexts has merit.  This is particularly 

important considering that consumption of “green” products, although prevalent, may not 

be a viable long-term strategy for environmental sustainability, as evidenced by 

movements encouraging reduced consumption (Assadourian, 2010; Bonaiuti, 2011; 

Jackson, 2009). 

 Other issues related to how the study was conducted are also worth noting.  Due 

to resource constraints, Experiments 1 and 2 adopted scenario-based techniques to 

manipulate various factors thought to affect ascription of responsibility.  While perfectly 

valid in use, this meant that the subjects evaluated responsibility from more of an 

attitudinal standpoint than a behavioral one.  For instance, although an attempt was made 
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to incorporate some effortful behavior by placing each instruction for the dual-flush 

conversion kit on a different screen, the subjects predominantly read about effort required 

rather than actually putting their own physical effort into installing a “green” product.  

This presentation may not have been as strong as a behavioral measure and may have 

affected the results of the study since imagining effort required may not be the same as 

actually enduring effort.  Similarly, the contrived scenario in Experiment 2 where the 

subject read about inequitable situations may not have been as meaningful as actually 

having the subject participate in an inequitable exchange with a manufacturer.  Thus, 

differences in responsibility for “green” product consumption may not have been as 

evident as might exist in more realistic settings and future research using behavioral 

measures may be appropriate. 

 As with any laboratory experiment, artificiality may have been a limitation, 

particularly in Experiment 2 where a fictitious scenario involving a conversation with a 

friend was contrived to convey the manipulation.  While the creation of the “friend” was 

purposeful and intended to represent a relevant other to whom the subject could compare, 

this situation asked the subject to place themselves into an artificial setting and measured 

their response.  The “friend” may not have been viewed as a relevant other, which may 

have affected the outcome of the study.  Likewise, in Experiment 3 the subjects were 

presumed to have viewed themselves and the various other entities described in a “green” 

message as part of a loosely-cohesive collective.  As discussed earlier, the subjects may 

not have seen themselves as part of this group or even that this was a collective at all.  

Furthermore, research conducted on social loafing and other small group behavior, 
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whether in organizational contexts or social experiments, typically evaluates individuals 

interacting with other individuals rather than entities like corporations interacting with 

individual consumers.  While attribution of responsibility may not necessarily have been 

affected, the reasons why responsibility was assigned as it was may be different.  In other 

situations, phenomena like social loafing may be relevant, as might comparisons of social 

identity.  Future work should address this issue and attempt to establish the “group” 

dynamics to a more detailed extent. 

 In all experiments, the subjects were provided with a description of sustainable 

consumption and “green” products to ensure that everyone who participated was on the 

same level of understanding about the subject matter.  While a necessary step to control 

for variations in knowledge, this description also included a statement about multiple 

entities potentially being involved with successful “green” product consumption.  By 

offering this explanation, the subjects may have been more attuned to the role of these 

entities than they might be ordinarily and so they may have been certain to distribute 

responsibility across the different entities.  Yet, corporations and government were still 

assigned the lion’s share of the responsibility for “green” product consumption; it is 

likely that these effects would be even stronger in a more realistic setting where the 

involvement of multiple entities in “green” product consumption might not be as 

apparent.  These studies, therefore, were conservative measures of responsibility and the 

statement about the multiple entities is not concerning. 
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Finally, these experiments recruited subjects via self-selection into the study, 

either by responding to a memo announcement or via an online post.  This may have 

resulted in a subject pool that was more engaged with environmental issues and so may 

have attributed responsibility differently to those who may not have chosen to participate.  

While further research may wish to examine a different population, this inclusion of 

environmentally-minded subjects is felt to be a conservative approach and so is not a 

significant issue.  Presumably, people who are more engaged in sustainable consumption 

may be more aware of their own responsibility toward that end.  Since this group still 

shared responsibility but placed a larger part of the burden on corporations and 

government, it may be assumed that those who are less involved in sustainability may do 

likewise or even to a greater extent.  On the other hand, the argument could be made that 

non-engaged consumers may attribute themselves more responsibility, but have refrained 

from acting as a result of uncertainty, fear, or other factor that may affect their behaviors.  

Future research should examine the differences between these groups to get a better 

understanding of shared social responsibility. 

In addition to those ideas already stated, this research lays a strong basis upon 

which future work into the area of shared social responsibility could build.  As a 

preliminary look into how consumers perceive responsibility in a shared setting, next 

steps should include an examination of antecedents and additional consequences of 

sharing responsibility, with a particular emphasis on the relationships of these factors 

with consumer behaviors.  A qualitative or other in-depth study of consumers may also 

be important to better understand why responsibility was assigned in the manner 
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reported.  In addition, this research used a consumer-centric view to examine shared 

responsibility.  As Middlemiss et al. (2010) argued, responsibility for the environment 

involves the perspectives of all that may be involved.  Future research should be 

conducted to examine how other entities involved in the shared “green” product 

consumption setting perceives the responsibilities of those involved.  Not only may a 

more encompassing look extend knowledge into the topic, but could also help to identify 

areas where discrepant ideas generate inadvertent constraints to successful “green” 

product consumption.  Lastly, this research utilized a unique measure created specifically 

to look at shared responsibility among all entities involved simultaneously.  This 

provided consumers a basis upon which to compare their responsibility relative to others 

who may be involved.  Since personal responsibility may not be diminished as a result of 

the presence of others who are also responsible, existing scales offer limited use in this 

capacity.  Development of a validated shared social responsibility scale that incorporates 

the roles of others concurrently would be useful and welcomed addition for continued 

study into the topic of shared social responsibility for sustainable consumption. 
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE QUESTIONNAIRE FOR EXPERIMENT 1 
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE QUESTIONNAIRE FOR EXPERIMENT 2 
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APPENDIX C 

SAMPLE “GREEN” MESSAGE QUESTIONNAIRE (EXP 3) 

 

Respondent #: _____________ 

Green Messaging Questionnaire 

 

 

Before we begin, please answer the following questions so we know more 

about you: 

 

1. How concerned are you about environmental issues? (Check one) 
 

Not 
at all 

Not very 
much 

A fair 
amount 

A great 
deal 

1 2 3 4 

 
2. What is your gender? (Check one) 

 

Female Male 
1 2 

 
3. What is your age? (Check one) 
 

18-24 1 

25-34 2 

35-44 3 

45-54 4 

55 and older 5 

 

 

Thank you.  Please continue to the next page to begin the study. 
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Below is a message that the RCSC department has developed for companies to use to 

communicate about sustainability.  Please read the message carefully and answer the 

following questions (check one response for each question). 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Being green is important to us.  We are committed to sustainability.  We do 

our part to be green so you can, too. 

 

4. In your role as a consumer, how much do you like/dislike this message?  
 

Dislike 

extremely 

Dislike 

moderately 

Dislike 

slightly 

Neither like 

nor dislike 

Like 

slightly 

Like 

moderately 

Like 

extremely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

5. As a consumer, how believable is this message if you were to see this message on 
a product from a company? 

  

Not at all 
believable 

Slightly 
believable 

Moderately 
believable 

Largely 
believable 

Extremely 
believable 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

6. How effective do you think this message is at communicating the need to be green? 
 

Not at all 
effective 

Slightly 
effective 

Moderately 
effective 

Largely 
effective 

Extremely 
effective 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

7. How effective do you think this message is at communicating that several 
people/entities are involved in being green? 

 

Not at all 
effective 

Slightly 
effective 

Moderately 
effective 

Largely 
effective 

Extremely 
effective 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

This is the end of this study – thank you for your participation! 

Please see the researcher for further instructions. 
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POST-EXPERIMENTAL QUESTIONNAIRE (EXP 3) 
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