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One big challenge facing society is switching over to a more ecologically sustainable
way of life. Making sustainable choices can be a tough sell for consumers, said Katherine
White, PhD, a consumer psychologist at the Sauder School of Business at the University of
British Columbia in Canada. “It’s this really interesting @trade-off between some kind of cost
to the self in order to do something for others,” White said. The potential benefits of individual
sustainable behaviors—recycling, choosing reusable goods, installing solar panels, eating less
meat—are fuzzy and in the future, White said, and the status quo is largely set up to enable
less-sustainable choices. But to tackle problems like climate change and environmental
degradation, both systems and individuals will have to change, she said. “It’s probably the
most challenging behavior-change question of our time.”

When consumer psychologists first began studying sustainable behavior in the 1970s,
their focus was largely on how to identify consumers who were already prone to go green, said
Remi Trudel, PhD, an associate professor of marketing at Boston University's Questrom
School of Business. Over time, though, researchers have begun to focus on how to influence
more people. “The biggest question is, how do we nudge people into behaving more
sustainably?” Trudel said.

In a 2019 review, White and her colleagues organized research on the topic into a
framework they call SHIFT. SHIFT stands for social influence, habit formation, individual
self, feelings and cognition, and tangibility—each a key factor in whether a consumer makes
green (or not-so-green) choices. Social influence is one of the most powerful tools available,
White said. For example, a study in California led by New York University Stern School of
Business associate professor of marketing Bryan Bollinger, PhD, found that every installation
of solar panel on a home in a given ZIP code increased the likelihood of another install by 0.78
percentage points.

Habits refer to everyday behaviors, like getting coffee every morning in a disposable
cup rather than bringing one’s own mug, White said. Any way to make the greener choice
easier can help break unsustainable habits, she said. Individual self refers to what resonates
with any given person. It’s relatively easy to connect with individuals who already care about
sustainability, White said. But sometimes advertisers, marketers, and companies, need to work
a little harder to link a person’s preexisting values to sustainability.

For example, religious and cultural values can play a role in how people approach
environmental values, said Elizabeth Minton, PhD, an associate professor of marketing at the
University of Wyoming. “Western consumers view what’s important as sustaining the family

unit, sustaining the community, and sustaining the loves ones,” Minton said. Framing

2
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sustainability—protecting the environment—as a way to protect family and community, then,
becomes a way for marketers to encourage demand for sustainable products.

Research into feelings and cognition has found complex patterns. Some research
suggests that while negative emotions such as guilt can promote environmentally friendly
actions, guilt should be deployed with care. For example, after the United Kingdom instituted
a policy of charging a small sum for disposable plastic grocery bags, mass communications
researcher Sidharth Muralidharan, PhD, of Southern Methodist University, conducted an

online survey that found that women who reported high guilt over forgetting to carry reusable

bags were more likely to carry them more consistently, but men with high levels of guilt

weren’t, suggesting women were more susceptible to “green guilt” than men. In a follow-up
experiment, Muralidharan and his colleagues exposed consumers to guilt-inducing
advertisements based around either saving the environment or saving money by carrying
reusable bags. They found that the environment-based ads were less effective at inducing guilt
than the savings-based ads. In other words, guilt must be directed toward an effective target—
which is not always related to sustainability—to work.

Finally, tangibility in the SHIFT framework refers to the need to link an action to real
consequences, given that the outcome of any behavior is uncertain, White said. Focusing on
the near-term benefits of sustainability, such as preventing current environmental
degradation, can help, according to research led by Audhesh Paswan, PhD, a professor of
marketing at the University of North Texas.

One big question is how younger generations of consumers will approach sustainable
consumption. Gen Z—the colloquial term for anyone born between the late 1990 and around
2010—tends to hold consumer brands to high standards, said Brent Coker, PhD, a lecturer in
marketing at the University of Melbourne. They’re savvy to marketing strategies and don’t
like empty platitudes, he said, which can lead to anger at brands they perceive as doing social
(or environmental) harm. However, social media marketing can lead to impulse purchasing
in Gen Z, according to research by marketing lecturer Elmira Djafavora, PhD, of Northumbria

University Newcastle, which could feed overconsumption.

Stephanie Pappas, "The goods on consumer behavior", Monitor on Psychology, Vol. 52, No. 4,

pp.62-69, June 1, 2021, APA as publisher, and adapted with permission.
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Although adults can beat children at most cognitive tasks, children’s limitations
may sometimes be their strength, according to new research published in Psychological
Science, a journal of the Association for Psychological Science.

In two studies, researchers found that adults were very good at remembering information they
were told to focus on, and ignoring the rest. In contrast, 4- to 5-year-olds tended to pay
attention to all the information that was presented to them — even when they were told to
focus on one particular item. That helped children to notice things that adults didn’t catch
because of the grownups’ selective attention.

“We often think of children as deficient in many skills when compared to adults. But
sometimes what seems like a deficiency can actually be an advantage,” said Vladimir Sloutsky,
co-author of the study and professor of psychology at The Ohio State University.

“That’s what we found in our study. Children are extremely curious and they tend to explore
everything, which means their attention is spread out, even when they’re asked to focus. That
can sometimes be helpful.”

The results have important implications for understanding how education environments
affect children’s learning, he said. Sloutsky conducted the research with Daniel Plebanek, a

graduate student in psychology at Ohio State.

The first study@ involved 35 adults and 34 children who were 4 to 5 years old. The

participants were shown a computer screen with two shapes, with one shape overlaying the
other. One of the shapes was red, the other green. The participants were told to pay attention
to a shape of a particular color (say, the red shape). The shapes then disappeared briefly, and
another screen with shapes appeared. The participants had to report whether the shapes in
the new screen were the same as in the previous screen.

In some cases, the shapes were exactly the same. In other cases, the target shape (the one
participants were told to pay attention to) was different. But there were also instances where
the non-target shape changed, even though it was not the one participants were told to notice.
Adults performed slightly better than children at noticing when the target shape changed,
noticing it 94 percent of the time compared to 86 percent of the time for children.

“But the children were much better than adults at noticing when the non-target shape
changed,” Sloutsky said. Children noticed that change 77 percent of the time, compared to 63
percent of the time for adults.

“What we found is that children were paying attention to the shapes that they weren’t required

to,” he said. “Adults, on the other hand, tended to focus only on what they were told was

2
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needed.”

A second experiment() involved the same participants. In this case, participants were shown

drawings of artificial creatures with several different features. They might have an “X” on
their body, or an “O”; they might have a lightning bolt on the end of their tail or a fluffy ball.
Participants were asked to find one feature, such as the “X” on the body among the “Os.”
They weren’t told anything about the other features. Thus, their attention was attracted to “X”
and “O”, but not to the other features. Both children and adults found the “X” well, with adults
being somewhat more accurate than children.

But when those features appeared on creatures in later screens, there was a big difference in
what participants remembered. For features they were asked to attend to (i.e., “X” and “O”),
adults and children were identical in remembering these features. But children were
substantially more accurate than adults (72 percent versus 59 percent) at remembering
features that they were not asked to attend to, such as the creatures’ tails.

“The point is that children don’t focus their attention as well as adults, even if you ask them
to,” Sloutsky said. “They end up noticing and remembering more.”

Sloutsky said that adults would do well at noticing and remembering the ignored information
in the studies, if they were told to pay attention to everything. But their ability to focus
attention has a cost — they miss what they are not focused on.

The ability of adults to focus their attention — and children’s tendency to distribute their
attention more widely — both have positives and negatives.

“The ability to focus attention is what allows adults to sit in two-hour meetings and maintain
long conversations, while ignoring distractions,” Sloutsky said. “But young children’s use of
distributed attention allows them to learn more in new and unfamiliar settings by taking in a
lot of information.”

The fact that children don’t always do as well at focusing attention also shows the importance
of designing the right learning environment in classrooms, Sloutsky said.

“Children can’t handle a lot of distractions. They are always taking in information, even if it
is not what you’re trying to teach them. We need to make sure that we are aware of that and
design our classrooms, textbooks and educational materials to help students succeed.
“Perhaps a boring classroom or a simple black and white worksheet means less distraction and

more successful learning,” Sloutsky added.
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