The role of pride, awareness of consequences and sense of responsibility in sustainable
packaging choice

Abstract

The research aims to identify the determinants of purchase intention and willingness to pay
towards products with 100% recyclable packaging. An online survey with a sample of 173
Italian consumers was conducted. Using an extension of Schwartz’s Norm Activation Model
referring to pro-environmental behaviors, a structural model was developed and tested.
Results support the NAM’s basic assumption. Moreover, intention to buy is influenced by
anticipated pride towards the purchase of products with 100% sustainable packaging. Finally,
environmental concern strengthens anticipated pride, while environmental knowledge
positively impacts on awareness of consequences and ascription of responsibility.

The study offers both theoretical and managerial implications on the importance of personal
norms and of the sentiment of pride following a behavior in the purchasing decision-making
process. Contextually, knowledge and concern about the environmental problems act as
starting points in a causal sequence of relationships that influence purchase intention and
willingness to pay.
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Introduction

Consumers today are increasingly attentive to the environmental impact of their purchasing
choices. This interest in sustainability has led companies to undertake several actions in
various areas: sustainability of the production process, sustainability of raw materials and
sustainability of packaging. The latter stands out for importance due to its dual role: on one
side, as an element to directly invest to increase its sustainability (new materials, recyclability,
reuse); on the other side, as a tool for communicating the company’s commitment to
sustainability, mainly through environmental claims. With reference to the first role, most of
the literature has focused on packaging materials to understand consumers’ attitudes and
assessments with respect to specific types of materials, such as glass, plastic and tetrapak
(e.g., Barber, 2010; Koenig-Lewis et al, 2014; Magnier et al., 2016; Vergura et al., 2020).
However, the analysis of general consumers’ propensity for sustainable packaging, regardless
of the specific material, requires further investigation. Until now, the literature has shown that
altruistic and egoistic values positively impact customers’ attitude and purchase intention
towards products with eco-friendly packaging (Prakash et al., 2019), and that attitude toward
recycled and biodegradable products, environmental concern, perceived behavioral control
and the individual’s moral standards toward the environment influence the intention to
purchase eco-friendly packaged products (Prakash and Pathak, 2017; Santos et al., 2021). The
present study intends to enrich the knowledge on this topic, analyzing the general propensity
of consumers towards sustainable packaging and providing useful information on the role
played by this marketing variable in influencing environmental-friendly purchasing behaviors.
The research employed an extended version of Schwartz’s (1977) Norm Activation Model
(NAM), which was often used to understand the determinants of individuals’ pro-
environmental behaviors, including purchasing of eco-friendly products. In addition to the
basic variables, the model was completed with additional variables considered relevant by the
literature in forecasting the intention and behavior of purchasing sustainable products.

Conceptual framework

Pro-environmental behavior is considered a type of pro-social behavior since it is guided by
altruistic motivations and has positive consequences for the environment and for society as a
whole (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Steg and De Groot, 2010). Those who view pro-
environmental behavior as a pro-social behavior often rely on the NAM for analyze it
(Bamberg et al., 2007). This model was developed by Schwartz (1977) for the prediction of
individual behaviors that are influenced by altruistic and moral beliefs and its validity has
been confirmed by various authors also in the context of pro-environmental decisions (e.g.,
Bamberg and Moser, 2007; Cordano et al., 2011; Han et al., 2014; Onwezen et al., 2013).
Schwartz identifies three determinants of pro-social behavior: awareness of consequences
(AC), ascription of responsibility (AR) and personal norm (PN). AC indicates the extent to
which the individual is aware of the potential negative consequences for others (people or
things) when s/he does not act in a pro-social way (De Groot and Steg, 2009). AR concerns
the sense of responsibility that the individual connects to the negative consequences of his/her
failure to pursue behavior in favor of society or the environment (De Groot and Steg, 2009).
PN is defined as an individual’s feeling of moral obligation to perform or refrain from
specific actions (De Groot and Steg, 2009; Schwartz and Howard, 1981). The norm then
translates into specific actions, such as pro-environmental behaviors. Following the first
version of the model, which conceives AC and AR as determinants of PN, which in turn
determines behavior, this study intends to verify the effect that the awareness of the

2



environmental damage caused by food products in unsustainable packaging (AC) and the
sense of responsibility towards environmental problems caused by the disposal of
unsustainable product packaging (AR) have on moral obligation to buy food products in eco-
friendly packaging (PN). PN, in turn, is supposed to influence behavioral intention, which is
operationalized in terms of both intentions to buy products with packaging that do not harm
the environment and willingness to pay more to buy them.

H1: AC positively affects PN.

H2: AR positively influences PN.

H3: PN positively influences (a) the intention to purchase products with a 100%

sustainable packaging and (b) willingness to pay.
The NAM framework has been enriched with other predictors to better understand the
behavioral intention. More precisely, anticipated pride and anticipated guilt may increase the
personal norm and the intention to buy products in sustainable packaging. These emotional
components are believed to be able to give greater clarity to the study of people’s decision-
making process. When an individual must consider whether to act in a certain way, s/he first
evaluates the positive or negative emotions that will arise from this action (Onwezen et al.,
2013; Perugini and Bagozzi, 2001). This type of anticipated emotion includes, among others,
anticipated pride and guilt, which are important for understanding the processes that lead to
behaviors within the NAM (Hunecke et al., 2001; Onwezen et al., 2013). If anticipated pride
pushes the individual to respect his/her own personal norm, the anticipated guilt encourages
him/her not to violate it. In the context of pro-social behavior, anticipated feelings of pride
and guilt determine the moral norm (Bamberg and Mdser, 2007; Onwezen et al., 2013). This
study also assumes that the anticipated guilt or pride for having failed in or having contributed
to safeguarding the environment may directly affect the intention to take action.

H4: Anticipated pride towards the purchase of products with 100% sustainable packaging
positively influences (a) PN and (b) purchase intention.
H5: Anticipated guilt towards the purchase of products with 100% sustainable packaging
positively influences (a) PN and (b) purchase intention.

The last variables included in the model are knowledge and concern for environmental issues.
Several studies have highlighted the importance of knowledge in terms of climate change,
depletion of water resources and CO2 emissions with respect to maintaining sustainable
behaviors (e.g., Aertsens et al., 2011; Teng and Wang, 2015; Theggersen et al., 2010),
demonstrating how it affects pro-environmental attitudes and behavioral intentions (e.g.,
Luceri et al., 2021; Tilikidou, 2007; Vicente-Molina et al., 2013). Similarly, concern for the
health of the environment has emerged as a determining factor in the adoption of sustainable
purchasing and consumption behaviors (e.g., Hedlund, 2011; Maichum et al., 2016; Santos et
al., 2021). To the authors’ knowledge, empirical evidence about the impact of concern for the
health of the environment on anticipated emotions is lacking. On the other hand, knowledge
about environmental issues would have a positive effect on the AC deriving from the use of
unsustainable packaging and on the AR.

H6: Environmental concern positively affects (a) anticipated pride and (b) anticipated
guilt.
H7: Environmental knowledge positively affects (a) AC and (b) AR.

Method



Data was collected by means of a web survey. In total, 173 Italian consumers were reached
(71% female, 29% male; mean age = 38.8). Participants were first provided with the
definition of sustainable packaging: “A sustainable packaging is created in such a way as to
minimize its environmental impact; at the same time, it performs its functions of product
protection and information to the consumer in the best possible way”. After that, they were
asked to imagine evaluating a product packaged in a 100% sustainable pack.

Latent variables were measured using scales that have been well validated in the literature. All
statements were on a 7-point anchored scale. For the analysis of the conceptual model,
structural equation modelling (SEM) was performed using the LISREL software (release
8.80).

Results

Results in Figure 1 show that the variables of the original NAM, AC and AR, significantly
affect PN (Bac=0.646, p<0.001; Bar= 0.180, p < 0.01), which in turn positively affect purchase
intention (f =0.604, p<0.001) and willingness to pay (B =0.692, p<0.001) for sustainable
packaging. Therefore, the model supports H1, H2 and H3. Anticipated guilt does not
influence PN and purchase intention, while anticipated pride only affects purchase intention
(B =0.286, p<0.001): the feeling of pride associated with purchasing a product in sustainable
packaging increases purchase intention, thus supporting H4b. On the contrary, H4a and H5 do
not find support in the empirical data. A significant relationship also emerged between
environmental concern and anticipated pride (y = 0.238, p<0.001) as hypothesized in H6a. In
other words, concern for the health of the environment increases the sense of satisfaction and
pride associated with the choice of sustainable packaging. Finally, as information about
environmental problems increases, AC (y = 0.618, p<0.001) and AR (y = 0.398, p<0.001) for
environmental problems caused by unsustainable packaging of food products increase.
Therefore, H7a and H7b are supported.

Figure 1. Structural model with standardized coefficients
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Discussion

The study confirms the key role of packaging in pursuing the objectives of sustainability.
Parallel to the increasing awareness and concern of consumers for issues related to
sustainability, the use of sustainable packaging appears as a sensible business choice (Olsen et
al., 2014). If consumers perceive a package as sustainable, this would result in positive



emotional responses which will consequently positively influence the intentions to purchase
the product.

More specifically, the research supports the hypotheses that the greater the AC and the AR
regarding the environmental problems caused by unsustainable packaging of food products,
the greater the moral obligation towards the purchase of products with 100% recyclable
packaging, which in turn translates in a greater purchase intention and willingness to pay.
From the theoretical perspective, the NAM is thus confirmed as an adequate model for the
prediction of pro-environmental decisions and behaviors. Contextually, knowledge of
environmental issues is able to increase the awareness of the potential negative consequences
of purchasing unsustainable packages and the sense of responsibility. Therefore, from the
perspective of both businesses and public operators, environmental education appears to be
the primary tool for empowering citizens and directing purchasing behavior towards
sustainability. In so doing, it should be appropriate to work on raising awareness about the
positive consequences of sustainable behaviors and increasing consumers’ emotional
involvement in environmental issues, especially in terms of pride in having contributed to
safeguarding the environment. The anticipated pride is in fact able to positively affect the
purchase intentions.
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