
Examining pathways to more sustainable consumption – the role of social-norm interventions     

Aim of the Project  

This project examines whether and to what extent the problem of overconsumption in the Netherlands can be 

resolved by interventions that are focused on changing social norms around consumption to more sustainable 

ones. To understand how to design interventions that address the problem of unsustainable consumption and 

to be able to examine their effectiveness, it is necessary to first understand the specific context in which 

consumption occurs. Therefore, the project will first seek to identify the main mechanisms of consumption in 

the areas of mobility/transport and food, two major contributors to carbon footprints at the individual level. 

While doing so, the study will focus on the broader socio-cultural context in which individuals consume and 

specifically on the role of social norms, which have been shown to be an important driver of many behaviours. 

The insights gained from the first part of the project, alongside findings from existing literature, will then be used 

to design and implement social-norm interventions (using an experimental design) and assess their effectiveness 

in different contexts.  

 

Background  

Existing household- and individual-level consumption patterns in the global North are unsustainable and can be 

described as a vicious cycle of ever-increasing consumption (Bell & Ashwood, 2015; Constantino et al., 2022; 

Rieger & Schor, 2021). These patterns result in an ‘overconsumption’ problem and substantially contribute to 

environmental degradation and climate change (Ehrhardt-Martinez & Schor, 2015; Rieger & Schor, 2021; Stuart 

et al., 2020). It is necessary, using interventions focusing on consumer demand, to interrupt this vicious cycle 

and transform it into a virtuous one in which consumption is a sustainable, self-enforcing mechanism that 

induces people to consume less and in a way that minimizes environmental impact. Such a transition has the 

potential to greatly reduce emissions (Ivanova et al., 2020).  

 

Therefore, climate change mitigation strategies, in addition to looking at the macro level and targeting large 

industries, should also consider the micro level and target consumption behaviour, which has been extensively 

discussed in the IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Report (AR6; IPCC, 2022). Such demand-side interventions can induce 

sociobehavioural changes that have the potential to reduce CO2 emissions by 40% to 70% by the year 2050 

(IPCC, 2022). Despite this, current climate policies do not pay sufficient attention to the direct role of individuals 

and households (as consumers) and focus primarily on market incentives and adjusting economic policies 

(Ehrhardt-Martinez & Schor, 2015; Islam & Kieu 2021). What is more, most current policies that do target micro-

level consumption are economic in nature and do not consider the socio-cultural aspects of consumption 

(Ehrhardt-Martinez & Schor, 2015).  

 

As social norms1 have been shown to shape numerous everyday behaviours, including dietary choices and 

transportation decisions (Bell & Ashwood, 2015; Constantino et al., 2022; Davies et al, 2014), many scholars 

have argued that collective climate action can be boosted by implementing social-norm interventions 

(Mildenberger & Tingley, 2019; Nolan, 2021; Nyborg et al., 2016; Otto et al., 2020). Such interventions usually 

focus on promoting sustainable norms over unsustainable ones, by, for instance, highlighting the existence of a 

sustainable norm in a certain group or emphasizing the recent emergence of a new more sustainable norm 

overall (Constantino et al., 2022). Social-norm interventions can potentially have long-term and durable effects 

(i.e., that last beyond the duration of the intervention itself), as they aim to introduce and establish new, more 

sustainable norms and as a result shift individuals’ values, motivations, and habits (Frey & Rogers, 2014; Nolan 

                                                           
1 Defined as “patterns of behaviors or values that depend on expectations about what others do and/or think should be 
done” (Constantino et al., 2022). 

 



2021). Thus, these interventions have the potential to interrupt the vicious cycle of consumption and lead to a 

permanent transition towards more sustainable consumption patterns.  

 

While it is a promising and increasingly explored avenue to tackle this problem, the effectiveness and successful 

implementation of social-norm interventions is heavily context specific (Constantino et al., 2022). As a result, 

the first step in designing and evaluating such interventions is to understand the consumption patterns at hand. 

This entails identifying the social norms associated with specific consumption behaviours and examining the 

extent to which they drive these behaviours, while also considering other relevant contextual factors.  

 

The effect of existing social norms on consumption appears to be mixed as these norms have been shown to 

both promote pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., encourage water or energy conservation and increase 

demand for sustainable goods) and reinforce unsustainable behaviours (e.g., lead to frequent meat 

consumption) (Allcott & Rogers, 2014; Brent et al., 2015; Lede et al., 2019; Carlsson et al., 2010; Berg & Jackson, 

2021; Francovich, 2020). Additionally, the prevalence of specific norms and their effect on consumption has also 

been shown to vary at the group- and individual-level. To illustrate, in the US individuals with lower income tend 

to place an overall higher emphasis on social norms than those with higher income levels (Eom et al., 2018). 

What is more, tighter groups, which have faced more risks or threats, tend to have stronger norms and are less 

accepting of deviant behaviour, compared to looser groups who usually have weaker norms and greater 

tolerance for deviant behaviour (Gelfand, 2012).  

 

While many studies have focused on group-level differences regarding social norms and their impacts on 

environmental behaviour incl. consumption, a more comprehensive understanding of systematic group-level 

differences is needed. Namely, it is important to also consider how different groups are subject to different 

structural facilitators and barriers, as well as institutional constraints that influence their perceptions of social 

norms and the effect of these norms on consumption behaviour. Socio-economic status (SES) is arguably a 

particularly important characteristic (Eom et al., 2018; Sherman et al., 2022), as it plays a highly important role 

in shaping individuals’ psychological and behavioural tendencies (incl. perceived social norms and consumption 

behaviour) (Ishii & Eisen, 2020). Also, SES is closely linked to such aspects as income, education and social capital 

which are likely to moderate the impact of social norms on consumption. To illustrate, sustainable food 

consumption will be heavily hindered by income considerations for lower socioeconomic groups. Also, the 

switch to an electric vehicle in addition to being costly will depend on the availability and accessibility of charging 

stations in one’s residential area.  

 

Therefore, this project will first explore the prevalence of different food and transport consumption behaviours 

for different socio-economic status levels in the Netherlands. Then, it will examine how and to what extent social 

norms influence the identified behaviours. The first part of the project will answer the following research 

questions:  

 

1. What are the different food and transport consumption patterns for people from different socio-

economic status levels in the Netherlands? 

 

2. What is the role of social norms in driving food and transport consumption for different socio-

economic status levels in the Netherlands?  

 

The insights gained in the first part of the project will be then used to design, as well as (experimentally) 

implement and evaluate social-norm interventions that induce people in the Netherlands to consume more 

sustainably. Again, group-level differences based on socio-economic status will be explored. This will allow to 

answer the following research question:  

 



3. To what extent can social-norm interventions lead to more sustainable food and transport 

consumption in the Netherlands among the different socio-economic status levels? 

It is important to note that the effectiveness and success of social-norm interventions has been shown to largely 

depend on the way in which these interventions are designed and implemented (Constantino et al., 2022).  

Specifically, such considerations as how the norm is communicated (e.g., through which medium), the exact 

content of the message, the language and style used, as well as the credibility of the messenger all have the 

potential to affect the adaptation of the norm by individuals and consequently the adjustment of consumption 

behaviour. For instance, Goldstein et al. (2008) in their study on water conservation and towel reuse in hotels 

find that norm messages focusing on others at the specific locale of interest are more effective than general 

norm messages. More specifically, individuals who received a message stating that guests who stayed in their 

room before them reused their towels were more likely to also reuse their towels, compared to individuals who 

received a message stating the guests of the hotel overall reused their towels. Therefore, the study will also 

answer the following research question:  

4. What are the main determinants of an effective social-norm intervention for food and transport 

consumption among the different socio-economic status levels? 

Throughout the entire project an emphasis will be placed on assuring high validity of the measurements 

collected, using the appropriate measurement tools and settings (Constantino et al., 2022). This is particularly 

important in the context of behaviours, as self-reported measures of behaviours are shown to often suffer from 

low validity (due to, among other reasons, the presence of social desirability). These self-reported measures 

appear more reflective of intentions and motivations than real behaviour and are only weakly correlated with 

objective measures, such energy or water meter readings (Constantino et al., 2022; Koller et al., forthcoming). 

It is difficult to assess the effectiveness of social-norm interventions using low-validity or biased measures of 

behaviour as the end goal of these interventions is to induce a permanent behavioural change rather than 

merely a shift in attitudes, beliefs, or intentions. In addition, it is also difficult to accurately assess the prevalence 

of behaviours in the population and how they are influenced by social norms.  

Research Design 

The analysis will focus on the Netherlands and the data will be collected using CBS micro-data, a survey, and 
behavioural experiments.  
 
The first step will consist of an exploratory analysis in which the prevalence of specific (transport and food) 
consumption patterns among the different socio-economic status levels will be established, and the social norms 
related to these patterns will be identified. The prevalence of different consumption behaviours will be based 
on CBS microdata, which contains detailed expenditure information from surveys and administrative data. The 
identification of corresponding social norms will be done using observational data, i.e., an in-person or online 
survey. The questionnaire will focus on which norms drive people to pursue specific consumption behaviours 
and can be for instance administered in various supermarkets. As individuals with different socio-economic 
status tend to shop in different supermarkets, this would assure that the different socio-economic status levels 
are represented in the sample.  
 
The data collected will be analyzed using a multilevel path analysis that will examine the role of social norms in 
driving consumption, while considering other relevant predictors of consumption. The use of multilevel 
modelling will allow for the inclusion of predictors at varying levels (specifically, individual, and group level). 
Additionally, this modelling technique will also allow for the inclusion of different paths through which social 
norms can affect consumption choices.  
 
The information gathered regarding the different social norms and their effect on consumption for different 
socio-economic status levels in the Netherlands will be used as input to design interventions that can effectively 
influence consumption behaviour. This information will be used in combination with insights from a literature 



review on existing demand-side interventions, The design and implementation of interventions is expected to 
be dependent on the socio-economic status targeted.  
 
Next, vignette studies will be used to explore how and to what extent different experimental manipulations of 
social norms affect the consumption choices of different socio-economic status levels. Depending on the 
outcomes of the first part of the study, the socio-economic status levels will be either analyzed separately (if 
they are subject to fundamentally different norms) or they will be analyzed jointly (if they are largely subject to 
similar norms) and the interactions between the experimental manipulation and socio-economic status will be 
examined. These studies can be based on self-reported behavioural interventions and/or economic 
interventions that examine task behaviour. To illustrate, in the former, participants could be notified that most 
of their friends (the ref. group) are travelling by train on holidays in the summer and asked how they are planning 
on traveling. In the latter, participants would be given a certain amount of money and after being notified that 
travelling by train is more sustainable than by plane, they could choose how to donate the money – whether to 
contribute to cheaper train or flight tickets.  
 
Finally, the study will investigate whether social-norm interventions that were identified as effective in the 
experiments also work in real-life, using a field experiment. For example, such an experiment could take place 
in supermarkets; the insights gained when administrating the survey in supermarkets in the first part could be 
used to design this experiment. In this setting, for a period of a few weeks, in some supermarkets shoppers 
would be given information about the increased popularity of meat-substitutes among the shop’s clients 
(treatment group), while in other, comparable supermarkets (e.g., belonging to the same chain and/or in 
neighbourhoods with similar characteristics) the shoppers would not be given any information (control group).  
The purchase of meat and meat-substitutes will then be compared across the two groups. This experiment will 
be repeated across different supermarkets, which are representative of different socio-economic status levels.  
 
 

Literature 

Allcott, H., & Rogers, T. (2014). The short-run and long-run effects of behavioral interventions: Experimental 

evidence from energy conservation. American Economic Review, 104(10), 3003-37. 

Bell, M. M., & Ashwood, L. L. (2015). An invitation to environmental sociology. Sage Publications. 

Berg, J., & Jackson, C. (2021, May 12). Nearly nine in ten Americans consume meat as part of their diet. Ipsos. 

https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/nearly-nine-ten-americans-consume-meat-part-their-diet  

Brent, D. A., Cook, J. H., & Olsen, S. (2015). Social comparisons, household water use, and participation in utility 

conservation programs: Evidence from three randomized trials. Journal of the Association of Environmental and 

Resource Economists, 2(4), 597-627. 

Carlsson, F., García, J. H., & Löfgren, Å. (2010). Conformity and the demand for environmental goods. 

Environmental and resource economics, 47(3), 407-421. 

Concari, A., Kok, G., & Martens, P. (2020). A systematic literature review of concepts and factors related to pro-

environmental consumer behaviour in relation to waste management through an interdisciplinary approach. 

Sustainability, 12(11), 4452.  

Constantino, S. M., Sparkman, G., Kraft-Todd, G. T., Bicchieri, C., Centola, D., Shell-Duncan, B., ... & Weber, E. U. 

(2022). Scaling up change: A critical review and practical guide to harnessing social norms for climate action. 

Psychological science in the public interest, 23(2), 50-97. 

Davies, A., Fahy, F., & Rau, H. (2014). Challenging Consumption: Pathways to a More Sustainable Future. London, 

UK: Routledge.  

https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/nearly-nine-ten-americans-consume-meat-part-their-diet


Ehrhardt-Martinez, K., & Schor, J. B. (2015). Consumption and climate change. In R. Dunlap & R. Brulle (Eds.), 

Climate change and society: Sociological perspectives. Oxford University Press. 

Eom K., Kim H. S., Sherman D. K. (2018). Socio-economic status, control, and action: Socioeconomic status 

differences in antecedents of support for pro-environmental action. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 

77, 60–75. 

Evans, D., & Abrahamse, W. (2009). Beyond rhetoric: the possibilities of and for ‘sustainable lifestyles. 

Environmental Politics, 18(4), 486-502.  

Francovich, K. (2020, January 21). Young Americans less likely to be meat-eaters. YouGov America. 
https://today.you gov.com/topics/consumer/articles-reports/2020/01/21/veggie-meat-burger-poll   

Frey, E., & Rogers, T. (2014). Persistence: How treatment effects persist after interventions stop. Policy Insights 

from the Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 1(1), 172-179. 

Gelfand, M. J., Raver, J. L., Nishii, L., Leslie, L. M., Lun, J., Lim, B. C., Duan, L., Almaliach, A., Ang, S., Arnadottir, J., 

Aycan, Z., Boehnke, K., Boski, P., Cabecinhas, R., Chan, D., Chhokar, J., D’Amato, A., Ferrer, M., Fischlmayr, I. C., 

. . . Yamaguchi, S. (2011). Differences between tight and loose cultures: A 33-nation study. Science, 332(6033), 

1100–1104.  

Goldstein, N. J., Cialdini, R. B., & Griskevicius, V. (2008). A room with a viewpoint: Using social norms to motivate 

environmental conservation in hotels. Journal of Consumer Research, 35(3), 472–482. 

IPCC, 2022: Climate Change 2022: Mitigation of Climate Change. Contribution of Working Group III to the Sixth 

Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [P.R. Shukla, J. Skea, R. Slade, A. Al 

Khourdajie, R. van Diemen, D. McCollum, M. Pathak, S. Some, P. Vyas, R. 

Ishii, K., & Eisen, C. (2020). Socioeconomic status and cultural difference. In Oxford research encyclopedia of 

psychology. 

Islam, M. S., & Kieu, E. (2021). Sociological Perspectives on Climate Change and Society: A Review. Climate, 9(1), 

7.  

Ivanova, D., Barrett, J., Wiedenhofer, D., Macura, B., Callaghan, M., & Creutzig, F. (2020). Quantifying the 

potential for climate change mitigation of consumption options. Environmental Research Letters, 15(9), 093001.  

Koller, K., Pankowska, P. K., & Brick, C. Identifying Bias in Self-Reported Pro-Environmental Behavior. Available 

at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4176804  

Lede, E., Meleady, R., & Seger, C. R. (2019). Optimizing the influence of social norms interventions: Applying 

social identity insights to motivate residential water conservation. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 62, 105-

114. 

Lubowiecki-Vikuk, A., Dąbrowska, A., & Machnik, A. (2021). Responsible consumer and lifestyle: Sustainability 

insights. Sustainable production and consumption, 25, 91-101.  

Mildenberger, M., & Tingley, D. (2019). Beliefs about climate beliefs: the importance of second-order opinions 

for climate politics. British Journal of Political Science, 49(4), 1279-1307. 

Nolan, J. M. (2021). Social norm interventions as a tool for pro-climate change. Current Opinion in 

Psychology, 42, 120-125.  

https://ssrn.com/abstract=4176804


Nyborg, K., Anderies, J. M., Dannenberg, A., Lindahl, T., Schill, C., Schlüter, M., ... & De Zeeuw, A. (2016). Social 

norms as solutions. Science, 354(6308), 42-43. 

Otto, I. M., Donges, J. F., Cremades, R., Bhowmik, A., Hewitt, R. J., Lucht, W., ... & Schellnhuber, H. J. (2020). 

Social tipping dynamics for stabilizing Earth’s climate by 2050. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 

117(5), 2354-2365. 

Rieger, A., & Schor, J.B. (2021). Consumption. In: Schaefer Caniglia, B., Jorgenson, A., Malin, S.A., Peek, L., Pellow, 

D.N., Huang, X. (eds) Handbook of Environmental Sociology. Handbooks of Sociology and Social Research. 

Springer, Cham.  

Sherman, D. K., Updegraff, J. A., Handy, M. S., Eom, K., & Kim, H. S. (2022). Beliefs and social norms as precursors 

of environmental support: The joint influence of collectivism and socioeconomic status. Personality and social 

psychology bulletin, 48(3), 463-477. 

Stuart, D., Gunderson, R., & Petersen, B. (2020). Overconsumption as ideology: Implications for addressing global 

climate change. Nature and Culture, 15(2), 199-223.  

 

Project stakeholders 

Paulina Pankowska (daily supervisor), Vincent Buskens, and Félice van Nunspeet 

 

Location 

Sociology Department, Utrecht University.  


