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ABSTRACT 

 

In the literature, several research perspectives, concepts, and theories have been applied by scholars 

and academics to understand the discrepancy between consumers’ purchase intentions and their 

actual behaviour towards green products. This paper explores the widely recognized attitude–

behaviour gap regarding green products and discusses a series of theoretical approaches, identifying 

the most useful theory for bridging the gap between purchase intention and actual behaviour. The 

paper argues that although several theories may offer a better explanation and understanding of the 

attitude behaviour gap, the theory of planned behaviour is the most appropriate. The paper is 

important for academic researchers who intend to study the attitude gap in a green setting. The paper 

also supports policy makers in decision making. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Several explanatory theories of consumer behaviour have been put forward to explain green consumer 

behaviour over the years; these were derived from the social sciences: psychology, sociology, or 

economics (Yadav & Pathak, 2016; Kalafatis et al., 1999). In light of the theoretical and empirical 

advances made by behaviour analysts, green behaviourism promises to extend the investigation and 

explanation of green consumer behaviour characteristics (Onel & Mukherjee, 2015). However, the 

gap between consumers’ positive attitudes towards green products and consumers’ inconsistent and 

conflicting behaviour towards them remains a concern for social marketers and policymakers (Moraes 

et al., 2012; Johnstone & Tan, 2015). Researchers and academics have acknowledged and discussed 

the existence of an attitude–behaviour gap in green consumption, but there has been limited 

conceptual research that accurately quantifies this (Johnstone & Tan, 2015). Theories provide a set of 

explanatory variables which can be used to predict a particular phenomenon (Samaradiwakara & 

Gunawardena, 2014). In the course of conceptual understanding findings of past studies, most 

researchers have concurred on several behavioural theories but an appropriate theory for 

understanding green attitude behavior gap still a rarity in literature. This paper thus discusses several 

theoretical approaches to address the widely recognized gap between attitude and behaviour in order 

to identify which approach is most useful in bridging the gap between purchase intention and 

behaviour relevant to green products. Using this approach, the study is expected to generate 

discussion in relation to a fundamental theory that offers a better understanding of how consumers 

form the intention to act in an ethical way towards green products, utilizing existing green consumer 

theory where appropriate. 

 

  

 

 

 

 



GREEN ATTITUDE–BEHAVIOUR GAP 

In the literature, several research perspectives, concepts, theories, and factors have been applied by 

academics and scholars to understand the fundamental influences on green consumption behaviour. 

Despite growing concerns about ecological issues, green consumers still represent a minority in 

society; this is reflected by the relatively slow consumer acceptance of green products (Gleim et. al, 

2013). Marketing academics aim to understand consumer choice in green decision making by 

combining the rigor of various theories. While exploring green buying behaviour, many studies have 

reported a discrepancy or gap between the favourable attitudes expressed by consumers and their 

actual purchasing practices (Tanner & Kast, 2003; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006; Vermeir & Verbeke, 

2008; Onel & Mukherjee, 2015). For example, in various surveys, 30% to 50% of consumers 

indicated that they intended to buy sustainable products; however, the market share of these goods 

was found to have less than 5% of the total sales (Carrington et al., 2010; Young et al., 2010). 

Hughner et al., (2007) found that while many consumers showed a positive attitude towards the 

purchases of organic food products (67%), only a small number of consumers (4%) actually had 

purchased those products. Similarly, Defra (2006) found that 30% of consumers in UK reported their 

concern towards the environment, but rarely translated this into a green purchase. Another recent 

survey of UK consumers indicated that they would be willing to pay more for green cleaning products 

(Butler, 2013; Johnstone & Tan, 2015). However, the homecare market in the UK continued to be 

dominated by conventional non-environmentally friendly brands between 2008 and 2013 (Johnstone 

& Tan, 2015). Young et al. (2010) found that 30% of consumers in UK report that they are very 

concerned about environmental issues, but are struggling to translate this into purchases. Likewise, in 

Australia, Hobman and Frederiks (2014) reported that although consumers may have developed a 

positive concern for environmental problems, this is weakly associated with the act of purchasing and 

any substantial initiatives to purchase green energy. The study claimed that the majority (72.9%) of 

customers did not subscribe to green energy, and approximately one in six non-subscribing 

participants reported negative values, beliefs, and/or attitudes towards green energy. Nature’s 

Organics, another company from Australia, was the first and largest local player to market its 

homecare products based on a green image. It held only a 3% value share in the overall Australian 



homecare market in 2011 (Johnstone & Tan, 2015). The attitude–behaviour gap has also been debated 

across disciplines researching other aspects of green consumer behaviour such as purchasing green 

energy (Salmela & Varho, 2006), and household goods (Peattie, 2010). Set against this broad context, 

it is apparent that despite consumers’ positive attitudes about the environment, several studies have 

revealed an inconsistent behaviour between consumers’ green attitudes and behaviour (e.g. Carrington 

et al., 2010; Peattie, 2010; Johnstone & Tan, 2015; Moser, 2015, Yadav & Pathak, 2016). This 

phenomenon is called the attitude-behaviour gap, well established in literature (Peattie, 2010; Oates & 

Mcdonald, 2014). In general, the attitude-behaviour gap means that the attitudes or an intention of 

consumers to act in a green manner does not necessarily inform their behaviour (Chen & Chai, 2010; 

Wheale & Hinton, 2007). 

 

GREEN BEHAVIOURAL ACCEPTANCE THEORIES 

Behavioural theory sheds light on the green attitude–behaviour gap, and advances our understanding 

of attitude and intention formation in a green marketing context. Behavioural theory can be used to 

explore the frequently observed attitude–behaviour gap, and can deepen understandings of the 

influence of consumer behaviour on marketing systems for green products. The paper reviews 

relevant theories on green consumer behaviour from a marketing perspective. It introduces various 

theories understandings of green consumer behaviour, their theoretical and methodological 

foundations, and outlines key factors influencing green consumption and the major challenges facing 

it. The study reviews green behavioural theories from two theoretical perspectives—cognitive 

behaviour and normative behaviour—that relate to the critical internal and external factors influencing 

consumer choice with regards to the green attitude–behaviour gap. Ozaki (2011) defined cognitive 

behavioural theories as those that focus on the process by which consumer beliefs form attitudes 

towards certain behaviours and then lead to the performance of those behaviours—examples are the 

theory of self-regulation (TSR), the theory of reasoned action (TRA), and the theory of planned 

behaviour (TPB). Normative behavioural theories developed by Schwartz (1977) focused on personal 

norms and moral obligation that are positively related to pro-environmental behaviour to measure the 

environmental paradigm (NEP). Examples are the norm activation theory (NAT), value belief norm 



theory (VBN), the attitude–behaviour context theory (ABC), and the motivation–opportunity–abilities 

model (MOA). 

Theory 1: Theory of self-regulation (Bagozzi, 1992):  

Theory of self-regulation or TSR (Bagozzi, 1992) posits that desire, a motivation-based variable 

which leads to intention. Ajzen (1991) introduced perceived behavioural control (PBC) concerning 

behaviors are partially under volitional control but Bagozzi (1992) claimed that the main forcible 

factor in TPB is desire not PBC.TSR argues that intention implies desire, but that desire does not 

necessarily imply intention (Leone et al., 1999). Empirical support from Bagozzi, & Kimmel (1995) 

confirmed the digital effects of attitude on intentions through desires.  

                                                                  Insert Figure: 1 about here  

Theory 2: Theory of reasoned action (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980):  

The buying process has been widely documented and follows the process of rational choice, whereby 

the evaluation of alternatives is based on an evaluation of costs against benefits (Faiers et al., 2007; 

Ajzen, 1988). One of the underlying theory falls under this category is the theory of reasoned action 

(TRA) posits that an individuals’ behaviour is determined by their behavioural intention, which in 

turn is defined as a function of attitudes toward the behaviour and subjective norm connected to the 

behaviour (Ajzen 1980; Hong & Swinder, 2012). The theoretical model is mapped in Figure: 2. More 

specifically, TRA has been utilized to predict the intentions in green marketing areas, such as 

recycling behaviours (Davies et al. 2002), green energy behaviour (Bang et al., 2000) 

Insert Figure: 2 about here 

Theory 3: The theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991):  

In the area of green adoption behaviour, the relationship between attitudes and behavioural intentions 

often seems to be missing or weak (Claudy et al., 2013). Recent advances of behavioural intention 

models offer new perspectives and possible explanations for the attitude- behaviour gap. In this 

context TPB is found the one of the most robust and widely applied predictor to analyse green 



consumer behaviour and serves as the most flexible theoretical framework to better understand 

consumer intention to adopt green products, more importantly, provide an explanation for the widely 

acknowledged attitude-behaviour gap (Paul et al, 2015; Moser, 2015; Yadav & Pathak, 2017). Fig. 3 

displays the predicting variables of TPB and their relations with each other as well as to behaviour. In 

empirical research, scholars have validated the contribution of TPB in green consumption behavior, 

for example green hotels (Han and Yoon, 2015), organic food choice behavior (Ha and Janda, 2012). 

Insert Figure: 3 about here 

Theory 4: Norm activation theory (Schwartz, 1977):  

Norm activation theory (NAT) ascribes the significance role of personal norms, such as strong moral 

obligation, as the only direct determinants of pro-social behaviours where awareness of consequences 

and ascription of responsibility create personal norms, which leads too pro-social behaviour 

(Schwartz, 1977; Ozaki, 2011). Consistent with this theory several studies suggest that moral norms 

contribute to explaining pro-environmental behaviour such as: pro-environmental buying (Thøgersen, 

1999), recycling (Guagnano et al. 1995). Fig: 4 summarize the NAT model as described in this paper. 

Insert Figure: 4 about here  

Theory 5: Value belief norm theory (Stern, 2000):  

Stern’s value-belief-norm-theory (2000) is an attempt to link assumptions of the NAT to findings 

about the relation between general values, environmental beliefs and behaviour (Klöckner, 2013). The 

VBN theory combines value theory (Schwartz, 1992) and norm-activation theory (Schwartz, 1977) 

postulating that the relationship between values and actual behavior is affected by more factors than 

consumption specific attitudes including fundamental values, behavior specific beliefs, and personal 

moral norms that guide the individual’s action (Jansson et al., 2010). Using this notion, the VBN 

theory has been validated in a wide variety of green consumer (curtailment) behavior contexts, such 

as household energy use (Poortinga et al., 2004), conservation behavior (Kaiser et al., 2005). The 

conceptual model of VBN drawn in figure: 5. 



                                                             Insert Figure: 5 about here 

Theory 6: ABC model theories (Stern et al., 1999; Guagnano et al. 1995):  

Attitude-Behaviour Context (ABC) models focused on environmentally significant behaviour assume 

that consumer green behavior is not only determined by attitude, but also by contextual factors. The 

structural dynamics between the influence of attitudes (i.e. internal factors) and contextual (i.e. 

external) factors is a key dimension of the ABC model, shown in Figure: 6. In ABC, contextual 

factors (such as, monetary incentives and costs) affect the strength of the attitude-behavior association 

which is strongest when they are neutral and is close to zero when contextual forces are strongly 

positive or negative (Stern, 2000, p. 415).  

                                                                 Insert Figure: 6 about here 

Theory 7: The Motivation-Opportunity-Abilities model (Ölander & Thøgersen, 1995): 

The Motivation-Opportunity-Abilities (MOA) is an integrative model pointed to the improvements in 

predictive power achievable by incorporating two factors - ability and opportunity, as indispensable 

pre-requisites to green consumer behavior. The MOA model is recognisable in Figure 7. The ability 

construct incorporates both habit and task knowledge, whereas the opportunity construct incorporates 

facilitating conditions or ‘opportunity’ to perform the behavior (Joshi & Rahman, 2015). According to 

this theory, consumers’ positive attitude will lead to desired behaviour only if consumers have the 

ability and the opportunity to carry out the expected behaviour. For example, green energy purchase 

will not happen without low premium.  

Insert Figure: 7 about here 

 

 

 

 

 

 



RATIONALE FOR A GREEN BEHAVIOURAL THEORY 

This paper has conceptualized the pragmatic and conceptual basis of a series of theories based on 

cognitive and normative behaviour. Support from literature evidence and identification of advantage, 

disadvantage of behavioural theory appears to be a straightforward way of detecting the appropriate 

theory to evaluate the green attitude–behaviour gap. The appropriate theory should consist of 

constructs that are sufficiently specific so as to generate hypotheses, which should be testable and, in 

principle at least, able to be rejected (Ogden, 2003). In terms of their pragmatic basis and asking 

which theories can be considered to be useful for understanding the green attitude–behaviour gap, 

some key issues such the application and usefulness of the theory, ability to be tested, capacity to 

generate synthetic truth rather than analytic truth, and creating cognitions (Ogden, 2003; Wenzlaff & 

Wegner, 2000). According to Singleton, Straits and Straits (1993), Taylor and Tod (1995) and 

Samaradiwakara & Gunawardena (2014), despite the specific advantages of green behavioural theory, 

the capability of a theory in predicting and explaining behavior is measured by the extent to which the 

predictors in the theory could account for a reasonable proportion of the variance in behavioral 

intention and usage behavior. Considerably better variances explain a broader range of phenomena 

(Samaradiwakara & Gunawardena, 2014). Therefore, it is essential to compare theories in order to 

identify the most appropriate one in respect of their ability to predict and explain individual behavior 

towards green consumption attitude behaviour gap. The following section attempts to address these 

key issues using literature support and a comparative discussion of the theories including the 

advantages and disadvantages of behavioural theories. 

Literature support: 

 Several explanatory theories of consumer behaviour have been put forward to explain green 

consumer behavior over the years derive from the social sciences: psychology, sociology, or 

economics. The major theories such as value belief theory, norm activation theory, ABC model etc. 

are highly eclectic, taking into account both personal and environmental variables (e.g. Kalafatis et 

al., 1999; Salmela & Varho, 2006) but do not explain how consumers can translate their intention into 

green buying behavior effectively (Kalafatis et al., 1999; Moser, 2015, Paul et al., 2015, Halder et al., 



2015). To account for this process and in order to develop a comprehensive theory of consumer 

behavior specially to green products, many researchers turned to social psychological theory of 

planned behavior (Paul et al., 2015, Halder et al., 2015; Moser et al.,2015; Yadav & Pathak, 2015, 

2016). For example, in empirical research 39% of studies used the TPB as theoretical framework, 

15% the NAT, 15% the VBN in empirical research (Klockner, 2013). Moreover, A meta-analysis of 

185 studies found the TPB accounted for 27% of the variance in behavior and 39% of variance in 

intention (Armitage and Conner, 2001). TPB has been utilized in environmental research, especially 

in understanding attitude formation and functioning in relation to the adoption of green products (e.g. 

Fujii, 2006; Ozaki, 2011). TPB improves the purchase intention model’s predictability for green 

products (Moser, 2015; Yadav & Pathak, 2016, 2017). The model optimizes the potential 

relationship between intention and its determinants by measuring each construct at equivalent 

levels of specificity (Litvine &N Wüstenhagen, 2011; Paul et al., 2015). Table: 1 provides a list of 

research articles that have published heterogeneous TPB research across disciplines tend to prove its 

application and usefulness, capability of testing, generate synthetic truth than analytic truth and 

creating cognitions. 

Insert Table: 1 about here 

Comparison of green acceptance theories: 

Stern’s VBN theory (2000) examines green behaviour by considering several elements that are 

essential to environmentalism such as values and ecological worldview (Stern, 2000; Choi et al., 

2015). However, the explanatory power of values might decline in situations where consumers face 

strong external constraints (e.g. social norms) or have limited personal capabilities—their financial 

situation, limited access to relevant information, or limited ecological literacy for example (Stern, 

2005; Claudy et al., 2013). The statistics reveal that only the TPB appropriately represents the 

relationships between its concepts, whereas the VBN model does not (Kaiser et al., 2005, 2013). 

Consequently, many researchers have utilized behavioural intention frameworks such as Fishbein and 

Ajzen’s (1975; 1980) TRA. Traditional models such as the theory of reasoned action have also so far 



failed to account for the attitude–behaviour gap, raising critical questions about the usefulness of 

traditional behavioural intention theories (e.g. Paul et al., 2015; Liobikienė et al., 2016). TRA showed 

inconsistency to the lack of control over an individual’s action (Gupta & Ogden, 2009). TRA 

addresses purely volitional control and fails to address the ownership of requisite opportunities and 

resources (Madden et al., 1992). The omission of certain non-volitional factors for determining human 

behaviours (e.g. resources) questioned the applicability of TRA (Han et al., 2010; Paul et al., 2015). 

For instance, an individual may view green products positively, but may not be able to purchase them 

due to a low income and the product’s higher premium. Ajzen solved this problem by the extension of 

TRA into TPB (Ajzen, 1991) by including a variable that would highlight the non-volitional part of 

behaviour in the TRA structure (Ajzen, 1985; Leone et al., 1999). This variable— perceived 

behavioural control (PBC)—becomes important when considering behaviours that are partially under 

volitional control, which is defined as the perception of how difficult or easy an action is to perform 

for a given subject (Paul et al., 2015). According to TPB theory, PBC is hypothesized as directly 

affecting both intention and behaviour in such a way that the greater the PBC, the more positive the 

behavioural intention and the more likely the performance of behaviour and vice versa (Ajzen, 1991; 

Leone et al., 1999). PBC is a good proxy for actual control; this cannot be the case when, for instance, 

the behaviour is new to the subjects (Ajzen & Madden, 1986; Leone et al., 1999). As mentioned, 

Ajzen (1991) introduced PBC to consider behaviours that are partially under volitional control. 

However, Bagozzi (1992) claimed that the main omitted factor in TPB is desire not PBC, where 

desire is a motivation-based variable that leads to intent. According to the TSR, desire is hypothesized 

as being a proximal cause of intention (Bagozzi, 1992; Leone et al., 1999). Fishbein & Stasson (1990) 

argued that desires can be viewed as a proxy of intent, since the variables of attitude and desire are 

both based on motivational processes as claimed by the TRA and the TPB (Ajzen, 1988). A recent 

meta-analysis of the TPB has found evidence that intentions and self-predictions were found to be 

superior predictors of behaviour than desires (Armitage & Conner, 2001). Other behavioural theories 

such as ABC theory and the MOA model have been used for predicting behavioural intention, but 

generally do not explicitly address post-intentional actions, such as behaviour, and their application is 

scarce in the literature and not well established to prove its application and usefulness, capability of 



testing in research domain (Luszczynska et al., 2005). Against the backdrop of the discussion above, 

TPB constructs are found to be more proximal to green behaviour than theories such as the TRA, 

TSR, NAT, and VBN (Klöckner, 2013; Paul et al., 2015; Yadav & Pathak, 2016, 2017). In the 

discussions above, we find that TPB provides a useful conceptual framework for dealing with the 

complexities of human social behaviour. Although this theory relatively successful in predicting a 

wide variety of behaviours, it has been criticized for neglecting moral considerations, an extension 

that appears to be particularly promising in morally relevant situations (Kaiser et al., 2005; Klöckner 

& Blöbaum, 2010; Chen, 2015). However, TPB is open for modification and can be extended and 

broadened by adding new constructs or altering the path of the existing constructs (Ajzen, 1991; 

Yadav & Pathak, 2016, 2017). Research indicates that the TPB explains on average 50% of the 

variance in intention and between 19% and 38% of the variance in behaviour (Sutton, 1998). 

Compared with other behavioural theories, research on the TPB shows a relatively high degree of 

regularity regarding measures based on published recommendations and offers better explanations of 

the attitude–behaviour gap than other theories (Antimova et al., 2012). More importantly, comparative 

studies found that the TPB is more capable of explaining variance in intention over and above that of 

traditional intention theories (Westaby, 2005; Westaby; Claudy et al., 2013). By applying the TPB we 

thus expect to shed light on the green attitude–behaviour gap, and advance our understanding of 

attitude and intention formation in this important green marketing context. 

 

CONCLUSION, CONTRIBUTION, AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTION 

The aim of this paper was to illustrate the widely recognized attitude–behaviour gap in green products 

and discuss a series of theoretical approaches by pinpointing those most useful for bridging the gap 

between consumers’ green purchase intentions and their actual behaviours. The study draws together 

several behavioural theories relevant to green product use in order to aid policy making in the broader 

context and to develop the discussion around integrated theories applicable to green behaviour. In the 

literature, the study found that most theories have common factors that influence consumer behaviour 

and do not explore the relationships between internal factors and external constraints in depth. 



Consumers’ decision to behave in a certain way in relation to green products is informed by a wide 

range of internal and external factors (Ozaki, 2010; Faiers et al., 2007). The behavioural theories 

discussed earlier have a different emphasis, and there are overlapping factors that influence green 

product adaption (Table: 2). Green consumption related decisions and behaviours are most likely 

driven by a combination of several internal-external factors and motivations. The study finds the TPB 

to be the most widely used and accepted theory in behavioural research domain; it is also capable of 

including additional internal–external factors to explain green consumption related decisions and 

attitude behavioural gap.  

Insert Table: 2 about here 

In general, the study provides useful lessons for policymakers seeking to encourage pro-

environmental behaviour. With regard to theory, particularly in the green marketing literature, the 

current paper contributes to a conceptual base understanding of the behavioural approach related to 

the green behaviour–attitude gap and how it is effective by applying the theoretical tenets for green 

consumption. The paper also offers a theoretical base for both marketers and policymakers from 

which to advance their understanding of green energy buying behaviour, and promote the 

consumption of green products and a more widespread adoption of green usage, which are essential 

for the green market and a sustainable environment.  

Although the study found the TPB to be the most useful for bridging the gap between green attitudes 

and behaviours regarding green products, many studies do not consider it a suitable model for 

explaining this gap. Researchers have argued that although the three psychological constructs (i.e. 

attitude, subjective norms, and behavioural control) contained in the TPB model predict the green 

attitude–behaviour gap to a certain degree, it cannot be effective as other constructs also influence an 

individual's green buying decisions (Halder et al., 2015; Paul et al., 2015). The findings revealed that 

there is a perception that ‘it is too hard to be green’ due to a lack of many external factors, attitudes, 

and behaviour (Johnstone & Tan, 2015). The TPB is open for modification and it can be extended and 

broadened by adding new constructs or altering the path of the existing constructs (Ajzen, 1991; 



Yadav & Pathak, 2015). There are a plethora of models of green behaviour and new models are 

continually being developed. Future studies may aim to develop an integrative extended TPB model 

including new constructs and to holistically analyse those constructs that predict the green attitude–

behaviour gap.  
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TABLE AND FIGURES: 

 

Table 1: Major research in different disciplines used TPB framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 2: Critical internal and external factors from behavioral theories 

 

Theory of self- regulation: In TSR three factors determine the behavioural intention: attitudes towards 

the behaviour, subjective norms, and desire. 

Theory of reasoned action:  In TRA two factors determine the behavioural intention: attitudes towards 

the behavior and subjective norms.  

Theory of planned behavior: In TPB three factors determine the behavioural intention: attitudes 

towards the behaviour, subjective norms, and perceived control  

Norm activation theory: In NAT theory awareness, aspiration, norm and behavioural control lead to 

the relevant behaviour 

Value belief norm theory:    The VBN theory combines perspective of personal value (biospheric,  

altruistic and egoistic), belief (awareness of consequences)and norm (pro environmental   personal 

norm) that lead to relevant behavior.  

Attitude, Behaviour, Context theory: IN ABC theory consumer behaviour affected by internal 

(attitude) and external factors (education, money, time) 

The Motivation-Opportunity-Ability Model: Ability and opportunity are indispensable pre-requisites 

to consumer behavior 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Theory of Self-Regulation (Bagozzi, 1992) 

 



 

 

 

 

                       Figure 2: The theory of reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1980) 

 

 

 

                        Figure 3: The theory planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Fig 4: The norm-activation-theory (Schwartz & Howard, 1981). 

 

 

 

Fig 5: The value-belief-norm-theory. (adapted from Stern, 2000, p. 412). 

 

 

 

Fig 6: Attitude, Behaviour, Context theory (Guagnano et al., 1995). 

 

 

 



 

Figure 7: The Motivation-Opportunity-Ability Model (Ölander & Thøgersen (1995) 

 

 


