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RESUMO 

As emissões globais de gases de efeito estufa são, em parte, impulsionadas pelo consumo 

doméstico. Para garantir um futuro sustentável, os consumidores devem mudar seus 

comportamentos e hábitos de compra e consumo em direção a opções mais sustentáveis. Mas 

será que eles consideram o atributo sustentabilidade ao decidir quais bens de consumo 

comprar? Sabe-se que os consumidores consideram vários atributos diferentes em seu processo 

de tomada de decisão, mas principalmente aqueles que são salientes no ambiente de compras 

ou altamente acessíveis em suas mentes. Devido à falta de saliência dos atributos de 

sustentabilidade nos cenários de compra e à relativa falta de acessibilidade deste conceito na 

mente dos consumidores, nós colocamos a hipótese de que os consumidores, na maioria das 

vezes, não consideram espontaneamente a sustentabilidade dos produtos que estão prestes a 

comprar. Em uma série de dois estudos pré-registados em três países com diferentes níveis de 

desempenho ambiental — Brasil, Estados Unidos e Reino Unido —, documentamos este 

fenômeno de forma descritiva (Estudos 1 e 2). A presente pesquisa aborda um tema relevante 

na sociedade atual e fornece importantes contribuições às literaturas existentes sobre as 

barreiras ao consumo sustentável, negligência de atributos de produtos e sobre o papel da 

acessibilidade no comportamento do consumidor. 

 

Palavras-chave: Sustentabilidade, Impacto Ambiental, Comportamento do Consumidor, Viés 

de Negligência. 
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ABSTRACT 

Global greenhouse emissions are in part driven by household consumption. To ensure a 

sustainable future, consumers must change their purchase and consumption behaviors and 

habits towards more sustainable options. But do they consider the sustainability attribute when 

deciding which consumer goods to purchase? It is well-known that consumers consider several 

different attributes in their decision-making process, but mostly the ones that are salient in the 

shopping environment or highly accessible in their minds. Due to the lack of salience of 

sustainability attributes in purchase scenarios and the relative lack of accessibility of this 

construct in consumers’ minds, we hypothesize that consumers most often fail to spontaneously 

consider the sustainability of products they are about to purchase. In a series of two pre-

registered studies across three countries with varied levels of environmental performance —

Brazil, the United States, and the United Kingdom—, we descriptively document this 

phenomenon (Studies 1 and 2). The present research addresses a relevant topic in today’s 

society and provides important contributions to the extant literatures on the barriers to 

sustainable consumption, attribute neglect biases and on the role of accessibility in consumer 

behavior. 

 

Keywords: Sustainability, Environmental Impact, Consumer Behavior, Neglect Bias. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Environmental degradation poses important challenges to society. The rise in global 

temperature over the past decades has increased the frequency and intensity of natural disasters 

(Van Aalst, 2006; Parry et al., 2007; Field et al., 2012; Otto et al., 2018), whose economic 

consequences have also become significantly more extreme (Coronese et al., 2019). At the 

center of these events are human action (McMichael, Woodruff & Hales, 2006), particularly, 

patterns of consumption (Wiedmann et al., 2020). According to a recent United Nation’s report, 

the global per capita “material footprint” increased by staggering 70% between 2000 and 2017 

(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2021). Household consumption 

alone now accounts for approximately 65−72% of greenhouse emissions worldwide (Hertwich 

& Peters, 2009; Ivanova et al., 2016). Thus, changing consumer behavior is paramount to 

reduce environmental degradation (ThØgersen, 1995; Costa et al., 2021)—no wonder the UN 

has included sustainable consumption and production patterns as one of its Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG).  

On the surface, consumers seem to be aware of the challenge and motivated to 

contribute to the solution. They tend to display positive attitudes towards environmentally 

responsible companies (Mohr & Webb, 2005; Parsa et al., 2015) and even report a willingness 

to pay a premium for “green products” (Nielsen Company, 2015). A 2021 Global Sustainability 

Study conducted across 17 countries showed that, when asked explicitly, 50% of consumers 

ranked sustainability as one of their top 5 purchase drivers and 63% of them indicated that 

sustainability was important or very important for decisions involving consumer goods 

(Simon-Kucher & Partners, 2021). However, despite these encouraging findings from recent 

consumer reports (for more, see Deloitte, 2021; Capgemini, 2020), actual sustainable choices 

rarely follow suit (Bouman & Steg, 2019; Joshi & Rahman, 2015). While several barriers have 
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been put forth to explain this attitude-behavior gap (e.g., Moisander, 2007; Gleim et al., 2013; 

Young et al., 2010), explanations generally share a fundamental assumption: that consumers 

consider sustainability in their decision-making process. The general reasoning is that 

consumers think about sustainability (Schuitema and De Groot, 2015) but end up not 

consuming greener options because of, for example, their higher prices (Young et al., 2010; 

Rejman et al., 2019), limited availability (Joshi & Rahman, 2015) and distrust on green 

marketing (Moisander, 2007). 

In this research, we instead argue that consumers often fail to take a product’s 

environmental impact into consideration when making purchase decisions—a phenomenon we 

refer to as sustainability neglect. Our reasoning is based on two well-known and 

complementary mechanisms: the relative absence of sustainability-related cues (i.e., cue 

salience) and the low cognitive availability of this attribute in consumers’ minds (i.e., construct 

accessibility). Because (a) consumers are more likely to consider product attributes that are 

explicit in the environment (Frederick et al., 2009; Mittelman, Gonçalves & Andrade, 2020) 

and (b) the sustainability attribute is rarely prominent in the purchase context (Ehrich & Irwin, 

2005), then attributes that are more salient at the moment of decision (e.g., price, size, 

appearance) end up taking precedence. Further, because sustainability is a relatively new 

construct and unlikely to be perceived as a core attribute compared to more traditional ones 

such as price, brand, or functional quality, then this attribute should be less likely to 

spontaneously come to consumers’ minds. The results of low salience and low accessibility 

should make many if not most consumers to neglect sustainability when making purchase 

decisions.  

We will document this phenomenon through two descriptive studies conducted across 

three countries with significantly distinct environmental policies—the United Kingdom, the 

Unites States, and Brazil (Wendling et al., 2020). Furthermore, we explore the specific 
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conditions under which sustainability is more likely to be spontaneously considered by 

consumers (i.e., when consumers have strong environmental values). Although previous 

research has addressed environmental values as predictors of sustainable behavior (e.g., 

Thøgersen & Ölander, 2002), there is scant work investigating their role in attribute 

consideration during purchase decisions (e.g., Schuitema & De Groot, 2015). 

This investigation makes contributions to different streams of research. First, we 

contribute to the attitude-behavior gap literature by introducing sustainability neglect as a novel 

barrier to sustainable consumption. Second, although the role of accessibility has been widely 

acknowledged in behavioral models (Cohen & Andrade, 2018; Higgins, 1996; Lynch, 

Marmorstein, & Weigold, 1988) and documented in empirical work involving socially 

significant behaviors such as blood donation (Godin et al., 2018) and political decisions (Lau, 

1989), it has not been systematically investigated in the domain of sustainable consumption. 

Finally, we add to the literature on product attribute neglect (Frederick et al., 2009; Mittelman, 

Gonçalves & Andrade, 2020; Sun, Bellezza & Paharia, 2021) by shedding light on the fact that 

consumers consistently fail to consider the product’s sustainability in their purchase decisions. 
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SUSTAINABILITY NEGLECT 

 

Sustainability Salience 

Not all features of an event or stimulus are granted the same amount of attention. The 

most salient features, that is, those that are more visually vivid (Lurie & Mason, 2007), receive 

and grab more attention compared to others (Higgins, 1996). Not surprisingly, judgements and 

evaluations are primarily influenced by these salient information (Higgins 1996; Kahneman & 

Frederick, 2002; Lynch, Marmorstein, & Weigold, 1988). This is also true in consumption 

settings: when making purchase decisions, consumers typically consider factors that are 

explicit in the environment and neglect important, but implicit, aspects (Frederick et al., 2009; 

Mittelman, Gonçalves & Andrade, 2020).  

As a result, attributes that are tangible and visually salient (e.g., price, brand, size, and 

appearance) tend to be much more consequential for consumption choices than other “hidden” 

attributes (Bull, 2012). Experimental evidence has shown that attributes such as durability 

(Sun, Bellezza & Paharia, 2021), usage frequency (Mittelman, Gonçalves & Andrade, 2020), 

and opportunity cost (Frederick et al., 2009), although arguably important, tend to be neglected 

due to their lack of salience at the moment of decision.  

Along the same lines, some products, although being environmentally friendly, do not 

advertise their sustainable attributes (Gershoff & Irwin, 2012). Also, ethical attributes, 

including environmental friendliness, are often not readily available in consumption settings 

(Ehrich & Irwin, 2005). Finally, even though eco-labels have been on the rise over the past 

decade (Meis-Harris et al., 2021), there is still considerable ongoing research in the 

development of labelling schemes (Taufique et al., 2022) and significant barriers to their 

widespread adoption in the marketplace (Iraldo, Griesshammer & Kahlenborn, 2020). For 

instance, compared to nutrition labels, eco-labels are still in their infancy. As a result, when 
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purchasing a blouse, a biscuit, or a bed, the sustainability cues may not be as salient. 

Consequently, the product’s environmental impact may not be considered as frequently as the 

more prominent features of the product such as price, brand, or design.  

 

Sustainability Accessibility 

Although salience matters, consumers have goals, expectations, beliefs, and needs, all 

of which may influence their likelihood of retrieving and using previously stored information 

(Higgins, 1996).  If the salient information is insufficient to decision-making, consumers might 

instead seek relevant information stored in their minds (Lynch, Marmorstein, & Weigold, 

1988). However, not all available information can be foremost in consumers’ minds at once, 

thus the most accessible information will be more determinant to decision-making (Hedberg & 

Higgins, 2011). Specifically, construct accessibility refers to “the readiness with which each 

construct is utilized in information processing” (Higgins, King & Mavin, 1982, p.36). In other 

words, accessibility is related to the likelihood that knowledge that is stored and available in 

consumers’ minds will be activated (Higgins, 1996), used to process information (Higgins, 

King & Mavin, 1982) and used as an input to choices and decisions (Lynch, Marmorstein, & 

Weigold, 1988).  

Therefore, accessibility can influence behavior, choices and evaluations, it can either 

lead to strong consideration or to strong preclusion of an action (Cohen & Andrade, 2018). 

Accessibility has also been shown to influence consumers’ consideration sets (Cohen & 

Andrade, 2018). For instance, when making decisions based on memory only, the accessibility 

of alternatives in consumers’ memories can determine whether they will be included in their 

considerations in the first place (Nedungadi, 1990; Shapiro, MacInnis & Heckler, 1997).  

Although much has been said about sustainability and climate change over the past 

decades, the topic is a rather new phenomenon, particularly when it comes to consumer 
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decision making. For instance, the modern and global conceptualization of sustainability 

emerged only at the end of the 20th century (Purvis, Mao, & Robinson, 2019) and the United 

Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted only seven years ago in 2015 

by the UN Member States (United Nations, 2020). Further, environmental protection has been 

gaining considerable space in the United States’ public policy over course of the last 10 years: 

the proportion of Americans that consider this issue a top policy priority increased from 43% 

in 2012 to 64% in 2020 (Pew Research Center, 2020).  

Besides, as previous research indicates that consumers often experience lack of 

information and expertise regarding green products (Gleim et al., 2013; Young et al., 2010) 

and that a product’s sustainability is not always intuitively evaluated or verified by consumers 

(Gershoff & Frels, 2015; Gershoff & Irwin, 2012; Demarque et al., 2015), it is possible that 

sustainability knowledge is not even available to consumers, that is, it is not stored in their 

minds and memories (Higgins, 1996). Because availability is a necessary condition for 

knowledge to be accessible and, consequently, activated (Higgins, 1996), a product’s 

sustainability might not even come to consumers’ minds during their decision-making process.  

Finally, even if consumers acknowledge the need for environmental protection and 

climate change fighting, it is unclear the extent to which the average consumer considers 

sustainability aspects at each or most of his/her purchase decisions, particularly when more 

traditional attributes are salient in the environment and more readily accessible in their minds. 

 

Taken together, this theoretical background lends credence to the prediction that 

because sustainability attributes are rarely (1) visually salient in the purchase environment and 

(2) accessible in consumers’ minds:  

 

H1: Consumers will systematically neglect sustainability in purchase decisions. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIES 

In the present research, we will conduct two pre-registered studies to test our proposed 

reasoning. Studies 1 and 2 aim to document the phenomenon of sustainability neglect in 

consumer decision-making (H1) across different countries and product categories using 

different attribute elicitation methods (Steenkamp & Van Trijp, 1997). Across large samples 

of individuals from Brazil, the United States and the United Kingdom, our studies assess the 

consideration of attributes at the time of purchase using the free elicitation (study 1) and the 

aided recall (study 2) methods. Specifically, in Study 1, participants are asked to freely indicate 

attributes they take into consideration while purchasing products from several categories. In 

Study 2, participants are provided with a list of attributes and asked to pick the ones they 

consider in their purchase decisions across the same product categories.  

We carried out our data collection in three countries with varied environmental 

performances. Specifically, out of 180 countries, the United Kingdom, the United States and 

Brazil ranked 2nd, 43rd and 81st respectively, in the 2022 Environmental Performance Index 

(EPI), which measures country-level environmental performance across 32 indicators (e.g., 

greenhouse gas emissions per capita, tree cover loss, controlled solid waste, unsafe drinking 

water, etc.). These ranking positions reflect “which countries are best addressing the 

environmental challenges that every nation faces” (Wendling et al., 2020). Similarly, out of 

193 countries, the U.K, the U.S and Brazil ranked 17th, 32nd and 61st respectively, in the United 

Nation’s ranking reflecting countries’ progress of achievement of the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (Sachs et al., 2021). In addition, recent data also highlights cross-country 

distinctions in citizens’ view of environmental problems — while only 0.4% of Brazilians 

(Latinobarómetro, 2020) and 2-3% of Americans (Gallup, 2022) indicated environmental 

issues as the most important problem in their country, when asked to indicate the two most 
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important issues facing their country, 31% of UK residents chose “the environment and climate 

change” (Eurobarometer, 2021). 

 

STUDY 1 

The purpose of Study 1 is to document the phenomenon of sustainability neglect in 

purchase decisions (H1) and investigate whether it is generalizable across different countries 

with varied environmental performances. Towards this end, we used the free elicitation method 

to assess attribute consideration, which does not provide any attribute related information and, 

therefore, relies only on consumers’ internal information retrieval (Van Ittersum et al., 2007). 

Participants from Brazil, the United States, and the United Kingdom were asked to 

spontaneously list product attributes they take into account when making purchase decisions 

from several different product categories. In line with our salience and accessibility reasoning, 

we expect sustainability to be significantly less frequently considered compared to other more 

visible and cognitively accessible attributes. We also explore the extent to which environmental 

values, beliefs about climate change, and socio-demographic characteristics (i.e., age, gender, 

race, education, income and political ideology) are associated with sustainability neglect. 

Method 

Participants. Participants were recruited online in Brazil (N = 887), the United States 

(N = 552) and the United Kingdom (N = 555) through Facebook, Amazon Mechanical Turk, 

and Prolific Academic, respectively. Participants who responded incorrectly to an attention 

check and had duplicated IP addresses were excluded prior to the analyses, which led to final 

samples consisting of 675 participants (57% female; Mage = 48.3 years) in Brazil, 550 

participants (51% female; Mage = 42.1 years) in the United States and 549 participants (50% 

female; Mage = 40.5 years) in the United Kingdom.  
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Procedure. Participants were randomly presented with 5 out of 7 possible product 

categories (non-perishable foods, perishable foods, non-alcoholic beverages, cleaning 

products, personal care products, clothing, and home appliances). For each category, they were 

asked to spontaneously list, in an open-ended question, 2 to 6 product attributes (e.g., price, 

brand, size, etc.) they take into consideration when choosing products within each category 

displayed. Upon completion of the attribute consideration task, participants completed 

sociodemographic questions, biospheric values and climate change beliefs measures. 

 

Socio-Demographic Information. Participants indicated their age, gender, race, political 

ideology (1 = Left, 5 = Right in Brazil and in the UK; 1 = Liberal, 5 = Conservative in the US) 

monthly household income (1 = less than R$500, 16 = more than R$60,000 in Brazil; 1 = £0 

no income, 32 = £200,000 or more in the UK and 1 = $0 no income, 32 = $200,000 or more in 

the US; plus a “don’t know or don’t want to answer” option), education (1 = no formal 

education, 11 = graduate degree in Brazil; 1 = no formal education, 8 = Doctorate degree in the 

UK and in the US) and subjective SES (1 = upper class, 5 = lower class). 

 

Biospheric Values. To measure participant’s endorsement of biospheric values, we 

relied on the scale developed and validated by De Groot and Steg (2008). Specifically, 

participants responded the extent to which the following values are important for their life 

principles: i) Preventing pollution: protecting natural resources; ii) Respecting the earth: 

harmony with other species; iii) Unity with nature: fitting into nature; iv) Protecting the 

environment: preserving nature (1 = not at all important, 4 = neutral, 7 = extremely important).  

 

Climate Change Beliefs. To assess beliefs about climate change, participants indicated 

the extent to which they agree or disagree with the following statements i) Climate Change is 
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a real and urgent threat to humanity; ii) Human activity is the main cause of Climate Change; 

iii) Consumers can help mitigate Climate Change by changing their own consumption 

behaviors and lifestyle (1 = completely disagree, 4 = neither agree nor disagree, 7 = completely 

agree). 

 

Data Treatment. Two independent coders blind to the study hypothesis coded the 

attributes mentioned by the participants according to pre-defined criteria. Some of the pre-

defined attributes were "general" (i.e., applied to all product categories) and some were 

"specific" (i.e., specific to some product categories). For example, “price”, “brand” and 

“sustainability” were general attributes, whereas “warranty” and “technology” were specific 

attributes to the home appliances product category.  

The exact and complete coding instructions provided to the coders can be found at Open 

Science Framework: https://osf.io/tjnmy/?view_only=fcb1ddd081ff4351a4627caf16fb7ccb. 

To assess attribute consideration, we created a dummy variable for each attribute that equals 1 

if the participant reported considering that attribute and 0 otherwise.   

The attribute "sustainability" was coded using a broad range of factors related to a 

product's environmental impact (e.g., recyclable packaging, organic, does not contain animal 

protein, low energy waste/consumption, locally produced, CO2 emissions, eco-friendly, 

natural ingredients, etc.). For the sake of robustness, we also assessed considerations involving 

the product’s social and ethical impact, which encompasses anything directly related to the 

product's ethical and social aspects (e.g., cruelty-free, ethicality, fair trade, child labor, etc.). 

Coders first coded the "Sustainability" and "Social/Ethical Impact" attributes separately and, 

in a subsequent moment, coded the remaining attributes. 

The level of agreement between the two coders was high for the Sustainability (kappa 

= 0.86; 0.95; 0.91) and the Social/Ethical Impact attributes (kappa = 0.92; 0.85; 0.91) across 
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the entire sample in Brazil, the United States, and the United Kingdom, respectively. All 

disagreements were resolved by discussion and consensus.  

 

Results 

Descriptive Assessment of Sustainability Neglect. To assess our main hypotheses, we 

first descriptively evaluated the consideration of the sustainability attribute across product 

categories for the three countries separately. Following our data treatment procedures, we 

created a dummy variable for each attribute that equals 1 if the participant reported considering 

that attribute and 0 otherwise. We then computed the number and percentage of participants 

who mentioned each attribute in each corresponding category (See Figure 1 for details). 

 

Brazil. Overall, the sustainability attribute was rarely mentioned by participants 

recruited in Brazil. In all but one product category, the proportion of participants who reported 

considering this attribute in their purchase decisions was below 5%. Specifically, sustainability 

was the 14th most cited attribute in three different product categories: it was mentioned by 

2.75% (N=13) of participants in the perishable foods category, by 1.64% (N=8) of participants 

in the non-perishable foods category and by 1.67% (N=8) of participants in the clothing 

category. Further, sustainability was neglected beyond other non-salient attributes such as 

credibility and necessity in the cleaning products and personal care products categories, where 

it was cited by only 16 and 15 participants, respectively. Even though sustainability was the 5th 

most cited attribute for home appliances, it was only mentioned by 12.5% (N=61) of the total 

number of participants assigned to this specific category (N=488) and, still, was overshadowed 

by other attributes such as price (64.96%, N=317), brand (45.90%, N=224) and appearance 

(17.83%, N=87), which are usually visually salient in consumption settings.  
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The United States. Compared to the other attributes mentioned by participants, 

sustainability was particularly neglected in the non-perishable foods (7.87%, N=30), non-

alcoholic beverages (7.79%, N=31), and clothing categories (4.27%, N=17) by American 

consumers. Although a higher proportion of participants reported considering sustainability 

when purchasing cleaning products (17.72%, N=70) and home appliances (18.11%, N=71) in 

the United States, sustainability was still considered to a lesser extent than other more 

prominent attributes including price, brand, ingredients (specific to the cleaning products 

category) and features (specific to the home appliances category). Furthermore, sustainability 

was mentioned by less than 20% of participants in each product category individually. 

 

The United Kingdom. In the United Kingdom, the sustainability attribute was 

considered the least by consumers in the non-perishable foods category, being the 12th most 

cited attribute in this category and mentioned by only 7.71% (N=30) of participants. Similar to 

the pattern of results found in the United States, we should also highlight that even though 

sustainability was mentioned to a greater extent in the cleaning products (20.92%, N=82) and 

the home appliances (22.90%, N=90) categories in the U.K., it was still considered to a lesser 

extent than other more prominent attributes such as quality/efficacy, size, smell (specific to the 

cleaning products category) and features (specific to the home appliances category). Overall, 

the highest sustainability consideration rate was 22.90%, in the home appliances category. 
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FIGURE 1: DESCRIPTIVE ASSESSMENT OF ATTRIBUTE CONSIDERATION 

ACROSS PRODUCT CATEGORIES AND COUNTRIES (STUDY 1) 
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Objective Assessment of Sustainability Neglect. To further examine our main 

hypothesis in objective terms, we first identified the median number of attributes participants 

took into consideration for each product category and then calculated the median number of 

attributes mentioned across all product categories (i.e., the median of the medians). We used 

this approach to select the attributes against which sustainability would be compared. 

Specifically, we contrasted the frequency of consideration of the attribute "sustainability" with 

the average frequency of consideration of the "X" (i.e., median number) most cited attributes.  
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We estimated a logistic regression model with attribute consideration as the dependent 

variable (1 = considered, 0 = not considered) and a dummy variable indicating whether the 

attribute refers to "sustainability" (1 = yes, 0 = no) as the independent variable for each country 

individually.  

 

Brazil. In Brazil, the median number of attributes mentioned across all product 

categories was 2. As we contrasted the frequency of consideration of the sustainability attribute 

against the frequency of consideration of the 2 most cited attributes across all product 

categories, we found that sustainability was significantly less likely to be mentioned by 

participants (β = -3.41, SE = .12, 95% CI = [-3.65, -3.17], p < 0.001).  

 

The United States. In the United States, the median number of attributes mentioned 

across all product categories was 3. We contrasted the frequency of consideration of the 

sustainability attribute against the frequency of consideration of the 3 most cited attributes. 

Results indicate that sustainability was significantly less frequently considered by participants 

compared to top three most cited attributes across all product categories (β = -2.19, SE = .09, 

95% CI = [-2.38, -1.99], p < 0.001). 

 

United Kingdom. In the United Kingdom, the median number of attributes mentioned 

across all product categories was also 3. Therefore, we contrasted the frequency of 

consideration of the sustainability attribute against the frequency of consideration of the overall 

3 most cited attributes. Results indicate that sustainability was significantly less frequently 

considered by participants compared to these attributes (β = -2.06, SE = .09, 95% CI = [-2.24, 

-1.89], p < 0.001).  
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Robustness Check. For the sake of robustness, we also assessed a logistic regression 

model using attribute consideration as the dependent variable (1 = considered, 0 = not 

considered) and combining (i) the sustainability coding measure (ii) the Social/Ethical Impact 

coding measure as the independent variable (1 = considered, 0 = not considered). The 

sustainability neglect phenomenon remained confirmed in Brazil (β = -4.02, SE = .12, 95% CI 

= [-4.27, -3.78], p < 0.001), the United States (β = -2.84, SE = .09, 95% CI = [-3.02, -2.65], p 

< 0.001) and the United Kingdom (β = -2.56, SE = .08, 95% CI = [-2.72, -2.39], p < 0.001). 

Further, we conducted additional analyses to verify whether sustainability neglect 

would replicate across product categories. Specifically, we identified the median number of 

attributes participants took into consideration for each given product category. Then, we 

compared the frequency of consideration of the attribute "sustainability" with the frequency of 

consideration of the "X" (i.e., median number) most cited attributes within each product 

category individually. Across all three countries, sustainability remained significantly 

neglected within each product category (all ps < 0.001; see Figures 2, 3 and 4 for details). 

 

FIGURE 2: SUSTAINABILITY NEGLECT ACROSS PRODUCT CATEGORIES IN 

BRAZIL (STUDY 1) 

 

Product Category Median number of 
attributes mentioned β Robust SE p-value 

Non-perishables 2 -4.58 .36 <.001 
Perishables 2 -4.04 .28 <.001 
Beverages 2 -2.85  .23 <.001 
Cleaning  2 -3.90 .26 <.001 

Personal Care 2 -3.77 .26 <.001 
Clothing 3 -4.03 .36 <.001 

Home Appliances 3  -1.97  .14 <.001 
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FIGURE 3: SUSTAINABILITY NEGLECT ACROSS PRODUCT CATEGORIES IN THE 

UNITED STATES (STUDY 1) 

 

Product Category Median number of 
attributes mentioned β Robust SE p-value 

Non-perishables 3 -2.31 .20 <.001 
Perishables 3 -1.90 .16 <.001 
Beverages 3  -2.79 .19 <.001 
Cleaning  3  -1.69 .14 <.001 

Personal Care 3 -2.28 .17 <.001 
Clothing 3 -3.44 .25 <.001 

Home Appliances 3  -1.60 .15 <.001 
 

 

FIGURE 4: SUSTAINABILITY NEGLECT ACROSS PRODUCT CATEGORIES IN THE 

UNITED KINGDOM (STUDY 1) 

 

Product Category Median number of 
attributes mentioned β Robust SE p-value 

Non-perishables 3 -2.56 .20 <.001 
Perishables 3  -2.19 .15 <.001 
Beverages 3 -2.59 .17 <.001 
Cleaning  3 -1.51 .14 <.001 

Personal Care 3 -1.98 .16 <.001 
Clothing 4  -2.35 .17 <.001 

Home Appliances 4  -1.17 .13 <.001 
 

 

Exploratory Analyses 

Individual Differences in Sustainability Neglect. Previous research indicates that 

motivational states, including personal goals, can enhance the accessibility of constructs related 

to these goals (Förster, Liberman & Higgins, 2005). Further, some factors are considered more 
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diagnostic to decision-making relative to others because they are judged to be closely related 

to the accomplishment of consumer goals (Lynch, Marmorstein, & Weigold, 1988). These 

diagnostic inputs tend to be prioritized by consumers, who can also create mechanisms to make 

them more accessible (Lynch, Marmorstein, & Weigold, 1988). Along these lines, although we 

argue that sustainability-related attributes are not accessible to most consumers, and, 

consequently, neglected during purchase decisions, we should expect that consumers with 

sustainability-related goals to spontaneously consider this attribute because it will be more 

accessible to them. 

To explore this possibility, we conducted analyses to assess whether consumers with 

stronger environmental values were more likely to consider sustainability during their purchase 

decisions. A person’s values reflect their long-lasting goals and what they consider to be 

important in life (Roccas et al., 2002). Values are also known to influence people’s judgements, 

attitudes, and behaviors (Sagiv et al., 2017; Roccas et al., 2002) across several domains, 

including sustainable behavior (Thøgersen & Ölander, 2002) and consumption decision-

making (Vinson, Scott & Lamont, 1977).  

To make this assessment, we estimated logistic regressions including environmental 

values, climate change beliefs and other demographic variables (gender, age, race, education 

attainment, household income, and political ideology) as covariates for each country 

separately. In line with our accessibility reasoning for sustainability neglect, we found that 

consumers who more strongly endorse environmental values are more likely to spontaneously 

consider sustainability in their purchase decisions in Brazil (β = .85, SE = .28, 95% CI = [.30, 

1.41], p = 0.002), the United States (β = .33, SE = .09, 95% CI = [.15, .52], p < 0.001) and the 

United Kingdom (β = .51, SE = .10, 95% CI = [.31, .71], p < 0.001).  

Additional findings in Brazil indicate a small positive effect of income on sustainability 

consideration (β = .00004, SE = .00002, 95% CI = [4.55e, .00008], p = 0.029) and that 
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politically conservative consumers are less likely to consider sustainability in purchase 

decisions (β = -.22, SE = .07, 95% CI = [-.37, -.07], p = 0.004). Finally, findings in the United 

Kingdom indicate a positive effect of education on sustainability consideration (β = .10, SE = 

.03, 95% CI = [.03, .17], p = 0.007) and a marginally significant positive effect of climate 

change beliefs (β = .19, SE = .10, 95% CI = [-.009, .41], p = 0.06) on sustainability 

consideration. 

 

Discussion 

Overall, the results of this study provide initial support to main hypothesis. When asked 

to spontaneously list product attributes, consumers systematically neglect sustainability, and 

this phenomenon is consistent across different product categories and countries with varied 

levels of environmental performance. The results also suggest individual differences in the 

sustainability neglect, such that consumers who more strongly identify with environmental 

values are more likely to consider sustainability in their purchase decisions. 

However, one important limitation of this study is that a given attribute mentioned by 

the participant may reflect several different motivations (e.g., energy efficiency may reflect 

monetary and/or environmental concerns; quality may reflect a variety of different attributes 

depending on product category), and the free elicitation method does not allow us to 

disentangle these implicit motivations. The aided recall method used in Study 2 addresses this 

issue by having participants choose from a list of attributes which ones they often consider 

when making purchase decisions. 
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STUDY 2 

The purpose of Study 2 is to provide further evidence for the sustainability neglect 

phenomenon (H1), while also addressing the limitations inherent to the free elicitation method 

used in Study 2. Instead of asking participants to spontaneously recall and list attributes, we 

asked them to choose, from a list of 11 possible attributes (always including an “environmental 

impact” and an “other” option), up to 5 they typically consider when making product choices.  

With this method, we are able to (1) disentangle items that may have several different meanings 

(e.g., quality, energy efficiency) by providing attributes that reflect specific motivations (e.g., 

money spent with energy) (2) include items that might in fact influence consumption decision-

making but do not immediately come to mind when consumers freely recall attributes they take 

into consideration (i.e., attributes that are not easily accessible, but are available and stored in 

consumers’ minds; Higgins, 1995) (3) reduce reporting effort. 

 

Method 

Participants. Participants were recruited online in Brazil (N = 546), the United States 

(N = 576) and the United Kingdom (N = 557) through Netquest, Amazon Mechanical Turk, 

and Prolific Academic, respectively. Participants who responded incorrectly to an attention 

check and had duplicated IP addresses were excluded prior to the analyses, which led to final 

samples consisting of 508 participants (53% female; Mage = 41.3 years) in Brazil, 550 

participants (47% female; Mage = 40.8 years) in the United States and 548 participants (50% 

female; Mage = 40.6 years) in the United Kingdom.  

 

Procedure. As in study 2, participants were randomly presented with 5 of 7 possible 

product categories (non-perishable foods, perishable foods, non-alcoholic beverages, cleaning 

products, personal care products, clothing, and home appliances). For each product category, 
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a list of eleven attributes (e.g., environmental impact, price, brand, size; including also an 

“other” option) was displayed, and participants were asked to select up to five attributes they 

typically consider when buying products from that category. While several of the displayed 

attributes varied across different product categories (e.g., while the attribute “flavor” is not 

compatible with home appliances, that is plausibly a central attribute to be considered when 

purchasing perishable and non-perishable foods), “environmental impact” was be displayed 

across all categories.  

 

Socio-Demographic Information. Upon completion of the attribute consideration task, 

participants completed the same sociodemographic questions, biospheric values and climate 

change beliefs measures assessed in study 1. 

 

Results 

We performed two separate analyses to assess whether consumers neglected 

environmental impact (H1) both in absolute terms - that is, across different product categories, 

more than 50% of the participants neglected the attribute "environmental impact" and in 

relative terms - that is, across different product categories, the attribute "environmental impact" 

was neglected more frequently than other typical, more easily visible attributes. 

 

Assessment of Absolute Sustainability Neglect. To assess whether across each product 

category, more than 50% of participants neglected the attribute "environmental impact", we 

created a dummy variable that equals 1 if the participant reports considering environmental 

impact and 0 otherwise. A one-sample proportion test suggested that the proportion of 

participants who indicated considering environmental impact was significantly lower than 50% 

for all product categories across all three countries separately (p < .001), except for the cleaning 
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products category in the United Kingdom (p = .59), where the proportion of consideration of 

environmental impact was not statistically different from 50% (see Figure 5 for detailed results 

per country and product category). 

 

FIGURE 5: ATTRIBUTE CONSIDERATION ACROSS PRODUCT CATEGORIES AND 

COUNTRIES (STUDY 2) 
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Assessment of Relative Sustainability Neglect. To assess whether the attribute 

"environmental impact" was neglected more frequently than other attributes, we again created 

a dummy variable that equals 1 if the participant reports considering that attribute and 0 

otherwise. We estimated a logistic regression model for each country separately with 

consideration as the dependent variable (1 = considered the attribute, 0 = otherwise), a dummy 

variable indicating whether the attribute refers to "environmental impact" (1 = yes, 0 = no) as 

the main independent variable, product category and presentation order of attributes as 

controls, while clustering the standard errors at the individual level. 

 

Brazil. In Brazil, consumers considered environmental impact to a lesser extent than 

they considered other attributes overall (β = -1.53, SE = .09; 95% CI = [-1.71, -1.36], p < .001). 

This was also true when we conducted separate regressions for each product category (all ps < 

.001). 

 

The United States. In the United States, overall, consumers considered environmental 

impact to a lesser extent than other attributes (β = -1.27, SE = .08; 95% CI = [-1.44, -1.11], p 
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< .001). This was also true when we conducted separate regressions for each product category 

(all ps < .001). 

 

United Kingdom. In the United Kingdom., overall, consumers considered 

environmental impact to a lesser extent than other attributes (β = -1.18, SE = .08; 95% CI = [-

1.35, -1.02], p < .001). This was also true when we conducted separate regressions for each 

product category (cleaning products category: p = .028; all remaining categories: p < .001,). 

 

Exploratory Analyses  

Individual Differences Sustainability Neglect. As in study 1, we conducted exploratory 

analyses to assess whether consumers who reported having stronger environmental values were 

more likely to consider sustainability during purchase decisions. We estimated the same 

logistic regression models as the one used to assess the relative sustainability neglect for each 

country separately but also including environmental values, climate change beliefs and other 

demographic variables (gender, age, race, education attainment, household income, and 

political ideology) as covariates.  

We found that consumers with higher environmental values are more likely to consider 

the sustainability attribute in Brazil (β = .46, SE = .13; 95% CI = [.20, .72], p < .001), in the 

United States. (β = .75, SE = .09; 95% CI = [.56, .95], p < .001) and in the United Kingdom  (β 

= .74, SE = .12; 95% CI = [.51, .97], p < .001). As in study 1, these results are consistent with 

the accessibility explanation of sustainability neglect.  

Additional findings in Brazil indicate that older consumers (β = .015, SE = .006, 95% 

CI = [.002, .028], p = 0.023) more likely and politically conservative consumers are less likely 

to consider sustainability in purchase decisions (β = -.16, SE = .07, 95% CI = [-.30, -.01], p = 

0.026). In the United States, males are more likely to select environmental impact (β = .31, SE 
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= .15, 95% CI = [-.01, .62], p = 0.041). Finally, climate change beliefs significantly predicted 

the selection of environmental impact among consumers in the United Kingdom (β = .20, SE 

= .09; 95% CI = [.01, .39], p = .034).  

 

Discussion 

The results of Study 2 provide further support for H1. When presented with a list of 

attributes containing “environmental impact” among the options, consumers systematically 

neglect this attribute both in absolute and relative terms across Brazilian, American and British 

consumers. Across product categories and countries, participants report considering 

environmental impact significantly less frequently than other more visible attributes (e.g., 

price, brand, size). As in study 1, consumers with stronger environmental values were more 

likely to spontaneously consider sustainability in their purchase decisions. Interestingly, 

however, we could not find full support for sustainability neglect in the cleaning products 

category in the United Kingdom. 

Further, while sustainability was well cited in Study 1 as an attribute consumers 

consider when purchasing home appliances (e.g., sustainability was the 5th most cited attribute 

in Brazil in this category and was cited by 22.9% of participants in the United Kingdom), it 

seems that the main motivation behind this result was financial: environmental impact was one 

of the least cited attributes in this category in study 2, whereas money spent with energy 

efficiency figured prominently as one of the most important attributes.  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

Limitations 

The current research has some limitations. First, both studies 1 and 2 assess product 

attribute consideration and, consequently, the sustainability neglect effect, within hypothetical 

consumption contexts only. We plan to address this limitation in a subsequent study by 

investigating the occurrence of sustainability neglect in a real consumption context. In this 

future lab-in-the-field study, in-group research assistants will approach consumers outside 

several stores in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (e.g., supermarkets, clothing stores and home appliances 

stores) and will ask them to indicate which attributes they took in consideration while choosing 

one of the items they have just purchased.  

Second, while the current research provides evidence for the occurrence of 

sustainability neglect in purchase decisions, we do not initially propose a solution to overcome 

this issue. Given that the existing literature has explored several behavioral interventions to 

encourage pro-environmental behavior, including the use of default nudges (Ebeling & Lotz, 

2015), social norms (Goldstein, Cialdini & Griskevicius, 2008) and real-time feedback 

(Tiefenbeck et al., 2019), a future following study should examine an alternative market 

intervention to hinder sustainability neglect during consumption decisions and, consequently, 

help shift consumption choices towards more sustainable options.  

Finally, a third limitation is that the studies we conducted were restricted to describing 

the occurrence of sustainability neglect in purchase decisions and do not directly assess how 

this phenomenon comes to existence in the first place. In other words, we do not empirically 

test the validity of our two proposed mechanisms for sustainability neglect (i.e., lack of salience 

and accessibility of sustainability). 
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Future Research 

Previous empirical research has shown that prompts that highlight usually neglected 

attributes (e.g., usage frequency, Mittelman, Gonçalves & Andrade, 2020) are effective in 

increasing consumers’ likelihood of considering such attributes in their decision-making 

process. Hence, if the lack of salience of sustainability-related attributes is responsible, at least 

in part, for driving the sustainability neglect effect, consumers should also consider the 

sustainability attribute in the presence of prompts that make products’ environmental aspects 

more salient. A possibility that we plan to address in a subsequent study is to propose a market 

intervention employing a face-valid cue that makes sustainability salient in consumption 

contexts and, consequently, should increase the level of consideration of this attribute during 

consumption decisions.  

Possible prompts to be used in such an intervention are sustainability labels. While eco-

labels are mostly used with the purpose of providing information (Galarraga Gallastegui, 

2002), they have also been speculated to promote behavioral change through other 

mechanisms, including providing assurance that a product’s environmental claims are 

trustworthy (Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014), evoking emotional responses (Vandenbroele et al., 

2020) and manipulating consumers’ self-perceptions (i.e., identity labelling; Schwartz, 

Loewenstein, & Agüero-Gaete, 2020). Besides, the informational aspect of eco-labels can be 

irrelevant in specific situations, such as when consumers already know beforehand which 

products in a set are eco-friendly (Schwartz, Loewenstein, & Agüero-Gaete, 2020). 

According to this reasoning, it is possible that these labels could prompt consumers to 

consider aspects such as sustainability in the absence of informational effects—that is, when 

consumers know a priori which products in a consideration set are more sustainable. Therefore, 

in an experiment manipulating the presence of an eco-label on pairs of products in which one 

of the products is clearly perceived as more sustainable compared to the other, we are able 
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separate, by design, the role of eco-labels as a prompt for consumers to consider sustainability 

from their informational role.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Although consumers claim that they care about the environment, they often fail to adopt 

a sustainable consumption lifestyle. The literature has identified several barriers to explain this 

behavior-attitude gap. These studies presume that consumers consider sustainability attributes 

but are hindered to act on this consideration due to the existing barriers to sustainable 

consumption. In the current research, we propose a different account: consumers systematically 

neglect sustainability in product choices due to the lack of salience and accessibility of this 

attribute. Across two pre-registered studies, we investigate and confirm the occurrence of this 

neglect effect in three countries with different levels of environmental performance. With this 

research, we hope to make important contributions to the field and provide insights to 

marketers and policymakers on how to overcome the lack of consideration of sustainability in 

purchase decisions. 
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