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Abstract

The goal of this paper is to analyze barriers that discourage consumers from buying
environmentally friendly products, and consequently suggest principles for effective
consumer-oriented programmes of environmental education. It is based on a qualitative
analysis of six focus groups (N=39) that were carried out with respondents from different
consumer groups (mothers on maternity leave, pensioners, administrators, businessmen,
university students, and environmental consultants). The research suggested that a lack of
trust in the concept of sustainable consumption and consumers’ personal history play
important roles in consumer decision-making. In the final part, the article discusses the
implications of these findings for environmental education.
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~Bio se hnoji v noci“': proc lidé (ne)kupuji environmentalné setrné
produkty

Abstrakt

Cldnek zkoumd dlvody, které spotiebitele odrazuji od nakupovani vyrobkl
Setrnéjsich k zivotnimu prostredi. Vychazi z kvalitativni analyzy Sesti ohniskovych skupin
(N=39), které byly provedeny se zastupci riiznych skupin spotrebitell (matky na materské
dovolené, seniofi, urednici, podnikatelé, studenti vysoké Skole a ekoporadci). Vysledky
ukazuji na podobné motivy, které se objevily ve vSech skupinach. Vyzkum naznacil, ze
dlleZitou roli ve spottebitelském rozhodovani hraje nedostatek ddvéry v koncept udrzitelné
spotfeby a osobni spotiebitelska historie. Respondenti predpoklédaji, ze za cenu vétsi
c¢asové a financni investice dostanou casto drazsi a méné funkéni vyrobky, o jejichz
environmentdalni prFiznivosti navic c¢asto pochybuji. ProtoZze soucasné nezpochybnuji
dileZitost odpovédného environmentalniho chovani, je pro né vychodiskem tzv. ,ptijatelné
udrzitelné spotrebitelské chovani*, podle kterého zohlednuji environmentalni aspekty v té
oblasti spotfebitelského chovani, kterd je pro né snadno dostupna, zatimco je ignoruji
v jinych.
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Introduction

Responsible consumption is one of the goals of environmental education. Hungerford
and Peyton (based on Marcinkowski, 2005) defined consumerism as one of the key areas
of environmentally friendly behaviour. Luchs and Mooradian (2012) defined sustainable
consumer behaviour as behaviour motivated or influenced by social or environmental
considerations. Therefore, consumers behaving in a sustainable way consider the impacts
of a product on the community at its place of origin, the consumption of energy during its
use, and its impact on environmental pollution upon disposal, for example. The UNEP
(2013) defines sustainable consumption as “the use of services and related products which
respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of life while minimizing the use of natural
resources and toxic materials as well as the emissions of waste and pollutants over the life
cycle of the service or product so as not to jeopardize the needs of further generations”.

The topic of sustainable consumption is found in numerous environmental education
programmes offered to various target groups. The best known examples in the Czech
Republic include the programmes offered by NazZemi (Malifova, 2008; Malifova et al.,
2008; Malirova et al., 2011; NaZemi, undated), providing information about the global
impacts of consumerist behaviour and the Fair Trade brand, methodological handbooks for
teachers containing ideas on organic food (Rykovska, 2006; Lastlvka, Kellnerova, and
Kfivankova, 2008), and activities and teaching classes on various areas of sustainable
consumption (Anon, 2005; Martin, Rédenas, Serrano, and Fernandez, undated; Simonova,
Cin¢era, Jancarikova, and Volfova, 2013). Their effect on the attitudes and behaviour of
target groups, however, has only been examined peripherally (Cincera, 2013).

A chief prerequisite for the development of effective environmental education
programmes that would motivate the public towards sustainable consumption is to
understand the reasons why some consumers buy eco-friendly products while others do
not. The objective of the present study was to try to analyse these reasons and, based on
the presented findings and relevant literature, to propose how programmes promoting
sustainable consumption ought to be oriented.

We assume that the present study will help start a debate on consumer-oriented
environmental education programmes and further improve their quality.

Theoretical framework

Consumers’ willingness to give preference to more environmentally and socially
friendly products has been the subject of humerous research projects in various countries
(Chan, 1999; Lockie, Lyons, Lawrence, and Mummery, 2002; Lea and Worsley, 2005;
Noor, Muhammad, Kassim, Jamil, Mat, Mat, and Saleh, 2012; Angelovska, Sotiroska, and
Angelovska, 2012; Szerenyi, Agnes, and Anna, 2011), including the Czech Republic
(CVVM, 2013; Hadler and Wohlkdnig, 2012; Sé&asny, Urban, and Zvéfinova, 2013).
Similarities and differences can be found across regions both in regard to the degree of
willingness to purchase ‘greener’ products and development trends.

Laroche, Tomiuk and Barbaro-Forleo (2002) examined the influence of culture on
environmental knowledge, attitudes and the behaviour of Canadian consumers. In their
opinion, francophone consumers are more environmentally conscious, but anglophones
show more willingness to pay for environmentally friendlier products. Based on an
empirical survey comparing respondents from five countries and two different cultural
backgrounds, Soyez (2012) says that while eco-centric values predominate in the Western
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cultural sphere, anthropocentric ones prevail in Russia. In her view, this influences
consumer behaviour in both cultural regions.

In Central Europe, there is still a noticeable difference between countries that
belonged to the former socialist bloc and the West, but the trend is one of a slow
equalisation. While according to Hadler and Wohlkénig (2012), individual environmental
behaviour, i.e., behaviour involving activities such as the purchasing of environmentally
friendly products or reducing car use, has been more or less stagnating in Germany and
Austria over the last ten years, it has been increasing in the Czech Republic, although it
still remains below the levels of the two other countries. According to a CVVM (2013)
survey, approximately 28% of Czech respondents always or often buy environmentally
friendly products and 13% buy organic food as well. More than two-thirds of the population
are interested in information on how to be more considerate to the environment.

The explanation of the causes why some consumers buy friendly products while
others do not can be examined from several different perspectives. The first one focuses
on demographic factors. Noor (2012) says that environmentally friendly products are
bought more often by younger respondents, women, and richer respondents. According to
Hadler and Wohlkdnig (2012), key factors are age, gender and education, while older
people, the better educated and women choose individual environmental behaviour more
often than younger people, better educated and men. The model of the older, richer
woman as a responsible consumer is also cited by Angelovska et al. (2012). According to
CVVM (2013), more interest in environmentally responsible behaviour is shown by
university graduates, respondents with a higher living standard, Prague citizens, and
women more often than men. This corresponds to the results of the selective surveys
focused on the purchasing of organic food done by S¢asny, Urban and Zvéfinova (2013),
according to which women and secondary-school and university graduates purchase
organic food the most often.

Other authors relativise the importance of demographic factors and emphasise
psychographic factors instead. Luchs and Mooradian (2012) assume that responsible
consumer behaviour is most affected by the consumer’s personality. Consumers who are
less conflict-seeking and more open to new experiences put a greater emphasis on
environmental and social aspects of consumption as well. Since women are more likely to
possess these qualities, according to the authors, they are also more likely to act as more
responsible consumers. According to Fraj and Martinez (2006), consumers of
environmentally friendly products are characterised by an interest in their own personal
growth. In their view, such consumers will more often take action that presents a personal
challenge to them.

Certain common elements occur among the reasons stated by consumers to explain
why they buy or do not buy friendlier products. Based on a meta-study, Hugner (2007)
summarises fifteen main types of justification for or against buying organic food. In this
opinion, the main reasons include the belief that organic food is healthier and tastes
better, as well as concerns for the environment, food safety, animal living conditions, and
support for local economies. The reasons against included high prices, low availability,
distrust of the certification system, inadequate marketing, satisfaction with existing dietary
habits, and cosmetic defects attributed to organic food. According to Harper and Makatouni
(2002), consumers’ interest in the ethical dimension of diet plays a leading role.
Consumers who do not buy organic products showed frequent distrust in the certification
system, which they used to explain their disinterest in these types of foodstuffs.
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Research into the psychographic factors influencing sustainable consumer behaviour
can be based on several theoretical models. Foxall, Oliveira-Castro, James, Yani-de-
Soriano, and Sigurdsson (2006) propose assessing the reasons for deciding whether to buy
eco-friendly products or not using a behavioural perspective model (BPM), under which
consumer behaviour is the result of an interplay between consumer conditions and
history!. Consumer conditions represent the context of the purchase, such as the supply of
alternative products, shopping conditions, and other shoppers’ behaviour. Consumer
history is formed by the consumer’s experience. Based on both these factors, the
consumer weighs the benefits (rewards) and losses (penalties) that buying the product will
bring for them. These may be of a utilitarian (use of the product as such) and
informational nature (the symbolic effect of the product, such as increased status).
According to the authors, each purchase brings a combination of empowering and
weakening, utilitarian and informational consequences. Influencing consumer behaviour,
the authors say, then requires the provision of an appropriate combination of rewards for a
specific type of consumer behaviour. For example, if buying a certain product is motivated
by the effort to achieve a certain deed, it may be appropriate to offer such an
environmentally friendlier alternative that will offer a comparable service and support it
with feedback that reinforces its symbolic effect.

Other models put more emphasis on values, attitudes and beliefs in the possibilities
of actively influencing the environment. In Hungerford and Volk's (1990) responsible
environmental behaviour (REB) model, so-called empowerment variables play an
important role, including the locus of control, and expressing an individual’s belief in their
ability to influence events with their behaviour. Straughan and Roberts (1999) arrived at
similar conclusions. In their opinion, key factors for making decisions regarding sustainable
consumption are altruistic values and perceived consumer effectiveness, i.e. the
consumers’ belief that they can influence environmental issues with their consumer
behaviour. A secondary factor is political alignment, with liberal, left-to-centre oriented
respondents showing more interest in sustainable consumption. Firat (2009) arrives at the
same conclusion?. At the same time, both the studies share certain methodological
limitations, i.e. data collection among university students only. One may suppose that the
inclusion of more varied groups of respondents would yield other results. That said, not
even a clear demographically defined group needs to be totally homogenous. Szerényi et
al. (2011), for example, recognised five different patterns of attitudes to sustainable
consumption in a group of Hungarian university students. Differences were also shown
across study specialisations (students of natural sciences were most often represented
among so-called activists, i.e. students with very modest personal consumption and a keen
interest in the environment), while older students showed more interest in environmental
issues than younger ones.

An emphasis on altruistic values, such as appeared in the study by Straughan and
Roberts (1999), is typical for Stern’s (1999) value-belief-norm (VBN) model.?> However,

! Here, the authors use the model as a certain conceptual framework and do not test it. For the
principles and verification of the constituent relationships inside the model, see Foxall and Greenley
(2000).

2 The study quoted makes use of the ecologically conscious consumer behaviour scale, designed by
Roberts and Bacon (1997) to verify consumer behaviour. The tool monitors preference for products
made of recycled paper, reduced car use, preference for biodegradable products, and consideration of
energy consumption in electrical appliances.

3 Stern (2000) later shifts his original model and develops it into a so-called attitude-behaviour-
context (ABC) theory, including context. He says that the link between one’s attitudes and behaviour
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the role of values in responsible behaviour is not entirely clear and open to discussion. As
stated by Aertsens et al. (2009), purchasing of organic food may be related to such
differing values as universalism (e.g. concern for nature) and benevolence (compassion for
animals) on the one hand, and safety (healthy food) and hedonism (good food) on the
other.

Follows and Jobber (2000) assume that respondents’ values are influenced by their
attitudes, and those in turn motivate consumers in regard to environmentally friendly
shopping. In their view, the consumer assesses the individual (e.g. time investment) and
environmental impacts of their consumption. The authors say that environmental attitudes
are negatively correlated with conservative thinking (the tendency to stick to existing
social norms). They say that egoistic values are positively correlated with an emphasis on
the individual consequences of consumption. Therefore, they recommend communicating
the purchase of environmentally friendly products as a simple process (reducing individual
consequences) and a socially valued activity (reinforcing environmental consequences).
According to Hadler and Wohlkénig (2012), values play a greater role in behaviours such
as political action or protest, which are easy to “see” and thus reinforced by others,
whereas they are not of such influence in individual consumer behaviour. Kaiser et al.
(2005) regard as a more accurate Ajzen’s (1985, 1991) theory of planned behaviour (TPB)
model, which emphasises the importance of attitudes, social norms and beliefs in one’s
ability to handle certain behaviours. Urban, Zvéfinova and S¢asny (2012) document the
relevance of the TPB for analysing the motivation of Czech consumers to buy organic
products. In their view, the decisive factor is the respondents’ attitude and subjective
norms, i.e. how they think people who matter to them act.

The last perspective focuses on so-called “barriers” to sustainable consumption.
They are often of a structural nature, i.e. they are understood as the result of political and
economic factors. Prinet (2011), for example, considers the main barriers to be system
inertia, fragmentation of initiatives promoting change, market distortion, absent political
role models, issue complexity, and various lobby group influences. The Institute for
Environmental Policy has examined barriers to sustainable consumption in the Czech
Republic. According to the study, the main problems are insufficient education, a low level
of information and weak promotion. Public administration fails to present positive
examples and adequately reflect environmental criteria in allocating public contracts.
Consumers’ decisions are then most driven by product price and brand (Kupcikova, 2005).

On the whole, the discussion of factors motivating to sustainable consumption has,
in sum, brought numerous valuable insights but also unclear conclusions. The reasons may
be the breadth of the range of sustainable consumption leading to unclarity in the
definition of the research object, differing demands on consumers’ competencies, different
roles of cultural, situational and other contextual factors, and last but not least, the
diversity of the consumer category itself. This last topic is the subject of the research
project presented below, developed in conjunction with BEZK, Agentura Koniklec, and
Masaryk University of Brno in 2013.

is the strongest where contextual factors are neutral, and decreases to zero where the significance of
the context for or against a certain behaviour becomes stronger.
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Methodology

The objective of the present study was to answer the following question:

In what ways do selected consumers legitimise their decision to buy or not to buy socially
and environmentally friendlier products?

Since the objective of the study was not to establish a new model of sustainable
consumer behaviour, but rather to identify and analyse motives that appeared in the
respondents’ justifications, we chose a qualitative research design. Within that, we
organised six focus groups with a relatively homogenous population sample selected via a
predefined criterion. The deliberate selection of the sample and the homogenous
composition of the groups can be regarded as appropriate strategies for this type of
research (Morgan, 1997; Patton, 2002). It must be noted that the study did not endeavour
to maintain representativeness, and its results therefore cannot be generalised for the
entire population. The selection of respondents for the groups and the venues for them
were largely influenced by the limited research budget. The composition and description of
the focus groups are shown in Table 1.

Whereas the first five groups were chosen in order to obtain responses from various
segments of the population, the “"Environmental consultants” group was chosen in order to
provide possible interpretation frameworks for analysing the data obtained from the other
groups.

The focus group discussions took approximately sixty minutes each. Each interview
was undertaken by one interviewer, with possible additional questions by another. The
conversations were recorded and the recordings were then transcribed word for word. The
data were then analysed using an open coding method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Corbin,
2006), with individual data segments chosen from the transcripts and then coded using the
open coding method. Substantive categories were added to the original codes in the
second stage. These were then used for comparison among the groups.

It transpired that a relatively high degree of agreement was found among the
groups in spite of the disparate demographic characteristics. The category that was seen,
directly or indirectly, in almost every group was the issue of “trust”, which was later
renamed to “legitimisation by distrust”. In the next analysis, a new category was
established, “personal consumer history”, to help to integrate the other categories and
thus become the central category.

Below, the respondents are identified with first names and the information that they
offered about themselves for research purposes. The respondents’ first names have been
altered to respect their anonymity.

Presentation of results

A common feature that occurred in all the respondent groups was a certain
inconsistency in consumer behaviour. As a rule, the respondents bought a certain segment
of products that can be called friendlier at least sometimes, while ignoring others. We refer
to this selective approach as “selectively sustainable consumer behaviour”.

Selectively sustainable consumer behaviour is not in conflict with the definition of
sustainable consumer behaviour by Luchs and Mooradian (2012). For example, the
respondents in the Officials group sometimes consciously prefer recycled paper;
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respondent mothers buy cloth nappies or organic foodstuffs; pensioners prefer local
products. However, the market segment in which the consumers apply their sustainable
consumption principles is selective, and respondents who buy organic foodstuffs, for
example, do not prefer environmentally friendlier products in other areas, such as travel
and household appliances.
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Table 1: Composition of focus groups

Type of group | Characteristics of Selection criteria Topics discussed
respondents

Mothers Mothers on maternity leave. Inhabitants of a small village on the Cosmetics,
Six women aged 29-35, with | periphery of Prague. An effort was made | foodstuffs,
1-2 children, five married, five | to choose respondents without explicit housing
university graduates. interest in environmental issues.

Pensioners Eight respondents aged 60- Inhabitants of a small village on the Foodstuffs,
82, two men, six women, all periphery of Prague. transport
retired, four married, one
university graduate, three
secondary-school, two trained
workers, rest primary-school
educated.

Students Six university students aged Students of a faculty focusing on Foodstuffs,
22-24, three men, three educating teachers in a big city. travelling,
women, all single. cosmetics

Entrepreneurs | Six respondents aged 33-57, | Owners and managers of tourist facilities | Detergents,
one man, five women, all in a smaller village in a tourist area, all in | foodstuffs,
operating managers or charge of their facilities. Effort to have energies
owners of shops, various types of businesses represented.
guesthouses and restaurants,
all married.

Officials Six respondents aged 40-55, | Representatives (secretaries, a mayor) Office supplies,
five men, one woman, five of municipalities with populations of 200 | detergents,
married, three secondary- to 13,000, in charge of procurement for electrical
school, the rest university- their institutions; as well as an financial appliances
educated. manager of a large self-governing

authority and a procurement manager of
a state organisation with approx. 200
employees.

Environmental | Seven respondents aged 29- | Employees of citizens’ associations Reasons for or

consultants 61, one woman, six men, offering environmental consultancy in a against
three secondary-school, the big city, who consult directly on sustainable
rest university-educated, sustainable consumption. consumption,

three married, the rest single.

structural barriers

As anticipated by Foxall et al. (2006), the decision to reflect environmental and
social principles within a certain segment of consumer behaviour is the result of a balance
of contrary motives interpreted in the respondents’ personal consumer histories. In this
study, we label these motives “yes forces” and “no forces”. In an ongoing conflict, “yes
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forces” are weakened by reducing the credit of the sustainable consumption concept. As a
result of this, selectively sustainable consumer behaviour becomes a legitimate solution.

The assumed benefits arising from sustainable consumption are chiefly integrity
in relation to one’s environmental awareness and accepted social norms, and expected
personal benefits from environmentally friendly products. Although respondents in the
Consultants group regarded the unsustainable values of the majority of society as one of
the chief barriers to sustainable consumption, none of the respondents from the other
groups questioned the seriousness of environmental problems (environmental
awareness) or the importance of responsible environmental behaviour at the general
level (social norms) during the focus groups. Some (notably mothers and students)
explicitly expressed favourable environmental attitudes as the reason for their
sustainable consumer behaviour:

"... we used cloth nappies too. Now we only put nappies on the child for the night, so
it’s no longer worth it [using cloth nappies], and therefore he gets paper diapers, but eco-
friendly ones. We told ourselves clearly that we want to give preference to an
environmentally friendly approach, which means... the washing of the nappies didn’t weigh
me down that much, but I've developed this aversion to tonnes of waste. In fact it sickens
me more than the washing” (Dana, age 32, language teacher, university-educated,
married, one child).

Moreover, some respondents stated a personal (or institutional) benefit that
environmentally friendly consumer behaviour has for them. For respondents in the
Mothers group, this was mostly a positive effect on health, be it their own or their
children’s. For respondents in the Students group, hitch-hiking was more enjoyable than
taking the bus. For respondents in the Officials group, the organisation’s image was the
beneficiary. Blanka, for example, said that her municipal authority uses recycled paper
for printing promotional materials:

“So that it'’s seen that it's eco-friendly, so that it's marked as such. So every year,
when some money’s left over, we purchase promotional items so that it’s clearly visible on
them, like fun crayons and notepads.”

(Blanka, age 52, official, municipality with a population of 2200, authority employs
24, secondary-school, married)

On the other hand, sustainable consumption brings losses as well as benefits (Foxall
et al., 2006). As a rule, respondents described eco-friendly products as more expensive,
less functional, and more time-consuming to buy.

In the Officials group, for instance, there was recurring bad experience with recycled
paper, the use of which led to increased wear on printers:

"I have experience with recycled paper. Once, on the orders from our superior in the
former ministry, we procured recycled paper for copiers, and it happened many times that
the copiers had to undergo more frequent maintenance, and when we added up the costs
of servicing the copiers and the fact that some parts had to be replaced in the copiers;
then we basically gave up on it.” (Ludvik, age 55, procurement manager, state
administration institution with 200 employees, secondary-school, divorced)
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Respondents in the Entrepreneurs group also referred to bad experience, saying that
eco-friendly detergents are not effective enough for ordinary operations:

"We have experience, too; we've tried it; there’s a company from Vrchlabi that
supplies us, we've tried an eco-friendly range that should be a little more considerate,
some kind of enzymatic detergent instead of lye. We put in two tins and it had no effect
whatsoever.” (Eva, age 36, restaurant keeper, secondary-school, married)

Negative experience with the functionality of eco-friendly products was also referred
to in the Seniors, Mothers and Students groups. The perception of eco-friendly products as
more expensive and less readily available was also noted in all the groups (the latter with
the exception of the Officials group).

In addition, the assumed losses are magnified by the awareness of the obstacles
that respondents expect to face based on their personal consumer histories. Most often,
respondents referred to obstacles of an informational, situational and structural nature.

The role of information in shaping respondents’ consumer histories is not entirely
clear. On the one hand, for example, respondents in the Students group stated that
information on eco-friendly products is readily available. On the other hand, it turned out
that they are only informed about organic food and lack any practical awareness of other
eco-friendly products.

Respondents in multiple groups stated that there is too much information available,
for example, too many different types of labelling on product packaging, making it hard for
them to navigate. According to respondents in the Consultants group, the system of eco-
labelling of products is poor and leads to confusion among the public. Respondents thus
face not a lack of information but the opposite: ex-formation (Gore, 2000).

"We have, or most of us, have a problem with this information. What is and what
isn’t eco-friendly. As we’ve more or less orientated ourselves based on, as Honza put it,
that the thing’s riddled with labels, based on one label or another. But it’s harder when you
read the ingredients and there’s no label, then it’s hard to know whether it’s eco-friendly”
(Valérie, age 36, guesthouse keeper, university, married).

Respondents in the Mothers group agreed that they lack an authoritative source of
information that they could trust providing balanced information on eco-friendly products.

“I'd be happy enough if there was a website (...), that I'd learn about and that it's
there; if it had a comparison with conventional products, I would seek it out, and I'd
especially look forward to tests of eco-friendly laundry detergents in D-Test and I'd focus
on reading it thoroughly and comparing the ones that I was curious about. It might not be
published in a magazine, but if there was a website like I said or a column in an existing
paper, I'd find out about it, and I'd visit it regularly... If families wrote something there like
we've tried these three things, I'd be happy with that. Like somebody’s experience, so I
could have a look to see if I even want to try that” (Adéla, age 32, bank clerk, secondary-
school, partner, 1 child).

Respondents did admit that they could theoretically find the information themselves.
However, deciding on what to trust is time-consuming for them. Their source of
trustworthy information is then replaced with social networks - the experience and
recommendations of friends and other reference persons:
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"It depends a lot on what you come across at your friends’ or the people around
you. It's often crucial that somebody beats the path for you, does the big research, puts in
those hours of time, does the tests, spends the time on it. And then they find the way, and
only pass on the know-how. For a person who sees that, it's then tremendously easy to
just start out that way. In fact, we also started to use cloth nappies after we'd seen them
at our friends’, who'’d walked the hard path, but them we got the diapers from them”
(Dana, age 32, language teacher, university-educated, married, one child).

The structural obstacles mostly concerned the complexity of the administrative
settings or institutional measures that disadvantage or restrict environmentally friendly
behaviour. For example, a respondent in the Entrepreneurs group gave the reasons why
he had not made use of the Green Light to Savings scheme for his company as the
reluctance of administrative staff in charge. Respondents in the Consultants group stated
how project requirement settings had prevented them from procuring more eco-friendly
products. Several respondents in the Officials group agreed that it is virtually impossible to
procure recycled paper for their authorities due to the rules set for tenders:

“Well, everybody keeps saying today that you can use any requirements you like,
you have to proceed in a non-discriminatory and transparent fashion, which is fundamental
requirement no. 1, but woe betide anyone should you do something different and under
another criterion than price. Any one of those rejected will appeal against your decision;
you have to justify it, and honestly you don't have the team to justify what a gang of
lawyers from an established law firm handling millions of crowns say. They shoot you down
in flames, so tenders today are made exclusively according to the price.” (Mirek, age 44,
municipal authority secretary, population: 2500, university, married)

Respondents thus documented the paradoxical behaviour of their superiors:
promotional materials, published in relatively few copies, are made on “eco-friendly”
paper, while the “invisible” ordinary operation with much larger consumption uses cheaper
non-recycled paper. According to respondents in the Entrepreneurs group, organic food is
not available in their region, plus consumers are not interested in it. Buying it would lead
to restaurant meals becoming more expensive, which would discourage their clientele:

“They don't ask for it straight out. They'd definitely be happy if it was offered, but
they won’t come to ask us straight away, ‘Is it made with organic ingredients?’ That's
never happened. But the truth is what Honza here says, they won't pay for it.” (Aneta, age
35, owner of a guesthouse for school camps, skiing courses and families with children,
secondary-school, married)

The expected benefits, losses and obstacles together make up a consumer’s
personal consumption history. Based on this, respondents then decide whether to buy any
eco-friendly products and which to buy. The weighing up of the “yes forces” and the “no
forces” is further reinforced or weakened with new experience of eco-friendly products.
Consumer habits also play an important role; they may both reinforce and preclude
sustainable behaviour. Respondents in the Mothers, Students and Seniors groups stated
that their decisions are often based on established habits, routines that they get into and
then do not rethink. The seniors in the sample direct their consumption behaviour mainly
according to price and good experience. Another important criterion for them is the origin
of the product: they prefer Czech products and, in particular, those that come from
somebody that they know in person and are used to buying from.

The balance of the “yes forces” and the “no forces” in respondents’ personal
consumer histories is further deflected by questioning the credibility of sustainable
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consumption. This motive occurred in all the groups except the Consultants. Respondents
in the Mothers group lacked trustworthy information that would enable them to
convincingly distinguish between eco-friendly and conventional products. The opinion
among the Students group was that information on organic food is not balanced and is of
either a negative or a promotional nature. The Officials group questioned the credibility of
the State’s effort regarding sustainable consumption as it was in conflict with actual policy.
They also questioned the credibility of the state-guaranteed labelling of organic food:

“But then we face the fact that the information that we get is not always of adequate
quality. Because we know examples from other industries; take environmentally friendly
solar power plants, which are going to be an environmental problem in a few years, not
long from now. So, after such excesses, a lot of people are simply sceptical about a thing
being a truly eco-friendly product. Which reminds me, do you know the difference between
a conventional foodstuff and an organic one? Organic food is only fertilised at night.”
(Mirek, age 44, municipal authority secretary, population: 2500, university, married)

Fundamental distrust occurred in the Seniors group, too, who questioned not only
the environmental friendliness of the foodstuffs, but the functioning of the overall national
system of environmental protection:

“"We heated the house with a boiler, we burnt everything in it, sure it went up into
the air, but then again we didn’t have a full rubbish bin, which is taken away somewhere
and burnt all the same, telling us their burning is clean, but we don’t really believe that.
We had ashes in our bin...” (Karla, age 60, schoolmistress, secondary-school, divorced)

Discussion

In spite of its slow growth (Hadler and Wohlkénig, 2012), sustainable consumption
remains a marginal phenomenon in the Czech Republic. Although the results of the present
research cannot be generalised, it seems that the cause is not the low environmental
awareness of the public, i.e. that respondents would not know about environmental
problems and that their consumer behaviour affects the state of the environment.
Environmental protection has become a social norm that respondents do not question.
They also repeatedly gave examples of having tried to buy more environmentally friendly
products, whether they be recycled paper, eco-friendly detergents or cosmetics. However,
their efforts to align the accepted social norm with their own consumer behaviour is
undermined by practical obstacles, bad experience and distrust.

The respondents assume that the price for respecting the social norm is a product
that is more expensive, less functional and more demanding of time and energy to
acquire. If they see role models around thems (such as the Mothers group respondents),
they like to follow them. More often, however, they have the feeling that sustainable
consumption is not promoted very much and they do not see such role models.

Distrust as an argument against sustainable consumption has appeared in other
studies; for example in the Czech Republic in S¢asny et al. (2013). Some qualitative
studies mention it abroad (Harper and Makatouni, 2002; Lockie et al., 2002). It can
therefore be assumed that this motive plays an important role in Czech consumers’
decision-making and is not culture-specific for the Czech Republic.

At the same time, it is not clear from the research undertaken whether distrust
expresses the environmentally conscious respondents’ authentic belief concerning
untrustworthy labelling of eco-friendly products or whether some use it as an “excuse” to
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defend insufficient internal motivation to buy such products. An alternative explanation
would then assume that the social norm (“sustainable consumption is right”) is not in line
with the respondent’s personal norms. The significance that respondents (especially
mothers and seniors) attributed to the opinions and behaviour of their social surroundings
indicates that in addition to “big” norms derived from society-wide discourse (“sustainable
consumption is right”), people place emphasis on the the “small” norms of their respective
communities: friends, neighbours or family. If these “big” and “small” norms are in
contradiction, a partial questioning of the requirements arising from one of them and
finding a compromise in the form of selectively sustainable consumption may be an
acceptable solution.

The effort of various entities to improve consumers’ information has ironically led to
an oversaturation with ex-formation (Gore, 2000), with consumers not knowing what to
trust and what the different information and labels in fact mean. They lack an intelligible
and trustworthy source that would help them discern which products are eco-friendly and
which are not.

Consumers then resolve the conflict between the “yes forces” and the “no forces”
with a certain compromise, where they seek out eco-friendly products in the market
segment that is the most easily available to them and offers them the most benefits
regardless of its actual environmental benefit. This “selectively sustainable consumer
behaviour” is further legitimised by reducing the credibility of the sustainable consumption
concept, which occurred in all the focus groups. Thus, in exchange for the “symbolic” act of
selectively sustainable consumer behaviour, respondents acquire integrity with their own
environmental consciousness and the accepted social norm irrespective of their own
environmental footprint (Jurin and Fortner, 2002).

The present study offers numerous implications for the implementation of consumer-
oriented environmental education. The first one is to establish consumer trust in the
system of information about eco-friendly products (cf. S¢asny et al., 2013). An appropriate
vehicle might be to set up a trustworthy information system that would provide unbiased
and balanced information on the environmental and social aspects of foodstuffs and
consumer goods, along with an assessment of their functionality and price compared to
similar conventional products.

The emphasis on social networks as a source of trustworthy information supports
the organisation of community-based rather than blanket information campaigns
(McKenzie-Mohr, Schultz, Lee, and Kotler, 2012). Vermier and Verbeke (2006) state that
although sustainable consumption may be related to consumers’ value orientation,
campaigns appealing to “common good” and “ethical consumption” are not the way that
would change consumer behaviour within a short time. Rather, they believe the solution is
to explain the significance of sustainable consumption for the consumer as such, inform
them about availability (e.g. by providing Internet addresses from which organic food can
be ordered in the region), and reinforce social nhorms in the community. Such campaigns
would make it possible to include a social network of respondents and set up a certain
“community of practice”, the members of which would exchange experience and learn
about sustainable consumption from each other (Wenger, 2000; Prinet, 2011).

Finally, one cannot ignore the fact that “selectively sustainable consumer behaviour”
was represented in the research by activities that are relatively undemanding on
respondents’ competencies. Including individual contextual factors leads to situations
where consumers require competencies for autonomous interpretation of situations rather
than simple guidelines. Therefore, while the decisive factor for buying organic food may be
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the provision of the email address of a farmer operating near the consumer, reducing
energy consumption in a household requires a consumer to make a series of complex
decisions involving an analysis of energy losses, available sources of energy, potential
savings, etc. Therefore, environmental education should develop such “action
competencies” from childhood that will enable consumers to make autonomous decisions
in the uncertain dynamic conditions of the future (Wals, 2012). They may be based on
knowledge of possible strategies for resolving situations (action-related knowledge), as
well as their effectiveness in a given situation (effectiveness knowledge) (Roczen, Kaiser,
Bogner, and Wilson, 2013). However, one’s own conviction of one’s ability to solve such
situations will probably also play an important role (Bandura, 1977, Ajzen, 1991). In an
environmental education context, a possible solution might be “emancipation” oriented programmes, i.e., such
programmes that emphasise participants’ (pupils’, adults”) autonomy, participation and accountability when
choosing programme objectives and activities (Wals, Geerling-Eijff, Hubeek, van der Kroon, and
Vader, 2008).

The above recommendations call for types of consumer-oriented environmental
education programmes that are not particularly widespread in the Czech Republic at
present. Therefore, their practical implementation should include verification of their
effectiveness and broader research into their influence on the consumer behaviour of
target groups.

Conclusion

The objective of this study was to propose principles for developing consumer-
oriented environmental education programmes based on an examination of barriers to
sustainable consumer behaviour. The research was based on an analysis of qualitative data
obtained by means of focus groups with six different categories of respondents.

Based on the focus groups, we can assume that the main barrier is not low
environmental awareness of the public, but the denial of the importance of sustainable
consumption at the general level. The absence of trust in the national system of labelling
eco-friendly products, structural barriers, negative experience with such products, and
their lower availability were recurring arguments. Social networks - the experience and
opinions of friends and reference persons - also played an important role in the
respondents’ decision-making.

Effective consumer-oriented environmental education programmes should therefore
probably not be mere efforts to “inform” the target groups about the “problem” and its
possible solution at the level of particular consumer behaviour. Instead, an effective
programme should probably be tailored to the specific context of the target group (e.g.
issue a list of addresses from which eco-friendly products can be bought in the region),
and it should develop consumers’ competencies towards critical assessment of available
product information. In addition, consumers’ willingness to buy more eco-friendly products
would be further increased by a trustworthy information system in which the advantages
and drawbacks of particular products can be discussed. The programmes should also take
into account the participants’ social background and the norms established by each
community. Therefore, the solution might be programmes tailored to specific communities
- based on their needs and capabilities, discussing their doubts, and using language that is
intelligible to them. The programme should promote the sharing of positive experience
with selected products among the community members, as well as open discussion of any
negative experience.
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Last but not least, public administration authorities should maintain consistency with

promoting sustainable consumption in their everyday operations as well, and not create
structural barriers that question the sustainable consumption concept in the public’s eyes.

The present research project is a partial exploration of the motives related to
sustainable consumer behaviour.

In order to verify its results, further surveys are

recommended that might focus in more depth on some of the groups of respondents
examined here, or provide additional, quantitative data on consumer attitudes and the
behaviour of selected target groups.
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