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The Paris Agreement goal to limit global warming to 1.5°C by 2100 translates into a carbon
dioxide (CO2) equivalent emission reduction from around 40 gigatons in 2020 to around 5
gigatons (Rockström et al. 2017). As part of a long-term strategy to achieve this goal,
technological innovations are necessary, but not sufficient. Another necessary element is
changes in consumer and household behaviours, which cannot wait for the long term. In the
EU, for example, households account for nearly 20% of total CO2 emissions (Eurostat 2017).
Furthermore, there is a large variation in private households’ consumption patterns, which
shows that demand-side interventions targeted at private households are indeed promising
(Dubois et al. 2019). The largest contributions to CO2 emissions from private households come
from personal transport, thermal energy use, electricity consumption, and accommodation as
well as consumption of food and consumer goods and services (Kalbar et al. 2016; Steen-
Olsen and Hertwich 2015). Private households can substantially reduce their CO2 emissions by
adopting new or altering the use of in-home and transportation-related technologies or
changing consumption patterns related to food and other consumer goods (Gardner and
Stern 2008).

This special issue focuses on strategies to induce behaviour changes for sustainable
consumption in private households and on key motivational and contextual prerequisites.
The aim is to provide insights on instruments and prerequisites for radical behaviour changes,
for which the included papers draw on a variety of theoretical and methodological angles and
approaches. Content-wise, the papers focus on understanding motivational and contextual
facilitators and impediments for changing both specific impactful behaviour and broader
behaviour changes. The discussed policy interventions span from a broader policy framework
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for constraining over-consumption to behaviour-specific instruments to produce voluntary
behaviour change (de-hassling and eco-labelling).

A key prerequisite for obtaining radical changes towards more sustainable consumption
patterns is citizen-consumer support for this goal and at least acceptance of sustainable
consumption policy. Two papers in this special issue specifically study antecedents of
willingness to change behaviour for sustainable consumption. Koivula et al. (2019) find that
ethical consumer orientation is strongly associated with party preferences in Finland, similar to
what has previously been documented in the USA and elsewhere (Devinney et al. 2010).
However, their study of representative surveys from 1999 to 2014 reveals that an ethical
consumer orientation is becoming more mainstream in Finland, party differences in ethical
consumer orientation narrowing and converging in the direction of the Greens. Overall, their
findings emphasize the importance of understanding how citizens’ political preference is
embedded in way of life and how deeply it shapes ethical consumption.

Eastman et al. (2019) follow up on the recent upsurge in research on the motivation to act in
a sustainable way in specific age groups, but they focus on a somewhat overlooked age group:
the seniors. They link the inclination to act sustainably among American seniors to specific
personality traits (especially conscientiousness, but also openness and agreeableness) and find
that the impact of these three basic dispositions on sustainable behaviour is partially mediated
through the seniors’ future time perspective (FTP). Their results suggest that communication
policies focusing on American seniors’ FTP and the three personality traits might be effective
tools. On a more general level, the study highlights the role of sometimes overlooked
personality variables to encourage sustainable behaviours.

Two papers contribute to research on citizen-consumers’ willingness to change or to accept
changes in their general lifestyle and consumption patterns to be more sustainable. Rich et al.
(2019) develop a validated tool to identify voluntary simplifiers, something that has been
severely missed in research on voluntary simplicity. The tool is a 21-item Voluntary Simplicity
Engagement Scale with sound psychometric qualities, which is based on the practices of
contemporary simplifiers. For developing the scale, they used a mixed-methods approach,
combining qualitative interviews with self-identified voluntary simplifiers to identify items and
a survey to test the properties of the scale. The scale promises to make future research on
voluntary simplicity easier, more integrated, and of higher quality.

Defila and Di Giulio (2020) elevate the discussion of radical lifestyle changes to a more
general level, investigating citizen-consumers’ acceptance of the concept of “consumption
corridors” as a guide for policy. The concept proposes achieving sustainability in consumption
by defining minima and maxima levels of consumption. The authors use a representative
survey to study how this concept is received in Switzerland. The results suggest a slightly
positive openness to endorse the concept, which is related to political attitudes, but the concept
is less polarizing than they expected. In general, Swiss citizen-consumers do not reject the
concept or find it impossible to put into practice. Hence, it seems that the concept of
consumption corridors has the potential to provide common ground for policy-making, beyond
traditional political divides.

Four papers discuss interventions to change specific behaviour to become more sustainable,
in the areas of home renovation, circular ICT products, fashion, and food products. Many own
older houses with a large potential for substantially lowering its energy use through invest-
ments in renovating (Dietz et al. 2009), often with a short payback period, but not many
homeowners take the initiative (Wilson et al. 2015). De Vries et al. (2019) point at the
perceived hassle involved as an important reason why they fail to do this. Homeowners
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perceive hassle during different stages of their journey towards a more energy-efficient home
and may even anticipate stress caused by the accumulation of these hassles. Hence, research on
the hassle factor as a psychological barrier provides better tools to help homeowners overcome
their obstacles and successfully implements policies that facilitate investments in sustainable
home improvements. De Vries et al. (2019) suggest de-hassling policy interventions and
discuss their effectiveness. Hence, the study contributes to the recent discussion in behavioural
public policy on de-hassling and “sludge removal” (Sunstein 2019).

When it comes to buying more sustainable products, such as sustainable food products or
circular (i.e., re-used or recycled, or produced with recycled parts or materials (Stangherlin and
Thøgersen 2020)) ICT products, the major hassle for consumers is with regard to identifying
the sustainable product and (in particular for circular products) assess its quality. Two papers in
this special issue—Gåvertsson et al. (2018) and Kuchler et al. (2018)—discuss environmental
information and labelling as a means to make it easier for consumers to act on their
sustainability intentions and thereby promote sustainable consumer behaviour (Ölander and
Thøgersen 2014; Reisch and Thøgersen 2016). Gåvertsson et al. (2018) target consumers’ lack
of trust in the quality of circular products—one of the biggest impediments for consumer
acceptance of these products (Stangherlin and Thøgersen 2020). Based on interviews and a
literature review of existing re-use certification initiatives, they propose a label to communicate
quality aspects of re-used ICT equipment. However, they find that, in a small country like
Sweden, the private sector would not be able to cover the costs of such a labelling scheme
alone. Hence, they suggest that a national quality labelling of circular ICT products would
require wide stakeholder participation and government support, including being used in public
procurement processes.

Labelling has proven a very useful instrument to promote sustainable consumption and
especially transform good intentions to action (Thøgersen 2005), but it is not a silver bullet.
Kuchler et al. (2018) study the consumer confusion that often impedes the success of
environmental communication and labelling. According to prior research, a badly thought
through design of the label or communication is a common source of confusion, reducing the
impact of the label or information (e.g., Ölander and Thøgersen 2014; Thøgersen and Nielsen
2016). Kuchler et al. (2018) discuss another important confusion factor, namely the (often
legal) plethora of broader, more diffuse environmental terms, such as “natural.” For example,
bio-based products can carry a range of informative labels, such as organic, that certify that the
product has met comprehensive regulatory standards. Information about these products also
often includes terms with no official definition, such as natural. Research has found that
consumers are confused by and often not able to distinguish the meanings of loose terms, such
as natural, and well-defined terms, such as USDA Organic on food labels (Kuchler et al.
2017). Based on Google Trends data on the volume of web searches for “organic food” and for
“natural food” combined with US-wide data on retail purchases of organic food, Kuchler et al.
(2018) find that web searches for both terms predict retail purchases of organic food. This
suggests that consumers view the two claims as related, or even identical, and are confused by
loosely defined terms. This consumer confusion is potentially detrimental to consumer choices
of certified sustainable products.

Finally, McEachern et al. (2020) explore a different path to consumer empowerment with
regard to sustainable product choices. They report experiences with more engaging methods,
such as interactive upcycling workshops and contemplative theatre performance, to increase
consumer awareness of environmental impacts of apparel consumption and bring about
behavioural change. Reactions to the experiential methods were positive, initiating much
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reflection and discussion on how participants might modify current behaviour. McEachern
et al. (2020) offer a range of suggestions for policymakers and the apparel industry regarding
how to encourage consumers to behave more sustainably when buying and disposing of
apparel.

In sum, this special issue encompasses general sustainable consumption behaviour as well
as specific behaviours such as home renovation, acceptance of circular ICT products, and
purchases of sustainable foods and fashion. How to lower well-known barriers such as
perceived hassle to perform a sustainable behaviour or a lack of trust in the quality of the
products is explored by traditional policy instruments such as labelling as well as more
innovative approaches such as interactive upcycling workshops or theatre performance. On a
broader level, research on the acceptance of new ideas such as “consumption corridors”
delivers promising results. Overall, this special issue contributes to many aspects of existing
literature and opens future avenues. One important takeaway is that consumer acceptance and
adoption of sustainable behaviour depend on both, lowering the barriers to perform those
behaviours as well as finding well-targeted means—whether traditional or creative—to reach
consumers. The articles in this special issue show the manifold and creative ways sustainable
consumption behaviour can be influenced in order to limit private households’ contribution to
global warming.
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