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Abstract: In an era of rising environmental concerns, businesses must balance profitability with the demand for 

sustainability. This paper explores how anti-consumption marketing, a strategy that encourages reduced consumption, 

can use consumer psychology to promote sustainable behavior and questions whether it undermines financial 

performance. Grounded in psychological frameworks such as the Theory of Planned Behavior and the Value-Belief-

Norm model, the paper investigates what drives or hinders consumers from acting sustainably. It highlights how internal 

factors like cognitive dissonance and external influences like greenwashing often obstruct good intentions. Through a 

case study of Patagonia’s “Don’t Buy This Jacket” campaign, the research demonstrates how anti-consumption 

messages rooted in transparency and aligned with brand values can deepen trust and even drive sales. The paper argues 

that while not without risks, anti-consumption marketing when strategically informed by psychological insights, can 

be both ethically compelling and commercially viable. Ultimately, the success of this strategy depends on authenticity, 

consistent messaging, and a deep understanding of consumer motivations. 

 

 

Introduction  
 

What is the true cost of that $170 jacket - if not in dollars, then in gallons of water and pounds of carbon dioxide 

emissions? 

 

Sustainability, as defined by the United Nations Brundtland Commission, is meeting the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (United Nations, 2025). With greenhouse gas 

emissions reaching a record 41.6 billion tonnes in 2024 (the hottest year on record) and global temperatures exceeding 

1.5°C above pre-industrial levels (WMO, 2024), the urgency for sustainable action has never been greater. While 

decision-makers, such as governments and firms, possess significant influence, it ultimately boils down to consumers 

and their behavior in this fight. The concept of sustainability itself has more to it than just conservation, though; the 

choices that each individual makes have profound ripple effects on not only their lifestyle but also the natural 

environment. This raises an important question: how are consumers encouraged to adopt sustainable practices? The 

answer lies in a vital strategy adopted by businesses of all kinds – marketing, and more specifically, sustainable 

marketing. 
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The fashion industry, in which marketing is key, is responsible for 20% of global wastewater (European Parliament, 

2020) and 10% of global carbon emissions, exceeding even the combined emissions from international flights and 

maritime shipping (McFall-Johnsen, 2019). In response to this environmental toll, many fashion brands are now 

utilising marketing to drive sustainability, focusing on recycled materials, circular fashion initiatives (Gedeon, 2024), 

and conscious consumption, which is known as green marketing. Green marketing involves creating and promoting 

products by emphasizing their actual or supposed environmental friendliness (Fernando, 2024). In the same branch of 

green marketing is anti-consumption, or green demarketing, which boldly challenges traditional consumerism by 

encouraging people to buy less, use resources more mindfully, and prioritize sustainability over materialism. This form 

of marketing is often considered risky because it diverges from the conventional goal of increasing sales and profits. A 

prime example of a company embracing this form of marketing is Patagonia with their ‘Don’t Buy This Jacket’ 

campaign and other anti-consumption marketing initiatives (Patagonia, 2011).  

 

In line with the aforementioned, this research paper aims to answer the following question: To what extent can anti-

consumption marketing leverage consumer psychology to encourage sustainability without jeopardizing 

financial goals? 

 

This paper argues that anti-consumption marketing, exemplified by Patagonia, effectively drives sustainable consumer 

behavior by leveraging consumer psychology. While firms may face challenges in the short term, careful balancing of 

long-term financial implications can enable brands to benefit from enhanced loyalty and a stronger reputation.  

 

Literature Review 

 

To further understand what motivates a consumer to act sustainably, examining an individual’s psychology is crucial. 

There exist a multitude of theories related to consumer psychology and its impact on behavior, but the paramount pair 

is the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) and the Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) model. Along with these theories are a 

few obstacles that deter sustainable behaviour, in internal and external forms. Combined, they will help in developing 

a deeper understanding of what really goes on in the mind of the buyer and how marketing can capitalize on these 

insights. 

 

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), first introduced by Icek Ajzen (1991) in his paper "From Intentions to Actions: 

A Theory of Planned Behavior", helps researchers understand the key factors that influence environmental actions, 

enabling them to design interventions that specifically address these influences (Yuriev et al., 2020). This thesis’s 

foundations lie on a tripartite of principles: attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behaviour control (PBC). The 

three explain how an individual ends up making a decision: what they feel about the situation (attitude), what other 

people around them think (societal norms), and their assumed control (ease or difficulty to perform a behavior - PBC). 

Consumer attitudes are, in fact, recognised as the most powerful indicators of their purchasing decisions; essentially, 

they are a culmination of previous knowledge, biases, and opinions (Brookes, 2023). For instance, if one is inclined to 

buy sustainable products, sees the media and people around them doing so too, and believes they can access these green 

products, then the intention to purchase is considerably higher. Moreover, when people have greater control over these 

choices or a heightened sense of knowledge (regarding recycling, for example), their intent leans towards more 

sustainable purchases (Seyr et al., 2023).  

 

Another influential framework is the Value-Belief-Norm theory. Developed by Paul C. Stern and his colleagues in 

1999 as an extension of earlier models like the Norm Activation Model and the New Environmental Paradigm, the 

thesis aimed to explain pro-environmental behavior by linking individuals' values, ecological worldviews, beliefs about 

consequences, personal responsibility, and moral norms (Macovei, 2015). In short, someone who values caring for 

others or nature develops strong beliefs about environmental issues, feels an internal obligation to help, and thus 

chooses sustainability (Sustainability Directory, 2025b). For example, a consumer who prioritizes altruism 

(selflessness) may strongly believe climate change hurts vulnerable communities; this belief becomes a personal norm 

(Hong et al., 2024). Furthermore, VBN emphasizes internal motivations over external incentives, making it particularly 

suitable for understanding behaviors that are not easily influenced by price or regulation (Ghazali et al., 2019). 

Combined, these theories contribute to understanding what drives consumers' sustainable purchasing decisions.  
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Along with reasons why one aims to purchase sustainably, there are also reasons why they do not, also known as 

barriers to sustainable behavior. The first barrier is presented in the form of a theory, the cognitive dissonance theory. 

Leon Festinger introduced the concept of cognitive dissonance in 1957, describing it as the mental discomfort people 

experience when their beliefs and actions are inconsistent (Seivwright, 2023). Take a typical buyer, for example. They 

may care about the environment and express a desire to purchase sustainable products, yet ultimately choose fast, 

unsustainable fashion. This gap between values and actions, known as cognitive dissonance, is not limited to 

individuals; it also affects organizations. For instance, a company might publicly commit to reducing its environmental 

footprint while simultaneously lobbying against environmental regulations, revealing a conflict between long-term 

values and short-term interests (Sustainability Directory, 2025a). In both cases, the dissonance is often resolved by 

rationalizing the choice based on convenience, cost, or skepticism. This pattern is evident in surveys, too: roughly 65% 

of consumers say they want to buy from sustainable brands, but only about 25% follow through, often held back by 

internal conflicts or perceived barriers like price or availability for consumers, and profits or fear of loss for firms 

(White, Hardisty and Habib, 2019). 

 

External barriers, such as greenwashing, misinformation, or access, further delve into the deterrents of sustainable 

behaviour. Greenwashing, as defined by the European Parliament (2024), is the practice of giving a false impression 

of the environmental impact or benefits of a product, which can mislead consumers. Many fast-fashion and consumer 

brands exaggerate or falsely claim sustainability to boost sales, which often endangers the consumer’s trust as well as 

the company’s reputation. For example, one industry report found that about 59% of so-called “green” claims by 

European and UK fashion brands are misleading or outright false (Rauturier, 2022). When buyers cannot trust labels 

or communications, even well-intentioned consumers may give up or revert to cheaper non-green options. Similarly, a 

lack of awareness or understanding of what “sustainable” truly means creates uncertainty. In fact, surveys state that a 

lack of clarity and trust in sustainability claims is a top reason consumers hesitate to buy green (The Conference Board, 

2020). 

 

Overall, while theories like TPB and VBN explain the motivation behind sustainable choices, cognitive dissonance and 

practical barriers often block action. Marketing plays a key role—it can either close the intention–behavior gap through 

trust and accessibility or worsen it through greenwashing and mixed signals. 

 

Role of Marketing in Promoting Sustainability  

 

Marketing is a core business function that not only drives sales but also shapes what people want, and more importantly, 

what they believe about products. From a sustainability perspective, marketing can have both positive and negative 

effects; while it promotes eco-friendly choices by educating buyers about green options, consumers may sometimes be 

misled by false claims, as evidenced by the concept of greenwashing, discussed previously.  

 

Green marketing (or “buy green” marketing) is based on values-driven strategies. It aligns product features with 

consumers’ environmental and ethical values. It effectively highlights sustainable aspects of a product, such as using 

recycled materials or low-emission production methods (Wulandjani et al., 2025).  Environmental cues, such as green 

labels or sustainable packaging, evoke positive feelings and reinforce the notion that purchasing the product signifies 

a responsible consumer. Seeing others choose green products also encourages similar choices. In fact, green marketing 

can build consumer trust and brand image, and altogether persuades eco-conscious buyers to pick greener products, 

though it operates within a buy-more mindset, rather than the next form of sustainable marketing, anti-consumption. 

 

Anti-consumption marketing takes the opposite approach: it encourages people to buy less. It challenges the idea that 

more things bring happiness. Anti-consumption means actively reducing or avoiding purchases for environmental 

reasons (Jung Lee, 2021). Its key tactic is creating cognitive dissonance: pointing out hidden environmental costs forces 

consumers to confront a clash between their values and actions. One study found that consumers had positive attitudes 

toward anti-consumption ads and that this approach can improve brand loyalty (Zhang, 2023). In other words, anti-

consumption marketing provides customers with an alternative way to express their environmental identity by 

challenging the core foundations of marketing through restraint rather than purchase, which is why it operates within a 

buy-less mindset. 
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In sum, each approach leverages consumer psychology; green marketing plays on values and identity, and on the other 

end of the spectrum, anti-consumption marketing leverages dissonance. Both these types form a branch of marketing 

known as sustainable marketing. 

 

There are three main psychological factors behind anti-consumption that help explain both sustainable and everyday 

buying behavior. 

 

The self-discrepancy theory, first introduced by researcher E. Tory Higgins (1987), is the first one. It explains the 

unease people feel when their actual self (how they see themselves now) is not the same as their ideal self (how they 

would like to be), causing them to try to close that gap. Anti-consumption marketing works on this fundamental idea; 

people are more likely to change their behavior when it helps them feel aligned with who they actually want to be. For 

example, if a consumer’s ideal self is being an eco-friendly person, seeing an ad highlighting the environmental cost of 

their intended purchase may make them reevaluate their choice.  

 

Guilt appeals, though more of a concept than a theory, play an equally vital role in the depths of anti-consumption 

marketing. In the form of ads or messages, they are used to highlight harm to the planet and can make people feel 

responsible and motivated to change. In fact, a research article from the PubMed Central suggested that guilt can prompt 

pro-environment behavior in some cases (Schneider et al., 2017). Having said this, guilt-based ads must be wary; If 

messages are too heavy-handed, they can provoke anger or defensiveness. Research further shows that, as the intensity 

of guilt in ads rose, people felt more anger and less positive emotion, which reduced the ad’s effectiveness 
(️Buonavoglia, 2024). Overall, whilst guilt appeals do nudge consumer behaviour, their tone and intensity should be 

controlled.   

 

The tertiary mechanism in this part is the Social Identity Theory, which was introduced in 1979 by Tajfel & Turner, 

and explains how people define themselves by the groups they belong to and adopt group norms (Fielding and Hornsey, 

2016). In the paper’s context, environmental causes also form strong group identities, such as environmentalists or 

green consumers, which anti-consumption marketing leverages. When part of a green group, people are more 

committed to acting in accordance with the group’s values, which in this case are sustainable actions (Hrabetz, Kraus, 

and Gruber, 2024). As a result, ads that portray sustainable choices as something a specific group follows lead to 

increased and normalised green behaviour for all. 

 

For profit-driven companies, encouraging reduced consumption presents a significant risk, as it directly opposes the 

goal of traditional marketing, which is to increase sales (Soule and Reich, 2015). Therefore, in the short run, sales will 

drop and objectives will not be met; however, this does change in the long run, as enhanced brand reputation, increased 

customer loyalty, and improved trust will take place (Ogunbukola, 2024). While a strong sustainability image offers 

long-term benefits, managers must acknowledge that anti-consumption campaigns can immediately delay profit 

growth. Realistically, the aim is to use this strategy to build long-term brand equity through stronger trust and loyalty, 

even if it requires giving up some immediate sales (Ogunbukola, 2024). 

 

Patagonia - A Case Study of Anti-Consumption Marketing 

 

Founded in the early 1970s by Yvon Chouinard, Patagonia is now a multibillion-dollar company with a reputation for 

being sustainable. Having won the UN Champions of the Earth award in 2019, contributing at least 1% of profits to 

environmental restoration projects (their 1% pledge), which has now raised over 100 million dollars, and only using 

renewable or recycled materials for their supply chain, the outdoor clothing brand is known for its striking, creative 

marketing campaigns (Rukikaire, 2019). Patagonia’s motto is being in business to support the planet, with their name 

being inspired by the mountainous Argentinian Patagonia Region, which Chouinard climbed (Colpo, 2008). 
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Image 1: Patagonia’s founder and its logo (Kane, 2022) 

 

Out of its multitude of projects and campaigns, one stood out in particular. In November 2011, Patagonia ran a bold 

anti-consumer campaign on Black Friday. The centerpiece was a full-page ad in The New York Times headlined “Don’t 

Buy This Jacket” (MacKinnon, 2015). The ad listed the environmental costs of producing Patagonia’s popular R2 fleece 

jacket - 135 liters of water (enough for 45 people’s daily drinking needs), 20 pounds of carbon emissions, and two-

thirds of its weight in waste - and urged readers to think twice before making a purchase. In effect, Patagonia was using 

anti-consumption marketing to highlight overconsumption; in fact, the same message ran on posters and in public 

events over the holiday season, with Patagonia encouraging people to consider the effect of consumerism on the 

environment and purchase only what they need (Thangavelu, 2025).  

 

 
Image 2: The famous Patagonia ad, New York Times front page, Black Friday, 2011 (Allchin, 2013) 

 

This massive campaign employed several psychological principles, particularly the previously discussed cognitive 

dissonance theory. By presenting customers with the real environmental footprint of a desirable jacket, the ad prompted 

people to reconcile their eco-friendly self-image with their desire to shop (MacKinnon, 2015). In other words, it 

highlighted a mismatch between values and behavior. As a result, the request to buy less created an internal conflict 

that amplified the impact of this strategy. 

 

Additionally, the marketing strategy leveraged moral licensing, a known psychological effect in which people feel 

entitled to indulge after doing something good (Dodgson, 2017). In Patagonia’s case, the brand’s transparency gave 

consumers a sense of having done the right thing. After supporting Patagonia’s cause through reading the ad or engaging 

with its message, a person may feel more inclined to purchase from them in the future. Patagonia's ethical actions make 

consumers more likely to take action they previously avoided.  
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Finally, the social identity theory was also involved in the campaign. Patagonia very clearly targets a group of 

environmentally conscious people. The bold message spoke directly to this identity, especially for an eco-minded 

shopper (Thangavelu, 2025). Therefore, this message strengthened the bond between the brand and people who see 

themselves as environmentally conscious, as it reinforces the idea that they are acting responsibly (Weavabel, 2023). 

 

The campaign had mixed results for Patagonia. It led to strong business growth despite its anti-consumption message; 

Sales rose by 30% in 2012 and continued to grow in the following years, reaching $1 billion by 2017. Furthermore, the 

campaign boosted customer loyalty and brand reputation, helping Patagonia gain influence beyond its market size 

(Thangavelu, 2025). Customers viewed purchases as a reflection of their values, and the brand’s programs like Worn 

Wear, lifetime repairs, and the 1% for the Planet pledge supported sustainability and conservation (Demkes, 2020). In 

effect, Patagonia grew its business while advancing environmental goals. 

 

Not all was positive, though; the campaign drew criticism for perceived hypocrisy, as Patagonia’s anti-consumer 

message coincided with rising sales (Demkes, 2020). Moreover, the brand’s image of rugged climbers clashed with its 

high prices and appeal to wealthy shoppers, which even earned it the nickname Patagucci (MacKinnon, 2015). In 

practice, some non-environmental shoppers bought Patagonia simply because it had become trendy or well-known, 

undermining the anti-consumption message. The company responded by stating that profit and sales were their form of 

public support (Thangavelu, 2025). To this day, it aims to stay aligned with its values by promoting product longevity 

through repairs and recycling. 

 

 
Image 3: The concept of Patagucci (W., 2015) 

In summary, Patagonia’s campaign showed that aligning purpose with profit can build brand loyalty and trust, along 

with long-term sales. Its focus on quality and sustainability turned buying into a values-based choice. The key lesson 

for other brands is clear: when a company operates consistently with its beliefs, customers notice and often support it 

more, not less.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Today, sustainability is essential for both brands and consumers, particularly in industries such as fashion, where waste, 

water usage, and emissions remain high. With consumers playing a crucial role in influencing sustainability through 

their purchasing decisions, it is imperative to understand why people act sustainably or even why they do not. Two 

major psychological theories help explain this: The Theory of Planned Behavior says people are more likely to act 

green if they have a positive attitude, feel social pressure, and believe they can. The Value-Belief-Norm model says 

that people who care about others and the planet feel a moral duty to act. However, even with good intentions, many 

face internal and external barriers. Cognitive dissonance causes discomfort when someone’s actions conflict with their 

values; for instance, a person may care about climate change but still buy fast fashion due to reasons like cost, lack of 

availability, and, most importantly, greenwashing. These factors make sustainable choices harder, especially when 

people feel misled or confused, they are less likely to act sustainably. 

 

As the bridge between companies and the public, marketing holds the power to influence these choices and offers a 

path toward more sustainable behavior. Green marketing encourages buyers to make more sustainable choices, while 

anti-consumption marketing prompts them to reconsider the need to buy altogether. Patagonia, a sustainable and 

transparent brand, launched the “Don’t Buy This Jacket” campaign on the front page of The New York Times on Black 
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Friday in 2011. It asked consumers to think twice before buying while sharing the real environmental cost of a single 

jacket; this message was bold yet effective, and it highlighted the power of marketing, not only to sell, but also to shift 

the public mindset. Patagonia demonstrated that anti-consumption marketing, when grounded in honesty and values, 

can still support a business financially and enhance consumer loyalty. 

 

This research finds that, to some extent, anti-consumption marketing can leverage consumer psychology to promote 

sustainability without compromising financial goals, as demonstrated by the Patagonia case study. The message urged 

mindful consumption and used key psychological principles to prompt consumer reflection. It boosted brand loyalty 

and sales, though some critics called it hypocritical. For any anti-consumption campaign to succeed, a clear 

understanding of consumer psychology is required, and without it, the message may be ineffective or misunderstood. 

Patagonia proved that when actions match beliefs, long-term brand trust, reputation, and sales can grow, even if short-

term perception takes a hit. 
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