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In this paper, we present a procedure to apply the social labeling technique as a social marketing tool. With four studies, we tested its

potential for the promotion of pro-environmental consumer behavior. Results indicate that communicating a social label, following an

environmentally friendly behavior that was not motivated by pro-environmental concerns, leads distracted consumers to re-attribute

that behavior. Subsequently, they are likely to act upon the resulting self-perception as an environmentally friendly person. Social

labeling showed to be more successful when cognitive resources are distracted, either at the moment of processing the label, or at the

moment of making decisions related to the content of the label.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In this paper we studied the potential of “social labeling” for

the promotion of pro-environmental consumer behavior. Social
labeling is a persuasion technique that consists of providing a
person with a statement about his or her personality or values (i.e.,
the social label) in an attempt to provoke behavior that is consistent
with the label. Like a bottle of wine carries a label, describing its
content, we can “label” other people, describing some aspect of
their personality. For example, Miller, Brickman, and Bolen (1975)
showed that telling a group of fifth-graders that they are very tidy
was more efficient in making them keep their classroom free of
litter than an explicit plea for tidiness. The technique is believed to
rely on a self-perception process and the fact that people’s (interpre-
tation of) past behavior guides future action (Albarracín and McNatt
2005; Burger and Caldwell 2003; Ouellette and Wood 1998;
Tybout and Yalch 1980).

We propose and test an adapted version that allows this
technique to be applicable as a social marketing tool. In a first step
of this two-step procedure, the individual is provoked to perform a
certain pro-environmental act. This could be, for example, the
purchase of an environmentally friendly variety of a product, like
bio-products or propellant-free deodorant. In some cases this will
require some type of external motivation, like a price promotion. In
other cases, the consumer might simply prefer the environmentally
friendly product, because of other product features than its environ-
mental friendliness. In a second step, a social label is communicated
which attributes the purchase to the consumers’ environmental
values. For example, one could print a message on the packaging
(e.g., “[brand X]–For those who care about their environment”),
which invites the consumer to (mis)-attribute the ecological pur-
chase to their value of caring for the environment. We hypothesized
that if this reattribution process is successful, the individual is likely
to perceive himself as more concerned with the environment and act
upon this new self-perception subsequently.

In four studies we applied such a procedure which suggests an
internal attribution of an externally motivated pro-environmental
choice. Participants were asked to indicate which TV-set they
preferred from a list of seven TVs. These were evaluated on seven
dimensions, including “Image quality”, “sound quality”, and “en-
vironmental aspects”. One TV-set, which was most popular (cho-
sen by 95-100% of participants) scored best on image and sound
quality, but it also happened to have a maximum score on environ-
mental aspects. Subsequently, we provided a social label describing
the typical consumer who preferred this particular TV-set as “very
concerned with the environment, and ecologically conscious”.

Results indicated that this procedure is most successful at
eliciting pro-environmental choices, if participants were distracted,
either at the moment of processing the label or at the moment of
making decisions. This suggests the labeling effect is an automatic
one and that it works best in common, cognitively demanding
circumstances. Additionally, results indicated that the label is not
merely used as a guide in subsequent decisions; it also results in a
re-attribution of the initial pro-environmental behavior to pro-
environmental motives.
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