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Self Expression versus the Environment: Values in conflict 

Abstract 

Purpose 

This paper presents the findings of a survey into attitudes towards the environment and the 

pro-environmental behaviours of young adults in Vietnam.  

Design/methodology/approach 

An online survey was administered to university students in Vietnam’s two most populous 

cities, Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam (N = 391).   

Findings 

The results suggest that environmental considerations are not taken into account in young 

Vietnamese adults’ purchase intentions. This is more evident in expressive purchases, but 

also in to some degree in utilitarian purchases.  

Practical Implications 

For the marketers of environmentally friendly products this represents at least two key 

challenges: first, to try to shift the attitudes of young adult consumers towards thinking of 

environmental friendliness as an attractive characteristic and status-filled activity for 

potential expressive purchases. Second, making environmentally friendly alternatives of 

expressive goods more visible and more widely available in Vietnam.  

Social Implications 

Non government organizations and governments seeking to protect the environment need to 

consider this unique dynamic in social marketing campaigns in order to increase the 

desirability of pro-environmental product choices and other pro-environmental behaviours. 

Originality/value 
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This paper examines pro-environmental behaviours and intentions of young adults in 

Vietnam for the first time. The paper establishes that self-expression is more important than 

the environment, and it is also evident that these young consumers are still vulnerable to 

perceived social pressure when it comes to expressing themselves.  

 

Keywords: New Ecological Paradigm, pro-environmental behaviour, consumer behaviour, 

young consumers, Asian values  

Category: Research paper 
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Self Expression versus the Environment: Values in conflict  

Introduction 

 Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh City are the two most populous cities in Vietnam and are 

facing environmental problems typical to that of most major cities in developing countries in 

Southeast Asia, including airborne pollution, water contamination and treatment, and 

problems associated with hard waste management, recycling and disposal. Some of these 

concerns have manifested themselves in traffic congestion, water-borne disease and rolling 

scheduled electricity supply cuts (Dung, 2011; Thanh Niên, 2011; VietNamNet, 2009). In 

addition to infrastructure and developmental pressures, there is the pressure of a rapidly 

growing middle class (General Statistics Office, 2009).  

 The newly arising middle class in Vietnam is both large and relatively wealthy (Penz 

& Kirchler, 2011). Middle classes are often characterized by their consumption patterns (de 

Mooij & Hofstede, 2002; Hanser, 2010). The middle classes often aspire to the products and 

services that endow them with social status, prestige and an appearance of ‘taste’ (Hughes & 

Woldekidan, 1994; Singh, 2005). As such, expressive purchases are paramount (Holt, 2004; 

Nayeem, 2011; Ogden, Ogden, & Schau, 2004). Kim (2011) found that this need for self-

expression in purchasing could be taken to extremes in the Korean cultural context, with 

some young people financially ruining themselves in the search for the status that comes with 

conspicuous consumption. Kim (2011, p. iv) linked this to Asian cultural values such as 

collectivism and love of authenticity, combined with an ‘indiscreet’ adoption of Western 

consumption values. The widespread adoption of Western consumerism is a serious concern 

throughout Asia, including Vietnam, primarily because of the potential impact on the 

environment (Bardhan, 2006; Sheth, 2011; Sheth, Sethia, & Srinivas, 2011).  
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Environmental Attitudes and Behaviour Research 

 Environmental awareness and active environmentally responsible behaviour is a 

relatively new phenomenon in Vietnam. Studies as far back as 2002 reported a lack of 

environmental awareness amongst Vietnamese people (Nguyen & Amin, 2002). In more 

recent times, new items about environmental issues in the industrial context (Hoang Loc & 

Duc Tuyen, 2012; Thu Hang, 2012), have profiled cases of large multinational businesses 

acting environmentally recklessly (VietNamNet, 2009). These news items have served to 

generate awareness and anger amongst the general population, and in some cases have led to 

the tightening up of environmental protection laws and prosecution (Thanh Niên, 2011). 

However, this does not appear to have led to any identified behaviour change with regard to 

pro-environmental activities. In a Vietnamese context, the actions that an individual can take 

to protect the environment are not well-defined or described. As yet, we have found no 

evidence of social marketing campaigns advocating individual behaviour change in the 

Vietnamese context.  

 Evidence elsewhere suggests that a higher level of concern for the environment will 

lead to greater degrees of effort with regards to conservation (Cleveland, Kalamas, & 

Laroche, 2012; Roberts & Bacon, 1997). However, Schroeder (2011) identifies a belief, held 

by many consumers, that science and technology can resolve what individuals cannot. 

Further, Xiao’s (2011) research found that a belief in the efficacy of science and technology 

in resolving environmental problems was causally linked to attitudes and concern for the 

environment. Thus, the individual’s acceptance of a need for independent action with regard 

to protecting the environment may not be as great if there is a sense that ‘someone else’ can, 
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and will, take care of the problem (Cin, 2012). In these cases, the individual does not accept 

the responsibility and therefore does not act in relation to the issue. Explanatory theories for 

where this occurs are as diverse as prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1984; Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1981), diffusion of responsibility (Mynatt & Sherman, 1975; Wallach, Kogan, & 

Bem, 1964) and self-protection motivation (Floyd, Prentice-Dunn, & Rogers, 2000; Fritsche 

& Hafner, 2011). However, regardless of the theory, the practical consequence is that 

individuals do not act if they do not feel the need to. When it comes to environmental issues, 

individual responsibility may be more diffused in domains with lower levels of understanding 

of the capabilities of technology at the grass roots level, such as that which exists in some 

areas of Vietnam. That is, a level of knowledge about the environment is a necessary 

precursor to action. Furthermore, as pointed out by Kurz and Baudains (2012), the success of 

any environmental effort is inseparably linked to the way the human members of the 

ecosystem think and behave. Whether consumers in Vietnam personally take action in 

relation to pro-environmental consumption decisions has so far not been investigated. 

Further, while there is evidence in other contexts such as that of Perera (2013), this has not 

been extended to the developing country context.  

 In addition to individual motivations and actions, is the broader social context of such 

behaviours. Behavioural aspects of consumption are culturally bound (Blodgett, Bakir, & 

Rose, 2008; de Mooij & Hofstede, 2002; Soares, Farhangmehr, & Shoham, 2007). However, 

most marketing theories rely on what can be referred to as a ‘Western’ perspective of the 

individual as an independent, autonomous identity, free to make decision based on purely 

personal desire and affiliations (Roll, 2006). This approach to human behaviour and 

behavioural intent is reflected in many well-established Western theories used in marketing. 

For example, Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs is to be found in most basic marketing 

and consumer behaviour textbooks. An alternative to Maslow’s theory was proposed by 
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Schütte and Ciarlante (1998) and was termed an Asian hierarchy of needs. As opposed to 

Maslow’s hierarchy, the needs on the top of the Asian pyramid relate to social needs such as 

status and admiration rather than self esteem and self actualization. This theory indicates 

greater importance of the collective in Asian societies. 

 Support for Schütte and Ciarlante’s (1998) contention that status is the highest-

ranking need in the Asian hierarchy can be seen in the geographic breakdown of the $35 

billion global luxury goods market. Fully 20 percent of industry sales are generated in Japan 

alone, with another 22 percent of sales occurring in the rest of the Asia-Pacific region. Nearly 

half of all sales revenues of Italy’s Gucci Group are generated in Asia (Keegan & Green, 

2010). Thus, in a Vietnamese context, expressing status and admiration may be more 

important than concerns for the environment in expressive product categories such as apparel.  

 In these circumstances, the challenge becomes: how to get individuals to behave in an 

environmentally significant (and conscious) way? Stern (2000) proposed four distinct 

environmentally significant behaviour categories: environmental activism, non-activist 

behaviours in the public sphere, private sphere environmentalism and other environmentally 

significant behaviours. This study focuses on private-sphere environmentalism because, 

unlike other public-sphere environmentalism activities, these individual behaviours have 

direct environmental consequences (Osbaldiston & Sheldon, 2003; Stern, 2000) and are most 

relevant to consumer decision making.  

Environmental Concern and Consumer Behaviour 

 A large body of research into environmental attitudes or concerns has emerged 

recently (for a brief selection see Amburgey & Thoman, 2011; Corral-Verdugo et al., 2008; 

Deng, Walker, & Swinnerton, 2006; Johnson, Bowker, & Cordell, 2004). A core concept 
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within this domain is that of attitudes leading to intentions and therefore behaviours. That is, 

behaviours are planned or reasoned outcomes of intentions and prior attitudes. These are 

largely based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) and its earlier variant, the 

Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980).  

 A first step in these models is that of determining prevailing attitudes. This is 

instrumental in determining whether or not attitudes and intentions may lead to behaviours in 

the environmental domain. A common method of measuring attitudes towards the 

environment is that of the New Environmental Paradigm, first used by Dunlap and Van Liere 

(1978), and its later hybrid, the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) (Dunlap et al., 2000). 

Surveys using their scales have been undertaken in hundreds of studies and many countries 

(Hawcroft & Milfont, 2010), including other developing countries in the region, like China 

(see for example, Chung & Poon, 1999, 2001), India (Schultz et al., 2005), and Indonesia 

(Watson & Halse, 2005). 

 In addition to attitudes, values and social norms need to be understood (Schwartz, 

1992; Schwartz et al., 2001; Thogersen & Ölander, 2003). Thogersen (2006) and Thogersen 

and Ölander (2003) found limited evidence that environmentally friendly consumption 

patterns spread through social groups; however, others have found that group norms are 

powerful motivators for specific behaviours (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990; Kallgren, 

Reno, & Cialdini, 2000; Lapinski & Rimal, 2005; Schultz et al., 2007). Furthermore, while 

norms may be the impetus for action, according to Stern, Dietz and Kalhof (1993), the value 

orientation of the individual is potentially more important with regards to propensity to pay 

more or perception of the severity of the threat to their environment. There are the added 

dimensions of perceived behavioural control (Cleveland et al., 2012; Munro et al., 2007) or 

self-efficacy (Rosentrater et al., 2012) and sense of responsibility (Cheng & Monroe, 2012). 

In addition, there are deeper cultural values that have been demonstrated to be influential, 
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especially in relation to the NEP (Johnson, et al., 2004; Vikan, Camino, Biaggio, & Nordvik, 

2007).  

 However, while the above argument establishes that people are concerned about the 

environment, what action they take in relation to these concerns is less clear. Moreover, given 

that social norms regarding consumption can be destructive in some cases, (Kim, 2011), it is 

important to understand the link between self-expressive purchases and environmental 

concerns. In spite of this, knowledge about whether or not young people in developing 

countries are willing to limit their consumption of self-expressive products as a result of their 

stated concerns is limited. Some limited research in other countries in the region has been 

conducted (Ngai & Cho, 2012; Lee et al, 2013). Further, research demonstrates that young 

people are often more environmentally conscious than their older counterparts (Nooney, 

Woodrum, Hoban, & Clifford, 2003) and that they can be influential regarding environmental 

behaviours in the household (Watne & Brennan, 2012). Thus, they hold a promise for the 

future if they can be persuaded to consume responsibly (Cini, Leone, & Passafaro, 2012).  

 Individual human beings must make the requisite changes to their own behaviours in 

terms of (say) consumption of energy, water, products and waste in order to decrease demand 

for environmentally costly products and services. This paper examines the relationship 

between attitudes towards the environment and environmentally friendly intentions regarding 

consumption in Vietnam. The fundamental premise is that environmentally responsible 

behaviour is an outcome of considered action on behalf of an individual. Expressive products 

are status ‘filled’ and as such make public representations about the person in relation to their 

potentially hidden beliefs about themselves. As a result the social risk associated with 

purchase potentially outweighs concern for the environment. Thus, we aimed to establish if 
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pro-environmental beliefs are a driver of consumption intentions when it comes to self-

expressive products.  

 Figure 1 contains a pictorial representation of the conceptual framework that was used 

to develop the research questions and hypotheses for the empirical study.  

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of young adults’ behavioral intentions 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses  

 First of all, this project investigated young Vietnamese’ attitude towards the 

environment. As mentioned, the NEP is commonly used to measure this orientation. Typical 

items in the NEP are “We are approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can 

support” and “When humans interfere with nature it often produces disastrous 

consequences”. In order to ascertain if attitudes towards the environment would moderate 

stated intentions regarding behaviours and product categories, the following hypothesis was 

established: 

 

H1a: Young adults will adjust their stated intentions regarding purchases in 

accordance to their stated attitudes: positive attitudes towards the environment will 

lead to an increase in consideration for the environment in their purchase intentions. 

 

The importance of considering the environment in a broad range of product categories 

was investigated. Categories were further classified into utilitarian (e.g. food at home, paper 

for printing, motorbike) and expressive (e.g. clothes, books, laptop, mobile phone, laptop) 

purchases. The proposition is that young Vietnamese may be less likely to consider the 

environment with regards to expressive purchases because of the cultural importance placed 

on status symbols. Therefore, following two hypotheses were suggested: 

 

H1b: Positive attitudes towards the environment will lead to an increase in 

consideration for the environment in the young adults’ purchase intentions in terms of 

expressive products. 
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H1c: Positive attitudes towards the environment will lead to an increase in 

consideration for the environment in the young adults’ purchase intentions in terms of 

utilitarian products. 

 

In addition to these hypotheses, those factors that had been previously identified (in 

other studies cited earlier in this paper) as pertaining to environmental attitudes and 

behaviours lead to the following hypothesis and sub-hypotheses.  

 

H2a: Young adults’ perceived self-efficacy in relation to their own pro-environmental 

activities is not influenced by their attitudes towards the environment   

H2b: Young adults’ perceived importance of pro-environmental activities is not 

influenced by their attitudes towards the environment  

H2c: Young adults’ sense of personal reward related to participating in pro-

environmental activities is not influenced by their attitudes towards the environment 

 H2d: Young adults’ frequency of participating in pro-environmental activities is not 

 influenced by their attitudes towards the environment 

H2e: Young adults’ beliefs about how often their significant others participate in pro-

environmental behaviours are not influenced by their attitudes towards the 

environment 

 

This second set of hypotheses was used as a form of benchmark for the first set of 

hypotheses in terms of variance and relative means. Thus, they were used as a baseline 

measure for all variables.  



12 
This is an author’s pre-published copy of the paper Parker, L., Brennan, L., Watne, T. A., Duong, H. T., 
Nguyen, D. (2014). Self Expression versus the Environment: Attitudes in conflict. Young Consumers, 15(2), 
138-152. 
 

Methodology 

 Data were collected by online survey in English from upwardly mobile Vietnamese 

students studying at an English speaking university in Vietnam. An online survey was 

developed based on focus group outcomes and existing validated scales drawn from the 

literature. Online surveys are a means to reach a wider audience in Vietnam, as most middle 

class Vietnamese have ready access to and are active users of the Internet (General Statistics 

Office, 2009). They also respond relatively readily to surveys of this kind. Sax et al., (2008) 

found that response rates and bias by standard mail or email request were not essentially 

different.  

 The survey instrument was designed to investigate the level of agreement with a set of 

statements regarding:  

1) Perceived severity of the threat and concern about the environment using the NEP 

scale of Dunlap and Van Liere (2000).  

2) Perceived effectiveness of a series of proposed pro-environmental activities in 

responding to environmental threat (Fritsch & Hafner, 2011).   

3) How usual the behaviour was within the immediate social circle (social norms) 

(Cordano et al., 2011; Nordlund & Garvill, 2002; Thogersen, 2006; Widegren, 1998). 

These descriptive norms were assessed using a frequency of pro-environmental 

activity by family members scale. These are called family norms in the conceptual 

framework.  

4) The importance undertaking specific pro-environmental behaviours was ascertained 

using an agree-to-disagree scale (7-point). This set of questions were designed to 

ascertain ‘importance’ rather than ‘severity’ perceptions  
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5) Perceived level of control over whether or not that behaviour could be undertaken 

(self-efficacy) (Donovan & Henley, 2003; Homburg & Stolberg, 2006; Zavestoski, 

2002).  

6) Reported frequency of environmentally friendly behaviours by the individual 

(Bonnes, Passafaro, & Carrus, 2011; Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2009).  

7) Perceived rewards associated with pro-environmental behaviour (for example, giving 

up ‘something’ in order to be ‘green’ is a negatively framed reward) (Hallin, 1995). 

 

Reliability of the scales and sub-scales was tested in terms of internal consistencies 

with Cronbach’s Alpha (Cronbach, 1951). The Cronbach’s Alpha values for all items ranged 

between .68 and .91 which is considered as being reliable (Churchill & Iacobucci, 2005). 

Using the process suggested by De Vellis (2003) the sub-scales were subsequently combined 

to generate a single item or index variable. 

Of the 391 responses to the survey 60.4 percent of the respondents were female and 

97.7 percent were between the ages of 18 and 25. Eighty-six point five percent of the 

respondents were living in Ho Chi Minh City, with the remainder from Ha Noi. While there 

are differences in cultural background between these regions the results demonstrated 

sufficient homogeneity to combine into a single data set for analysis.  

 

Results 

Table 1 shows the summary statistics for which all the data are available. The 

significance of the differences is indicated in the final column. The relationship between 

attitudes towards the environment as expressed in the NEP and the other variables is 
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significant at the 0.10 level in two cases; and is significant at the 0.05 level for the other 

variables.  

 
Table 1. Summary Statistics for Measures 

 N Min Max Mean 
Std. 
Dev Var Sig. 

1 NEP Summated scale 391 1 6 3.1 0.68 0.46  
2 Effectiveness of action 391 1 6 2.7 0.89 0.79 0.00 
3 Family norms 391 1 6 3.7 0.98 0.95 0.00 
4 Importance of action 391 1 6 2.4 0.89 0.80 0.08 
5 Self efficacy and control 391 1 7 3.3 1.05 1.11 0.00 
6 Frequency of indiv action 391 1 6 3.4 0.93 0.87 0.01 
7 Reward for behaviour 391 1 7 2.4 0.96 0.93 0.04 
8 BI Utilitarian purchases 391 1 7 3.3 1.50 2.24 0.01 
9 BI Expressive purchases 391 1 7 4.2 1.49 2.23 0.08 
Valid N (listwise) 391       
 

 

As a result of these significant differences, the Pearson Product-moment coefficients 

of correlation were calculated for all nine variables in the model. The outcome of this 

analysis is shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Correlations Amongst Independent Variables 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1 NEP Summated 
scale 

1         

2 Effectiveness of 
action 

0.14* 1        

3 Family norms 0.21** 0.11* 1       
4 Importance of action 
for the environment 

0.11* 0.50** 0.22** 1      

5 Self efficacy and 
control  

0.13* 0.21** 0.50** 0.39** 1     

6 Frequency of indiv 
action 

0.10* 0.08 0.37** 0.15** 0.44** 1    

7 Reward for 
behaviour 

0.09 0.26** 0.23** 0.41** 0.34** 0.24** 1   

8 Utilitarian purchases 0.16** 0.10* 0.14** 0.16** 0.21** 0.31** 0.20** 1  
9 Expressive purchases 0.12* 0.06 0.22** 0.22** 0.29** 0.33** 0.19** 0.61** 1 
**Correlation is significant at the .001 level (2-tailed) 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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The outcome demonstrated a significant number of associations between the 

variables. To further understand the scope and extent of the associations between the 

variables, the data were then graphed using the NEP index variable as the dependent variable. 

Figure 2 illustrates an inverted U shaped curve. Thus, the relationship between the variables 

is not perfectly linear in nature.  

 

 

Figure 2. Comparison of means compared with NEP concern for the environment 
Alpha for all scales was above 0.7. As a result, we combined all scales into single 

variables by summing the items and averaging the results (De Vellis 2003). The items were 

then recoded to discrete numbers (for example, 0 – 1.49 = 1). The analysis showed that 

collinearity between the variables was lower than 0.8 and thus it is permissible to run 

regression analysis. The PLOTS indicated a linear relationship and that the data are relatively 

homoscedastic. The data are not completely linear and follow a curve (Figure 2). 

Notwithstanding the potential curvilinear nature of the data, we ran linear regression on the 

two variables: expressive and utilitarian purchases. The results are presented in Tables 3 and 

4. 
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Table 3. Coefficients with Utilitarian Purchases with the Dependent Variable 

 
Unstandardized 

Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

95.0% 
Confidence 

Interval for B 

B 
Std. 

Error Beta 
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

(constant) 0.80 0.46  1.74 0.08 -0.11 1.70 
1 NEP Summated 
scale 0.26 0.11 0.12 2.34 0.02 0.04 0.49 
2 Effectiveness of 
action 0.00 0.11 0.00 0.00 0.99 -0.21 0.21 
3 Family norms -0.05 0.09 -0.03 -0.56 0.57 -0.23 0.13 
4 Importance of 
action for the 
environment 0.11 0.11 0.06 0.93 0.36 -0.12 0.33 
5 Self efficacy and 
control  0.06 0.10 0.04 0.60 0.55 -0.13 0.25 
6 Frequency of indv 
action 0.39 0.08 0.27 4.71 0.00 0.23 0.55 
7 Reward for 
behaviour 0.14 0.09 0.09 1.52 0.13 -0.04 0.31 
 

Table 4. Coefficients with Expressive Purchases as the Dependent Variable 

 
Unstandardized 

Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

95.0% 
Confidence 

Interval for B 

B 
Std. 

Error Beta 
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

(constant) 1.78 0.45  3.94 0.00 0.89 2.67 
1 NEP Summated 
scale 0.15 0.11 0.07 1.31 0.19 -0.07 0.36 
2 Effectiveness of 
action -0.14 0.10 0.-08 -1.36 0.17 -0.35 0.06 
3 Family norms 0.05 0.09 0.04 0.60 0.55 -0.12 0.23 
4 Importance of 
action for the 
environment 0.23 0.11 0.13 2.04 0.04 0.01 0.45 
5 Self efficacy and 
control  0.16 0.10 0.11 1.66 0.10 -0.03 0.35 
6 Frequency of indv 
action 0.35 0.08 0.25 4.34 0.00 0.19 0.51 
7 Reward for 
behaviour 0.06 0.09 0.04 0.71 0.48 -0.11 0.24 
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In terms of the original hypotheses, the benchmark variable ‘attitudes towards the 

environment’ as measured by the NEP, is positively associated with all the variables but at 

differing levels. Table 5 summarizes the hypotheses and outcomes of the research.  

 

Table 5.  Results of Hypothesis Testing 
 
Hypothesis  Outcome  
H1a: Young adults will adjust their stated 
intentions regarding purchases in accordance to 
their stated attitudes: positive attitudes towards the 
environment will lead to an increase in 
consideration for the environment in their purchase 
intentions. 

Positive correlation between NEP 
and purchase behaviours. 

Statistically significant at 0.05 level.  

Accepted  

H1b: Positive attitudes towards the environment 
will lead to an increase in consideration for the 
environment in the young adults’ purchase 
intentions in terms of expressive products. 

The result was not significant at the 
0.05 level. However, a difference at 
the 0.10 level indicating some 
support for this hypothesis.  

Rejected  

H1c: Positive attitudes towards the environment 
will lead to an increase in consideration for the 
environment in the young adults’ purchase 
intentions in terms of utilitarian products. 

Result significant at the 0.05 level.  

Accepted   

H2a: Young adults’ perceived self-efficacy in 
relation to their own pro-environmental activities 
is not influenced by their attitudes towards the 
environment. 

Result significant at the 0.05 level. 

Accepted  

H2b: Young adults’ perceived importance of pro-
environmental activities is not influenced by their 
attitudes towards the environment. 

The result was not significant at the 
0.05 level. However, a difference at 
the 0.10 level indicating some 
support for this hypothesis.  

Rejected  

H2c: Young adults’ sense of personal reward 
related to participating in pro-environmental 
activities is not influenced by their attitudes 
towards the environment. 

Result significant at the 0.05 level.  

Accepted  
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Hypothesis  Outcome  
H2d: Young adults’ frequency of participating in 
pro-environmental activities is not influenced by 
their attitudes towards the environment. 

Result significant at the 0.05 level. 

Accepted  

H2e: Young adults’ beliefs about how often their 
significant others participate in pro-environmental 
behaviours are not influenced by their attitudes 
towards the environment. 

Result significant at the 0.05 level. 

Accepted  

 
 

Discussion and conclusion 

 Whilst ‘greenness’ of a product appears to be a moderate consideration for utilitarian 

purchases, the findings from this study suggests that environmental friendliness is at best low 

on the list of concerns for this market when deciding on an expressive purchase.  For the 

marketers of environmentally friendly products this represents at least two key challenges: 

first, to try to shift the attitudes of these upwardly mobile and influential consumers towards 

thinking of environmental friendliness as an attractive characteristic for potential expressive 

purchases. Second, making environmentally friendly alternatives of expressive goods more 

visible and more widely available in Vietnam.  

 The shift towards environmentally friendly products being considered as desirable has 

been an emerging trend in other developed countries (Hartmann & Apaolaza-Ibáñez, 2008; 

Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010), and including some in Asia (e.g. Lee, 2009). However, this 

trend has not yet reached Vietnam, and whilst environmental awareness is generally regarded 

as positive, environmental friendliness is not normally considered during purchase of 

expressive goods. Perhaps, this attribute may not be seen as a means to gain admiration of 

others, nor to reinforce one’s own status amongst peers and outsiders. Furthermore, green 

products may not necessarily equate to luxuriousness in consumers’ minds, or even worse, 
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these products may be seen as the reverse: not desirable because they are seen as cheap or 

rustic alternatives.  

 Other studies have suggested weak links between clothing purchases and concerns for 

the environment. Kim & Damhorst (1998) studied young Americans and found that 

environmental concerns (NEP) did not clearly relate to environmentally responsible apparel 

consumption.  That finding is in line with the results of this study, although Kim and 

Damhorst’s (1998) data was collected more than a decade ago and a major shift in awareness, 

attitudes and behaviour has occurred in the meantime. Rhee and Johnson’s more recent work 

indicates that this is an important indicator of ‘self’ (Rhee & Johnson, 2012).  

 Until now environmentally sustainable expressive products are not yet widely 

available in the Vietnamese market, nor are they widely promoted or visible.  

 Whether certain reported behaviours were caused by certain attitudes cannot be 

positively determined since the data in this study are correlational and not experimental nor 

longitudinal. Furthermore, the non-linear nature of the results provides potential to explore 

the relationships between variables in an entirely different manner to that previously applied 

to the problem.  

 While the inverted-U-shaped curve presented a somewhat surprising result, the curve 

also presents implications for possible underlying (non linear) factors, as yet unexplored. The 

inverted-U curve has been used in environmental economics (List & Gallet, 1999; Harbaugh, 

Levinson, & Wilson, 2002), marketing and advertising (Nordhielm, 2002; Halkias & 

Kokkinaki, 2011), and has a long history in consumer psychology (cf. Yerkes & Dodson, 

1908; Teigen, 1994). In this context, however, the results are ‘new news’ and provide a rich 

source of potential for developing strategies based on income, information sources used and 

the types of consumption patterns adopted by young people when considering self-expressive 

purchases. Purveyors of green products and ideas, such as governments seeking to protect the 
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environment might find social marketing to be necessary to increase the desirability of pro-

environmental products choices. However, there is an optimal level of response to 

environmental threats as Figure 2 shows. It would appear that the reward for social status 

associated with expressive products sufficiently outweighs concern for the environment and 

related threat perceptions.  

 Furthermore, our data show that family norms are the second most important factor 

influencing intention to purchase environmentally friendly products. This again, provides a 

social context for decision making that is unusual in adolescents, certainly in Western 

cultures. While this may be an artifact of collectivism, it is worthy of consideration in future 

studies. How these family dynamics play out will be important to explore.  

 This research illustrates that the current sample of Vietnamese consumers, both 

upwardly mobile and young, do not consider the environment important with regards to 

expressive purchases decisions. Nevertheless, they do consider the environment important 

and, relating to more utilitarian types of purchases, they indicate environmental concern at a 

higher level. However, as these upwardly mobile young adults are increasingly able to buy 

and consume material goods, this dichotomy is problematic for those concerned with 

environmental issues. In order to establish pro-environmentalism as a worthwhile and 

appropriately status-filled activity within a context such as this, marketers will perhaps need 

to change the position green products have in the mind of these consumers.  
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