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Abstract 
This research seeks to find effective ways to communicate returnable packaging campaigns to 

consumers through product labelling. This is an important line of inquiry as more and more 

countries are rolling out regulations that penalize companies for their wasteful practices. 

Knowing how to encourage people to engage with returnable packaging campaigns will be of 

great interest to future marketers and sustainability practitioners. This research uses 

experimental approach with the use of online questionnaires showcasing different label 

messages. Results show that the conventional method of tapping into the altruistic side of 

human nature with guilt-inducing messages is ineffective for the population at large. 

Embracing the self-enhancing, gain-seeking, pain-eliminating side of human nature results in 

a bigger pro-environmental behaviour change. Making the process of “doing the right thing” 

easier resulted in the higher willingness to return an empty milk bottle among participants 

when compared to financial rewards, social modelling, and justification.  
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1 Introduction 

Sustainable business practices in agriculture and the food chain are becoming more popular 

due to increasing consumer demand for such products (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). Sustainable 

consumption, or otherwise referred to as green consumption, is a consumer’s decision to buy 

products that have a minimum impact on the environment (Seyfang, 2005). However, the benefits of 

sustainable consumption are still poorly communicated to consumers. Shoppers are mainly left 

misinformed when making purchasing decisions (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006).  

Further, consumers often misinterpret official government eco-labels (Verbeke & Ward, 

2006). Indeed, nearly half of the shoppers do not trust ecological claims (Fierman & Pak, 1991). 

Thus, when consumers decide to adopt a sustainable lifestyle, their consumption decision-making 

becomes more complex (Young, Hwang, McDonald, & Oates, 2010). The complexity of green 

shopping and consumer mistrust in eco-labelling explain the need for more research in the field of 

green marketing. 

Some observers consider the movement of green consumption as “new” activism and they 

mean to make a difference (Bryant & Goodman, 2004). Arnould and Thompson (2005) have shown 

that the brands we buy are important as they shape our perception of who we are and our identity. 

Hence, buying ethical and environmental products is a way for people to act out their beliefs and 

hopes for the future (Shaw, Newholm, & Dickinson, 2006). If there is a demand for a consumer to 

“vote” for a better future, companies will be quick to respond with an appropriate supply for such 

options (Thompson & Arsel, 2004).  

1.1 Public Concerns on Environmental Issues 

Public concern about environmental issues was on the rise in the ‘60s and early ‘70s. In 

response, Murray issued Resource and Conservation Act in 1951. Rachel Carson published Silent 

Spring in 1962. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was formed in 1970. As per 

Gallup surveys (2004), 26% of people reported that they worried about environmental degradation a 
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lot in 2004. By 2007, this number hit 41%. In 2010, the number dropped to 21%. Solid waste 

problem is growing faster than any other environmental pollutants including greenhouse gases 

(Hoornweg, Bhada-Tata & Kennedy, 2013) 

There are many reasons why people develop varied opinions about the environment. Weber 

(2011) states that extreme weather events have contributed a great deal in increasing environmental 

concern among the public. Lack of understanding and exposure to scientific facts about global 

warming leads to a significant misunderstanding of the topic (Bord, O'connor, & Fisher, 2000; Bauer 

et al., 2007). Media coverage is another great influencer of public opinion; it affects what the public 

thinks about any given social issue (Mazur & Lee, 1993; Mazur 1998; McCombs, 2004; Mazur 

2009; Dumitrescu & Mughan, 2010). Moreover, political and economic factors have played a 

significant role when it comes to public environmental concern. Kahn and Kotchen (2010) found that 

business cycles influence the intensity of environmental concerns. For instance, increased 

unemployment and declining GDP has been a challenge for engaging the public on environmental 

issues. Scruggs and Benegal (2012) attribute recent economic crises to a decrease in public attitudes 

towards environmental degradation. Bolsen and Cook (2008) found a relationship between energy 

prices and the public acceptance of alternative energy sources over conventional carbon-heavy ones.  

Specific to Ontario, one tonne of waste per person per year is produced. The waste sector 

contributes to 6% of greenhouse emissions. Only 25% of overall waste is diverted from landfills 

(Government of Ontario, 2017a). The Ontario Government had officially announced its intentions to 

move towards a circular economy in the document called “Strategy for a Waste-Free Ontario: 

Building a Circular Economy” published in February 2017. Under a circular economy, no waste is 

sent to the landfill (Government of Ontario, 2017b). The Government has set the visionary goal to 

achieve a circular economy by 2050.  

The Extended Producer Responsibility (ERP) program is an important goal of the Circular 

Economy Act of Ontario (Government of Ontario, 2017b). The Government of Ontario wants to 
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transfer the waste management responsibility from municipal governments and taxpayers to 

producers. It is a valuable economic tool for encouraging innovation towards a more sustainable 

product design (McKerlie, Knight, & Thorpe, 2006). When companies become interested in 

minimizing disposal cost, they would design products with a longer lifespan and with materials that 

can be easily recycled afterwards. Currently, the new Ontario Government has not made any claims 

of cancelling this program as of April 2019.  

When it comes to waste prevention, it is not clear what results can be expected by 

implementing the Extended Producer Responsibility program. If the price of a product increases due 

to EPR, consumers have a lower purchasing power, and therefore will buy fewer products. However, 

the market will likely push companies to decrease the cost of their products by investing in product 

design. It is also questionable whether companies will ever go as far as removing the disposable 

packaging from their products altogether. Packaging is an essential marketing tool for companies and 

the main tool for differentiating among competitors. One way in which companies can focus on 

waste minimization, without sacrificing the marketing benefit of packaging, would be by adopting a 

returnable packaging program. Communicating returnable packaging programs to consumers is the 

primary topic of inquiry of this thesis. 

1.2 Business Incentives to Participate in Returnable Packaging Model 

When it comes to the environmental impact life cycle of a product, packaging is the most 

important stage (Abeliotis, Zachos, & Lasaridi, 2014). An estimated third of the total 10 million tons 

of solid waste that is generated globally is due to packaging waste (Abeliotis, Zachos, & Lasaridi, 

2014). There has been an increasing interest among the public regarding excess packaging waste 

(Ackerman, 1997; Williams, 2005; Pasqualino, Meneses, & Castells, 2011; Cahill, Grimes, & 

Wilson, 2011). Consumers have also increasingly begun to use social networks such as “Facebook” 

as a means to research companies’ products and services (Vlachos, 2008). This ease of access to 

company information and their environmental awareness makes it more convenient for consumers to 
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choose a business based on how environmentally aware they are. In response, companies have begun 

to redesign packages due to tighter environmental legislation (Sonneveld, 2000). Some hospitality 

industry players have already done so to successfully differentiate themselves from competitors 

(Leeming, Hansen, Alavosius, & Reimer, 2013). For example, ESLT hotel has saved, on average, 

$698,636 in electricity and $78,000 in waste management fees over the first three years after 

implementing sustainable business practices. After accounting for the initial investment, the net gain 

of going green was $1,076,205 (Leeming et al., 2013). Overall, research has shown companies that 

implement sustainable business practices might receive better consumer evaluations (Choi & Ng, 

2011). Similarly, studies in European countries have demonstrated that returnable packaging has 

solid market support (Sonneveld, 2000). 

Along those lines, a descriptive case study that was conducted on Toyota South Africa 

Motors (TSAM) found that the implementation of an integrated lean, green, and best practice 

business model was an effective method to reduce costs and sustainably enhance profitability and 

competitiveness (Wiese, Luke, Heyns, & Pisa, 2015). Another study pointed out that companies that 

incorporate environmental sustainability into their business model are also more resilient, meaning 

that they are much better at foreseeing maladaptive tendencies and cope positively with unexpected 

situations. These companies have been found to have lower financial volatility, higher sales growth, 

and higher chances of long-term survival (Ortiz-de-Mandojana & Bansal, 2015).  

There are several industry players who already employ returnable packaging in the food and 

beverage retail settings. Companies such as Lush, Beer Store, Longos, and Whole Foods have 

successfully implemented business-to-consumer returnable packaging programs. Longos and Whole 

Foods allow bottle return for their own brands of milk and freshly squeezed juices. The Beer Store 

had been doing accepting empty bottles for reuse since 1927 (The Beer Store, 2019a). The national 

chain Bulk and Barn had introduced reusable container program in their stores. Customers can use 

their own containers for shopping. Zero-waste shops have been popping up around the world, 
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especially popular in Europe. One can see innovative businesses are being created based on the 

concept of returnable packaging. For example, a mobile zero-waste store Au Poids Chiche opened up 

in the South of France – the van packed with bulk products travels around rural communities in 

France and offers an opportunity to buy bulk food in reusable container (Zero Waste Home, 2018). 

One of the most promising initiatives in the realm of returnable packaging is Loop. Loop partnered 

up with major consumer packaged goods companies such as Haagen-Dazc, Pantene, Tide, Crest, 

Gillette, Cascade, Dove, etc. These companies designed returnable packaging solutions for their 

products and Loop will be in charge of delivering products to consumers and collecting empty 

containers. Loop is launching in several major cities around the world in 2019 and 2020 (Loop, 

2019).  

1.3 Purpose  
This research seeks to find effective ways to communicate returnable packaging campaigns to 

consumers through product labelling. The objective is to test various messages printed on a label and 

evaluate their effectiveness. This is an important line of inquiry as more and more countries are 

rolling out regulations that penalize companies for their wasteful practices. Hence, knowing how to 

encourage people to engage with returnable packaging campaigns will be of great interest to future 

marketers and sustainability practitioners. 

This research will contribute to a small but growing pool of academic knowledge that applies 

behavioural science and sustainability management. There have been studies addressing human 

behaviour and different pro-environmental behaviour such as recycling, energy and water 

conservations, and transit commute but not returnable packaging. There have been studies outlining 

the environmental impact and business incentives of returnable packaging as well as logistics of 

returnable packaging operations. The discussion on returnable packaging has been more technical 

and operational up till this points. The literature on these topics is discussed in the literature review 

section. There is a gap in literature that would address the topic of returnable packaging in terms of 

consumer behaviour. To the best of my knowledge, there have not been any studies that would look 
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on how businesses can encourage consumers to participate in returnable packaging campaigns. That 

is what makes this research novel.  

1.4 Overview 
This thesis follows a storyboard format. The reader will start off at the literature review 

section. This section discusses the major concepts that are going to be studied in this research. It 

begins with a quick overview of what returnable packaging is and its benefits. A large part of the 

literature review will be spent on describing different message framing techniques: justification, 

financial rewards, social modelling and ease of use. Next, the thesis will cover the topics of self-

transcending and self-enhancing values as well as one of the fundamental theories used in this 

research – The Inclusion Model of Environmental Concerns (Schultz, 2002; Schultz et al., 2005) 

After going through the literature review section, the reader is introduced to Study 1a, where 

the justification framing hypothesis is derived and tested. After discussing some of the 

counterintuitive results of Study 1a, the methodology and results for a follow-up qualitative Study 1b 

are discussed.  

After the environmental benefits message framing is tested in Studies 1a and 1b, the reader is 

invited to explore other message framing techniques including social modelling, ease of use and 

financial rewards in Study 2.  

In Study 3, the Model of Environmental Concerns (Schultz, 2002; Schultz et al., 2005) is 

applied to better interpret the findings of Studies 1a and 2 and understand how different values affect 

people’s participation in returnable packaging campaigns. Self-enhancing and self-transcendent 

values are being tested against altruistic and self-serving messages to better understand which type of 

product labelling gets the most rates of intended bottle return.  

At the very end, the general discussion is provided. One can learn about practical 

implications, limitations and future research ideas. Supporting material such as the questions and 

pictures used in Studies 1a, 1b, 2, and 3 as well as any post-hoc studies and the ethics approval letter.  
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Returnable Packaging 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (2002) announced that source reduction is the best 

way to reduce the environmental impact of solid waste. Source reduction encompasses packaging 

minimization and/or reuse of packaging. Past literature has addressed business-to-business returnable 

packaging solution otherwise called as reverse logistics (Silva et al., 2013; Ravi and Shankar, 2005; 

Carter & Ellram, 1998). Marsh and Bugusu (2007) investigated the practice of returnable glass 

containers being reused in business-to-business settings. It has been found that returnable packaging 

business model consumes 18% less resources than disposable packaging model reducing the cost for 

participating parties (Silva et al., 2013). Returnable packaging is believed to be a better 

environmental choice when compared to recycling, particularly for glass and metal, due to the high 

energy demands of recycling and reusability of returnable packaging (Ghenai, 2012; Neill & 

Williams, 2015). Various benefits can be achieved from implementing reverse logistics, such as 

increasing customer retention and asset recovery, eliminating obsolete equipment disposition and 

recalls (Moore, 2005). In addition, when a glass bottle is recycled, new resources still need to be 

extracted from the ground to produce a replacement for a used bottle. However, this does not happen 

when a bottle is reused. 

It is worth noting that returnable packaging is not always a better environmental choice 

compared to recycling. There are various variables that determine whether a returnable packaging 

has a lower environmental footprint: transport distance, number of refills, weight of packaging, the 

the collection method, the energy and water efficient of bottle clean up (Detzel & Monckert, 2009; 

Cleary, 2013; Simon, Amor, & Foldenyi, 2014). It was found that returnable glass bottle becomes a 

better environmental choice than single-use recycled glass bottle after two refills mainly due to the 

eliminated energy consumption otherwise needed to produce a replacement for a single-use bottle 
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(Simon, Ben Amor, & Foldenyi, 2014). Another interesting finding from the same authors showed 

that the environmental benefits (GHG emission reduction) stagnate after 7-9 refills.  

Today’s environmental trend is moving toward an ultimate goal of a zero-waste society in 

which recycling is close-looped, meaning that any waste that comes from one product or activity 

becomes the starting material for another (Byers, 2017). Recycling is often considered a key 

component of pro-environmental behaviour. Recycling is valuable, but not as effective as reusing 

materials. For example, recycling plastic and paper shopping bags requires energy, and thus, reusing 

the same shopping bag is reported to be more effective (Kazdin, 2009). Recycling policies do not 

focus on waste prevention. Rather, the focus is on diverting waste from landfills. Unfortunately, 

recycling is insufficient to decrease the environmental impact of a growing population and increasing 

standards of living with the associated increase in consumption rates (Kollikkathara, Feng, & Stern, 

2009). Indeed, recycling requires a lot of water and energy resources. Moreover, there are a finite 

number of times a plastic product can be recycled and some items remain unrecyclable (Fletcher & 

Mackay, 1996; Rigamonti, Grosso, & Giugliano, 2009; Babader, Ren, Jones, & Wang, 2016). Every 

time plastic is recovered, the quality of the recycled material gets downgraded. Eventually, a material 

can no longer be recycled and needs to be sent to the landfill. Recycling policies do not change 

consumers’ behaviour when it comes to waste prevention. They also do not directly encourage 

design innovation to prolong product lifespan (Government of Ontario, 2017b).  

Past literature has addressed a business-to-business returnable packaging solution, otherwise 

called reverse logistics (Carter & Ellram, 1998; Ravi & Shankar, 2005; Silva et al., 2013; 

Radhakrishnan, 2015; Chung, Ma & Chan, 2018). It has been found that returnable packaging 

consumes 18% fewer resources than the disposable packaging model, reducing the cost for 

participating parties (Silva et al., 2013). Various benefits can be achieved by implementing reverse 

logistics, such as increasing customer retention and asset recovery, eliminating obsolete equipment 

disposition, and recalls (Moore, 2005). Due to the major benefits of packaging reuse, Carter and 
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Ellram (1998) recommend looking at waste disposal strategies as the last resort, only when the 

recovery of packaging is not possible. Furthermore, it ought to be highlighted that implementation of 

legislation, corporate imaging, environmental concern, economic benefits, and sustainable 

competitiveness are urging these as well as other companies not only to adopt reverse logistics 

practices but also to make them as efficient and effective as possible (Agrawal, Singh, & Murtaza, 

2015).  

2.2 Message Framing 

Numerous studies have revealed the importance of message framing on engaging consumers 

regarding environmental issues (Morton, Rabinovich, Marshall, & Bretschneider, 2011). There are 

various ways in which one can frame a message. Corporations that engage in corporate social and 

environmental responsibility practices often change the way they communicate their message to the 

public (Bortree, Ahern, Smith, & Dou, 2013).  

Davis (1995) found that a message framed in terms of losses is more effective in promoting 

pro-environmental behaviour than a message framed in terms of gains. Also, framing a message as a 

loss to the current generation, not future generations, was found to be particularly effective. Gifford 

and Comeau (2011) found that motivational message framing is more effective in promoting pro-

environmental behaviour when compared to sacrifice message framing. Van de Velde, Verbeke, 

Popp, and Van Huylenbroeck (2010) identified that message framing plays particular importance 

among women, people younger than 35 or older than 55, the lesser educated and people who do not 

much care about the environment.  

Since there is still no one bullet-proof way to promote sustainable products, environmental 

message framing remains a valuable topic to study. In my research, I will test several ways a 

beverage company can communicate a bottle return campaign to attain higher public participation.  

2.3 Justification 

Regarding message types, the information-based approach is a widely used method for 
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promoting pro-environmental behaviour (Abrahamse, Steg, Vlek, & Rothengatter, 2005); it educates 

the public about the environmental impacts of everyday actions and can inspire positive change. 

Consumers become more engaged with a sustainable product when the consequences of their choice 

are communicated to them (Engel, Blackwell, & Miniard, 1995; Barr, Gilg, & Ford, 2001). 

Thøgersen (1999) suggests that personal norms toward reducing packaging waste come from the 

person’s awareness regarding packaging waste and one’s perceived ability to find a solution. For 

example, when people are exposed to information about the environmental benefits of a product, 

people were found to be more involved with the product (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). Academics 

advise marketers to emphasize the “righteousness” of buying a sustainable product by describing all 

the good things a product does for the environment and the society in general (Vermeir & Verbeke, 

2006). This concept of sustainable marketing is deeply rooted in the idea that if humans understood 

the fundamental relationship with nature, it would help them act in harmony with nature rather than 

against it as a means to enhance sustainable development (Loebler, 2017).  

Awareness and knowledge about environmental issues are requirements for developing moral 

norms that would, in turn, lead to desired environmental behaviour (Bamberg & Möser, 2007). When 

people behave in contradiction to moral norms, they may feel guilty in response (Baumeister, 1998). 

Therefore, information is important in developing knowledge that shapes attitudes and behaviour 

associated with environmental stewardship. In other words, educating someone about the 

environmental benefits of sustainability may lead them to acquire those habits.  

Frank (2019) has argued that the existence of moral technologies – or everyday sources of 

behaviour that models morally correct choices – leads to a reduction in moral struggle, as it results 

in individuals having an easier time to do the right, good, or virtuous thing. Frank (2019) also 

argues that a moral struggle is not needed for moral behaviour.  

Furthermore, a study that was based on a quasi-experimental design tested a game-based 

sustainability intervention and found that playing a game increases adoption of pro-environmental 
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behaviours and attitudes (Ro et al., 2017). As part of the game, individuals were able to collect points 

by being environmentally aware. Contestants are also exposed to immediate outcomes of their 

environmentally beneficial behaviour. As such, these immediately observable justifications resulted 

in those who played the game markedly reduced their household electricity consumption. This effect, 

they found lasted for six months after the game (Ro et al., 2017).  

Information and prompts are effective for increasing recycling behaviour in public spaces and 

apartment buildings (Jacobs & Bailey, 1982). When researchers gave out brochures with information 

regarding the benefits of recycling, they increased curbside recycling participation rate by 200-400% 

(Jacobs, Bailey, & Crews, 1984)  

 The justification method implies informing consumers about the reasons for performing a 

certain behaviour (Osbaldiston & Schott, 2012). While justification has been found to be more 

effective than a simple message (Ham, 1992; Gramann, Bonifield, & Kim, 1995; Widner & 

Roggenbruck, 2000; Duncan & Martin, 2002), prompts that contain both a justification and 

information about consequences have been shown to lead to the highest levels of compliance 

(Leoniak and Maj, 2016). Besides, justification helps balance out negative reactions that might be 

associated with imposed sanctions and penalties (Leoniak & Maj, 2016). For example, a message 

containing both an explanation of why it is important not to litter in a park and the penalty for 

littering is perceived to be better than a message that only states the penalty. In their study, the 

justification message alone was just as effective as the combination of justification and penalties 

(Leoniak & Maj, 2016). This parallels previous findings (e.g., Langer, Blank, & Chanowitz, 1978; 

Wogalter, Sojourner, & Brelsford, 1997) of the benefits presented by a justification message.  

 Information campaigns are important in promoting behavioural change – in particular, 

effectively informing an individual about the outcomes of their behaviour could potentially lead to an 

increase in prosocial behaviour. Prosocial behaviour is an umbrella term that refers to a wide range 

of actions that benefit others or the society one lives in, including comforting, helping, sharing, 
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cooperation, philanthropy, and community service (Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2015). 

Furthermore, prosocial behaviour is under the influence of several factors, including the awareness 

of the positive outcome. Schwartz (1977) predicted that people are more likely to engage in helping 

behaviour when they are aware of the consequences of their helping. When equipped with this 

knowledge, people feel more responsible (otherwise known as “ascription of responsibility”). Xiao et 

al. (2016) found that prosocial performance is largely enhanced if individuals were aware they their 

prosocial behaviour would not cause any loss. It has also been found that those who change their 

behaviour as a result of an information campaign tend to stick to the new behaviour (Geller, 1989).  

Justification messages are useful because they change perceptions and norms without 

changing the external environment in which people make decisions (Steg & Vlek, 2009). This makes 

it a financially feasible approach to changing people’s behaviour.  

2.4 Financial Rewards 

Financial rewards or penalties can be used as an extrinsic motivation to change behaviour 

(Abrahamse et al., 2005; Giles et al., 2015). Financial incentives tend to be acceptable to the public 

when they are effective and cost-effective, and circumstances that are beneficial to recipients and 

wider society, are considered fair, and are delivered to individuals deemed appropriate are likely to 

be considered more acceptable (Giles et al., 2015). 

Learning theory suggests that external rewards make a targeted behaviour more appealing 

and therefore likely to foster a behaviour change (Geller, 1989). For instance, various promotions 

(such as price discounts, store point rewards) have an immediate impact on brand sales and promote 

repeated purchase behaviour (Blattberg & Neslin, 1989). Hence, financial rewards may be more 

effective in promoting green behaviour than sanctions (Geller, 2002). For instance, Ariely, Bracha, & 

Meier (2009) discovered economic incentives help with pro-social behaviour when the decision is 

made privately.  

 Other scholars view financial incentives in a different light. They argue that financial 
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incentives can be counter-productive in achieving pro-environmental behaviour (Ölander & 

Thøgersen, 1995; Frey & Oberholzer-Gee, 1997; Gneezy & Rustichini 2000; Mellstroem & 

Johannesson, 2008; Handgraaf, de Jeude, & Appelt, 2013). When rewards are big, people engage in 

the desired pro-environmental behaviour solely because of financial incentives, not due to their moral 

norms. Some view financial rewards are only effective while they are in place and have no impact on 

long-term behaviour change (Steg & Vlek, 2009).  

 Taking into consideration psychology and behavioural economics to address, predict, and 

change consumer behaviour, several lines of thought can be drawn. Traditional economic theory 

suggests that human decision-making and behaviour are based on rational choice alone (Simon, 1955, 

1957). However, more recent economical schools of thought are based on several basic assumptions 

that are aligned with rational choice theory and postulate that individuals have rational preferences 

among outcomes, always maximizing outcomes based on information (Weintraub, 1993; Henry, 

2012).  

 Taking into consideration energy consumption, for example, the most powerful biases that 

affect consumers’ patterns of energy usage are the status quo bias, loss and risk aversion, sunk-cost 

effects, temporal and spatial discounting, and the availability bias (Frederiks, Stenner & Hobman, 

2015). 

 Economic theory suggests that a proper market price for the desired behaviour would 

motivate people to engage in it. However, controlled experiments do not support this idea (Ölander 

& Thøgersen, 1995). Some scholars have argued that providing financial rewards for pro-social 

behaviour can be detrimental. For instance, studies have found that financial incentives negatively 

affect pro-social behaviour (e.g., Ster & Kirkpatrick, 1977; Frey, 1993; Thøgersen, 1994; Frey & 

Oberholzer-Gee, 1997; Gneezy & Rustichini 2000; Mellstroem & Johannesson, 2008). However, 

there is no clear explanation on why this occurs (Ariely et al., 2009).  

Katzev & Pardini (1987) found that providing financial rewards results in low recycling 
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participation rates. Some argue that an economic incentive may transform intrinsic motivation for 

recycling into an extrinsic motivation based on financial rewards (Deci, 1971, 1972, 1975; Ster & 

Kirkpatrick, 1977; Thøgersen, 1994; Frey, 1997). In other words, paying for doing “the right thing” 

can wipe away any moral or intrinsic motivation that people may have previously held (Frey, 1993; 

Ster & Kirkpatrick, 1977; Thøgersen, 1994). Financial rewards can potentially reclassify the 

environmental behaviour from “the domain of morality” (Schwartz, 1970) to "the domain of 

economy" (Thogersen, 1995).  

Lastly, even if rewards eventually result in behaviour change, it is often short-lived (Katzev 

& Johnson, 1987). Once the novelty wears off, the participants may find the effort the behaviour 

requires outweighs the desire for the reward (Schultz, Oskamp, & Mainieri, 1995).  

Ultimately, the effect of financial incentives seems to be individual and varied. A study that 

assessed 1010 Italian households, aimed at understanding the weights of economic and non-

economic motivations found that different groups of individuals are motivated differently and that 

appropriately chosen incentive schemes should be applied (Massarutto, Marangon, Troiano, & Favot, 

2019). 

2.5 Social Modelling 

People are more likely to participate in curbside recycling if their friends and neighbours also 

recycle (Oskamp et al., 1991). Letting people know about what other people do has proven to be 

successful in promoting pro-environmental behaviour (Abrahamse et al., 2005; Lehman & Geller, 

2004). This type of behaviour may be referred to as social modelling.  

Social modelling is used to demonstrate the desired behaviour to the targeted population 

(Lehman & Geller, 2004). When people see other people doing the targeted behaviour, observational 

learning occurs (Bandura, 1977). The positive effect of social modelling on strengthening social 

norms and therefore changing behaviour was shown by Schultz et al. (2007). Social modelling is a 

particularly profound phenomenon in the context of eating, whereby a study found that modelling of 
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food intake is similar whether partners are eating the same and different foods (Kaisari & Higgs, 

2016). Soh (2017) reported that social modelling is a powerful technique used in schools, whereby it 

is used as a tool to foster student creativity. Within this context, people are more likely to participate 

in curbside recycling if their friends and neighbours also recycle (Oskamp et al., 1991). Letting 

people know about what other people do has proven to be successful in promoting pro-environmental 

behaviour (Abrahamse et al., 2005; Lehman & Geller, 2004). This type of behaviour may be referred 

to as social modelling.  

 Bandura’s learning theory (1977) encourages the use of social modelling. People supposedly 

follow the exemplified behaviour if the behaviour is easy to understand, relevant, meaningful and 

rewarding. For example, when energy conservation behaviour was shown on television, household 

energy used dropped by 10%. However, the follow-up study executed after one year did not find a 

difference between the television and the control groups (Abrahamse et al., 2005). This means that 

social modelling may be only effective in the short-term  

Social modelling plays an important role in all aspects of our lives. Felsher, Derevensky, and 

Gupta (2003) found that young adults with severe gambling problems grew up with parents who 

bought lottery tickets more often. Children in such families were not afraid of getting caught despite 

legal prohibitions. Gambling was a socially accepted thing in their families. Parental modelling also 

promotes substance abuse (Thompson & Wilsnicki, 1987). Not only immediate family members 

impact what one does. Kjarheim et al. (1995) showed that having co-workers who drink at least once 

a week after work increases the odds for heavy drinking.  

Social modelling has been studied in the context of resource conservation, whereby a 

random-effects meta-analysis with a sample of 29 studies has highlighted that social influence 

approaches were effective when it comes to encouraging resource conservation (Abrahamse & Steg, 

2013).  
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2.6 Ease of Use  

 Performing sustainable behaviours requires effort. In the case of curbside recycling, one of 

the common barriers is the distance from the collection location (Schultz et al., 1995). People recycle 

more when the bin proximity is shortened (Reid et al., 1976; Humphrey, Bord, Hammond, & Mann, 

1977; Luyben & Bailey, 1979). Geller (1976) found that the distance between a dorm room and the 

recycling centre affects the paper recycling rate; students living in rooms closest to the centre tended 

to recycle the most. Ludwig, Gray, and Rowell (1998) found that placing recycling bins in the 

classrooms close to the students can double the number of cans recycled. Therefore, making 

recycling as convenient as possible has been important in gaining participation. Studies outside 

university settings have shown similar results. When containers are placed closer to the office staff, 

the recycling rate increased from 28% to 88% (Brothers, Krantz, & McClannahan, 1994). It has been 

reported that homes that are equipped with technology that enabled residents to monitor their 

appliances’ use wirelessly yield to much more energy efficient behaviour (Bhati, Hansen, & Chan, 

2017). 

 Furthermore, an analysis of a door stepping program increased recycling by 12.5% (Dai et al., 

2015). In a similar fashion, in their two randomized field experiments, DiGiacomo et al. (2018) 

demonstrated that convenience markedly boosts recycling and composting rates in multi-family 

homes and university residences. They found that when compost containers were placed on each 

floor instead of the ground floor, composting rates increased by 70% (DiGiacomo et al., 2018). In 

university residences, recycling increased by 147% (container) and 137% (paper) and recycling 

increased by 139% when recycling stations were placed in the proximity of suites rather than in the 

basements (DiGiacomo et al., 2018).  

 When Austin, Grindle, & Bailey (1993) studied the effect of sign prompts on recycling, they 

found a 54% improvement in the recycling rate when the signs were placed closer to the recycling 

bins. Proximity and accessibility of recycling facilities are the main factors affecting participation in 
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recycling programs (Reid et al., 1976; B.E., 2015; Schultz, 2014) 

 People tend to overvalue the effort needed to engage in pro-environmental behaviour. 

However, after they engage in this behaviour for some time, the perceived cost of such behaviour goes 

down. This is referred to as “the experience effect.” Once a person has done the action of waste 

separation, prejudice and scepticism evaporate and the attitude towards action changes (Ölander & 

Thøgersen, 1995). When looking back at the early efforts to encourage people to recycle, similar 

results are found. Recycling was viewed as messy and time-consuming and therefore avoided (Vining 

& Ebreo, 1990; McCarty & Shrum, 1994; Werner & Makela, 1998; Ebreo, Hershey, & Vining, 1999). 

In the eyes of non-recyclers, the inconveniences were more substantial than in the eyes of recyclers 

(Vining & Ebreo, 1990). Ertz, Karakas and Sarigollu (2016) found that people are much more likely to 

recycle when they feel that they are capable of doing so or that it is within their power to do so. 

 People prefer low-effort, immediate-reward behaviour. When the barrier of effort is removed, 

sustainable behaviour becomes more desirable. Thus, an effective approach in dealing with this human 

tendency is to reduce the amount of effort required to complete a sustainable action (Hirsh et al., 

2015). As such, Vermeir and Verbeke (2006) recommend implementing communication strategies that 

lower perceived effort when promoting sustainable products. 

When a desired behaviour becomes difficult to perform, changes in the external environment that aim 

at making behaviour easier are needed to increase the likelihood of public engagement (Olander & 

Thøgersen, 1995; Thøgersen, 2005). For example, a study highlighted the importance of convenience 

and existence of infrastructure necessary for source-segregation of waste as important factors for 

household waste recycling. The study also highlighted the need of addressing these aspects where 

waste is generated, i.e. already inside the household (Bernstad, 2014). 

Another concept that I would like to bring up under the Ease of Use section of the literature 

review is the concept from behavioural economics called nudging. It implies that often people’s 

behaviour can be changed without offering an economic incentive (Thaler & Sustein, 2008). Under 
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nudging, the set of choices is the same, however the framing is different. Thaler and Sustein (2008) 

used nudging in cafeteria. The options were left the same, however the healthier food was moved into 

the eye level of customers. This subtle change in the position of food increased the consumption of 

healthy foods. Proper positioning of fruits and vegetables made it easier for consumers to see and 

purchase them. Kallbekken and Sælen (2013) reduced the plate size in hotel cafeteria which resulted in 

20% decrease of food waste. Another example of nudging would be choosing the desired option as a 

default. Madrian and Shea (2001) conducted an experiment with a default retirement saving plans. 

Retirement savings went up from 3.5% to 13.6% over 3.5 years. The simple action of making 

automatic saving deduction a default option upon hiring resulted in such dramatic improvement. 

Similar studies were done on organ donation, and investments (Johnson & Goldstein, 2003; Choi, 

Laibson, & Madrian, 2004). As for the environmental application, Pichert and Katsikopoulos (2008) 

discovered when green utility electricity source is a default option, it had higher enrolment numbers.  

2.7 Self-transcendent vs. self-enhancing values 

Personal values drive the individual decision-process, ranging from what products to buy to 

what brands to stay loyal to (Engel et al., 1995). Willingness to buy green products is highly 

influenced by personal values, and sometimes these values override other factors such as financial and 

other costs (Zaval & Cornwell, 2017).  

It is important to point out a clear distinction between personal values and attitudes. Values are the 

ranking of abstract ideas (e.g., honesty, equality) as guiding principles in a person’s life (Rokeach, 1973; 

Schwartz, 1992). An attitude is a person’s feeling or opinion about a specific topic. Since values tend to 

be abstract, they can influence one’s attitudes towards various topics (Maio & Olson, 1995). 

Some Northern European countries were pioneers in pushing sustainability practices forward; 

therefore, they were among the first to have successful results. A lot of academic articles on the topic 

of green practices come from these countries. However, the cultural norms and values on 

environmental issues might differ between some Scandinavian countries and the US. Because US 
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residents were surveyed in all three studies, it is worth looking into the dominant American values in 

an attempt to explain some of the findings.  

Behaviours driven by self-enhancing values are usually oriented towards achieving social 

power, authority, success and wealth. In contrast, behaviours driven by self-transcendent values aim 

towards being helpful, honest, loyal and broad-minded. People with self-transcendent values accept 

others and have a genuine concern for other people’s well-being (Schwartz, 1994). Not only were 

people with self-transcendent values found to express care about other people, but they were also 

found to eat less meat compared to people with self-enhancing values (Dietz et al., 1995; Kalof, Dietz, 

Stern, & Guagnano, 1999; de Boer et al., 2007). That shows that people with dominant self-

transcendent values care not only about other people but also about animals and the environment 

overall. People typically possess both sets of values. But enhancing one set of values makes the other 

one less salient. That is, on any given point, one set of values is dominant over the other (Pakizeh, 

Gebauer, & Maio, 2007).  

 People with self-transcendent values prefer environmental protection over economic growth 

(Schultz & Zelezny, 2003). Nations that score high on agreeableness and openness values, both being 

self-transcendent values, tend to have more policies geared towards environmental conservation. 

Denmark, Germany and Switzerland are nations higher on openness and agreeableness compared to 

the US and Canada (Hirsh, 2014). Nations that score high on openness, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness are more willing to pay for environmental improvements (Boyce, Czajkowski, & 

Hanley, 2017). Other studies showed a direct effect of personal values on environmental attitudes 

(Stern & Dietz, 1994; Nordlund & Garvill, 2002, 2003; Oreg & Gerro, 2006). People with self-

transcendent values not only tend to have pro-environmental attitudes, but they also report a higher 

willingness to engage in pro-environmental behaviour (Stern, 2000). In contrast, people with strong 

self-enhancing values are less willing to engage in pro-environmental behaviour (Crompton & Kasser, 

2009). Thus, personal values are important because they guide individual decision-making (Schwartz, 
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1992). Aiming environmental information towards pre-existing values may improve climate change 

communication (Graham & Abrahamse, 2017). 

When it comes to pro-environmental behaviour, agreeableness and openness are the value traits 

that predict such behaviour the most (Hirsh & Dolderman, 2007; Hirsh, 2010; Milfont & Sibley, 

2012). Agreeable people are known for their empathy and care (Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997). Those 

who possess an openness trait have higher cognitive flexibility and better engagement with nature 

(McCrae, 1994).  

This is not to say that American citizens do not care about environmental issues. They agree 

that something should be done about a degrading state of the environment. They care the most about 

the problems affecting them directly (pollution and water/soil contamination). In contrast, broad 

problems that do not affect their day-to-day life, such as acid rain or global warming, do not raise 

much public interest. These responses are consistent with behaviours driven by self-enhancing values 

(Schultz & Zelezny, 2003). People with dominant self-enhancing values are more hesitant to forgo 

comfort and convenience in addressing environmental problems (Schultz & Zelezny, 2003).  

Some people do not participate in driving an electric car because others may perceive them as 

doing it for tax benefits, rather than for environmental reason; it may give others the sense that this is a 

“wrong” image for them (Ariely et al., 2009). This thinking can apply to self-transcendent people. 

People saving the environment for genuine reasons do not want others to believe they are doing so to 

save money.  

Some may argue that environmentally favourable policies cause a nation to possess personal 

traits that make people care about sustainability. In other words, the causal direction goes from 

national policies to personal traits. However, Hirsh (2014) ruled out this possibility in his research, 

arguing that there is a lack of a known mechanism that would allow governments to control the 

personal traits of its citizens directly.  
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2.8 The Inclusion Model of Environmental Concern 

The Inclusion Model of Environmental Concern (Schultz, 2002; Schultz et al., 2005) shows 

that there are two levels of environmental concern: the lower level (egoistic concerns) and the higher 

level (biospheric concerns). People on the lower, self-interest, level of concerns would respond better 

to self-enhancing framing of environmental messages. People on the higher level of environmental 

concern would respond well to both types of environmental messages: self-enhancing and self-

transcendent (De Dominicis et al., 2017). This idea aligns with the notion of human behaviour 

depending on hierarchical evolution and functioning of the human brain moving from the very basic 

self-oriented behaviours (the reptilian brain) towards the socially shaped, self-transcendent 

behaviours (Edelman, 1987; MacLean, 1990). To put it another way, altruistic individuals are also 

self-centric. Altruism does not imply the absence of self-interest. The graphic representation of this 

model is provided in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: The Inclusion Model of Environmental Concern (Schultz, 2002; 

Schultz et al., 2005) 
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De Dominicis et al. (2017) argues that communicating environmental messages through self-

enhancing framing is likely to increase participation in the desired behaviour due to a broader 

audience coverage. Self-enhancing framing would be appealing to both self-centred and self-

transcendent audiences; while self-transcendent framing would only be appealing to the self-

transcendent group of people. It also shows that environmental behaviour is not limited to a small 

percentage of truly altruistic people. There are pathways to engage an ordinary self-centric citizen 

into sustainable practices (Dietz, 2005). De Dominicis et al. (2017) reported that the altruistically 

primed responded better to the self-transcendent message framing. However, they also responded 

well to a self-enhancing message. Moreover, the authors showed that self-enhancing and self-

transcending values could be primed and manipulated.  

3 Theoretical Framework 

Based on the provided introduction and literature review, this research looks at the returnable 

packaging as an environmentally better choice of packaging compared to a single-use alternative. 

Following the tightening policy regulations and increasing environmental concerns around waste will 

eventually make waste very expensive to businesses. Businesses will be incentivised to reduce waste. 

One of the methods they can implement is returnable packaging. Following this logic, at some points 

business will have a business incentive to implement returnable packaging and will face the question: 

How do we successfully promote returnable packaging to consumers? This is the main question of 

this research. 

Based on the literature review I conducted, there was a gap in literature addressing business-

to-consumer returnable packaging promotion. However, there was enough studies discussing 

different methods of promoting other pro-environmental behaviours such recycling, energy and 

water conservation, etc. First of all, pro-environmental behaviours similar to returnable packaging 

drop off were identified. Based on previous studies the most effective ways of promoting these 

behaviours were found and tested against returnable packaging. After eliminating the ones that did 
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not pass the quantitative test of statistical significance, the method that resulted in the highest 

statistically significant intended bottle return was identified.  

Lastly, the Inclusion Model of Environmental Concern (Schultz, 2002; Schultz et al., 2005) 

was applied to better understand some of the findings. It helped to articulate the final, and most 

profound, finding of this research: businesses looking for a greater consumer participation in 

returnable packaging program should display self-serving messages that tap into self-enhancing set 

of values rather than showing altruistic, guilt-inducing messages that are designed to provoke self-

transcendent set of values. Self-serving messages will get a response from people with activated self-

transcendent mind set as well as from people with activated self-enhancing mind set. In contrast, the 

traditional pro-environmental messages we see that show struggling animals and horrifying statistics 

are only effective for people who are in self-transcendent state of mind, therefore these messages 

have a lower engagement rate.  

4 Methodology 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the research approach and methodology employed in 

my thesis. In total, the thesis consists of four experimental quantitative studies. 

4.1 Summary of Purpose and Research Objectives 

This research seeks to find effective ways to communicate returnable packaging campaigns to 

consumers through product labelling. This research is built on previous knowledge of pro-

environmental behaviour promotion and social psychology theories. The objective is to test various 

messages printed on a label and evaluate their effectiveness in increasing return rates for bottle 

return. In order to achieve this objective, the following steps will be taken: 

1. Review the academic literature to find out the effective methods for promoting pro-

environmental behaviour that is similar to returnable packaging concept.  

2. Create bottle labels with messages that align the methods discovered in Step 1.  
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3. Create experimental stimuli and survey items to test the intended bottle return.  

4. Run four online experiments and collect participant data from Amazon Mechanical Turk 

and Ted Rogers School of Management student pool.  

5. Use the information gained from the conducted studies to recommend actionable steps 

that can be taken by industry players to implement returnable packaging concept within 

their line of business. 

4.2 Research Question 

The main question of this research is How does product label messaging influence returnable 

packaging participation rates?  The importance of this question is further discussed in sections 

Purpose and Theoretical Framework.  

4.3 Research Paradigm 

A research study seeks to achieve one of the three potential research goals: to explore, to 

describe, or to explain a certain topic or phenomenon (Neuman & Robson, 2018). This research 

employs experimental methodology which is explanatory.  

Blaikie (2009) states that the objective of the deductive approach is “to test theories, 

eliminate false ones and corroborate the survivor” (p. 84). Deductive approach begins with abstract 

ideas and then employs “concrete, empirical evidence to test the ideas” (Neuman & Robson, 2018, p. 

31). Quantitative researchers usually take a deductive route. Qualitative researchers usually take an 

inductive route (Neuman & Robson, 2018). The deductive approach is suitable for this research 

because it starts off with the hypothesis that justification message positively affects the intended 

bottle return. This hypothesis is tested and later rejected in Study 1a. Extending this initial finding, 

this research develops additional hypotheses to test. Hypotheses in Study 2 state that social 

modelling (1), financial rewards (2), and ease of use (3) result in better intended bottle return than a 

simple (control) message. The hypotheses in Study 3 states that people primed with self-transcendent 

values will respond the same to self-serving and altruistic message, while people primed with self-
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enhancing values will respond better to self-serving message; therefore, self-serving message will 

result in higher intended bottle return among general population. Here, I take the approach of gaining 

knowledge through hypotheses-testing approach. 

 I adopt the functionalist paradigm. Burrel and Morgan (1988) state that such approach is 

designed to provide solution to practical problems. My research is designed to be used by 

practitioners (retailers) who decide to implement returnable packaging concept into their business 

practice.  

 I adhere to the theoretical assumption of positivism in this research. It means that I agree with 

the notion that there is an objective truth and follow the scientific approach with theory testing to 

find it (Neuman & Robson, 2018). In terms of time dimension of this research, all studies were 

cross-sectional. This means that the population samples were studied in a single point in time. The 

benefits if this approach include cost-effectiveness, room to test different variables at the same time, 

and the ability to use larger samples.  

4.4 Quantitative vs Qualitative Approach 

Scientist use data to test theories. Data can be either quantitative or qualitative (Neuman & 

Robson, 2018). I use quantitative approach for this research. “Quantitative research is associated 

with data collection techniques that include experiments, surveys, and the analysis of exist ing 

statistics, while qualitative data collection techniques include qualitative interviews, focus groups, 

field research, and historical research” (Neuman & Robson, 2018, p. 15). Quantitative approach is 

used in testing abstract theories set by researchers and eliminating the ones that do not get proved by 

the scientific approach. Quantitative researchers study and reflect on the main concepts before 

running the studies. They construct measurement techniques based on this reflection. They don’t 

change these techniques while studies are run (Neuman & Robson, 2018).  

One of the main critiques towards quantitative data collection method come from the 

critiques of the positivism research approach. Topics of social science do not always follow purely 
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scientific nature. Human beings are complex in the way they interact and make decisions; therefore, 

some argue, they are very different from the simpler units of purely scientific research. To truly 

understand people’s actions, one needs to know the meanings and attitudes they bring into their 

interactions and surroundings (Neuman & Robson, 2018). I acknowledge that qualitative approach 

would potentially add a deeper insight into some of the findings; it would help to answer the 

questions such as Why do we have such results? Why do people choose this option instead of the 

other? Due to the time constraints and the adopted functionalist paradigm, I chose to focus solely on 

the objectivist perspective.  

Quantitative research requires a development of measuring techniques that result in 

quantitative data (numbers) (Neuman & Robson, 2018). To satisfy this requirement, survey questions 

were answered using the Likert scale. Likert scale was designed “to provide an ordinal-level measure 

of a person’s attitude.” (Neuman & Robson, 2018, p. 124). For example, for the intended bottle 

return variable, the question was phrased as “If you purchase this product, how likely are you to 

return an empty bottle?”. The 7-point Likert scale was provided to answer the questions with 1 being 

extremely unlikely and 7 being extremely likely. More detailed information on priming and other 

steps involved are presented in each study.  

4.5 Experimental Methods 

This research attempts to draw a causal relationship between a specific product label and 

intended bottle return rates. The philosophical background of experimental design comes from the 

positivist research approach discussed earlier (Neuman & Robson, 2018). The experimental design 

establishes cause-and-effect relationship and relies on the use of control and treatment groups. These 

groups are designed to be identical except for the causal factor studied (independent variable). After 

the experiment is run, a researcher looks at the dependent variable in two groups (Rovai, Baker, & 

Ponton, 2013). If (1) control and treatments groups are identical, (2) there is a statistically significant 

association between dependent and independent variables, and (3) other potential explanations for 
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the results are ruled out, one can conclude there is a cause-and-effect relationship between dependent 

and independent variables (Mills, 1874). The studies of this research employed an experimental 

design, meaning that each study had a control group and treatment groups. The groups were identical 

except for the message they saw printed on a milk bottle (treatment).  

Properly designed experiments should balance out two types of validity - external and 

internal. There is often a trade-off between internal and external validity, but one should aim to 

optimize both. Internal validity proves a cause and effect relationship, meaning that change in 

dependent variable happened due to change in the independent variable and not the other factors. In 

order to achieve internal validity, control and treatment groups should be identical in all other 

respects. This was achieved through random assignment in both Amazon Mechanical Turk and 

student pool. This means that each participant had an equal probability of being assigned to either 

control or treatment group. External validity is achieved when the results of the experiment can be 

generalized and applied to other group of people and settings (Bracht & Glass, 1968; Jimenez-

Buedo, & Miller, 2010; Drost, 2011). In the case of Studies 1a, 1b, and 2, the external validity was 

higher due the Amazon Mechanical Turk sampling selection. There were participants from all over 

the US, consisting of different age groups and education levels. Since the student pool was used in 

Study 3, the external validity of that study is lower. Participants consisted of mainly young adults, 

pursuing their undergraduate degree and living in an urban area. Another threat to external validity in 

all three studies was the measurement of dependent variable. The intended bottle return was a chosen 

dependent variable. It is unclear if intended bottle return will be similar to the actual bottle return.  

4.6 Data collection methods 

This research will employ surveys as a data collection technique. Survey is quantitative social 

research technique in which a researcher asks many people the same questions and then analyzes the 

results. It is usually used in descriptive and explanatory research (Neuman & Robson, 2018). The 

survey is the most common data-gathering technique in social science (Neuman & Robson, 2018).  
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Online surveys have some known limitations. One of the concerns that would be applicable 

to this research comes from sampling - not everyone has an access to internet, therefore it skews the 

sample towards people who have enough income and/or can use the internet (Neuman & Robson, 

2018). 

Amazon Mechanical Turk was used to collect data for Studies 1a, 1b, and 2. Ted Rogers 

School of Management student pool was used to collect data for Study 3. Amazon Mechanical Turk 

is a popular crowdsourcing marketplace. Researchers use this platform to inexpensively run online 

surveys. One can post an online survey and enter the criteria for a sample group; then Amazon 

Mechanical Turk “employs” proper candidates to participate in the survey. No names are recorded, 

which guarantees anonymity (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Hauser & Schwarz, 2016). Ted 

Rogers School of Management student pool consisted of undergraduate students pursuing business 

degree with various specializations at Ryerson University. They were given an option to participate 

in 30-minutes research study in exchange for a partial final grade increase in a selected course they 

were taking at the moment. Participants registered online to receive an ID number which guaranteed 

anonymity. When they came to the lab, only their numerical ID was collected. Students were given 

instructions and supervised by a lab associate to guarantee the same external conditions for all 

participants.  

Amazon Mechanical Turk was chosen for the first two studies because it allows to get a more 

diverse sample group (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Paolacci & Chandler, 2014; Antoun, 

Zhang, Conrad, & Schober, 2016). Returnable packaging will affect a diverse group (age, gender, 

geographic location) of population and therefore it is important to have a similar sample 

representation. The participants pool consisted of 52.3% male participants from all over the US with 

age range of 20-72 years old. However, TRSM student pool was used for Study 3. This is due to the 

priming step I had to conduct. It was important to administer the setting of the experiment to make 

sure the environmental is quiet to allow a participant to focus on the activity that was supposed to put 
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a person in a specific state of mind (self-transcendent vs. self-enhancing). It was also done to avoid 

any pauses or task-switching after the priming stage to make sure the priming effect is not lost. Study 

3 sample group consisted of 38% males, living in Greater Toronto Area with age range of 18-53 

years old. Unlike Amazon Mechanical Turk, student pool resulted in a more homogeneous sample 

group with the results low in external validity, which is a common downside of using student pools 

for social research (Kees, Berry, Burton, & Sheehan, 2017).  

4.7 Sampling Strategy 

Quantitative researchers base their decisions about sampling on the mathematical theories of 

probabilities, and, as a result, favour random sampling (Neuman & Robson, 2018). Random 

sampling was a chosen approach for this research. The target population for all the studies discussed 

in this research are adults residing in North America who regularly buy milk. The North American 

population was chosen due to narrow the scope of the research to understand the behaviour of North 

American consumers, which in turn will result in practical implications for North American retailers. 

The factor of regularly buying milk was included because milk was the product of choice for all four 

studies in this research. Intended bottle return variable would have been compromised if people who 

did not buy milk were surveyed. The age group of 18 years old and older was chosen to better 

represent the those who were more likely to grocery shop.  

The minimum target sample for each of the conditions of a study was on the Central Limit 

Theorem. The definition of Central Limit Theorem is as follows: “given random and independent 

samples of N observations each, the distribution of sample means approaches normality as the size 

of N increases, regardless of the shape of the population distribution” (Mordkoff, 2011, p.1). In 

other words, as long as each sample contains a sufficient number of participants, the sampling 

distribution of the mean will be, in fact, normal. Central limit theorem as well as other parametric 

analyses (t-tests, ANOVA, simple regression, etc.) are based on the Assumption of Normality - the 

sampling distribution of the mean is normal. This assumption holds true with the sample size of 30 
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and higher. In short, as long as each sample contains a sufficient number of participants, we can infer 

a normal distribution within the dataset (Hoeffding, 1951; Šapoka & Filipavičiūtė, 2006; Mordkoff, 

2011).   

4.8 Data Collection Schedule 

The ethics application for Study 1 (REB 2017-378) was approved for a period of one year on 

December 18, 2017. It was extended for an additional year until December 2019. An amendment to 

use Amazon Mechanical Turk platform was approved on February 2, 2018. An amendment for Study 

3 was approved on September 17, 2018.  

Data collection schedule for the four studies was as follows: 

· Study 1a: January 11-18, 2018 [Amazon Mechanical Turk] 

· Study 1b: February 15-22, 2018 [Amazon Mechanical Turk] 

· Study 2: April 12, 2018 [Amazon Mechanical Turk] 

· Study 3: October 22 - November 26, 2018 [Ted Rogers School of Management 

Student Pool) 

5 Study 1a: Environmental Benefits Message Framing 

 As mentioned in the literature review, the information-based (justification) approach is a 

widely used method for promoting pro-environmental behaviour across different industries 

(Abrahamse et al., 2005). Pro-social behaviour theory infers that information and education are 

important key aspects in promoting rule adherence in public recreation areas (Stoep & Gramann, 

1987). It is especially important when the damaging behaviour is done due to ignorance rather than a 

purposeful violation of rules (Namba & Dustin, 1992).  

 Engel et al. (1995) and Vermeir and Verbeke (2006) argue that as the public becomes 

educated about the consequences of their unsustainable purchase decisions, people are more likely to 

buy a sustainable alternative. Baumeister (1998) attempts to explain this through a psychological 
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lens: once people are aware of the bad consequences of their [negative] actions, they feel guilty 

performing them, and therefore, seek behavioural change to avoid the sense of guilt. However, 

justification works in the opposite [positive] direction as well. Schwartz (1977) found that people are 

more likely to engage in positive behaviour (e.g., helping other people) once they are aware of the 

positive consequences their action will bring.  

 More research has been done in the field of household recycling than has been done for 

returnable packaging; however, there are some parallels between the two initiatives. Past research 

has shown that information printouts distributed to tenants increase recycling behaviour (Jacobs & 

Bailey, 1982). To be more specific, in some case information brochures resulted in a 200-400% 

increase in recycling as a result of the information brochures (Jacobs et al., 1984).  

 People who recycle have a few things in common: (1) they know better which materials are 

recycled; (2) they are more aware of the environmental benefits of the recycling (Vining & Ebreo, 

1990). Drawing parallels from recycling campaigns to returnable packaging programs, I believe that 

people who choose to return packages (e.g., bottles) back to the store have at least one factor in 

common: they are more aware of the positive environmental impact of returnable packaging. 

Therefore, in Study 1, I tried to (1) contribute to the person’s awareness of the problem, and (2) show 

how actions can contribute to solving the problem. This awareness can be achieved through different 

mediums. I argue that one of these mediums is through the information displayed on product 

packaging. It would be more cost-effective, not to mention more environmentally friendly, for the 

company to place the message on the packaging, rather than to make separate information brochures 

and distribute them to customers.  

Study 1A Hypothesis: A message outlining the environmental benefits of returning the bottle 

for future reuse will result in a higher public willingness to participate in a returnable packaging 

program compared to a message without such benefits.  
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5.1 Study 1a Method 

 In the experiment study 1a, I compared two different types of messages displayed on a glass 

milk bottle. Milk was chosen because it is one of the most frequently bought organic product on the 

market that often comes in glass packaging (Cera-foundation, 2001). Not only it is made out of a 

material that is environmentally better for reuse (glass), milk is also a commonly bought product in a 

grocery store and therefore is familiar to a large audience. A milk bottle is a common choice of 

product used to conduct returnable-packaging studies (Kooijman, 1993). Participants (n=279) were 

recruited via an online panel on the Amazon Mechanical Turk platform. This platform was chosen to 

get a more diverse sample group. Returnable packaging will affect a diverse group (age, gender, 

geographic location) of population and therefore it is important to have a similar sample 

representation. Amazon Turk data collection ran for two working days. The results were then 

analyzed using the SPSS software. Some of the outliers were deleted due to incomplete responses or 

the evidence of not paying enough attention to the study. In total, seven responses were eliminated, 

leaving 272 eligible participants (52.3% male; mean age =36, range 20-72).  

 Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions. In one group, the participants 

were shown the control message, “Return the bottle. Help the environment” printed on a milk bottle. 

This message included no additional information on the benefits of returning a bottle. The second 

group was shown a more detailed message, “Return the bottle. Help the environment by saving 9 

litres of water.” The first message represents a control message while the second message provided 

justification as part of the message. The information about 9 litres of water gives a concrete fact 

about how one’s actions are beneficial to the environment.  

 After viewing one of two messages, participants were asked how likely they were to return an 

empty milk bottle to the store, their willingness to pay, and other brand-related and ad-related 

questions. The central hypothesis was that a detailed message would result in a higher intended bottle 

return rate. The list of brand-related and ad-related questions can be found in Appendix 1.  
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5.2 Study 1a Results 

The results of Study 1a showed that people who were exposed to a simpler message resulted 

in a higher intended bottle return rate. Independent t-test results showed a significant difference 

between the two messages with respect to a reported likelihood of returning the bottle: 

Mean(RTBsimple) = 5.68 (SD=1.76) vs. Mean(RTBdetailed) = 5.23 (SD=2.05), t = 1.957, p < 0.05, 

Cohen’s d = 0.24. Results for ad-related and brand-related metrics were not statistically significant 

and thus omitted from this thesis. The graphic representation of these results is displayed by Figure 

2.  

 

Figure 2: Study 1a results (intended bottle return)[1 being extremely 

unlikely to return and 7 being extremely like to return] 

 The Study 1a results did not support my hypothesis. The results were the opposite of what 

was expected. It also contrasts with what the literature suggested (e.g., Jacobs & Bailey, 1982; 

Jacobs et al., 1984; Ham, 1992; Engel et al., 1995; Gramann et al., 1995; Baumeister, 1998; 

Thøgersen, 1999; Widner & Roggenbruck, 2000; Duncan & Martin, 2002; Vermeir & Verbeke, 

2006; Bamberg & Möser, 2007). People who were exposed to the justification message were 
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supposed to engage in pro-environmental behaviour on a higher level than those who were not. But 

what this study found is that justification had a negative impact on the likelihood of participating in 

returnable packaging program. These results were counter-intuitive; thus a follow-up qualitative 

study was conducted to investigate the reasoning. Hence, study 1b was conducted to examine why 

people preferred the simple, non-detailed message over the message that outlined positive 

environmental consequences of bottle return.  

5.3 Study 1b Method 

 Study 1b examined the feedback people reported about two messages presented in study 1a. 

Fifty-six participants were recruited via an online panel on the Amazon Mechanical Turk platform. 

They were exposed to one of the two milk bottle designs (simpler message vs. detailed message). For 

each of the milk bottles, survey participants were asked to list up to four thoughts they may have had 

about the two milk bottles. The participants were free to write down any thought including thoughts 

about a message, bottle design, or milk quality. The preliminary look at the data showed that two 

major themes stood out among all the responses. Some people wrote about the message, while others 

wrote mostly about other characteristics of a product (taste, packaging design, etc.) Therefore, the 

thoughts were coded such that if a participant’s thought was related to the message on the bottle, it 

was coded as 1. For all other thoughts (e.g., design, taste, quality), a response was coded as 0. A 

paired t-test analysis was performed to identify any differences in the thoughts’ nature between the 

two groups. The main goal of this follow-up study was to examine the thoughts people had while 

reading the messages. 

5.4 Study 1b Results 

The results of the t-test revealed the following numbers: Mean(THOUGHTSsimple) = 1.66 

(SD=1.13) vs. Mean(THOUGHTSdetailed) = 2.51 (SD=1.20), t = -5.02, p < .01, Cohen’s d = .73. The 

results of Study 1b showed that a group exposed to a detailed environmental message had more 

thoughts related to the message compared to the group exposed to a simple message. The simple 
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message geared people to think more about other qualities of a product and less on the displayed 

message. The visual representation of Study 1b is provided in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3: Study 1b results (message-related thoughts) [0 

representing no thoughts about the message and 4 being all four 

thoughts being about the message] 

5.5 Study 1a and 1b Discussion 

When combining the results of the two studies, it appears that consumers express a higher 

likelihood to return an empty milk bottle to the store when they are exposed to a simple, non-detailed 

message. Shoppers pay less attention to the simple environmental message and perhaps focus on 

other aspects of a product (e.g., design, taste).  

Interestingly, while a more detailed message generated more thoughts about the message, it 

resulted in a lower intended bottle return rate. Two potential explanations are provided below. This 

showed that there was nothing wrong with the detailed message itself. It worked well for bringing 

the awareness of environmental issues to the consumer. 

Study 1a and 1b findings can be discussed using the theoretical foundation of the Elaboration 

Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). The simple message made participants generate 
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more thoughts about other characteristics of the product which were not related to the message. That 

is, according to the ELM model, the participants processed a milk bottle through a peripheral route of 

processing (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). On the other hand, participants might have utilized central 

processing when exposed at a more detailed message. ELM states that central route information 

processing results in a long-term attitude change, while the peripheral route can lead to better short-

term compliance (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Thus, it is possible that a more detailed message does 

not result in an immediate impact on the overall bottle return, but people who do choose to return the 

bottle might potentially adopt this behaviour change for a longer time.  

 Another potential explanation for such results can be gain vs. loss message framing. People 

generally are more sensitive to the loss message than the gain message (Frederiks, Stenner, & 

Hobman, 2015). Since I framed the environmental message as a gain (“Save 9 litres of water”), 

respondents may not have been as sensitive. 

To conclude, Studies 1a and 1b showed that including a message outlining facts about the 

environmental footprint of non-returned packaging did not result in more sustainable intended 

consumer behaviour. A simple call for action without additional factual justification worked better. 

6 Study 2: Message Framing using Social Modelling, 

Justification, and Ease of Use 

Osbaldiston and Shott (2012) conducted a comprehensive review of different strategies that 

can be used for promoting environmental behaviour. They concluded that the justification method is 

the least efficient at promoting curbside recycling. This is in line with what I found in Study 1a. The 

message mentioning 9 litres of water was justifying the need for bottle return. The justification 

message turned out to be less efficient when compared to a non-detailed call for action. Osbaldiston 

and Schott (2012) suggest that the following strategies are among the most effective for promoting 

curbside recycling: making the behaviour easier, providing rewards, and engaging a person in social 

modelling. Study 2 focuses on testing the impact of these strategies on intended bottle return rates. 
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More thorough analyses of these three methods are outlined below. 

6.1 Hypothesis Development: Social Modelling 

 Bandura’s learning theory (1977) encourages the use of social modelling. People supposedly 

follow the exemplified behaviour if the behaviour is easy to understand, relevant, meaningful and 

rewarding. Observational learning occurs when people watch other people. Social modelling has a 

positive effect on strengthening social norms and, as a result, changing people’s behaviour (Shultz et 

al., 2017).  

 As for the practical implementation of this knowledge, Oskalmp et al. (1991) looked at 

curbside recycling and found that people were more likely to recycle if their friends and neighbours 

recycled. Abrahamse et al. (2005) and Lehman & Geller (2004) studied other pro-environmental 

behaviours and came to the same conclusion. I believe the same logic should apply for the returnable 

packaging concept because it requires similar effort on the participant’s side as curbside recycling. 

When participating in curbside recycling, a person needs to sort waste, clean it, store it, remember to 

put it on the curbside on a specified day, and carry the bins back to the house. When participating in 

returnable packaging, the person needs to clean the packaging, store it somewhere for a week, and 

then remember to bring it to the store next time the person goes there. If people see their friends and 

neighbours returning empty bottles to the store, they become more likely to do it themselves. 

 Hypothesis 2.1: Social modelling increases people’s willingness to return an empty bottle to 

the store compared to the participants exposed to the simple call for action message. 

6.2 Hypothesis Development: Making Behaviour Easier 

 The Literature Review Ease of Use section provided a detailed overview of numerous studies 

which suggested the inverse relationship between the recycling rates and the proximity of a recycling 

bin. The closer a bin was to a person, the more likely he/she is to recycle. People usually choose the 

low-effort, immediate-reward behaviour; therefore, it is in the interest of companies that want to 

implement returnable packaging to make returning packaging as easy as possible.  
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 According to the exchange theory (Housten & Gassenheimer, 1987), the perceived benefits of 

an exchange should outweigh the perceived costs for the transaction to occur. If exchange theory is 

applied to social marketing, one can say if social campaigners “can demonstrate that the perceived 

benefits of the innovation outweigh the perceived costs of its 'purchase' (i.e., its adoption), 

voluntarily adoption by the consumer is more likely.” (Maibach, 1993, p. 211). 

 People tend to overvalue the effort needed to engage in pro-environmental behaviour. The 

best approach in dealing with this human tendency is to reduce the amount of effort required to 

complete a sustainable action (Hirsh et al., 2015). Vermeir and Verbeke (2006) recommend 

implementing communication strategies that lower the perceived effort when promoting sustainable 

products. 

 Bottle return is similar to a drop-off recycling program. We can expect that the longer the 

distance to the grocery store, the fewer people are willing to participate in a bottle return program. 

To increase participation in a bottle return program, we need to reduce the distance and perceived 

effort needed to return a bottle. Offering a pick up is similar to offering curbside recycling instead of 

asking people to drop their waste in a recycling facility.  

Hypothesis 2.2: When participants need to exert less effort in returning a bottle, they are 

more willing to return an empty bottle to the store compared to the participants exposed to the simple 

call for action message. 

6.3 Hypothesis Development: Rewards  

 Learning theory suggests that external rewards make a targeted behaviour more appealing 

and therefore foster a behavioural change (Geller, 1989). Various promotions (price discounts, store 

point rewards) have an immediate impact on brand sales and can potentially promote repeated 

purchase behaviour (Blattberg & Neslin, 1989). 

 Hayes and Cone (1977) found that financial rewards positively affected energy conservation 

behaviour. Researches, such as Geller (1987, 1992), Geller et al. (1982), Cone and Hayes (1980), 



 

39 
 

looked at other pro-environmental behaviours and found a direct relationship between sustainable 

behaviour and financial rewards. Geller (1989) suggests that financial rewards make the behaviour 

more appealing and therefore foster a behavioural change. Ariely et al. (2009) concluded that 

economic incentives help with pro-social behaviour when the decision is made privately. Since 

returning an empty bottle to the store is a decision made in private, these findings should apply to 

returnable packaging. I believe that a financial reward offered for returning an empty bottle to the 

store would make the behaviour more appealing to the customers. 

The industry prefers the financial rewards as a motivating factor. For example, companies such 

as Beer Store and Longos charge a bottle deposit upon check out and then reimburse it once an 

empty bottle is returned to the store. The recovery rate of Beer Store containers is 87% as of 2018 

(The Beer Store, 2019b). This means that 87% of beer containers purchased at the Beer Store get 

returned back to the Beer Store. Other companies (e.g., Greenhouse Juice Co. based in Toronto) 

choose to give rewards points upon bottle return that can later be used to get a free product.  

Even though the financial rewards are a widely accepted method in the industry, the dollar 

amount of a reward varies dramatically between the vendors. Longos charges $2 deposit for a single 

milk bottle. The Beer Store charges 10-20 cents per container depending on the volume (The Beer 

Store, 2019a). There is no agreed upon consensus of what a refundable deposit should be. Therefore, 

for the sake of this study we decided to use the loyalty points instead.  

 Loyalty points were chosen as a preferred type of a financial reward because 60% of 

American consumers had a grocery store loyalty card in 2005, and since then the participation grew 

by 11% per year (ACNielsen, 2005). Reward programs are considered a useful tool in both 

increasing sales and promoting brand loyalty (Kopalle & Neslin, 2003). Also including the message 

about rewards points allowed me to avoid using an exact dollar amount. If the reward were put in 

dollar values, it would have potentially confused people, and the “willingness to pay” variable might 

have been affected by this confusion. Study 2 assumes everything about the product and the pictures 
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is the same except for the message. If a refundable deposit is introduced, the perceived price of a 

product is increased when compared to the ease of use and social modelling messages and therefore 

it can affect the overall willingness to buy the product because it would seem more expensive. In this 

case the lower intended bottle return rate would not necessarily imply the message ineffectiveness, 

but rather that less people are willing to buy a more expensive product. Plus, it is a common practice 

among stores to promote their product through loyalty points rather than financial discounts. Loyalty 

programs provide short-term behavioural reinforcement (Rothschild & Gaidis, 1981). From here on, 

the loyalty points message used in Study 2 will be referred as a “financial reward message.” 

Hypothesis 2.3: People exposed to the financial reward are more willing to participate in a 

bottle return compared to a simple call for action. 

6.4 Study 2 Method 

Participants (n=485) were recruited via an online panel on the Amazon Mechanical Turk 

platform. Due to some incomplete responses, 24 responses were eliminated, leaving 461 eligible 

participants (51.2% male; mean age =37; range 18-81). 

Design and procedures were similar to that of study 1a/1b. In this study, participants were 

randomly assigned to one of four conditions: 

1. Control: “Help the environment. Return an empty bottle back to the store for reuse.” 

2. Social Modelling: “Help the environment. Return an empty bottle back to the store for reuse. 

1,080 bottles returned to this store last month.” 

3. Making behaviour easier (Ease): “Help the environment. Return an empty bottle for reuse. We’ll 

pick it up.” 

4. Rewards: “Help the environment. Return an empty bottle back to the store for reuse. Earn 

Rewards Points.” 

After seeing one of four messages printed on a milk bottle, participants were exposed to the 

manipulation check questions. This was done to check if participants actually perceived these 
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messages differently. Once the manipulation check was completed, they were asked the same 

dependent variable questions as earlier studies. 

6.5 Study 2 Results 

The ne-way between-subject ANOVA analysis was performed on the final data set to 

compare the effect of four different messages (control, ease of use, social modelling, and financial 

rewards) on the intended bottle return. There was a significant effect of a message type on intended 

bottle return at p<0.001 level (F(3,446)=5.41, p<0.001). Post hoc comparison using the Tukey HSD 

Test showed that the Ease message (M = 6.17, SD = 1.01) was significantly different than the other 

three messages. The other three messages did not show a significantly difference in resulted intended 

bottle returns. Results of Study 2 showed that people who were exposed to the ease of use message 

resulted in a higher likelihood of returning the bottle when compared to the control, social 

modelling, and rewards messages. The visual representation of Study 2 results is provided in Figure 

4. The “willingness to pay” variable did not show any statistically significant results between the 

four conditions. Once again, there was no difference between the four messages for willingness to 

pay, brand-related, and ad-related variables. 
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Figure 4: Study 2 Results 

6.6 Study 2 Discussion 

Study 2 showed that making the behaviour easier may result in higher intentions for bottle return. 

Other methods such as social modelling and providing financial rewards were not different from the 

control message. Thus, hypothesis 2.2 is the only one that held true under this experiment. It is hard to 

change a behaviour long-term without changing the attitude towards the issue. Financial rewards fail at 

changing the attitude towards sustainability (Dobson, 2007). Self-perception theory (Bem, 1972) informs 

us that self-identity is crucial in behaviour change. Once a person identifies with a new, “caring-for-the-

environment self” but continues to engage in harmful to the environment behaviour, cognitive dissonance 

occurs (Thøgersen & Crompton, 2009). People quickly change their behaviour to eliminate cognitive 

dissonance (Festinger, 1957). Participating in pro-environmental behaviour solely because of financial 

rewards does not create a new identity, and therefore people do not change their behaviour (Aronson, 

1992). No matter what the purpose of the campaign is, when money is the main focus of a campaign, 
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people often behave selfishly (Vohs, Mead, & Goode, 2006). However, there are cases when a person acts 

pro-environmentally without having an environmental self-identity. People participate in such activities 

for health reasons (Gifford, 2011, 2013) or to gain social status (Griskevicius, Tybur, & Van den Bergh., 

2010). These self-identities are based on self-enhancing values that will be further discussed in Study 3.  

 Frederiks et al. (2015) found that people focus more on what they will lose (cost, time, effort) 

vs. what they will gain. These findings can be applied in explaining Study 2 findings: the disutility of 

making a trip to the grocery store outweighs the utility of obtaining a financial reward or receiving a 

sense of social connection. Moreover, even though social norms are important for creating personal 

values, sustainable behaviour is determined more by habits (Thogersen, 2001). Perhaps it is difficult 

to impose social norms on a person under the experimental settings that were used. Telling people 

that their neighbours participate in a bottle return program is not the same as them seeing their 

neighbours doing it regularly. To conclude, making environmental behaviour easy appears to be the 

best method for a bottle return campaign. Social modelling and financial rewards were found to be 

not as effective as an ease of use approach under our experiment.  

7 Study 3: Self-enhancing vs. self-transcending value 

priming’s effect on intended bottle return 

Pro-environmental or pro-social campaigns usually use terms such as “saving,” “protecting,” 

“sacrificing,” or “doing with less” when calling for altruistic behaviour. Large organizations such as 

Greenpeace made messages showing disappearing polar bears, birds covered in oil and other guilt-

inducing aspects of climate change a common standard in environmental movements (Climate Change 

Communication Advisory Group, 2010). Even though framing messages this way is correct factually, 

it only taps into one group of social values, altruism, while completely ignoring other fundamental 

values such as hedonism (Corner, Markowitz, & Pidgeon, 2014). A clear division in targeted value 

groups is evident in the polarization of views on climate change: people with self-transcendent values 

view climate change as a severe problem requiring immediate actions, while the other, self-enhancing 
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group view the climate change movement as an invasion of their values (Nilsson, von Borgstede, & 

Biel, 2004; Gastil et al., 2009). 

It is worth reminding that behaviours driven by self-enhancing values are usually oriented 

towards achieving social power, authority, success and wealth. In contrast, behaviours driven by self-

transcendent values aim towards being helpful, honest, loyal and broad-minded. People with self-

transcendent values accept others and have a genuine concern for other people’s well-being (Schwartz, 

1994). People possess both sets of values. Enhancing one set of values makes the other one less salient. 

It means at any given point, one set of values is dominant over the other (Pakizeh et al., 2007). From 

here on, people with dominant self-transcendent values will be called the “self-transcendent group” 

while people with dominant self-enhancing values will be called the “self-enhancing group.”  

The Literature Review section showed that people with dominant self-transcendent values care 

not only about other people but also about animals and the environment overall (Dietz et al., 1995; 

Kalof et al., 1999; de Boer et al., 2007). People with self-transcendent values chose environmental 

protection over economic growth (Schultz & Zelezny, 2003). When it comes to pro-environmental 

behaviour, agreeableness and openness are the value traits that predict such behaviour the most (Hirsh 

& Dolderman, 2007; Hirsh, 2010; Milfont & Sibley, 2012). Agreeable people are known for their 

empathy and care (Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997). It can be concluded that self-transcendent people 

would be among the first to participate in the bottle return program.  

The Inclusion Model of Environmental Concern (Schultz, 2002; Schultz et al., 2005) shows 

that there are two levels of environmental concern: the lower level (egoistic concerns) and the higher 

level (biospheric concerns). People on the higher level of environmental concern would respond well 

to both types of environmental messages: the one serving the “higher good” (altruistic) and the one 

serving the individual (self-serving) (De Dominicis et al., 2017). This implies that people on the higher 

level of environmental concern would act pro-environmentally no matter whether one taps into their 

egoistic or biospheric concerns.  
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Hypothesis 3.1: Altruistic and self-serving messages will result in the same level of intended 

bottle return when shown to respondents primed with self-transcendent values. 

People with self-enhancing values do not find altruistic “save the planet” messages meaningful 

to them and therefore do not engage in a desired pro-environmental action (Schultz & Zelezny, 2003). 

Perhaps outlining societal and economic benefits of environmental behaviour may appeal more to 

people with self-enhancing values because they can enhance their status by engaging in such practice 

(Griskevicius et al., 2010). People involved in philanthropy can get a sense of power, success, and 

control, which are self-enhancing values (Urien & Kilbourne, 2011). 

Kaplan (2000) suggests that the current altruism-centred approach to environmental issues 

results in the feeling of helplessness and demands sacrifices. It ignores the aspects of personal gain and 

self-interest.  

Previously researchers believed that only people with self-transcendent values behave pro-

environmentally and therefore the information should be presented in a specific way to unleash those 

values (Boyce et al., 2017). What Dominicis et al. (2017) found contradicts this traditional 

understanding of environmental behaviour. They not only argue that self-centric people can participate 

in pro-environmental behaviour, but that self-transcendent people respond to self-serving messages 

comparable to their responses to the traditional guilt-inducing “save the planet” messages. 

 Even Vermeir and Verbeke (2006), who advocated the justification approach in green 

marketing (similar to what I used in Study 1), stated that not all people could be moved by the 

“righteousness” of buying sustainable products. Perhaps tapping into individualistic needs is a more 

powerful way of communicating with such consumers. They recommended telling a different story 

when promoting green products to people with self-enhancing values. Putting the following factors 

in a spotlight might be helpful: health consequences, hedonistic needs, and economic incentives.  

 To sum up, the problem with low pro-environmental behaviour involvement can be due to the 

poor environmental campaign framing. It is usually misaligned with the self-centric, gain-seeking 
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side of human nature (Kaplan, 2000; Schultz & Zelezny, 2003).  

 De Dominicis et al. (2017) argue that communicating environmental messages through self-

serving framing is likely to increase participation in the desired behaviour due to a broader audience 

coverage. Self-serving framing would be appealing to both self-enhancing and self-transcendent 

audiences; while altruistic framing would only be appealing to the self-transcendent group of people. 

It also shows that environmental behaviour is not limited to a small percentage of genuinely self-

transcendent people. There are pathways to engage an ordinary citizen with dominant self-enhancing 

values in sustainable practices (Dietz, 2005). 

Hypothesis 3.2: The self-serving message leads to a higher willingness of bottle return 

among participants primed with self-enhancing values compared to the altruistic message. 

7.1 Study 3: Method 

According to Swartz (1992), both self-enhancing and self-transcendent values are present in 

each individual. However, one set of values is usually dominating over the other at a given moment. 

Verplanken and Holland (2002) state that values need to be activated to affect the behaviour. Priming 

is a widely used experimental tool for activating specific values. Different priming methods have been 

used to enable one set of values (Roccas, 2003). Here, I used the priming method introduced by 

Verplanken and Holland (2002) to activate only one set of values. This method is further discussed in 

the next section Step 1: Priming. 

 Ted Rogers School of Management student pool was used for Study 3. This is due to the 

priming step conducted in this study. It was important to administer the setting of the experiment to 

make sure the environmental is quiet to allow a participant to focus on the activity that was supposed 

to put a person in a specific state of mind (self-transcendent vs. self-enhancing). It was also done to 

avoid any pauses or task-switching after the priming stage to make sure the priming effect is not lost.  

 Participants in Study 3 were randomly assigned into two groups: self-transcendent or self-
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enhancing priming. They were asked to write a short paragraph about their impression of a person 

with a particular set of values. 

After participants are primed with either self-transcendent or self-enhancing statements, they 

were shown the picture of a milk bottle with one of the two messages: 

 1. Ease of use: “Return an empty bottle for reuse. We’ll pick it up.” 

 2. Justification: “Return an empty bottle for reuse. Conserve natural resources, stop deforestation, 

and reduce air pollution.” 

 The goal of this study is to see whether people who are primed towards their self-transcendent 

values favour a different pro-environmental message when compared to people in the self-enhancing 

group. The hypothesis is that the self-transcendent group will respond well to both messages while the 

self-enhanced group will positively respond to only ease of use message. A 2x2 factorial analysis 

between subjects was performed for the “Return the Bottle” variable. Subject factorial design consisted 

of two variables: message (altruistic (ease of use) vs self-serving (justification)) and priming (self-

transcendent vs self-enhancing). 

7.1.1 Step 1: Priming 

Participants were primed into two different groups: self-transcendent and self-enhancing. I 

followed the same approach as Verplanken and Holland (2002) and presented each group with a 

fictional person Jordan who adheres to a list of values. The name Jordan was chosen to eliminate any 

gender biases since Jordan is a unisex name. Participants were asked to form an impression of Jordan 

and write a short paragraph about it. The self-transcendent group was presented with the following 

Jordan values: preserving nature, caring for future generations, protecting animal diversity, avoiding 

air pollution, promoting sustainable shopping practices, minimizing waste generation, and increasing 

public awareness of environmental degradation. The self-enhancing group was presented with these 

set of values: perfectionism, travel, enjoying the good things in life, having a successful career, 
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authority, self-confidence, and spending time with family and friends. Respondents were asked to 

write for three minutes.  

According to Verplanken and Holland (2002), during this exercise people “adopt” some of 

the values they write about for a short period of time. If a person writes about a person who cares 

about the environment and future generations, she activates this “caring” side of her; she taps into the 

self-transcendent part of her value system.  

 A manipulation check was the next part of a survey. Respondents answered questions from 

the environmental concern scale (Schultz et al., 2005). Questions from the original Schwartz (1994) 

value scale were also added. Overall, respondents were checked on the basis of three scales: 

individualistic concern, social concern, and environmental concern. The questions can be found in 

Appendix 4. If the priming is successful, social and environmental concern results should be higher 

for the self-transcendent group while individualistic concern should be higher for the self-enhancing 

group.  

7.1.2 Step 2: Bottle Return Message 

 After completing the manipulation check, participants were exposed to a bottle return 

message. One of the two messages was randomly assigned to each person: easy (self-serving) and 

justification (altruistic). The justification message provided factual information about the global 

waste problem and how returnable packaging is an effective way to address the issue. The easy-to-

use message outlined the effort-minimizing bottle pick up options. I did not include the regular “Help 

the environment” sentence I had used in previous studies to eliminate any altruistic parts of the 

message framing. The pictures used in the survey can be found in Appendix 4.  

 Participants were asked to look at the ad for one minute during which they are asked to write a 

small paragraph about the message printed on the bottle. This step was included to make sure 

participants read the message and not just look at the design of the bottle. The writing part was 

included so that they can actually comprehend the message they had just read. After the time was up, 
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they answered manipulation check questions. The goal of the manipulation check was to see whether 

I had been successful at framing a message in an altruistic or self-serving way. Respondents were 

asked to rate statements such as “I think returning the bottle will be easy,” “I think returning the 

bottle will benefit the environment,” “I think returning the bottle will benefit me.” 

7.1.3 Step 3: Dependent Variables 

The dependent variables remained the same as earlier studies. 

7.2 Study 3: Results 

 There were 111 participants in this study. Participants were recruited through the Ted Rogers 

School of Management student pool at Ryerson University. The study ran for a period of two weeks. 

Prior to the data analysis, 11 responses were eliminated for one of the following reasons: incomplete 

answers, major outliers in main variables (priming and picture manipulation check, return the bottle). 

The final dataset consisted of 100 eligible participants1 (38% male; mean age =21, range 18-53).  

 Unfortunately, the manipulation check for priming was not statistically significant. However, 

a post-hoc analysis of both manipulation checks showed statistically significant results. Details of the 

post-hoc study can be found in Appendix 4. 

 A 2x2 (priming X message) factorial analysis was performed for the “Return the Bottle” 

variable. Results showed a significant between-subject effect of priming and message on the 

willingness to return the bottle (F(1, 96)=5.78, p<0.05), indicating that there was an interaction effect 

between priming and message. Results of 2x2 factorial analysis are presented in Table 1.  

 

 

 

                                                             
1 Additional data was attempted to be collected. However, due to resource constraints, I could not run 

additional studies. 
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Table 1: Study 3 results (2x2 factorial analysis) 

 Priming  

Message Self-Transcendent  

M (SD) 

Self-Enhancing 

M (SD) 

Total 

M (SD) 

Self-serving 5.88 (1.20) 5.78 (.90) 5.83 (1.06) 

Altruistic 5.71 (.75) 4.43 (1.71) 5.02 (1.49) 

 

Process Model 1 was used to distil down the results. Process Model 1 showed that only under 

self-enhancing priming did the message have a different impact on “return the bottle” rates 

(F(3,96)=8.38, p<0.01). Results are presented in Table 2 and Figure 5. Since condition effect is 

insignificant for self-transcendent priming, one may conclude that there is no impact of message 

framing for participants primed with self-transcendent values. In sum, the results confirm my two 

hypotheses: (3.1) Altruistic and self-serving messages result in the same level of intended bottle 

return when shown to respondents primed with self-transcendent values; and (3.2) The self-serving 

message leads to a higher willingness of bottle return among participants primed with self-enhancing 

values compared to the altruistic message. 

Table 2: Conditional Effect of Message on Return the Bottle Rates 

Priming Effect t p 

Altruistic Priming 0.1717 0.4898 0.8673 

Selfish Priming 1.3540 3.9236 0.0002 
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Figure 5: Study 3 results (means for intended bottle return) 

8 General Discussion 

 The main goal for this research was to see whether product messaging affects customers’ 

willingness to participate in a returnable packaging campaign. The current literature supports the idea 

of returnable packaging. A lot of research has been conducted over the last years that outline the 

environmental benefits of returnable packaging over recycling (e.g., Carter & Ellram, 1998; Ghenai, 

2012; Kazdin, 2009; Kollikkathara et al., 2009; Moore, 2005; Neill & Williams, 2015; Ravi & 

Shankar, 2005; Silva et al., 2013). However, there is a gap in the literature that addresses the 

practical side of business-to-consumer returnable packaging in the retail food industry. There are 

very few academic articles outlining successful business practices for convincing consumers to 

participate in such a concept. I attempted to fill the gap with this research. In order to do so, some 

directions needed to be drawn from other environmental and behavioural literature. The examples 

from research on recycling and energy conservation were used. While conducting the literature 
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review, the common patterns arose. The most successful environmental campaigns used one, or the 

combination, of the following methods: justification, financial rewards, social modelling, and ease of 

use. These four methods were tested in the studies.  

 Study 1a demonstrated that the simple non-detailed message “Return the bottle. Help the 

environment” printed on a bottle resulted in a higher likelihood of returning an empty bottle back to 

the store than the justification message “Return the bottle. Help the environment by saving 9 litres of 

water.” These results contradicted the literature. Study 1b was conducted to gain more insight into 

these counter-intuitive results. Study 1b showed that people exposed to the justification message 

thought more about the message, while people exposed to the simple message paid more attention to 

other attributes of a product (taste, bottle design, etc.). Using the Elaboration Likelihood Model 

(ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) provided for the suggestion that people exposed to the justification 

method might potentially form a long-term commitment to returnable packaging after “processing of 

the information” is completed. In contrast, people who were exposed to the simple message might 

show higher intentions to participate in bottle return in the short-term, but there is no guarantee they 

will stick with this behaviour in the long run.  

 The second study tested the other three popular methods outlined in the Literature Review: 

ease of use, social modelling, and financial rewards. Only the ease of use message produced 

statistically significant improvement in return rates from the simple control message “Return the 

bottle. Help the environment.” The message was “Help the environment. Return an empty bottle for 

reuse. We’ll pick it up.”  

 Study 3 tested the ease of use message even further. Academic literature on self-transcendent 

(altruistic) and self-enhancing (selfish) values showed that most environmental campaigns target the 

altruistic group of people. Therefore, the environmental messages usually have a guilt-inducing 

aspect to them, which is highly effective when combined with self-transcendent values. However, the 

large group of people with dominant self-enhanced values are left untouched when they see 
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messages designed for the self-transcendent set of values. This was one of the potential explanations 

for Study 2 results. In Study 3, people were primed to be either in an altruistic (self-transcendent) 

state or selfish (self-enhancing) state. In next step, each group saw either a justification method (the 

conventional approach in environmental campaigns) or an ease of use message (the message that 

only focuses on selfish interests while saying nothing about the environment). Results showed that 

altruistically-primed people are indifferent between the two messages. One might say this group of 

people is willing to participate in sustainable behaviour no matter how it is presented. However, the 

selfishly-primed people responded better to the ease of use message than to the justification one.  

 Studies 1a, 1b, 2, and 3 present interesting findings. Justification seems to be an ineffective 

approach in promoting returnable packaging in the short-term. A simple, non-detailed call for action 

might be a better approach. The common practice of offering bottle deposits might be ineffective 

according to this research. When the financial reward was offered, participants did not show a higher 

willingness to engage in a pro-environmental activity. The only method that worked for the North 

American population sample surveyed for this research was making the behaviour easier. This might 

be the case because the ease of use message is more appealing to the self-enhancing side of human 

nature; there is less individualistic effort involved in doing the “right” thing. Since the ease of use 

message was effective for both types of people, altruistically-primed and selfishly-primed, it 

gathered the highest bottle return rate. Messages tapping into the selfish side of human nature appeal 

to a greater audience and therefore result in better public participation. This is very different from the 

common practice of guilt-inducing messages which we see in environmental campaigns.  

8.1 Practical Implications 

 This research shows that engaging with the self-enhancing side of human nature gains better 

results when advocating a returnable packaging concept. In particular, making the behaviour easier 

gained the highest self-reported bottle return rates. Nowadays, the common practice among the few 

companies that accommodate returnable packaging is to do it through bottle deposit. When a 
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customer buys a product, she pays a bottle deposit, and when she returns an empty bottle, she gets 

the deposit back. Some companies offer a discount on the next purchase if a customer returns a 

bottle. Both of these practices lay under the financial reward umbrella. The findings of this research 

suggest that financial rewards are not as effective as making behaviour easier. What companies can 

do instead is to invest in developing the infrastructure that makes returning the bottle easier for the 

customers. They can invest in building convenient neighbourhood drop-off locations. They can 

schedule monthly pickups. Any activity directed at removing the traction on the consumer side 

would result in greater willingness to participate in returnable packaging behaviour. 

 A great example of implementing the ease of use method is a newly established company 

called Loop. It is based in the US but will be expanding to Canada in 2020. The company partnered 

up with major retail brands such as Haagen-Dazc, Pantene, Tide, Crest, Gillette, Cascade, Dove, 

Seventh Generation and many more. These companies designed a refillable packaging for their 

packaging and Loop is responsible for delivering the products to consumers while picking up an 

empty packaging from a used-up product for future clean up and refill (Loop, 2019). The fact that 

Loop was supported by major retail brands is very promising. It is designed to make reusable 

packaging easy to the consumers, so much so that they don’t even need to leave their house. This 

makes it a perfect example of implementing the ease of use approach.  

 Nudging techniques can be used to make the behaviour easier. Without altering the set of 

choices a retailer can change the layout of a store. Right now if customers want to return an empty 

bottle, they need to go to a special customer service specialist. It takes more time and the booth is 

usually hidden somewhere in a corner of a store. A store manager can change that and put a bottle 

drop off specialist close to the entrance of a store. This serves multiple purposes. First of all, a 

customer doesn’t need to be carrying empty bottles while shopping. A customer can easily drop it off 

when walking to work because she can quickly step in the store and drop it off without needing to 

walk through the entire store. Second of all, it serves as a constant reminder that there is such option 
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as returnable packaging. It serves as a silent advertising for returnable packaging to every person that 

walks in into the store.  

 Another option is to make products packaged in returnable packaging a default option. If a 

customer wants to grab the same product but packaged in plastic, he would need to ask a sales 

associate to bring it from the storage room. Right now stores have customer specialists that work 

behind the deli, meat and fish counters. Customers have an option to grab something from the 

shelves (default option) or talk to an employee and ask for a specific cut of meat. Talking to an 

employee takes more time and effort. The same can be done to products served in returnable vs 

single-use packaging.  

 These days almost every major retailer uses loyalty cards as a way to gather customer data. 

Companies have an access to advanced data analytics. They can get some insights into consumer 

behaviour and view recent purchases. If a consumer bought an item in returnable packaging, an 

algorighm can provide some insights on how often the consumer shops in the store and on what day 

he is more likely to go shopping. A text message or an email can be sent a day in advance reminding 

to bring an empty bottle back to the store.  

 It is a good idea to understand the target market of a particular store. If the target group 

processes primarily a self-transcendent set of values, not much investment is needed on improving 

the drop-off infrastructure. This group of people is willing to help the environment with very little 

nudging. However, if the target group consists mainly of people with a self-enhancing set of values, 

more improvements are needed to make the drop-off process as smooth as possible.  

 If a company is not ready to invest in improving the drop-off infrastructure, Study 1 findings 

showed that the simple call for action printed on a package is more effective than a detailed 

justification on why one needs to return the packaging to the store. Therefore, it is recommended to 

avoid an extensive explanation of the environmental impact of returnable packaging.  

 Providing financial rewards can still be a good approach in promoting returnable packaging. 
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Financial rewards would be appealing to people with activated self-enhancing values because 

financial incentive matches the self-enhancing desire for wealth. As Study 3 showed, people with 

activated self-transcendent values would also respond to such self-serving messages. However, 

according to Study 2, making behaviour easier is a more effective approach.  

It is important to remember that consumers punish companies that do not keep proclaimed 

social and environmental practices (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001; Simmons & Becker-Olsen, 2004). 

Even though green claims benefit companies, it is important to make sure the company is actually 

doing what they claim to be doing to avoid public scrutiny. Therefore, it is highly recommended to 

avoid announcing a company’s intention of going green without having a sound and working plan on 

how to implement the changes. Moreover, corporate social and environmental responsibility 

practices can’t replace strong brand management and high-quality products (Becker-Olsen, 

Cudmore, & Hill, 2006). Therefore, the companies that will benefit the most from embarking on the 

environmental conservation path are the ones that already have good quality products.  

8.2 Limitations 

 I want to disclose some of the limitations regarding this research project. The main limitation 

lies with the generalizability of the findings discussed above. Even though two different pools of 

participants were used: student pool and Amazon Mechanical Turk to diversify the age group of the 

participants, these groups are still homogeneous in other respects. Only North American participants 

were studied. The American population tends to possess strong self-enhancing values (Schultz & 

Zelezny, 2003). One might expect potentially different results in other countries. In addition, Study 3 

used a student pool only, therefore limiting the age of the participants to a very narrow range. It is 

not clear that the results found in Study 3 would apply for a broader age range population.  

 The studies were conducted using the picture of a milk bottle as a product shown to 

participants. This limits the applicability of the findings to the food retail industry. Since only milk 

bottle was studied, it is not clear whether the same findings will apply for other food items or 
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studying returnable packaging for non-food items.  

 Participants were asked how likely they were to return an empty bottle to the store. No actual 

behaviour was studied. Self-reported behaviour and actual behaviour often differ. Also, Study 3 had 

a limited sample size. Ideally, one would want to gather more data to make the results more robust.  

8.3 Future Research Ideas 

 Self-reported willingness to participate in pro-environmental behaviour often does not align 

with the actual behaviour (Hirsh et al., 2015). People often report how they would like to behave or 

how they would like to be seen behaving by other people (Thøgersen, 1999). Experimental studies in 

a real grocery store are needed to confirm the findings of our research.  

Milk bottle was a chosen product in all three studies. It is worth studying other packaged items 

sold in the store. Laundry detergent would be a great product to study because it is currently sold in a 

heavy-duty plastic container that requires a lot of plastic to produce, therefore the environmental 

benefit of changing the packaging for returnable option is going to be substantial. It is also a 

regularly bought item, so it can guarantee a constant stream of container drop off. According to 

Statistics Canada (2017), dairy products and non-alcoholic beverages are two other frequently 

bought categories among Canadian households. These products come in packaging that can be turned 

in returnable containers. Yogurts, creams, and juices can be sold in glass containers that can later be 

sanitized and refilled, similar to the milk bottle example used in this research. The more products are 

studied; the more robust practical implementation recommendations will become.  

 Only a North American population was surveyed in this research, which arguably has a 

different general emotional profile from other nations. Studying how other nationalities react to 

justification, social modelling, ease of use, and financial rewards environmental messages can be 

another good follow-up research topic. 

 Rewards points were used in Study 2 as a proxy for a financial reward. Even though the 

literature reviewed in Hypothesis Development for Study 2 suggests that loyalty points are a good 
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alternative to the straightforward financial rewards, the most common practice in the industry is to 

use a refundable bottle deposit. The deposit amount varies from 10 cents to few dollars, there doesn’t 

seem to be a clear consensus on the price elasticity of returnable packaging. It is worth researching 

the refundable deposit amount that would maximize both the willingness to buy a product and 

willingness to return an empty bottle.  

 Since this study showed that making the pro-environmental behaviour easier gathers the best 

response, it is worth studying various methods for making returnable packaging easier to adopt. 

Different methods for customer returns should be studied. Some will be more cost-effective than 

others, and they will result in different return rates. It will be useful for companies to know what 

options are available and which ones are the most effective.  

 People with primary self-transcendent values respond the same to both justification and ease 

of use messages. Since justification messages do not require as much investment in drop-off 

infrastructure as ease of use messages, it is worth studying different methods for priming self-

transcendent values among shoppers at the store, so they are more willing to buy products with 

returnable packaging and therefore returning it later on.  

 To conclude, encouraging customers to engage in a returnable packaging campaign is 

possible, yet, it is not easy. First and foremost, the conventional method of tapping into the altruistic 

side of human nature with guilt-inducing messages is ineffective for the population at large. What 

this research showed is that embracing the self-enhancing, gain-seeking, pain-eliminating side of 

human nature results in a bigger pro-environmental behaviour change. Making the process of “doing 

the right thing” easier (eliminating the pain) is more efficient than giving all the right reasons for 

why one need to preserve the environment. To be a productive and result-oriented environmental 

advocate, one should stop shaming the instant-gratification-seeking side of human nature but use it to 

create a sustainable future.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Ad-related and brand-related questions 

The list of ad-related and brand-related questions asked in the Studies 1-3.  

1. Please rate the following statements (1 being strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree): 

a. I would like to try this product. 

b. I would buy this product if I happened to see it in a store. 

c. I would actively seek out this product in a store in order to purchase it. 

d. I would patronize this brand. 

2. Please rate the following statements (1 being strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree): 

a. To what degree did you pay attention to the message displayed on the bottle? 

b. How deeply did you think about the information contained in this message? 

c. How much effort did you put into reading the message? 

d. How personally involved did you feel with the issue you read about? 

3. Please rate these statements regarding the "return the bottle" message printed on the milk bottle (1 
being strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree): 

a. This brand fits your lifestyle well. 

b. You could really relate to this message. 

c. It's hard to put into words, but this message leaves you with a good feeling about using this 
brand. 

4. Please rate these statements regarding the "return the bottle" message printed on the milk bottle (1 
being strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree): 

a. The ad appears to be a truthful advertisement. 

b. The information contained in the advertisement is credible 

c. I think the information contained in the ad is believable. 

d. Some of the claims made in the ad are exaggerated. 

5. Please rate these statements regarding the "return the bottle" message printed on the milk bottle (1 
being strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree): 

a. Would reduce its profits to ensure a clean environment. 

b. Seems to be environmentally responsible 

c. Appears to support good causes. 

6. Please rate the following statements (1 being stonily disagree and 7 strongly agree): 
a. This brand reflects who I am. 
b. I can identify with this brand. 
c. I feel a personal connection to this brand. 
d. I use this brand to communicate who I am to other people. 
e. I think this brand help me become the type of person I want to be. 
f. I consider this brand to be “me” (it reflects who I consider myself to be or the way that I 

want to present myself to others). 
g. This brand suits me well. 

7. In my opinion, this company... (1 being strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree): 
a. is a socially responsible company. 
b. is concerned to improve the well-being of society. 
c. follows high ethical standards 

8. "Return the Bottle" message is... (1 being strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree): 
a. interesting 

b. involving 
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c. personally relevant 
 
 

Appendix 2: Pictures of milk bottles shown to participants (Study 1a&1b) 

 

  

Simple Message ("Return the Bottle. Help the 

Environment.") 

Detailed Message ("Return the Bottle. Help the 

Environment by saving 9 litres of water.") 
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Appendix 3: Pictures of milk bottles shown to participants (Study 2) 

 
Rewards Message: “Help The Environment. Return an empty bottle back to the store for 

reuse. Earn Rewards Points.” 

 

Ease Message: “Help The Environment. Return an empty bottle for reuse. We’ll pick it 

up.” 



 

62 
 

 

Social Modelling Message: “Help The Environment. Return an empty bottle back to the 

store for reuse. 1,080 bottles returned to this store last month.” 

 

Control Message: “Help The Environment. Return an empty bottle back to the store for 

reuse.” 



 

63 
 

Appendix 4: Manipulation Checks Post-Hoc Study for Study 3 

 

 Priming manipulation check and message manipulation check did not result in statistically 

significant results during Study 3. To verify, a post-hoc study was generated to make sure the 

manipulation method I chose for study 3 was a successful one as well as to check the participant got 

the milk bottle message the way they were designed to.  

Method 

Participants in the post-hoc study were presented with two fictional individuals Jordan and 

Parker at the same time. They saw two lists of values Jordan and Parker adhere to. The names Jordan 

and Parker were chosen to eliminate any gender biases since they are unisex names. Jordan 

possessed the following set of values: perfectionism, travel, enjoying the good things in life, having a 

successful career, authority, self-confidence, and spending time with family and friends. Parker had 

the following values listed under his name: preserving nature, caring for future generations, 

protecting animal diversity, avoiding air pollution, promoting sustainable shopping practices, 

minimizing waste generation, and increasing public awareness of environmental degradation 

Respondents were asked to each rate Jordan and Parker on the environmental concern scale 

(Schultz et al., 2005). I also added questions from the original Schwartz (1994) value scale. For 

example, participants were asked to rate the following statements on a 7-point Likert scale (Strongly 

Disagree to Strongly Agree): “Jordan is concerned about trees,” “Parker is concerned about trees.” 

The next question was a manipulation check for the bottle return message. Participants were 

shown two bottles at the same time: Milk A with the easy message and Milk B with justification 

message. The pictures of milk bottles were the same as in Study 3. They were asked to answer 

manipulation check questions. I asked them to rate statements such as “I think returning Milk A will 

be easy,” “I think returning Milk B will be easy.” 
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Post-hoc Study Results 

A total of 71 participants took part in this study through Amazon Mechanical Turk platform. 

Data collection took one day in January 2019. During data analysis, 3 responses were eliminated for 

one of the following reasons: no consent given for using the data for this research and prove of fast 

taking the survey. The final dataset consisted of 68 eligible participants (76% male; mean age = 34, 

range 21-68) 

Paired t-test analysis was performed. Results for all manipulation checks turned out to be 

statistically significant.  

Priming Manipulation Check Results 

 Means SD p 

Individualistic Concern M (altruistic) = 5.49 

P (self-centred) = 4.31 

1.71 p<0.01 

Social Concern M (altruistic) = 3.72 

P (self-centred) = 5.68 

2.17 p<0.01 

Environmental Concern M (altruistic) = 3.46 

P (self-centred) = 5.78 

2.27 p<0.01 

 

Bottle Message Manipulation Check Results 

 Means SD p 

Easy to Return (ease of 

use) 

M (Ease) = 5.44 

P (Justification) = 5.06 

2.27 p<0.01 

Benefit the environment 

(justification) 

M (Ease) = 5.10 

P (Justification) = 5.65 

2.27 p<0.01 

 

These results show that the priming method I used in Study 3 works as intended. Messages 

displayed on milk bottles in Study 3 communicate the idea of ease of use and justification clearly.  
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Appendix 5: Ethics Approval 

The ethics application for Study 1 (REB 2017-378) was approved for a period of one year on 

December 18, 2017. It was extended for an additional year until December 2019. An amendment to 

use Amazon Mechanical Turk platform was approved on February 2, 2018. An amendment for Study 

3 was approved on September 17, 2018.  
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