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A Network Approach to Understanding “Green Buying”: A Literature Review 
 
ABSTRACT 
Consumers and organisations are increasingly considering longer term sustainability issues when they 
purchase or supply goods or services: “green buying” appears to be gaining momentum. However, 
progress is slow and the percentage of green purchases has remained static at 2% for the last two 
years.  This paper suggests that a network approach to the drivers of green purchasing and supply 
may provide a fruitful way of gaining a deeper understanding of the issues and of moving towards a 
greener future for individuals and organisations alike.  Currently two parallel bodies of literature exist:  
consumer behaviour research investigating the values and behavioural motivations of green (and 
non-green) individuals; and strategic business research analysing the differential responses of firms to 
a range of pressures to operate in a sustainable fashion.  However, there has been little attempt so far 
to view consumers, businesses and other stakeholders as interdependent actors within a network.  In 
this paper we analyse and synthesis both sets of literature and produce a network picture which 
shows the links and bond between actors.  We suggest that governments and business may find this 
(literally) joined up view of the green debate particularly useful in understanding how to effect 
network change in such a way as to nurture more sustainable organisations and, ultimately, societies.    
 
Keywords: green, marketing, supply, networks,  
Type of paper: Competitive paper 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Increasingly both consumers and organisations are considering buying green. As society as a whole 
becomes more concerned with the natural environment, businesses have begun to modify their 
behaviour in an attempt to integrate environmental attributes into their marketing and purchasing 
strategies (Elkington, 1994; Mendleson & Polonsky, 1995; McDonald & Oates, 2006) and green 
supply is attracting particular interest among researchers and practitioners in operations and supply 
chain management (Srivastava, 2007).  Consumers, for their part, now spend over £20bn on green 
goods and services (Co-operative Bank, 2002) ranging from transport and tourism to ethical 
investments and environmentally friendly electricity.    However many organisations remain resistant 
to greening and only 2% of goods and services purchased in the UK are sustainable: a figure which 
has not changed for 2 years (Keynote, 2005).  Clearly there are substantial barriers to green purchase 
and consumption which are not yet fully understood.   
 
Currently two parallel bodies of literature exist:  consumer behaviour research investigating the values 
and behavioural motivations of green (and non-green) individuals; and strategic business research 
analysing the differential responses of firms to a range of external and internal pressures to operate in 
a sustainable fashion.  There has been little attempt so far to view consumers, businesses and other 
stakeholders as interdependent actors within a network.   
 
Purpose and Structure of Paper 
The purpose of this paper is to produce new insights by taking a network view of two interlinked 
questions.  On the one hand, what are the drivers that make people buy green and the barriers which 
deter them? And on the other, what are the factors which help businesses deliver greener goods and 
services and what are the pressures which hinder them from doing so?   The paper hopes to make 
three specific contributions.  First, to provide a meta-analysis of current academic debate around 
buying green through a systematic literature review. Second to present a combined analysis of the 
consumer behaviour and strategy literatures: an approach that the authors have not identified in 
previous research on environmental issues.  Third, to add a new element to understanding “buying 
green” by viewing the issues through a network-change lens.   
 
The paper is structured as follows. First we explain why a network view of the buying green issue 



may be fruitful.  In the next section we describe our methodology.  After presenting an analysis of 
our data we establish a network picture.  We end by suggesting ways in which this network approach 
may help governments and businesses alike understand the dynamics and deterrents of green 
purchase and supply behaviour.   
 
A NETWORK APPROACH 
Whilst the forces which impel individuals to purchase green or businesses to supply green may be 
theoretically easy to understand (in the case of the former, personal concern for the future of our 
planet; and in the latter, response to regulatory pressure), the barriers to such behaviour are often 
both complex and hard to hurdle.  One reason for this is that the stakeholders in the green 
movement are many and various: from the principle actors i.e. consumers, businesses and 
government to a range of other stakeholders including NGOs, shareholders, activists, competitors, 
suppliers and individual managers.  We believe that understanding the barriers to green purchase and 
supply in terms of network change processes may prove fruitful for a number of reasons.    Firstly, 
research on change processes in networks points out that networks are largely stable entities (Gadde 
and Håkansson, 1992; Axelsson and Easton, 1992) and that creating change within networks require 
all the network actors to respond or adapt to the changes in one way or another, whether seeking to 
preserve the status quo or actively seeking to mobilise change. Interconnectedness and 
interdependency amongst network actors implies that even a potentially disruptive change to the 
system, such as a shift towards buying green by individual consumers requires change across entire 
networks, including customers, distributors, suppliers, sub-suppliers, industrial bodies and regulators.  
Hertz (1998) suggests that changes in one relationship causes sequential and consecutive changes in 
other relationships. Accordingly, domino effects may occur, especially in situations of high degrees of 
integration and complexity. The concept of domino effects further supports the notion that network 
change is a gradual and evolutionary process.  Håkansson and Waluszewski (2002) also note that 
friction plays a significant role in network change processes and suggest that path dependence may 
both restrict and facilitate the change process.  
 
Path dependence implies that current events and actions bear the imprint of past events and actions 
through the operation of social and material structures that act as the ‘carriers of history’ (ibid).  Path 
dependence further implies that changes follow a path or trajectory and that the ordering in which 
changes happen affects their sequence and temporal unfolding (Tilly, 1994). The path implies that 
future decisions and actions are constrained although they are not predetermined or fatal. Others 
have pointed out that path dependent processes combine general processes with elements of chance, 
making them inherently unpredictable (Araujo and Harrison, 2002).  
 
Whilst actors may choose to alter a historical path by breaking with the path, jumping on another 
path, or shaping a new one, all actions are past dependent. A useful analogy may be that of a large 
ship on an ocean, which often needs several miles to change its path but can do so if it must.  Path 
dependence affects whole technological systems (e.g. Lundgren, 1995; Håkansson and Lundgren, 
1997). As Araujo and Harrison (2002) point out, historical sociologists and economic historians often 
focus on conjunctures arising from the temporal intersection of different trajectories. In fact, 
innovations that are discontinuous or disruptive (Linton, 2002) often involve companies shifting 
from one technological path or learning curve to a more attractive one (Dosi, 1982; Nelson and 
Winter, 1977). Firms may decide to jump on a trajectory created by bandwagon effects and pursue 
the ‘technological corridor’ (Georghiou et al, 1986) offered by the trajectory. Hence, historical paths 
and trajectories impact on the past, present and future.   
 
Therefore, change in networks tends not to happen overnight, but rather finds its way into parts of 
the network in an evolutionary manner. The trend towards ‘buying green’ - a radical, and potentially 
disruptive, innovation - is likely to find its way into networks through pressures that stem from 
various parts of the networks. Some of these may be internal (endogenous), whilst others may be 



external (exogenous). Given the many actors having to respond and adapt to these changes, the 
process is likely to meet many obstacles along its way as some actors inevitably will resist change as it 
disrupts their position in the network: not all actors will choose to pursue the new trajectory, 
although more may follow the early adopters and promoters of the trend, so over time more actors 
may jump on the bandwagon and a domino effect may take place. 
 
With this view of a network of green stakeholders in mind we report below the methodology we 
adopted for our study. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
The methodology for investigation was a literature review, entailing identifying and evaluating 
secondary data from academic journals, reports, policy documents and websites. Previous studies 
pertinent to buying green from both marketing and supply perspectives were sought. Relevant 
articles were accessed through databases (e.g. Web of Science, Business Source Premier) with key 
word searches on sustainability, environment, green, network, supply, purchasing, marketing and 
consumer. Having identified 110 articles, the collected data were evaluated to assess robustness of 
evidence and emergence of themes. Robustness and quality of data were established by focusing 
primarily on double-blind refereed journal articles, particularly those journals listed in the 
Classification of Academic Journals in the Field of Business and Management studies (Harvey & 
Morris, 2005). This classification uses several ratings of academic journals (e.g. Citation Impact 
Factor, RAE items in 2001, Peer Esteem ranking studies conducted by Warwick, Imperial, London 
Business School etc) to give an indication of how highly ranked journals are. For this research, 
articles were sought from journals listed in the classification, ranging from national (rated 1) to top 
international journals (rated 4).  Other types of literature were assessed in terms of recency, author 
credentials and relevance to our objective of understanding the green supply and purchase process.   
 
Of the 110 documents identified in the original search, 86 were deemed to meet our criteria of 
robustness and relevance. The literature for review thus consisted of: 

• 56 articles from journals listed in the Classification of academic journals in the field of 
business and management studies (Harvey & Morris, 2005).  

• 14 book chapters 

• 8 conference papers 

• 8 reports 
 
Following this, a qualitative thematic analysis was undertaken independently by each researcher.  
Meetings were held to compare emerging themes and to agree on a final structuring of the data.   
Having identified the themes we then completed a second round of analysis which consisted of 
building a network picture.   
 
 
ANALYSIS 
 

The Key Network Actors:  Businesses, Consumers and Government 
Throughout the literature reviewed the triad of businesses, consumers and governments emerged as 
the key actors in the network.  For example, Walton et al (1998, p.2) note that increasing 
governmental regulation and stronger public mandates for environmental accountability have 
brought green issues firmly into the executive suite and onto strategic planning agendas.  The most 
recent and comprehensive explication of the interdependent relationship between the three actors 
can be found in The Sustainable Consumption Roundtable’s (2006) report entitled,  “I will if you 
will”.  The title encapsulates the friction both within and between the three groups.  Consumers will 
make sustainable purchases as long as businesses provide products and services which offer value for 



money and governments create tax incentives.  Businesses will operate in a sustainable manner but 
only if doing so puts them at a competitive advantage and only if the governments are not punitive in 
regulation.  Consumers and businesses will be green, but only if the government also demonstrates 
environmentally friendly practices in how ministers behave and how nationally owned offices are 
operated.    In this comprehensive analysis of sustainable consumption, it is suggested that people, 
business and government each occupy a corner in a triangle of change (see Figure 1):  
 
‘A critical mass of citizens and businesses is ready and waiting to act on the challenge of sustainable 
consumption. But to act, they need the confidence that they will not be acting alone, against the grain 
and to no purpose. . . . the simple idea of ‘I will if you will’. It is government, at all levels, that is best 
placed to co-ordinate a collective approach to change, through an enabling policy framework. People, 
business and government each occupy a corner in a triangle of change. No one, or even two groups, 
can lead on sustainable consumption alone. Different corners lead at different times by doing what 
they can do best. Until now this has often been accidental. The change might be profound if it were 
co-ordinated.’ (p. 6) 
 
This view of a joint responsibility between consumers, government and businesses is similar to ideas 
of co-production, and state-community-individual partnerships in delivering successful policy 
outcomes (Halpern & Bates, 2004). It is clear that a move to more sustainable consumption requires 
not only a radical re-think of many of industry’s practices and but also the fundamental changes in 
the culture of industrial societies and the attitudes of consumers (O’Brien, 1999). O’Brien (1999) also 
argues that governments have a responsibility to do all they can to bring about a change in consumer 
behaviours to create the pull on industry of sustainable products. 
 

Source: National Consumer Council & Sustainable Development Commission 
Roundtable (2006) I will if you will: Towards sustainable consumption.

The triangle of change

 
  
Figure 1: The triangle of change (Source: Sustainable Consumption Roundtable (2006) I will if you 
will: Towards sustainable consumption. National Consumer Council & Sustainable Development 
Commission) 
 
Our analysis proceeds by considering, in turn, the literature on government buying, business strategy 
and consumer behaviour before bringing together the themes from each set of literature into a 
parsimonious model which expands the triangle shown above.   
 



Green government buying 
Government has a key role in leading the shift to green behaviour amongst businesses and 
consumers. It can do this by firstly leading by example, and encouraging the public sector to buy 
green products and services. For a long time, public sector buyers have not really been concerned 
with environmental policy making when buying goods, services or works, as environmental 
considerations may lead to more expensive products or services. However, the global economic and 
political background has changed, with the emergence of the concept of sustainable development 
and the need to take environmental and social policy considerations into account in all other policies. 
Internationally, there is evidence of policies emerging that encourage governments to buy green. 
Green Public Procurement is specifically mentioned in the Plan of Implementation of the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development, encouraging "relevant authorities at all levels to take sustainable 
development considerations into account in decision-making " and calling to "Promote public procurement policies 
that encourage development and diffusion of environmentally sound goods and services". In the framework of the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), OECD Member Countries 
agreed on a Council Recommendation "to improve the environmental performance of public procurement" (23 
January 2002 - C(2002)3). 
 
In the UK, a Sustainable Procurement Task Force was established in May 2005 and charged with 
drawing up an action plan by April 2006 to bring about a step change in sustainable procurement so 
that the UK is among the leaders in the EU by 2009. Government has recently responded to this 
action plan, and prioritised buying greener energy, reducing water consumption and buying 
sustainable timber. Products and services that are priorities for more sustainable buying are also 
identified, including construction, health and social care, food, paper and office consumables.  
 
As the single biggest customer in the UK spending 14% GDP (OECD, 2006), government has 
recognised its role in stimulating higher standards and bringing innovations to commercial scale. 
Public procurement has the potential to shift markets. Green procurement is thought to be a good 
thing not just because of the size of the procurement market (O’Brien,1999), such that the direction 
of procurement expenditure to environmentally preferable products might make an appreciable 
contribution to environmental protection but also because it may be a way of pulling environmental 
technologies into the market place, making them available to a broader range of purchasers. 
Consumers will benefit from the availability of greener products and services, and government can 
further encourage buying green by providing subsidies, such as grants for installing energy efficient 
boilers or solar panels.  
 
As well as leading by example and buying green, governments can also provide regulatory 
frameworks that encourage businesses to supply green, addressed in the next section. 
 
Green Business Strategy 
A key finding of the literature review is that a far greater proportion of green research is focussed on 
organisations rather than on consumers.  For whilst consumers have a relatively free choice as to 
whether or not they engage in environmentally friendly behaviour, this is not so for many 
organisations.  For example the oil, chemical and energy industries have faced acute mandatory 
regulatory pressures for many years.  Strategic response has been a matter of survival rather than 
choice and for over a decade the differential strategies of businesses within these industry networks 
have been the subject of insightful research.   
 
There is a significant body of research which indicates that government regulation is the major driver 
for companies’ environment efforts (Green et al, 1996; Handfield et al, 1997; Walton et al, 1998; Holt 
& Kockelbergh, 2003). Legitimation refers to the desire of an organisation to improve the 
appropriateness of its actions within an established set of regulations, norms, values, or beliefs 
Suchman, 1995).  It is directed toward complying with institutional norms and regulations. 



Organisations motivated by legitimating are focused on the stakeholders most influential in 
prescribing or articulating legitimacy concerns (Bansal & Roth, 2000).  Min and Galle (2001) found 
that buying organisations’ involvement in green purchasing is positively related to their perceived 
importance of environmental compliance.  
 
Whereas some studies show that regulation can act as a barrier to achieving environmental 
friendliness (Dean & Brown, 1995; Wycherley, 1999), a greater number of studies have revealed that 
proactive efforts toward environmental regulation drive successful green supply (Bowen et al, 2001a; 
Carter & Dresner, 2001; Hampson & Johnson, 1996).  A highly influential paper by Porter and Van 
Der Linde (1995) argues that environmental regulations should be viewed as a motivator to innovate 
and reduce costs rather than a cause for complaint and litigation.  They suggest that the view that 
environmental regulation erodes competitiveness is outdated and propose that properly designed 
environmental standards can trigger innovations that lower the total cost of a product or improve its 
value. “The Porter Hypothesis” (as it has come to be known) has been expanded on by a number of 
studies since.  Handfield et al (1997, p. 306) note that ‘compliance-driven’ companies in a reactive 
mode “did not appear to have integrated environmental concerns into their value chain processes as 
thoroughly as companies which were initially motivated to do so”.  Carter et al. (1998) note moreover 
that firms which are developing and implementing “green” strategies can succeed in preserving the 
environment while enhancing the firm’s efficiency and effectiveness. Measures to achieve this include 
developing green products and packages, conserving energy, reducing waste, recycling, and creating 
an environmentally sensitive corporate culture.  Opaluch (2003) has shown that regulations have 
some innovation-inducing effects in the oil and gas exploration industry.  
 
In one of the most recent pieces of evidence supporting the “Porter Hypothesis” Orsato (2006) 
identifies 4 separate competitive strategies for achieving competitive advantage through embracing 
environmental regulation.  He differentiates between strategies which focus on products and 
processes respectively, as shown in Figure 2 below.  The distinction between organisational processes 
and products/services is possible only because the four strategies can work independently.  In 
strategies 1 and 2 firms may reduce waste or differentiate itself from competitors by being the first to 
certify its environmental management system without products or services presenting any 
environmental features. Conversely, in strategies 3 and 4, a firm may offer a reduced-packaging, 
reduced-price product or create an eco-brand offering emotional resonance with consumers without 
exploring the green features of its organisational processes.  
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Figure 2: Generic Competitive Environmental Strategies (Source: Orsato (2006) Competitive 
environmental strategies: When does it pay to be green? California Managament Review, 48, 2, 127- 
143.) 
 
The majority of research has considered organisations’ process rather than product strategies.  One 
recurrent theme is that costs very often represent a major barrier to the integration of environmental 
considerations into standard supply practices (Bowen et al, 2001a; Min & Galle 1997, 2001; 
Wycherley, 1999).  Orsato (2006) observes that organisations may lower costs by being more efficient 
and reducing waste. Waste represents an inefficient use of resources (Porter and van de Linde, 1995). 
Orsato suggests that eco-efficient strategies have greater potential to generate competitive advantage 
in firms that supply industrial markets, face relatively high levels of processing costs, and generate 
wastes and / or by-products. In the environmental cost leadership strategy, radical innovations are 
needed in product design to reduce both economic costs and environmental impacts. Such 
innovations have the potential not only to become a source of competitive advantage but also to 
revolutionise industries, as has been the case in the packaging industry.  
 
Innovative approaches to sustainable product design include shifting from the sale of goods (for 
example, light bulbs) to the provision of services (illumination). This view is consistent with 
proponents of ‘Natural Capitalism’ (Hawken et al, 1999), who argue for increasing resource 
productivity through the more environmentally aware design of function and provision of services 
rather than selling products.  
 

Business to business pressures 
Business-to-business pressures can affect the greening of products / services, with business 
customers, suppliers and competitors having an influence in the network. Carter and Dresner (2001) 
argue that customer demands which take a long-term supply chain perspective are more likely to 

succeed in environmental management. Handfield et al’s (1997) study reveals that furniture 
manufacturers have encouraged suppliers to improve their environmental performance. Hall (2001) 
found that some small companies are under pressure from their customers while, large and high-
profile companies are often under considerable pressure from a range of stakeholder groups. Bowen 
(2000) argues that environmental visibility of firms can explain much of the diversity in green 
organisational response. Similarly, Green et al. (1996) highlight the pressures exerted by customers. 
Customers can hamper the success of environmental projects. Carter and Dresner (2001) explain that 



customer demands that involve unreasonable timeframes are associated with unsuccessful projects. 
Carter et al. (1998) suggest particularly that integrating supply chain processes can lower costs and 
better serve customers. These two trends are not independent; a consensual view from our reviewed 
literature is that companies must involve suppliers and purchasers to meet and even exceed the 
environmental expectations of their customers and their governments. 
 
Holt and Kockelbergh (2003) found that competitors are perceived as an important force for 
pushing environmental issues in organisations. Bansal and Roth (2000) argue that organisations 
motivated by competitiveness actively innovate ecologically benign processes and products to 
enhance their market positions. Similarly, Henriques and Sadorsky (1999) note that competitors who 
are potential environmental technology leaders may be able to set industry norms and/or legal 
mandates and thus have the ability to drive environmental innovation. Sharma and Vrendenburg 
(1998) highlight that a proactive environmental strategy can help to gain competitive advantage 
through the development of supply management capabilities.  
 

Internal business pressures 
Internal organisation-related green supply drivers include the personal commitment of individuals 
(including founder and owner) to ethical and/or sustainable ends. Carter et al (1998) found that 
middle management’s (not top management’s) support is positively related to environmental 
purchasing. Bansal and Roth (2000) also found that organisations motivated by ecological 
responsibility often pointed to a single individual who had championed their ecological responses. 
O’Brien (1999) argues that environmental considerations must be integrated into the corporate 
culture and business planning at all levels. Thus, the shift from current management practices to 
sustainable development will require a paradigm shift in culture and organisational thinking. The lack 
of people’s commitment within firms can also be an obstacle.  In fact, Lamming and Hampson 
(1996) note that ‘environmental illiteracy’ or lack of management commitment (Carter & Ellram, 
1998; Drumwright, 1994; Min & Galle, 2001) is a key obstacle in the implementation of 
environmental initiatives.  Fineman (1996, p. 182) found that most managers still have a “fairly sober, 
relatively unimpassioned view of their citizenship in an environmentally degraded world.” 
 
Some firms are increasingly keen to demonstrate Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR),   
a relatively new and emergent business responsibility (Knox & Maklan, 2004); it provides an 
understanding of the change in the meaning of sustainability, from environment with some add-ons, 
to the premise that the goal will not be achieved unless corporate bodies have responsibility to 
society in general, as well as to their shareholders (Kalisch, 2002). CSR is defined as actions that 
appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm and that which is required by 
law. It means going beyond obeying the law (McWilliams & Siegel, 2001, p. 117). A firm may show 
concern for its social obligations and values including the redevelopment of previously used land to 
green areas, the provision of a less profitable green product line, donations to environmental interest 
groups and other local community groups, the use of recycled paper, the replacement of retail items 
or office products with ones more ecologically benign, and the recycling of office wastes (Bansal & 
Roth, 2000). Consumers are increasingly showing a preference for companies that demonstrate CSR, 
as discussed in the next section.  
 
In addition, the desire for cost reduction, waste elimination and quality improvement represent major  
internal driving forces for environmental supply (Carter & Dresner, 2001; Green et al, 1996; 
Lamming et al, 1999a; Handfield et al, 1997). Hart (1997) suggests a useful diagnostic sustainability 
portfolio tool which allows organisations to determine whether their strategy is consistent with 
sustainability.  Gonzalez-Torre et al (2004) note that firms are now creating specific environmental 
policies in part due to the fact that many regulated industries have an incentive to seek the least costly 
way to meet imposed environmental quality standards. Zsidisin and Siferd (2001) suggest that an 
examination of the life cycle of the quality movement could provide guidance as to the potential rate 



of integration of environmental concerns into business policies and practices. In the longer term, this 
would involve investments in research and innovation to meet environmental quality goals. 
 
A further pressure that spans the boundary of the organisation comes from shareholders and 
investors. Some studies point to an increased pressure from investors to develop environmental 
policies (Green et al.. 1996; Trowbridge, 2001); whereas the organisations surveyed by Holt and 
Kockelbergh (2003) stated only a moderate pressure from investors and shareholders.  
 
The next section moves to consider consumers, the other influential actors in networks that are 
focused on in this paper. 
  
Green Consumer Behaviour 
Green issues have become inextricably linked in the mind of the consumer with other issues relating 
to business and society such as CSR, Fair Trade, Anti Globalisation and ethical consumption more 
generally. The next section describes how such varied issues provide a broad macro-context for 
consumers, who increasingly seem to prefer green and responsible businesses. Individual consumer 
behaviour is considered next, identifying ‘true blue’ green consumers as making up only 20% of the 
population. The challenge of how to increase this percentage of consumers is addressed next, 
reflecting on factors that both encourage and deter green consumption, and considering the ‘value-
action’ gap between what consumers say and what they do. Consumers’ decision-making processes 
are presented and how choosing ethical or green products demonstrates a desire to be a certain type 
of person.    
 

Consumers prefer green and responsible businesses 
Consumers can influence businesses by demonstrating a preference for green firms. The public’s 
perception of the environmental image of a company is a major driving force for environmental 
policy developments. Public pressure can be embodied by green pressure groups and Non 
Government Organisations (NGOs) (Hall, 2001; Trowbridge, 2001). These groups cannot be 
ignored as they have the influence to seriously embarrass organisations (Gabriel et al., 2000). 
According to Holt and Kockelbergh (2003), a strong motivation for companies to green their supply 
chains is the desire to maintain and/or present an environmentally and socially responsible image.  
 
The anti-globalisation movement is also having an impact in consumers’ overall perception of 
companies and brands.  As industry becomes increasingly global, globalisation provides businesses 
with unprecedented access to markets and ever-lower production costs (Day & Montgomery, 1999). 
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) have become more and more powerful in recent years, 
calling business to account for policies in the areas of fair trade, human rights, workers’ rights, 
environmental impact, financial probity and corporate governance (Knox & Maklan, 2004). In certain 
circumstances powerful multinational companies can impose trading conditions on the less powerful, 
such as non-unionised workers, commodity producers in developing countries and Third World 
labourers (Klein, 1999).  
 
Consumer preferences will increasingly favour products and services from socially responsible, 
transparent and trustworthy firms (Willmoot, 2001; Mitchell, 2001). Knox and Maklan (2004) found 
that CSR programmes favourably enhance corporate reputation and to some extent could influence 
employee behaviour. A growing body of research on CSR has shown that CSR plays an important 
role in consumers’ brand and product evaluations and has a spillover or ‘halo effect’ on otherwise 
unrelated consumer judgements (Klein & Dawar, 2004). Euromonitor International’s 2005 report, 
‘Sustainability: Its impact on global consumption’ claims that consumers are increasingly favouring 
products and services that are perceived to be socially and environmentally responsible, or more 
sustainable (Euromoniter International, 2005).  
 



Individual Consumer Behaviour 
The green consumer can be defined in psychographic terms – namely values, attitudes and lifestyles 
(e.g. Nicholls and Opal, 2005; Thogersen and Olander, 2002).  A broad consensus notes that green 
consumers – whether described as “global watchdogs” or “true blue greens” constitute a maximum 
of 20% of the population.  Charter et al’s (2002) research from the Cooperative Bank has indicated 
there are distinct segments of greener ethical consumers emerging who are becoming progressively 
more discerning abut the products, brands and components, but that this segment remains small. 
 
The challenge, of course, is to encourage green behaviour by a greater proportion of the population.  
The consumer research conducted by Key Note (2005) suggests that cost is the biggest barrier for 
potential green consumers. Factors which encourage those outside the core green segments to buy 
green are: 
 

• eco-literacy (e.g. Alba & Hutchinson, 1987; Murry & Schlacter, 1990; Chan, 1999) 

• perception of value (e.g. Triandis, 1993; McCarty & Shrum, 1994; Gallastegui & Spain, 2002) 

• availability (e.g. Wagner, 2003; Jain & Kaur, 2004) 

• convenience (e.g. Laroche et al., 2001; Cottrell, 2003) 

• trust (e.g. Crane, 2000; Rawwas, 2001; Zhu & Geng, 2005) 
 
It is not possible to define green consumers wholly in terms of their purchase patterns as there exists 
a well documented “value-action gap”.  Much research concurs that there is a significant gap between 
consumers’ claimed attitudes to green consumption and their actual behaviour.  Part of the value-
action gap is to do with a lack of information. National Consumer Council’s research (Holdsworth, 
2003) found that consumers have a positive, but passive, view of sustainable consumption. They are 
unsure what sustainable consumption entails in practice. Whilst individuals’ concern about the 
environment is clearly being translated into a demand for greener products the precise extent to 
which consumers are willing and able to differentiate between products and brands on the basis of 
social and environmental performance is a contentious issue.  
 
The value-action gap also has to do with income.  Low-income consumers have a much more local 
outlook than higher-income consumers. They also suffer most from local environmental degradation 
and feel powerless to improve their circumstances. Disadvantaged consumers are often shut out 
from making sustainable consumption choices. They have less access to facilities and lack the income 
to invest in more sustainable products. Holdsworth (2003) suggests that to encourage these 
consumers, policy measures should look to improve quality of life as well as the environment.  
 
Consumer research by Keynote (2005) evidences the growing success of Fairtrade, demonstrating the 
potentially huge demand for ethically-sourced food and other produce. Whilst research consistently 
shows demand for ethical choices in the global marketplace, very little has been published about the 
decision-making processes of these “ethical” consumers and the implications for marketing (Shaw & 
Shiu, 2003). Results of Shaw and Shiu’s (2003) study reveal the improved ability of ethical consumer 
decision-making in the explanation of intention to purchase fair trade grocery products. Moisander 
and Pesonen (2002) explore new ways of studying green consumerism. They study the moral 
dimensions of green consumerism as an “aesthetic of existence”, or as “arts of existence” (Darier, 
1999) that involve a permanent questioning and reinventing of the self. Moisander and Pesonen 
(2002, p.330) state that much of environmental advocacy represents a certain way of thinking and 
acting that can be characterised as a style of life and a desire to be a certain kind of person, stemming 
from a complex interplay of both moral and aesthetic criteria, which on close examination are not 
completely stable (Darier, 1999).  
 
Having considered green government, business strategy and consumer behaviour, the next section 



considers how the gaps between them can be bridged. 
 

Bridging the gap between consumers and organisations 
One factor that bridges the gap between the green organisation and the green consumer is that of 
‘choice editing’ (Sustainable Consumtion Roundtable, 2005). Shoppers have more options than ever 
before, it has been shown in the previous section that buyers can perceive buying green as more 
expensive, and eco-labelling can be confusing. ‘Choice-editing’ involves suppliers restricting 
consumer choice. Choice can be confusing: ‘Choice is beneficial up to a point. But limitations, 
restrictions and boundaries can have a strangely liberating effect’ (Sigman, 2004). An example of 
choice editing is energy-efficient fridges and freezers.   
 
A combination of product policy measures, and ‘choice editing’ by retailers, has helped to make a 
significant shift in the market towards more efficient fridges and freezers. Mandatory A-G labelling 
was introduced by the EU in 1995, but A rated models still remained stuck below three per cent 
market share until a European regulation removed anything rated below C in 1999. Then in 2001, 
thanks to price incentives from energy suppliers under the Energy Efficiency Commitment (EEC), 
the market share of A-rated fridge freezers leapt from ten to 70 per cent within three years. A 
virtuous circle has ensued in which retailers have only wanted to stock higher-rated appliances and 
manufacturers have responded to demand by raising performance further and instigating a voluntary 
agreement which cut out C-rated fridges in 2004. Comet, for example, made a policy decision not to 
stock products below a C. From the consumer perspective, choice editing held no disadvantages, as 
A-rated products were offered by all their favourite brands at normal prices and improved 
performance. From the edited range, the customer could choose their favourite model using the 
criteria they have always used – price, quality, looks and utility.  
 
A further example is that of free range eggs, which was led by consumers but involved choice editing. 
The size of the UK free range egg market has grown from around seven per cent in 1987 to 30 per 
cent in 2005 (40 per cent of retail sales). Consumer choice has led the change because of the health 
scare of salmonella, the perception of better taste and public concerns about animal welfare. The 
price premium is modest. Legislation has helped. From 2004, EU legislation has made it compulsory 
for eggs to be labelled according to method of production. However, lack of consumer transparency 
in the catering sector means that demand for eggs from caged hens remains over 50 per cent. Choice 
editing by caterers or regulators would be needed to drive further market transformation. 
 
Eco-branding or differentiating the organisation through greening products and services may occur 
through the afore-mentioned ‘choice editing’ (e.g. B&Q committed to remove non-sustainable wood 
in their stores) or through innovation and leadership driving the development of green products (e.g. 
Toyota Prius wins car of year at 2005 Paris and Detroit motor shows – innovative product becomes 
new ‘must-have’).  
 
Businesses can pursue green processes and also engage consumers with products by appealing to 
consumers emotions, especially on issues such as animal welfare. Consumers have responded 
emotionally to intensive farming, and are increasingly buying free range eggs and organic meat. 
Consumers prefer dolphin-friendly tuna, rather than tuna caught by seine netting. The polar bears 
floating on shrinking icebergs captured the public’s imagination in Al Gore’s film ‘An Inconvenient 
Truth’, promoting the climate change agenda. Conversely, businesses that do not behave responsibly 
can experience consumer backlash, as demonstrated in ‘When good companies do bad things’ 
exposing sweatshops used by Nike and pollution by Shell (Schwartz, 2000).  The emotional response 
of consumers is a further mechanism by which businesses can engage consumers in the green 
agenda.  
 
THE NETWORK PICTURE 



Viewing “buying green” from a network perspective it can be seen that a variety of network actors 
have influence, as shown in Figure 3. Shifting towards buying green requires change across entire 
networks, including for example consumers, customers, distributors, suppliers, sub-suppliers, 
government, stakeholders, and shareholders. The internal drivers for the different actors identified in 
the literature are listed within their boundaries. The arrows show external drivers that influence other 
actors. The actors are shown as separate in this figure, but it should be noted that some actors 
transcend boundaries e.g. shareholders can be seen as part of organisations, stakeholders can also be 
consumers etc. Some actors in the network may embrace or promote change towards buying green, 
such as NGOs or champions within organisations. Some may be reactive, such as organisations 
responding to regulations. Some may be unresponsive or unaware, such as consumers uninterested in 
buying green.  
 
Figure 3 shows that buying green sits within a much broader macro context and sector context. In 
the macro context, for a wide range of organisational and individual stakeholders, green purchasing is 
now considered as just one facet within a framework which also encompasses concepts such as CSR, 
Ethical Consumption, Globalisation and Fair Trade. This broader framework impacts on both 
consumer and organisational behaviour.  In the sector context, certain industries are more likely to 
lend themselves to buying green.  These are primarily industries subject to regulatory pressures such 
as petrochemicals or product categories where some competitors have used greenness as a point of 
differentiation such as food and timber products.   
 
Within this broader context, we have positioned the green consumer and the green organisation in a 
macro-context including government, with all three playing a role in pushing the green agenda. 
Factors affecting the green consumer include the lack of information on products and issues, 
emotional resonance, apathy and price sensitivity. The far larger body or research we identified has 
the organisation rather than the individual as the unit of analysis. Research has identified differences 
between green strategies involving organisational processes and products / services. Factors affecting 
firms are external (e.g. regulation, company image, competitive advantage, legitimation), 
organisational boundary spanning issues (e.g. stakeholders, shareholders) and internal organisational 
characteristics (e.g. leadership, ecological responsibility) that all affect an organisations propensity to 
supply and buy green. Situated between consumers and organisations, choice editing helps 
organisations steer consumers towards green choices.  
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Figure 3: Buying green: a network perspective, showing different actors and drivers in the network 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
This paper reviews a range of literature on buying green by synthesising marketing and supply 
approaches.  It explores what has been written on the drivers that make people buy green and the 
factors which help business deliver green goods and services. 
 
This research has several limitations. First, it is based on a review of literature, and the actors and 
drivers identified by this review have not been subject to empirical investigation, to understand 
drivers of buying green in more depth. Second, in attempting to combine marketing and supply 
perspectives, the challenge of different units of analysis arises. Some findings identified in the 
literature concern individuals such as consumers or champions, some are focused at the 
organisational level, some comment on particular sectors. This mix of levels of analysis presents the 
problem of whether one is comparing like with like, and future research could explore such 
differences more systematically. Further, in the literature review methodology, papers were selected 
from journals that are listed in the Classification of academic journals in the field of business and 
management studies (Harvey & Morris, 2005). A more stringent approach could be to only select 
articles from journals of a minimum ranking (e.g. ranked as international or top international).  
 
It may be helpful to think of the buying green issue in terms of a network of actors including 
government, businesses and people.  A variety of network actors may need to change together if 
sustainable consumption is to become a reality.  Businesses could begin by looking at the greening of 
their processes as this is more straightforward and has shown tangible strategic benefits across a 
range of industries.  At the same time government could ensure that its own processes are 
underpinned by an ethos of sustainability as an example to others.  And businesses could lobby for 
fiscal incentives for sustainable process.  Retailers and businesses could then work together on choice 
editing programmes to make it easy for consumers to buy green conveniently and at a fair price.   
Businesses may be wasting their time chasing elusive green consumers.  Instead they may do well to 
devise product strategies which will eventually turn all consumers green without them even noticing. 
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