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Abstract  

Environmental degradation is a reality that we face more and more often. It’s been a while since recycling was proposed 

as a behavioral solution. Recently, however, the limits of recycling as a solution to environmental problems have begun to 

emerge. On the other hand, efforts to make products in a sustainable way and to stimulate the consumption of organic products 

is also not a solution given that we continue to exhibit irresponsible consumption behavior. In addition, despite countless 

initiatives by various companies and other stakeholders to reduce social and environmental impact, the planet's resources are 

becoming increasingly poor and the land and water are becoming increasingly polluted due to our unsustainable behavior. 

Humanity has reached the limits of the planet's sustaining capacity and the waste generated by production is more than the 

ecosystem can bear. In these circumstances, a new behavioral solution imposes itself, particularly one aimed at encouraging 

the reduction of resource consumption. It is imperative that consumers take into account the common good, including that of 

future generations, when exercising their buying and consuming behavior. 

Although marketing has played for so long a crucial role in stimulating consumption, in the current context characterized 

by continuous environmental degradation, marketing is playing an increasingly important role in encouraging sustainable 

behavior aimed, in particular, at reducing consumption. In this context, the following paper reveals some important aspects 

regarding the necessity of consumption reduction and the ways in which marketing can add its contribution in this direction. 

Keywords: social marketing, responsible consumer behavior, consumption reduction, sustainable marketing, anti-

consumption. 

1. Introduction 

Environmental degradation is a reality that we 

face more and more often. It's been quite a while since 

recycling was proposed as a behavioral solution, which 

is not a too technologically sophisticated solution for 

the waste problem of a nation. Unfortunately, Romania 

is still flunking in this regard1. We are still striving to 

achieve the targets set by the European Union for 

recycling without much success. We are still at an early 

stage when it comes to the existence of a recycling-

oriented consumer behavior or the consumption of 

recycled materials. 

Recently, however, the limits of recycling as a 

solution to the environmental problem have begun to 

appear. The level of recyclable materials saved from 

landfills remains constant given that there are still 

materials that cannot be recycled. The recycling process 

itself also involves consumption of resources (transport 

of recyclable materials involves the consumption of 

fossil fuels, etc.). Also, another reason why we can no 

longer consider recycling as the best solution to the 

waste problem is market saturation; with the 

encouragement of recycling, new buyers of materials 

should be sought in order to process them. On the other 

                                                 
* Lecturer PhD, Faculty of Economics and Business Administration, „Nicolae Titulescu” University of Bucharest (e-mail: 

voicu.cristina.m@gmail.com, voicumirela@univnt.ro). 
1 Voicu, M. C., 2019, The recycling behavior of Romanian consumers, The International Scientific Session CKS 2019 – Challenges of the 

Knowledge Society 13-th Edition, Bucharest, May 17-18, published in CKS-e-Book, „Nicolae Titulescu” University Publishing House, 

pp.1151-1157, ISSN 2359-9227. 
2 Armstrong Soule, C.A., Reich, B.J., 2015, Less is more: is a green demarketing strategy sustainable, Journal of Marketing Management, 

Vol. 31, Nos. 13–14, pp. 1403-1427, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281150826_Less_is_more_Is_a_green_demarketing_ 

strategy_sustainable. 

hand, efforts to make products in a sustainable way and 

to stimulate the consumption of organic products is also 

not a solution given that we continue to exhibit 

irresponsible consumption behavior. In addition, 

despite countless initiatives by various companies and 

other stakeholders to reduce social and environmental 

impact, the planet's resources are becoming 

increasingly poor and the land and water are becoming 

increasingly polluted due to our unsustainable 

behavior. Humanity has reached the limits of the 

planet's sustaining capacity and the waste generated by 

production is more than the ecosystem can bear. 

In these circumstances, a solution regarding the 

change of people's behavior imposes itself, in particular 

a solution aimed at encouraging the reduction of 

resource consumption. Few people are aware that the 

famous slogan „Reduce. Reuse. Recycle” that promotes 

environmentally sustainable behavior presents a series 

of actions in the order of their importance and impact2. 

It is quite clear that consumers need to be increasingly 

encouraged to consider the consequences of their 

consumption decisions, as the consumer imposes by his 

purchase or non-purchase decision. It is also clear that 

consumer choices have different consequences for the 

environment. The consequences are different if the 

consumer chooses to travel by car, compared to those 
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arising from the situation in which he chooses to ride a 

bicycle. Thus, it is imperative that consumers take into 

account the common good, including that of future 

generations, when exercising their buying and 

consuming behavior. 

R.K. Pachauri, the president of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) at 

that time, stated in 2014 that although there are many 

solutions to limit climate change, the first sine qua non 

element is the will to change ourselves3. The common 

theme of all reports and studies on the environment that 

is increasingly brought forward is that if human 

activities are not drastically changed immediately, there 

is a high probability that life on Earth, including 

humans, will disappear during the 21st century4. 

It is often stated that marketing activities are, to 

some extent, responsible for the current environmental 

degradation, a situation generated by consumption and 

over-consumption stimulated by these activities given 

that the success of marketing strategies is measured by 

indicators such as sales volume, market share, profits, 

etc. Focusing the attention of specialists only on these 

types of objectives in the process of formulating 

marketing strategies has a negative impact on society in 

terms of sustainability5. 

On the other hand, as marketing also contributes 

to influencing consumer behavior6, its activities can be 

aimed at raising awareness of the consumption impact 

on the environment and achieving significant progress 

towards sustainability by promoting concepts such as 

responsible consumption, consumption reduction, anti-

consumption, voluntary minimalism and a sustainable 

lifestyle. The problem in achieving this goal is to 

determine how to promote these concepts so that they 

are assimilated by consumers. 

2. Why is it necessary to reduce 

consumption 

Currently, the main sources of concern regarding 

the environment are: 

• Carbon dioxide emissions which have already 

caused significant climate change seeing as these 
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emissions have increased significantly in recent years. 

According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), 

carbon dioxide emissions from burning fossil fuels has 

stabilized at 33 gigatons in 2019, following two years 

of increases7. In 2020, carbon dioxide emissions fell by 

7%8, an unprecedented decline due to quarantine and 

restrictions to prevent the spread of the coronavirus. 

These consequences support the idea of the positive 

effects of reducing consumption. 

• The ecological footprint is a standardized unit of 

measurement, which refers to the exploitable land and 

the sea area needed to produce the resources that human 

society consumes at a given time but also to absorb the 

resulting waste, using the available technology. The 

current ecological footprint both globally and 

individually, at the level of most countries, is 

unsustainable, a situation that is deteriorating with each 

passing day. By 2030, the demand for drinking water 

could exceed the supply by 40% and the forested areas 

will be reduced by 13%9. 

• Consumption growth in emerging economies 

(such as China and India) characterized by a rapid 

population growth rate. The world's population is 

estimated to reach 9.6 billion by 205010 (from 7 billion 

today), a situation in which the natural resources of 

three Earth like planets will be needed to support our 

current lifestyle. Achieving and maintaining 

sustainability will become an increasingly difficult 

task, given that demand for food and energy will 

increase by 40-50% and that for fresh water by 30-

40%11. 

On the other hand, the analysis of the 

environmental impact of the products consumed within 

households is constantly performed by the European 

Union. Following these studies, it is always concluded 

that food and beverage consumption12, utilities and 

transport are the categories of products that have the 

greatest negative impact on the environment. With 

regard to food consumption, the consumption of meat 

and meat products as well as milk and dairy products 

have the greatest negative impact on the environment. 

We cannot say that significant improvements have been 

made in these areas in terms of sustainability in recent 

decades, with global consumption growth exceeding 
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most of the improvements made in the field of 

environmental efficiency. Indeed, the consumption of 

organic food has increased, but to an even greater extent 

has increased the consumption of imported food or 

precooked products, which are consuming a lot of 

energy and additional raw materials (for example, for 

packaging). In the field of car production, sales growth 

of SUV vehicles exceeded the improvements obtained 

in fuel consumption efficiency offered by the new 

technologies implemented in the manufacture of 

engines. Households have become much more efficient 

in using energy for heating, but this improvement is 

outweighed by the increase in the level of energy used 

for countless home appliances. On the other hand, the 

number of households is increasing, and not necessarily 

pushed by population growth as much as the number of 

individual households. All this led to a 2.1% increase in 

energy consumption in 2017, compared to 201613. In 

the first four months of 2020, however, global energy 

consumption fell by 3.8% as a result of the quarantine 

imposed in many countries14. Specialists' estimates of 

year-round energy consumption place this reduction at 

5%. Such a reduction in energy consumption exceeds 6 

times the record registered in 2009, due to the global 

economic crisis from that time. However, specialists 

fear that in the near future we will register an equally 

spectacular return to the growing trend of this 

consumption. 

In this context, we can conclude that green 

marketing has failed in its desire to bring about changes 

or any significant progress towards sustainability. 

3. Marketing for consumption reduction 

Marketing was created in order to develop 

tangible products that meet the requirements and 

desires of customers in order to make a profit. The field 

has developed over time in various specializations such 

as service marketing to allow the realization of 

marketing in the field of intangibles, tourism marketing 

to promote visiting certain places or events, cultural 

marketing to promote culture or relational marketing 

that aims to build and to maintain long-term 

relationships with consumers. The common feature that 

permeates almost all the specializations that have 

emerged is that marketing aims to stimulate the growth 

of consumption or at least to change the consumer's 

purchasing decision in the direction of a particular 

product or service promoted. The exceptions are few 

and they refer to the so-called demarketing strategies 

that involve discouraging demand, such as, for 

example, placing a higher price during the tourist 

season to discourage the lower-income tourists, or anti-

marketing strategies. One of the marketing 

specializations that has a significant potential aimed at 

reducing consumption is social marketing that uses the 
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tools, techniques and concepts of commercial 

marketing to achieve social goals. Most social 

marketing initiatives focus on changing consumer 

behavior in order to increase the well-being of 

consumers and/or society. 

The field of marketing has been flirting for some 

time with the concept of reducing consumption or even 

anti-consumption, since the early ʼ70s, with the advent 

of green marketing and social marketing. However, this 

marketing activity was focused on several areas 

(chemical industry, automotive industry, etc.) or on 

behaviors of interest (recycling, fuel saving, etc.). 

Unfortunately, promoting the reduction of consumption 

and non-purchase for certain products has involved, on 

the other hand, encouraging the consumption of organic 

products or encouraging the responsible way of 

disposing of products after consumption. These 

changes are indeed steps towards responsible behavior, 

but placing the emphasis on buying substitute products 

that are not so harmful to the environment is not a long-

term solution and will not contribute substantially to the 

development of a sustainable economy, green 

marketing being rather used to create competitive 

advantages and a certain image in the market, as can be 

seen from the "progress" made towards sustainability. 

Thus, in the orientation of the green marketing so far, 

the concerns for stimulating the non-buying behavior of 

the consumers should be introduced. In order to achieve 

this goal, the marketing activity must focus on the 

positive economic aspects that reducing consumption 

could bring as well as on the level of well-being of the 

population in terms of happiness and quality of life. 

The development of sustainable marketing 

strategies is not a simple process given that the 

contradiction between one of the basic principles of 

sustainability regarding the conservation of resources 

and low consumption, on the one hand, and one of the 

principles of marketing, on the other, regarding the 

increase of sales, which means the increase of 

production and consequently the increase of resource 

consumption, must be resolved. 

The marketing aimed at reducing consumption 

should be based, similar to commercial marketing, on 

the research of the target segment, competition and 

environment and on a consumer approach through the 

marketing mix tailored to the characteristics of the field 

so we can talk about a social product and a social price. 

In the concerted effort to limit global material 

consumption by reducing individual consumption, 

those who enjoy a high and average level of 

consumption (compared to a calculated global 

average), regardless of the country in which they live, 

play a much more important role than below-average 

consumption, so efforts should be focused primarily on 
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this segment15. Also, industrialized economies, which 

represent only 23% of the world's population, consume 

over 77% of the planet's resources (including 72% of 

total energy) and generate about 80% of global 

pollution16.  

Also, a tool that can be used in this context is the 

one proposed by Sheth et al which is based on the 

planned social change model and a framework for 

addressing the discrepancy between attitude and 

behavior proposed by Sheth and Frazier. Through this 

tool, four consumer segments are delimited taking into 

account two criteria (see figure 1): 1. the tendency of 

the consumption behavior (“excessive” versus 

“temperate”) and 2. the attitude towards consumption 

or the way of thinking (“caring“ versus ”non-caring”) 

for each segment being proposed solutions for 

approaching them in order to reduce consumption. 

 
Figure 1. Solutions for consumer approach taking into account 

the trend of consumer behavior and the attitude towards 

consumption 

 

Sursa: Sheth, J.N., Sethia, N.K., Srinivas, S., 2011, Mindful 

consumption: a costumer-centric approach to sutainability, Journal 

of the Academy of Marketing Science, Vol. 39, Issue 1, pp 21-39, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-010-0216-3  

Also, an important concept in this context is the 

one regarding the consumer willingness for change. 

The model proposed by James O. Prochaska in 1977 to 

explain how cigarette addicts managed to give them up, 

a model that was later improved in collaboration with 

Carlo C. DiClemente17, can be taken into account in 

developing strategies aimed at reducing consumption. 

The mentioned theory holds that changing a behavior is 

a process that takes place in several stages: pre-

contemplation - contemplation - preparation - action - 

maintenance. During pre-contemplation, individuals 

either do not want to change their behavior or are 

unaware of the consequences of their behavior for 
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themselves or others. In the contemplation stage, 

individuals begin to consider the costs and benefits of 

changing their behavior. In the preparation stage, 

individuals are motivated to change so they begin to 

prepare mentally and practically. During the action 

stage, the individual is in the process of change, 

followed by the stage in which the individual maintains 

the behavior or relapses to a previous state. Considering 

the mentioned model, we can observe the complexity 

of the process of changing a behavior taking into 

account that it takes place in several stages and that the 

relapse can happen a number of times. In the context of 

the reducing consumption issue, the model proposed by 

Prochaska contributes to understanding the availability 

of the target segment to change and thus to developing 

marketing strategies appropriate to the needs and 

desires of consumers. For example, in the pre-

contemplation stage, marketers may seek to increase 

awareness and interest in reducing consumption and 

may even try to change the system of values and beliefs. 

In the contemplation stage, the marketer must convince 

and motivate consumers to perceive an increase in the 

benefits of the behavior that is to be adopted and a 

reduction in costs associated with its change (time, 

physical and money). In the next stages of preparation 

and action, marketers need to focus on stimulating 

action and finally, in order to maintain behavior change, 

specialists should consider reducing cognitive 

dissonance by consolidation18. 

Another aspect that should be considered in this 

context was highlighted in a study by Black and 

Cherrier (2010)19, namely that consumers' self-interest 

or concern for the environment is not a sufficient 

motivation to reduce consumption. Self-interest and the 

concern for the environment are interrelated and 

together represent a motivation that determines the 

reduction of consumption and even the practice of anti-

consumption. 

Social changes are more likely to occur when 

communication no longer focuses on the message and 

the experience of those behind it, but rather on the 

audience's point of view, including possible barriers it 

faces to achieve the promoted social changes, given that 

in the campaigns carried out so far the emphasis has 

been on guilt, which didn’t have not had the expected 

success20. 

Also, using marketing to reduce consumption can 

target different segments, beyond the target audience, 

including groups of media representatives, authorities 

or related businesses. Reducing consumption must also 
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be transformed into acceptable behavior for policy 

makers too, given that such behavior contributes to 

reducing consumer spending with an impact on gross 

domestic product and, implicitly, on taxes and duties 

levied. 

In addition, the target audience can be approached 

in different phases of awareness and reaction to a 

particular problem or behavior of interest. 

According to marketers, the effectiveness in 

overcoming well-established consumption behaviors of 

marketing programs for reducing consumption lies in 

the extent to which consumption reduction will become 

a much more interesting behavior throughout society 

and when it will be considered a normal behavior21. 

On the other hand, the marketing mix aimed at 

reducing consumption has the following dominant 

features: 

• The product to be promoted is represented by the 

idea of reducing consumption. In this context, the 

marketing activity will be directed towards promoting 

statements that emphasize the need to consume less 

("happiness cannot be bought in the store", "new does 

not necessarily mean better", "do not be another fashion 

victim”,“walking makes the foot beautiful and the 

environment healthy” etc.). The idea of reducing 

consumption has already been addressed in campaigns 

to raise awareness of food waste, to promote 

vegetarianism as a solution to protect the environment 

(environmental vegetarianism) and to reduce the 

consumption of plastic packaging. 

• The placement is, in this context, accessibility in 

terms of access to alternative solutions that bring 

satisfaction to the consumer following the reduction of 

consumption (for example, access to bicycles and 

bicycle lanes when the reduction of the number of cars 

on the roads is desired), access to repair services or 

access to information or expertise. One of the solutions 

that has gained momentum at the moment is 

collaborative consumption such as car sharing (for 

example, Get Pony, Zipcar, toy lending library), 

redistribution of goods (such as the Freecycle program) 

or social credit (Zopa) proposing the overcoming of 

individual property and the sharing of possessions22. 

• In this case, the price mainly takes the form of 

time and effort costs (less financial costs taking into 

account that the reduction of consumption implies 

making savings) incurred to change the behavior. In 

this area, the decisions that can be taken by those 

interested in achieving a change in behavior towards 

reducing consumption, can take the form of discounts 

for access to infrastructure, service and information or 

reducing the risks associated with changing behavior 
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(secure parking for bicycles, instructors, etc.). It should 

also be borne in mind that the price paid by consumers 

who choose to reduce consumption can also take the 

form of rather unpleasant social labels ("strange", 

"idealistic", "gullible", etc.). 

• The communication will be similar to the one 

practiced in commercial marketing, having a 

bidirectional character and aiming at interaction and 

building long-term relationships with the audience. 

Promoting consumption reduction aims to encourage 

the acceptance, adoption and maintenance of this 

behavior. 

Communicating to people that they can no longer 

drive so much, that they should no longer consume as 

they see fit, or that they should no longer fly by plane 

are certainly more than unpopular messages. Reducing 

consumption must be addressed beyond its rational 

aspects regarding the benefits and necessity of this 

behavior, investing the concept of sustainability with an 

emotional charge capable of leading to this change in 

behavior. We must not lose sight of the fact that the 

reduction of consumption will be achieved, first of all, 

due to our own interest (for example, interest in what 

we leave behind to our children, care for our health, 

etc.), and not simply because of concern for the 

environment. The emphasis should be placed on the 

countless benefits of reducing consumption for the 

consumer - financial freedom, less stress, personal 

integrity and a good life - attributes of the so-called 

"quality of life" indicator. 

The perception over reducing consumption, that 

of a practice due to insufficient financial resources, can 

be changed through communication campaigns that 

give a status to the consumer concerned about the 

environment. An example of this is the successful 

campaign conducted in 2015 by REI, a retailer of 

outdoor products, in which customers were asked to 

"opt outside" on Black Friday23. As a result of this 

campaign, there are currently over 11 million Instagram 

posts with the hashtag #OptOutside and over 1.4 

million people and 170 businesses committed to doing 

so on the REI website in 2017 (#OptOutside - Will you 

go out with us?). 

One of the trends that could be promoted through 

the marketing activity aimed at reducing consumption 

is the phenomenon of "downshifting" or "voluntary 

simplicity"24 with the meaning of giving up a well-paid 

job and a consumption-intensive lifestyle for a simpler 

lifestyle, less focused on material rewards but no less 

satisfactory. The trend clearly expresses a latent 

demand represented by consumers in search of a life 

with a lower stress level and a lifestyle less focused on 
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consumption, elements that can be the basis of a 

campaign to promote the reduction of consumption. 

4. Conclusions  

Given that the available environmental resources 

are constantly decreasing and the probability of leading 

the current lifestyle decreases with each passing day, 

there is also a need to reduce the level of consumption 

for a significant number of people. Governments, 

educational institutions, non-governmental 

organizations and even companies play an important 

role in achieving this goal. But actual changes in 

purchasing behavior, defining part of a long process 

towards sustainable consumption, should take place 

primarily at the individual and household level. 

Unfortunately, in contemporary society, 

individuals associate consumption with social welfare 

as an indicator of success and personal preferences. At 

the same time, the level of consumption has increased 

dramatically worldwide and, in particular, in developed 

countries, which reduces the chances of achieving a 

sustainable lifestyle. In these circumstances, all efforts 

must be focused on changing social paradigms and the 

economic system in order to minimize the impact on the 

environment and effectively reduce the level of 

consumption. The imperative and urgency of reducing 

the level of consumption are recognized only 

theoretically. Unfortunately, however, in reality the 

measures taken to achieve this goal are ineffective. The 

theory of punctuated equilibrium suggests that a radical 

change, in which the premises underlying previous 

behavior are called into question, usually occurs only if 

people perceive a significant crisis. Perhaps a more 

active promotion of the crisis we are in will contribute 

to changing current consumer behavior. Higher 

education teachers, pressure groups and the media, 

among others, can play a significant role in creating a 

sense of crisis25. 

Particular emphasis should be placed on 

developing new strategies to change current high 

consumerism habits and promote a less materialistic 

mentality. Even if we resort to solutions such as 

recycling or consuming organic products, consumers 

need to be aware of what the appropriate level of 

consumption is and how to reach that level. Creating a 

sustainable society involves, among other things, that 

each of us uses only as much as we need. 

Promoting the reduction of consumption in 

consumer societies is a particularly difficult task, a 

move against the tide created by the predominant 

consumer-oriented social paradigm. The consumption 

of a particular product is much easier to represent in the 

media and advertising compared to the joys brought by 

the savings obtained by reducing consumption and a 

simplified lifestyle. In other words, it is much more 

difficult to turn reducing consumption into an attractive 

behavior in the eyes of consumers. 

Also, the consumer segment is not the only one 

that should be targeted by the marketing aimed at 

reducing consumption. Important in this context is the 

transformation of consumption reduction into an 

acceptable behavior for policy makers. A step in this 

direction is to promote the level of population’s 

happiness as a metric system for measuring the progress 

of a state in exchange for traditional indicators of 

economic growth. 
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