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Powering Sustainable Consumption: The Roles of Green Consumption Values and Power 

Distance Belief   

 

Abstract 

As human consumption is one of the key contributors to environmental problems, it is 

increasingly urgent to promote sustainable consumption. Drawing on the agentic-communal 

model of power, this research explores how the psychological feeling of power influences 

consumers’ preference for green products. We show that low power increases consumers’ 

preference for green (vs. conventional) products compared to high power (Studies 1a and 1b). 

Importantly, we identify two factors moderating the main effect of power on green consumption. 

Specifically, we find that the effect of power on green consumption is more salient among those 

with high green consumption values (Study 2). In addition, the effects of power are dynamic as a 

function of power distance belief (PDB), such that low power (vs. high power) promotes green 

consumption in the low-PDB context while high power (vs. low power) promotes green 

consumption in the high-PDB context (Study 3). Taken together, these findings provide novel 

insights into understanding green consumption from the perspectives of social power, green 

values, and PDB. Besides contributing to the literature, the findings have significant implications 

for marketers and policy-makers in promoting green campaigns, bridging the attitude-behavior 

gap, and building a more sustainable society. 

 

Keywords: social power, sustainable consumption, green products, power distance belief 
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Introduction 

Many of the existing environmental problems can be attributed to individual and 

household consumption activities (European Commission 2012; EEA 2012; Trudel 2019; Van 

Vugt 2009). One of the ways to ameliorate environmental degradation is to switch the 

consumption of conventional products to their green alternatives (Griskevicius et al. 2010; Haws 

et al. 2014; Sachdeva et al. 2015). Green products are those manufactured to minimize the 

exploitation of natural resources, the use of toxic materials, or the emission of waste and 

pollutants (Amatulli et al. 2019). Nonetheless, despite the increasing availability of green 

product alternatives in the market (Lin and Chang 2012; Romani et al. 2016), consumers show 

great variation in their acceptance of green products (Carrington et al. 2010, 2014; Gleim et al. 

2013; Luchs et al. 2010; Olson 2013; Pancer et al. 2017). Thus, there is an urgent need to better 

understand how to effectively mobilize consumers to embrace green products (Barbarossa and 

De Pelsmacker 2016; Haws et al. 2014).   

Prior research has documented factors influencing green consumption from product, 

consumer, society, firm and policy-maker perspectives (Antonetti and Maklan 2014; Brough et 

al. 2016; Choi and Ng 2011; Gleim et al. 2013; Newman et al. 2014; Prothero et al. 2011; 

Thøgersen 2005; White and Simpson 2013). The literature suggests that consumers’ decision-

making toward environmental issues is complex, malleable, and influenced by social and 

psychological factors (Gifford 2014; Van Vugt 2009; Weber 2015; Zaval et al. 2015), such as 

their status in the social hierarchy (Griskevicius et al. 2010; Zabkar and Hosta 2013).  

In extending the literature, the present research examines the effects of social power on 

green consumption. Social power is one of the most pervasive and ubiquitous psychological 

forces shaping human behavior (Fiske and Berdahl 2006; Keltner et al. 2003; Magee and Smith 

2013). Although social status and power represent two fundamental aspects of the social 
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hierarchy, they are different in that status is based on reputation, while power is often defined as 

perceived asymmetric control over valued resources or other people in social relations (Magee 

and Galinsky 2008; Rucker et al. 2012). Central to the definition of social power is the notion of 

relative control over valued resources (Rucker and Galinsky 2017), implying resource 

discrepancy and inequality between low- and high-power individuals (Kraus et al. 2012). 

Notably, individuals may feel powerful/powerless chronically or dynamically in their daily lives 

(Anderson et al. 2012; Rucker, Hu, and Galinsky 2014).  

Drawing on the agentic-communal model of power (Rucker et al. 2012), we propose that 

low- and high-power consumers respond to green and conventional products differently, such 

that low-power consumers have greater preference for green (vs. conventional) products 

compared to their high-power counterparts. Furthermore, green consumption is influenced by 

consumers’ core values, beliefs, and contextual factors (Gifford 2014; Sachdeva et al. 2015). 

Thus, we further propose two boundary conditions for this effect; one based on their green 

consumption values, and the other based on their belief pertaining to power disparity.  

 Specifically, research advocating value-consistent sustainable behaviors emphasizes 

congruity between consumers’ personal well-being and behaviors benefiting the environment 

(Sheth et al. 2011; Weber 2015). In this vein, Haws et al. (2014) propose the concept of green 

consumption values (i.e., GREEN values) that reflect the alignment of resource conservation at 

the personal level with societal benefits through their green behavior. It reflects the extent to 

which consumers effectuate their value importance on sustainability into actual product choice. 

Not surprisingly, green consumers tend to have high GREEN values. To this end, recent research 

shows that consumers could be targeted with green marketing communications based on their 

GREEN values (Bailey, Mishra, and Tiamiyu 2018). Nonetheless, more research is needed to 

explore the potential interaction of GREEN values with other resource-related concepts (e.g. 
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wealth and power) for a more nuanced understanding on green consumption behaviors (Haws et 

al. 2014). Prior research shows that sustainability importance moderates consumers’ choice 

between green and conventional products (Luchs et al. 2012). In this vein, we propose that 

GREEN values can moderate the effect of power on green consumption, such that high (vs. low) 

GREEN values will enhance (vs. attenuate) the effect of power on green consumption. 

Moreover, the expression and enactment of power differ across cultures (Han et al. 2017; 

Oyserman 2006; Torelli and Shavitt 2010; Zhong et al. 2006). In particular, consumers’ attitudes 

toward power disparity may vary, regardless of their actual power states, such that some are 

more accepting of power disparity compared to others (Hofstede 2001; Zhang et al. 2010). Thus, 

we further explore the moderating effect of power distance belief (PDB) in the relationship 

between power and green consumption. We propose that low power (vs. high power) promotes 

green consumption in the low-PDB context while high power (vs. low power) promotes green 

consumption in the high-PDB context. In this vein, we show that the effect of power on 

propensity for green consumption varies as a function of PDB.  

Through investigating these two boundary conditions, this research provides a nuanced 

understanding of the malleable effects of social power on consumers’ propensity for green 

consumption. Our findings contribute to the literatures on power and green consumption, as well 

as have important practical implications. We next review the literature and develop testable 

hypotheses. Following that, we conduct four experimental studies to test the hypotheses. Finally, 

we discuss the theoretical and practical implications, and suggest directions for future research. 

 

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development 

Sustainability and green consumption 

It has been observed that environmental issues such as climate change and global 



6 
 

 
 

warming are largely due to greenhouse gases produced by human activities (Trudel 2019). 

Human activities are also responsible for depleting natural resources and environmental pollution 

(Van Vugt 2009). As every consumer’s decision of what to buy, how much to buy, how much to 

consume, and how to dispose has a direct impact on the environment, the cumulative effect of 

human consumption activities on the environment is devastating (Trudel 2019). Thus, it has 

become imperative to identify ways to enhance sustainable or green consumption behaviors 

(Brough et al. 2016; Gifford 2014; Gleim et al. 2013; Sachdeva et al. 2015). One of the critical 

ways is to shift individuals’ consumption pattern from conventional products to green products 

(Griskevicius et al. 2010; Haws et al. 2014).  

In this article, a green product refers to one that is produced with concern for the physical 

environment: air, water, and land (Shrum et al. 1995). Thus, we define green consumption as 

consumers’ preference or choice for green products. Specifically, green consumers tend to favor 

environmentally-friendly products to minimize the potentially negative environmental impact 

from their purchases, while non-green consumers tend to prefer conventional products even 

when environmentally-friendly alternatives are available (Gleim et al. 2013; Haws et al. 2014).  

In reality, while consumers are generally aware of the importance of going green, not all 

consumers are willing to forego price, quality, and convenience for a product’s “greenness” 

(Carrington et al. 2014; Luchs et al. 2010; Olson 2013). To this end, prior research has studied 

green consumption from diverse perspectives (Trudel 2019). The first stream explores product-

related factors such as package color, ecolabels, price, and product functions (Luchs et al., 2010; 

Pancer et al. 2017; Seo and Scammon 2017; Thøgersen et al. 2010). The findings suggest that 

consumers make trade-offs during their purchase decisions, such as between sustainability and 

price (Choi and Ng 2011), between sustainability and functionality (Luchs et al. 2010; 2012), 

and between product efficacy and social benefits (Newman et al. 2014). Relatedly, a second 
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stream of research investigates firm-level factors such as perceived corporate intentions and 

social responsibility initiatives (Choi and Ng 2011; Newman et al. 2014; Romani et al. 2016).  

Of particular interest to us is the third stream of research focusing on consumer-related 

factors. Researchers are concerned about the “green intention-behavior gap,” whereby 

consumers’ positive attitudes and intentions toward green consumption often do not translate into 

actual green behaviors (Carrington et al. 2010, 2014; Gleim et al. 2013; Olson 2013). In this 

vein, some researchers examine the cognitive and emotional factors underlying how consumers 

process green information, including message/ad framing, message assertiveness, perceived 

guilt, pride (Amatulli et al. 2019; Antonetti and Maklan 2014; Kronrod et al. 2012; Theotokis 

and Manganari 2015), information elaboration and psychological distance (Tangari et al. 2015), 

as well as regulatory focus (Bullard and Manchanda 2013).  

Other researchers turn to social influences for explanation, examining how social norms 

(White and Simpson 2013) and status motives (Griskevicius et al. 2010) influence green 

consumption. In particular, prior research suggests that status motives could promote green 

consumption (Griskevicius et al. 2010; Zabkar and Hosta 2013). Nonetheless, such status-related 

“going green to be seen” behavior does not reflect intrinsically green consumption. For example, 

high-status “green” shoppers are more likely to keep buying new bags rather than bring their 

own shopping bags compared to lower-status shoppers (Van der Wal et al. 2016).  

Yet other researchers examine consumers themselves, including the effects of their 

gender stereotype, self-identity, knowledge, political ideology, and values on green consumption 

(Bailey et al. 2018; Brough et al. 2016; Haws et al. 2014; Kidwell et al. 2013). This line of 

research includes identifying or profiling green segments based on sociodemographic and 

psychographic variables (Barbarossa and De Pelsmacker 2016; Diamantopoulos et al. 2003).  

Notwithstanding these efforts, more research is needed to better understand how to shift 
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consumers’ preference for conventional products to green alternatives (Haws et al. 2014; Pancer 

et al. 2017; Sachdeva et al. 2015). Accordingly, the present research examines how the 

psychological feeling of social power influences green consumption. Notably, the literature 

recognizes that while both power and status represent fundamental aspects of hierarchical 

differentiation, they are conceptually distinct (Dubois et al. 2012, 2015; Fiske et al. 2016). Power 

is defined as asymmetric control over resources or other people in social relationships, while 

status refers to respect and admiration in the eyes of others (Magee and Galinsky 2008).  

 

Power and green consumption 

Power can be manifested as a psychological state, a mindset, a dispositional trait or a 

situational factor (Anderson et al. 2012; Kifer et al. 2013). For example, varying levels of power 

exist and arise in different contexts such as in an organization (e.g., manager vs. subordinate), 

business negotiation (e.g., asymmetric supply and demand), consumption (e.g., ads and 

assortment options), and social stratification (e.g., social class) (Dubois et al. 2015; Fiske and 

Berdahl 2006; Keltner et al. 2003; Kraus et al. 2012). Thus, power is a relative concept and has 

transformative effects on consumer behaviors (for a review, see Rucker et al. 2012). 

In particular, the agentic-communal model of power suggests that high power fosters an 

agentic orientation while low power fosters a communal orientation (Rucker et al. 2012). An 

agentic orientation leads people to be self-focused with a desire for independence and separation 

from others, whereas a communal orientation shifts people’s attention to others with a desire for 

interdependence and connection with others (Abele and Wojciszke 2014; Rucker and Galinsky 

2017). As a result, compared to having low power, having high power increases the focus on the 

self (Pitesa and Thau 2013), reduces perspective-taking (Galinsky et al. 2006), and lowers focus 

on others (Galinsky et al. 2008). Psychologically, high-power individuals feel more distant from 
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others (Magee and Smith 2013). Moreover, having power motivates individuals to focus on 

gaining rewards and act in a self-interested and selfish manner (Dubois et al. 2015; Keltner et al. 

2003). Consequently, they spend more on themselves than on others (Rucker et al. 2011). In 

contrast, low-power individuals feel that they have less control over others and the environment 

(Rucker and Galinsky 2008). They are more dependent and feel closer to others (Magee and 

Smith 2013; Rucker and Galinsky 2017). Thus, they are more attentive to others and spend more 

on others than on themselves (Dubois et al. 2015; Rucker et al. 2011).  

Notably, green products are prosocial in nature, and buying green products incurs 

personal cost for the betterment of the society (Sexton and Sexton 2014). Thus, green purchase 

behavior requires individuals to sacrifice self-benefits for others (Griskevicius et al. 2010). As 

low power fosters greater endorsement of communal goals (e.g., helping others, serving the 

community; Rucker and Galinsky 2017), low-power consumers would show greater concern and 

generosity toward others, thus they are more willing to spend on green products for the benefit of 

society. In contrast, high power leads to greater endorsement of agentic goals (i.e., self-

promotion, self-interests), which impair such individuals’ ability to consider others’ interests, 

thus they tend to spend for the benefit of the self (Dubois et al. 2015; Galinsky et al. 2006). 

Taken together, we propose that a low-power state increases consumers’ greater willingness to 

sacrifice self-interests for society, leading them to prefer green products over conventional 

alternatives compared to a high-power state. Formally, we hypothesize that: 

H1: Consumers in a low-power state have greater preference for green (vs. conventional) 

products compared to those in a high-power state. 

 

The moderating role of GREEN values 

GREEN values refer to consumers’ tendency to express the value of environmental 
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protection through their purchase and consumption behaviors (Haws et al. 2014). It is part of a 

larger nomological network associated with conservation of not just environmental resources, but 

also personal financial, physical, and psychological resources. That is, GREEN values reflect 

consumers’ integrated motives for resource protection at both environmental and personal levels 

(Cunningham et al. 2001). In developing a scale for GREEN values, Haws et al. (2014) 

empirically show that this construct is related to, yet distinct from, pro-environmental measures 

such as socially responsible purchase and disposal (Webb et al. 2008), connectedness to nature 

(Mayer and Frantz 2004), and ecologically conscious consumer behavior (Straughan and Roberts 

1999). In particular, GREEN values can better predict consumer preference for green products 

compared to broader attitudes toward socially responsible behaviors or environmental 

consciousness (Haws et al. 2014). Recent research suggests that consumers high in GREEN 

values respond more favorably to green marketing communication efforts (Bailey et al. 2018).  

Notably, high GREEN values increase consumers’ preference for green products through 

the motivated reasoning process, which enhances evaluations of non-green attributes of green 

products for those with high (vs. low) GREEN values (Haws et al. 2014). That is, only when 

consumers perceive greenness in themselves will they engage in motivated reasoning and behave 

in a value-consistent manner (Summers et al. 2016). We propose that when GREEN values are 

high, even though both high- and low-power consumers are more likely to engage in motivated 

reasoning, the extent to which they process the information differs. High power is associated 

with more abstract thinking—focusing on primary aspects of the stimulus, and extracting core 

information about the object (Smith and Trope 2006). Moreover, high power promotes focus on 

consumers’ own internal desires and they become more attentive to utilitarian aspects of a 

product such as performance and quality (Rucker and Galinsky 2009). Thus, consumers in the 

high-power state would be less attentive to the non-green attributes of green products compared 
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to those in the low-power state.  

In contrast, when GREEN values are low, both low- and high-power consumers are less 

likely to engage in motivated reasoning for green products. Accordingly, we expect that the 

effect of power proposed in H1 is enhanced (vs. attenuated) among consumers who have high 

(vs. low) GREEN values. More formally: 

H2: GREEN values moderate the effect of power on green consumption, such that: 

H2a: When having high GREEN values, low-power consumers show greater preference for 

green products compared to high-power consumers. 

H2b: When having low GREEN values, the preference for green products would not be 

significantly different between low- and high-power consumers. 

 

The moderating role of power distance belief 

Although power disparity exists in every society, individuals’ attitudes toward power 

disparity vary (Hofstede 2001; Winterich and Zhang 2014), which has been found to 

differentially affect consumption behaviors (Gao et al. 2016; Han et al. 2017; Zhang et al. 2010). 

The extent to which people accept inequality in power and wealth (i.e., social and financial 

resources) is known as power distance belief (PDB; Hofstede 2001; Oyserman 2006). Power 

distance is conceptually distinct from power in that power reflects perceived control over valued 

resources (Magee and Galinsky 2008), whereas power distance pertains to the extent to which 

the individual expects and accepts inequality in power, regardless of the actual power (Winterich 

and Zhang 2014). Although PDB is traditionally assessed at the cultural or societal level, it can 

be manifested at the individual level within a specific society, or even within an organization 

(Farh et al. 2007; Winterich and Zhang 2014).  

Prior research suggests that individuals’ PDB can moderate the effect of power on 



12 
 

 
 

prosocial behaviors (Han et al. 2017). Accordingly, we propose that PDB would moderate the 

effect of power on green consumption. Specifically, low-PDB individuals endorse social equality 

and believe that social hierarchy is nothing more than a convenient arrangement for social order 

(Han et al. 2017; Hofstede 2001; Oyserman 2006). In a low-PDB context, low-power individuals 

have little personal control over the environment and increased resource interdependence on 

others, thus leading to greater attention to others and orienting toward the social environment 

(Piff et al. 2010; Rucker et al. 2011, 2012). That is, low-power individuals are more communal 

and other-oriented than their high-power counterparts (Han et al. 2017). In contrast, high-power 

individuals are more self-focused, less dependent on others, and place more importance to self-

benefit than to others in their decision making (Han et al. 2017; Rucker et al. 2011; Rucker and 

Galinsky 2017). They are more agentic oriented than their lower-power counterparts (Rucker et 

al. 2012). Thus, low-power consumers are more likely to engage in green consumption than their 

high-power counterparts in the low-PDB context.  

In the high-PDB context, social hierarchy is considered to be natural, legitimate, and 

inevitable (Farh et al. 2007; Hofstede 2001). High-PDB individuals endorse power disparity and 

believe that everyone should have a rightful place within the social order (Hofstede 2001). In 

such a context, individuals respect power inequality in social relationships, such that low-power 

individuals respect and obey their superiors and high-power individuals are to guide and protect 

their low-power subordinates (Rai and Fiske 2011). Accordingly, high-power individuals may 

feel morally obligated to support others who show them deference and respect (Han et al. 2017; 

Winterich and Zhang 2014). Indeed, as the inequality between high- and low-power individuals 

increases, high-power individuals are more sensitive to power asymmetries (Tost et al. 2015), 

which can induce feelings of stewardship and increase generosity toward others (Wade-Benzoni 

et al. 2008). Thus, in the high PDB context, high-power individuals have been found to donate 
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more than their low-power counterparts (Han et al. 2017). 

Although low-power individuals in the high-PDB context—like their counterparts in the 

low-PDB context—also depend on others for valuable resources, the wide disparities in power in 

the high-PDB context intensify their feeling of being resource constrained (Han et al. 2017); this 

feeling of resource scarcity shifts their focus to their own needs for survival (Roux et al. 2015). 

Thus, in the high-PDB context, high-power individuals would show greater preference for green 

products compared to their low-power counterparts. Taken together, we hypothesize that: 

H3: Power distance belief moderates the effect of power on green consumption, such that: 

H3a: In the high-PDB context, high-power consumers show greater preference for green 

products compared to their low-power counterparts.  

H3b: In the low-PDB context, low-power consumers show greater preference for green products 

compared to their high-power counterparts. 

We conducted four experimental studies to test our hypotheses. Studies 1a and 1b 

examined the main effect of power using complementary designs across both adult and student 

samples. Study 2 confirmed the main effect using a more stringent design by introducing a 

control condition, and tested the moderating effect of GREEN values. Study 3 replicated the 

main effect using a different product category, and examined the moderating effect of PDB. The 

overall conceptual framework and sequence of studies are depicted in Figure 1. 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

 

Study 1 

Study 1 tested the main effect that low-power consumers have greater preference for 

green (vs. conventional) products compared to high-power consumers (H1). We designed 

Studies 1a and 1b to be complementary. Specifically, Study 1a used a within-participant design 
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by asking participants to indicate their preference between green and conventional products. To 

eliminate the potential carryover effect, Study 1b used a between-participants design for the 

green and conventional products. In addition, we used two different methods to manipulate 

power; Study 1a used a recall task to prime power (Rucker and Galinsky 2008) while Study 1b 

used a role-play task to prime power (Rucker et al. 2011). To increase generalizability of the 

effect among different populations, Study 1a was conducted using an adult sample while Study 

1b was conducted using a student sample. 

 

Study 1a 

Design and participants  

Study 1a used a one factor two-level (power: high vs. low) between-participants design. 

The dependent variable was consumers’ preference for the green product over the conventional 

product. We recruited 156 participants (44.20% female, Mage = 34.57 years) on Amazon’s M-

Turk who received financial compensation. Prior research indicates that M-Turk can be used to 

obtain inexpensive yet high quality data (Goodman and Paolacci 2017). Moreover, M-Turk 

participants can respond to experimental stimuli in ways similar to participants in research labs 

(Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012). Most participants had an associate degree or higher (77.56%) 

and reported an annual household income above $40,000 (62.82%). 

 

Procedure and measures 

Participants first completed a “memory test,” which was actually the episodic recall task 

to prime power (Rucker and Galinsky 2008). Specifically, participants were asked to recall and 

write down a particular incident in which they had power over another individual (high-power 

condition), or someone else had power over them (low-power condition). As a manipulation 
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check, participants reported how powerful they felt on three items (1 = not powerful at all / not 

at all in control / not influential at all, 7 = very powerful / in complete control / completely 

influential), forming an index of power as a manipulation check (M = 3.94, SD = 1.65, α = .93).  

Following that, participants were exposed to two advertisements for batteries adopted 

from Griskevicius et al. (2010), with one labeled as “Product A” (conventional condition) and 

the other labeled as “Product B” (green condition). The two products were specified with the 

same price. Participants indicated their product preference (“Which of these two batteries is more 

attractive to you?” 1 = definitely product A, 9 = definitely product B; M = 5.79, SD = 2.54). In 

addition, the effects of power on green consumption could potentially be confounded by status 

motives (Griskevicius et al. 2010). Accordingly, we measured need for status as a covariate. 

Sample items included, “I have a desire to increase my position in the social hierarchy,” and “I 

want to improve my social standing as compared to others” (1 = definitely false, 7 = definitely 

true; M = 3.60, SD = 1.70, α = .97). As upward comparison by the lower class could result in a 

negative mood that might increase their desire for communal feelings, we measured mood as a 

control variable (1 = very sad / very depressed / very negative, 7 = very happy / very cheerful / 

very positive; M = 4.82, SD = 1.21, α = .94), followed by their demographics. 

 

Results and discussion 

Manipulation checks. An ANOVA on the power index showed that participants in the 

high-power condition felt more powerful than those in the low-power condition (Mhigh = 4.75, SD 

= 1.40 vs. Mlow = 3.11, SD = 1.47; F(1, 154) = 50.21, p < .001, ηp
2 = .246). In addition, the 

manipulation of power did not influence either mood (Mhigh = 4.76, SD = 1.25 vs. Mlow = 4.88, 

SD = 1.17; F(1, 154) = .43, p = .51, ηp
2 = .003) or need for status (Mhigh = 3.40, SD = 1.74 vs. 

Mlow = 3.80, SD = 1.65; F(1, 154) = 2.14, p = .15, ηp
2 = .014). Thus, the manipulation of power 
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was successful, and not confounded with mood or status motives. 

Product preference. ANOVA results on product preference showed a significant effect of 

power (F(1, 154) = 4.54, p = .035, ηp
2 = .029), such that the participants in the low-power 

condition (Mlow = 6.22, SD = 2.32) had significantly greater preference for the green battery than 

those in the high-power condition (Mhigh = 5.36, SD = 2.69), supporting H1. ANCOVA with 

covariates (age, gender, income, education, mood, and need for status) did not change the results 

for the main effect of power (F(1, 148) = 4.32, p = .039, ηp
2 = .028). Among the covariates, only 

gender had a marginally positive effect, in that female participants had greater preference for the 

green battery compared to their male counterparts (F(1, 148) = 3.54, p = .062, ηp
2 = .023).  

Results of Study 1a provided initial evidence supporting H1, in that individuals in a low-

power state had greater preference for the green product over the conventional product compared 

to those in a high-power state.  

 

Study 1b 

Study 1b aimed to replicate the main effect of power on green consumption using 

different product stimuli and a different sample to increase the robustness of the results.  

 

Design and participants  

Study 1b used a 2 (power: high vs. low) × 2 (product greenness: green vs. conventional) 

between-participants design. We recruited 219 undergraduate students (66.20% female, Mage = 

20.01 years) from a major university in exchange for partial course credit.  

  

Procedure and measures 

We first manipulated power using a role-play method from the literature (Rucker et al. 
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2011). In the high-power condition, participants were asked to play the role of a manager, who 

supervises and makes decisions that would affect their subordinates; whereas in the low-power 

condition, participants were assigned to the role of a subordinate, who has to follow orders from 

the manager and be evaluated by the manager. After that, participants rated how powerful they 

felt on three items as in Study 1a, forming an index of power for manipulation check (M = 4.36, 

SD = 1.76, α = .93).  

Next, participants read a shopping scenario for a hand wash (see Appendix). The images 

of the hand wash in both green and conventional conditions were identical except that in the 

green condition, the product was labeled as “eco-friendly formula,” while in the conventional 

condition, the product was labeled as “fact-acting formula.” Following that, participants rated 

how likely, how inclined and how willing they were to buy the product (1 = not at all, 7 = very 

much; Peloza et al. 2013). The three items were averaged to form an index of purchase intention 

(M = 4.05, SD = 1.04, α = .85).  

As a manipulation check, they rated product greenness on three items from Lin and 

Chang (2012) (1 = not at all environmentally friendly / not at all green product / very harmful to 

the environment; 7 = very environmentally friendly / very green product / very beneficial to the 

environment; M = 4.46, SD = 1.28, α = .88). In addition, we measured perceived effectiveness (1 

= not at all effective, 7 = very effective; M = 4.63, SD = 1.10) and quality (1 = very low quality, 7 

= very high quality; M = 4.37, SD = 1.03) as relevant covariates. We also measured individual 

difference in environmental consciousness as a covariate using the 12-item NEP (New 

Environmental Paradigm) Scale (Lin and Chang 2012). Sample items included, “Humans are 

severely abusing the environment,” and “Humans have the right to modify the natural 

environment (reversed-coded)” (M = 4.77, SD = .66, α = .70). Finally, participants reported their 

mood state as in Study 1a (M = 4.48, SD = 1.05, α = .88) and demographics. 
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Results and discussion 

Manipulation checks. ANOVA results showed that participants in the high-power 

condition felt more powerful than those in the low-power condition (Mhigh = 5.62, SD = 1.09 vs. 

Mlow = 3.13, SD = 1.38; F(1, 217) = 218.58, p < .001, ηp
2 = .502). In addition, the two conditions 

were not significantly different in reported mood (Mhigh = 4.50, SD = 1.04 vs. Mlow = 4.45, SD = 

1.08; F(1, 217) = .19, p = .68, ηp
2 = .001). Moreover, the hand wash in the green condition was 

perceived to be greener than the one in the conventional condition (Mgreen = 5.03, SD = 1.19 vs. 

Mconventional = 3.90, SD = 1.13; F(1, 217) = 51.48, p < .001, ηp
2 = .192). The two products were 

not significantly different in their perceived quality and effectiveness (both ps > .29). Thus, the 

manipulations of power and product greenness were both successful. 

Purchase intention. A 2 (power) × 2 (product) ANOVA on purchase intention showed a 

significant interaction effect of power × product greenness (F(1, 215) = 17.68, p < .001, ηp
2 

= .076) and a marginally significant effect of product greenness (F(1, 215) = 3.50, p = .063, ηp
2 

= .015). There were no other significant effects (p > .21). Pairwise comparison (see Figure 2) 

showed that participants in the low-power condition had higher purchase intention for the green 

product than for the conventional product (Mgreen = 4.38, SD = 1.11 vs. Mconventional = 3.56, SD 

= .98, F(1, 215) = 18.72, p < .001, ηp
2 = .08); while participants in the high-power condition 

showed no significant difference in their purchase intentions for the two products (Mgreen = 3.98, 

SD = .99 vs. Mconventional = 4.30, SD = .91, F(1, 215) = 2.68, p > .10, ηp
2 = .012). ANCOVA with 

mood, perceived quality, performance, and environmental consciousness1 as covariates did not 

change the results for the interaction effect of power × product greenness (F(1, 211) = 13.52, p 

                                                 
1 Following a reviewer’s suggestion, we tested the interaction effect of power and environmental consciousness 
(NEP scale) on purchase intention. Results showed that the interaction effect was not significant (b = -.18, p = .27). 
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< .001, ηp
2 = .06).  

[Insert Figure 2 about here] 

Viewed another way, for the green product, participants in the low-power condition had 

higher purchase intention than those in the high-power condition (Mlow = 4.38 vs. Mhigh = 3.98, 

F(1, 215) = 15.06, p < .001, ηp
2 = .065). Conversely, for the conventional product, participants in 

the high-power condition had higher purchase intention than those in the low-power condition 

(Mlow = 3.56 vs. Mhigh = 4.30, F(1, 215) = 4.32, p = .039, ηp
2 = .02). Thus, H1 was supported. 

Across Studies 1a and 1b, we found that participants in the low-power state had greater 

propensity for green consumption than those in the high-power state. Although price was an 

important consideration when buying green products and had a significant effect on propensity 

for green consumption, both studies showed that the effect of power was independent of the 

effect of price. Moreover, we found that the effect of power on green consumption still held after 

controlling for general environmental consciousness. This implies that power could predict green 

consumption even after considering the variance in general environmental consciousness.  

 

Study 2 

Having shown the main effect of power in Studies 1a and 1b, Study 2 had three 

objectives. First, it was unclear from Studies 1a and 1b whether the propensity for green 

consumption was driven by an increase in low power or a decrease in high power, relative to the 

baseline. Thus, we added a control condition for more insights. Second, we explicitly specified 

the same price in both green and conventional product conditions to eliminate the potential 

effects of price on green purchase behavior. Third, we wanted to examine the moderating effect 

of GREEN values (H2). At the same time, as there could be potential overlaps between GREEN 

values and environmental consciousness, we also tested for the moderating effect of 
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environmental consciousness. 

  

Design and participants 

Study 2 used a one factor three-level (power: high vs. control vs. low) between-

participants design. The dependent variable was consumers’ preference for the green product 

over the conventional product. We measured GREEN values as a continuous variable. We 

recruited 275 participants (57.82% female, Mage = 35.85 years) on Turkprime who received 

financial compensation. Most participants had an associate degree or higher (72.73%), and an 

annual household income above $40,000 (69.09%). 

 

Procedure and measures 

As in Study 1a, participants first completed a “memory test” to prime low versus high 

power (Rucker and Galinsky 2008). The control condition required participants to recall and 

write about a regular trip to a grocery store. As a manipulation check, participants reported how 

powerful they felt on three items as in Study 1a (M = 4.38 SD = 1.56, α = .89). 

Next, participants were directed to an ostensibly unrelated study on product evaluation. 

They read that, “A company manufactures bag products such as suitcases, handbags, and 

backpacks. Recently, the research team has been developing two new backpacks. Before 

launching them in the market, the company would like to get feedback from customers on the 

new products.” Then they saw two versions of a backpack side-by-side with the same price 

(Griskevicius et al. 2010), with one labeled as “Product A” (green condition) and the other 

labeled as “Product B” (conventional condition). Participants indicated their product preference 

on a 9-point scale (“Which of these two products is more attractive to you?” 1 = definitely 

product A, 9 = definitely product B). The score was reverse-coded, such that a higher score 
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indicated greater preference for the green backpack (M = 3.87, SD = 2.88).  

As a manipulation check, participants rated the greenness of each product using two 

items from Lin and Chang (2012), “The backpack is a green product,” and “The backpack is an 

environmentally-friendly product” (Mgreen = 6.45, SD = .97, r = .80; Mconventional = 3.14, SD = 1.33, 

r = .84). Following that, we measured consumers’ green consumption values using the GREEN 

scale (Haws et al. 2014). Sample items included, “It is important to me that the products I use do 

not harm the environment,” and “I consider the potential environmental impact of my actions 

when making many of my decisions” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The six items 

were averaged to form an index of GREEN values, with higher scores reflecting greater intrinsic 

green values (M = 4.61, SD = 1.22, α = .93).  

In addition, as in Studies 1a and 1b, we measured need for status (Dubois et al. 2012; M = 

3.83, SD = 1.73, α = .96), environmental consciousness using the NEP scale (Lin and Chang 

2012; M = 5.05, SD = .98, α = .87), and mood (M = 5.07, SD = 1.28, α = .93) as relevant 

covariates. Finally, participants reported their demographics. 

 

Results and discussion 

Manipulation checks. An ANOVA on the power index showed that the three conditions 

were significantly different in the reported feelings of power (F(2, 272) = 14.92, p < .001, ηp
2 

= .099), such that participants in the high-power condition felt more powerful (Mhigh = 5.00, SD = 

1.30) than those in the low-power (Mlow = 3.75, SD = 1.84) and control conditions (Mcontrol = 

4.41, SD = 1.27, all ps < .01). As in Study 1a, the manipulation of power did not influence either 

mood (Mhigh = 5.08, SD = 1.18 vs. Mcontrol = 5.09, SD = 1.23 vs. Mlow = 5.06, SD = 1. 42; F(2, 

272) = .02, p = .98, ηp
2 = .000) or need for status (Mhigh = 3.99, SD = 1.61 vs. Mcontrol = 3.73, SD 

= 1.89 vs. Mlow = 3.78, SD = 1.66; F(2, 272) = .58, p = .55, ηp
2 = .004). 
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In addition, participants rated Product A to be greener than Product B (Mgreen = 6.45, SD 

= 1.97 vs. Mconventional = 3.14, SD = 1.32; t(274) = 30.65, p < .001). Moreover, the manipulation 

of power also did not influence the reported GREEN values (F(2, 272) = .36, p = .69), which 

enabled us to conduct the moderation analysis. Thus, the manipulations of power and product 

greenness were successful.  

Product preference. An ANOVA on product preference revealed a significant effect of 

power (F(2, 272) = 3.64, p = .027, ηp
2 = .03), such that participants in the low-power condition 

(Mlow = 4.53, SD = 3.00) had higher preference for the green backpack than those in the control 

(Mcontrol = 3.49, SD = 2.78, p = .014) and high-power conditions (Mhigh = 3.60, SD = 2.70, p 

= .031). Moreover, participants in the high-power and control conditions did not show significant 

difference in their preference for the green backpack (p = .79). ANCOVA with mood, need for 

status, and environmental consciousness as covariates did not change the conclusion for the main 

effect of power (F(2, 269) = 5.31, p = .005, ηp
2 = .04). Thus, H1 was further confirmed. 

Moderating effect of GREEN values. A moderated hierarchical regression analysis was 

performed to test the moderating effect of GREEN values. As power was primed at three levels, 

we created two dummy variables with the low-power condition as the reference group (D1: low 

power = 0, high power = 0, control = 1; D2: low power = 0, high power = 1, control = 0). 

Following Aiken and West (1991), we mean-centered GREEN values and created two 

interaction terms with D1 and D2 (D1 × GREEN, D2 × GREEN).  

As shown in Table 1, Model 1 was the baseline model with only demographic variables. 

There was a marginally significant effect of gender (β = .11, p = .085), such that female 

participants had slightly greater preference for the green backpack than their male counterparts. 

Nonetheless, overall Model 1 was not significant (F(4, 270) = 1.56, p = .18). Model 2 showed 

the significant main effects of D1 (β = -.17, p = .014) and D2 (β = -.15, p = .031) after 
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accounting for the control variables. Overall, Model 2 was significant (F(6, 268) = 2.26, p 

= .038). Finally, the explanatory power of Model 3 was significantly improved after including 

GREEN values and their interactions with power (F(9, 265) = 22.08, p < .001). Specifically, 

there were significant interaction effects of D1 × GREEN (β = -.24, p = .001) and D2 × GREEN 

(β = -.17, p = .012), in addition to the significant main effects of D1 (β = -.13, p = .012), D2 (β = 

-.14, p = .012), and GREEN values (β = .85, p < .001). The positive and significant effect of 

GREEN values on green product preference was consistent with the literature (Haws et al. 2014).  

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

We plotted the interaction effects as shown in Figure 3. At high GREEN values (+1 SD), 

participants in the low-power condition had significantly higher preference for the green 

backpack compared to those in the high-power (Mlow = 6.81 vs. Mhigh = 5.10, b = -1.71, t = -3.57, 

p < .001) and control conditions (Mlow = 6.81 vs. Mcontrol = 4.97, b = -1.83, t = -3.90, p < .001), 

supporting H2a; whilst at low GREEN values (-1 SD), participants’ preferences for the green 

backpack in the three conditions were not significantly different (all ps > .60), supporting H2b. 

We further conducted a floodlight analysis (Spiller et al. 2013) to identify the range of GREEN 

values at which the effect of power was significant. Results showed that participants in the low-

power condition had significantly higher preference for the green backpack than those in the 

high-power condition when the GREEN values score was at or above 4.37, t = -1.97, p = .05, 

LLCI = -.6889, ULCI = .0000. Taken together, these results supported H2. 

[Insert Figure 3 about here] 

In addition, as environmental consciousness2 was related to GREEN values (r = .42) and 

                                                 
2 Following a reviewer’s suggestion, we tested for discriminant validity between environmental consciousness (NEP 
scale) and GREEN values by conducting an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and calculating the average variance 
extracted (AVE) for both constructs. Results showed that while GREEN values (α = .93) and NEP (α = .87) were 
moderately correlated (r = .42), the AVE of GREEN values (AVE = .71) and NEP (AVE = .40) exceeded their 
shared variance (squared correlation = .178), indicating that the two constructs were distinct. 
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preference for green backpack (r = .27), we conducted another moderated regression analysis to 

test the potential moderating effect of environmental consciousness. Specifically, the model 

included the control variables (age, gender, education, and income), the core predictors (D1, D2, 

GREEN values, and NEP), as well as their interactions (D1 × GREEN, D2 × GREEN, D1 × 

NEP, D2 × NEP). As expected, results showed the main effects of D1 (β = -.14, p = .015), D2 (β 

= -.13, p = .016) and GREEN values (β = .89, p < .001), as well as the significant interaction 

effects of D1 × GREEN (β = -.28, p = .001) and D2 × GREEN (β = -.21, p = .008). Neither the 

main effect of NEP (β = -.07, p = .42) nor their interactions (D1 × NEP: β = .06, p = .425, D2 × 

NEP: β = .07, p = .326) were significant. These results indicated that the GREEN values scale 

could better predict green product preference compared to broader attitudes toward socially 

responsible behaviors (i.e., environmental consciousness), consistent with the findings by Haws 

et al. (2014). 

Taken together, Study 2 confirmed the effects of power on green consumption, such that 

having low power (vs. high power) led to greater preference for the green product (H1). 

Moreover, compared to the control condition, we found it was low power that increased 

preference for the green product rather than high power that lowered preference for the green 

product. Importantly, these effects were salient among consumers with high GREEN values but 

weakened among consumers with low GREEN values (H2), even after controlling for status 

motives, environmental consciousness, mood, and demographics. Another way of viewing this 

result is, for consumers with high GREEN values, their propensity for green consumption was 

higher when they were in a low-power state than in a high-power state. These findings have 

important implications on closing the attitude-behavior gap, as elaborated in the general 

discussion section.  
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Study 3 

Study 3 examined the moderating effect of the cultural variable power distance belief 

(PDB) in the relationship between power and green consumption (H3). We expected that a low-

power state would drive green consumption in the low-PDB context while a high-power state 

would drive green consumption in the high-PDB context. Notably, individual-level PDB can 

produce consistent effects as cultural-level PDB, and can be activated through priming methods 

(Winterich and Zhang 2014). Thus, we primed individual-level PDB following the procedure 

from prior research (Gao et al. 2016; Han et al. 2017).  

 

Design and participants 

Study 3 used a 2 (power: high vs. low) × 2 (PDB: high vs. low) × 2 (product greenness: 

green vs. conventional) between-participants design. We recruited 208 participants (42.20% 

female, Mage = 35.53 years) from Amazon’s M-Turk who received financial compensation. Most 

participants had an associate degree or higher (75.00%) and reported an annual household 

income above $40,000 (61.06%).  

 

Procedure and measures 

On the cover page, participants read that they were going to complete three unrelated 

tasks. The first task was a sentence unscrambling exercise, which served to prime PDB (Han et 

al. 2017; Zhang et al. 2010). Specifically, participants were asked to form 10 meaningful 

sentences from 10 sets of scrambled words to do with social hierarchy (high PDB) or equality 

(low PDB). Upon completion, participants responded to three items for manipulation check: 

“For the time being, I am mainly thinking that,” “At this moment, I feel that,” and “On top of my 

mind right now are thoughts in agreement with saying” (1 = social equality is important, 7 = 
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social hierarchy is important). The three items were averaged to form a PDB index, with a 

higher score indicating a higher PDB (M = 2.75, SD = 1.71, α = .96).  

The second task was a role-play task to prime power as in Study 1b (Rucker et al. 2011). 

As a manipulation check, participants indicated how powerful they felt using the same measures 

(M = 3.86, SD = 1.75, α = .94).  

Following that, participants transitioned to an ostensibly unrelated “third study,” a 

shopping scenario for an all-purpose cleaner (see Appendix). They were randomly exposed to 

either the green or conventional version of the cleaner adapted from Haws et al. (2014). 

Specifically, in the green condition, the product was described as “formulated to be very 

environmentally friendly,” and in the conventional condition, it was described as “very similar to 

other all-purpose cleaners available in the store.” The remaining text was identical across the 

two product conditions. Participants indicated their purchase intention for the cleaner using the 

same items as in Study 1b (M = 4.59, SD = 1.23, α = .93). We also asked them to indicate their 

willingness to pay for the cleaner (“How much are you willing to pay for this new cleaner? As a 

reference, the regular price for the product is $3.50 in your local area.” M = 3.52, SD = .87).  

In addition, we measured perceived price (1 = not at all expensive, 7 = very expensive; M 

= 4.07, SD = 1.23), and product familiarity (1 = not familiar at all / never seen it before, 7 = very 

familiar / have seen it frequently; M = 2.63, SD = 1.76; r = .91) as control variables. As a 

manipulation check, participants rated product greenness on the same items as in Study 1b (M = 

4.66, SD = 1.35, α = .93). Finally, participants reported their demographic details.  

  

Results and discussion 

Manipulation checks. A 2 × 2 MANOVA on the power and PDB indices revealed the 

main effect of power manipulation on the power index (Mhigh-power = 5.02, SD = 1.39 vs. Mlow-
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power = 2.81, SD = 1.33; F(1, 204) = 134.30, p < .001, ηp
2 = .397), and the main effect of PDB 

manipulation on the PDB index (Mhigh-PDB = 3.26, SD = 1.87 vs. Mlow-PDB = 2.22, SD = 1.32; F(1, 

204) = 20.59, p < .001, ηp
2 = .092). There were no other significant effects (ps > .40). 

Moreover, an ANOVA on the product greenness index showed that the cleaner in the 

green condition was perceived to be greener than the one in the conventional condition (Mgreen = 

5.46, SD = .99 vs. Mconventional = 3.84, SD = 1.17; F(1, 206) = 116.9, p < .001, ηp
2 = .362). There 

were no significant differences in perceived price (F(1, 206) = 1.23, p = .29, ηp
2 = .005) and 

product familiarity (F(1, 206) = .02, p = .88, ηp
2 = .000) between the green and conventional 

product conditions. Thus, our manipulations of power, PDB, and product greenness were 

successful as intended. 

Purchase intention. A 2 (power) × 2 (PDB) × 2 (greenness) ANOVA on purchase 

intention revealed the significant effect of product greenness (F(1, 200) = 17.18, p = .001, ηp
2 

= .079), and the significant three-way interaction effect of power × PDB × greenness (F(1, 200) 

= 32.52, p < .001, ηp
2 = .14). There were no other significant effects (ps > .20).  

We decomposed the three-way interaction effect as shown in Figure 4a. As predicted, in 

the low-PDB condition, low-power participants had higher purchase intention for the green 

cleaner than for the conventional one (Mgreen = 5.28, SD = 1.02 vs. Mconventional = 3.83, SD = 1.18; 

F(1, 99) = 23.66, p < .001, ηp
2 = .19), while high-power participants did not show a significant 

difference in their purchase intentions for the two cleaners (Mgreen = 4.52, SD = 1.32 vs. 

Mconventional = 4.93, SD = .79; F(1, 99) = 1.61, p = .21, ηp
2 = .016). In contrast, in the high-PDB 

condition, high-power participants reported higher purchase intention for the green cleaner than 

for the conventional one (Mgreen = 5.21, SD = .88 vs. Mconventional = 3.61, SD = 1.24; F(1, 101) = 

25.79, p < .001, ηp
2 = .203), while low-power participants did not show a significant difference 

in their purchase intention for the green and conventional cleaners (Mgreen = 4.58, SD = .78 vs 
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Mconventional = 4.68, SD = 1.41; F < .10, p = .80, ηp
2 = .001). These results supported H3.  

Willingness to pay (WTP). Similarly, a 2 (power) × 2 (PDB) × 2 (greenness) ANOVA on 

WTP revealed a significant main effect of product greenness (F(1, 200) = 5.52, p = .020, ηp
2 

= .027) and a significant three-way interaction effect of power × PDB × greenness (F(1, 200) = 

20.72, p < .001, ηp
2 = .094) on WTP. There were no other significant effects (ps > .37).  

We decomposed the three-way interaction as shown in Figure 4b. As predicted, in the 

low-PDB condition, low-power participants had a higher WTP for the green cleaner than for the 

conventional one (Mgreen = 3.93, SD = .73 vs. Mconventional = 3.26, SD = .81; F(1, 99) = 9.75, p 

= .002, ηp
2 = .09); while high-power participants did not show a significant difference in their 

WTP for the green and conventional cleaners (Mgreen = 3.65, SD = .49 vs. Mconventional = 3.34, SD 

= 1.00; F(1, 99) = 2.00, p = .16, ηp
2 = .02). In contrast, in the high-PDB condition, high-power 

participants had a higher WTP for the green cleaner than for the conventional one (Mgreen = 3.92, 

SD = .73 vs. Mconventional = 2.98, SD = .99; F(1, 101) = 14.46, p < .001, ηp
2 = .125), while low-

power participants did not show a significant difference in their WTP for the two cleaners (Mgreen 

= 3.41, SD = .91 vs. Mconventional = 3.60, SD = .88; F(1, 101) < 1, p = .43, ηp
2 = .006). These 

results further supported H3. 

[Insert Figures 4a and 4b about here] 

Taken together, Study 3 showed the moderating effect of PDB in the relationship 

between power and green consumption as evidenced by participants’ purchase intention and 

willingness to pay. As predicted, low-power consumers drove green consumption in the low-

PDB context, while high-power consumers drove green consumption in the high-PDB context. 

These results indicated that the cultural factor of PDB could moderate the effects of power on 

green consumption. 
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General Discussion and Conclusion 

The present research examines the effects of power on green consumption, revealing 

consumers’ green consumption as a function of their psychological feeling of power. Across all 

four studies, we consistently find that low-power consumers have greater preference for green 

products over conventional products compared to high-power consumers. Importantly, we reveal 

that the effects of power on green consumption are moderated by two factors. First, the effect of 

low power on green consumption would be more salient among those having high GREEN 

values (Study 2). Moreover, we show that these effects are not confounded by consumers’ need 

for status motives by controlling for this variable (Studies 1a and 2). Finally, we show that the 

cultural factor of PDB could also moderate the effects of power on green consumption, such that 

low power drives green consumption in the low-PDB context while high power drives green 

consumption in the high-PDB context (Study 3). By linking power to green consumption, the 

present research yields novel insights that have significant theoretical and practical implications. 

 

Theoretical implications 

To the best of our knowledge, the present research is the first to examine the causality 

between power and green consumption. In this vein, we bridge the literature between power and 

green consumption, extending findings from prior research (Griskevicius et al. 2010; Olson 

2013; Prothero et al. 2011; Rucker and Galinsky 2008). Specifically, prior research on power 

suggests that low-power individuals pursue status consumption to compensate for being 

powerless (Rucker and Galinsky 2008), while the green literature shows that status motives 

could promote green consumption (Griskevicius et al. 2010). Our findings show that power can 

influence green consumption without invoking the externally-conferred status motive to 

compensate for having low power.  
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In this vein, we contribute to the literature on the paradox of “going green to be seen.” 

Our findings suggest that the effect of power could apply in an inconspicuous consumption 

context, in contrast to status motives in conspicuous green consumption (Griskevicius et al. 

2010). Our approach addresses the concern that status motive leads to superficial rather than 

intrinsic green consumption behaviors (Van der Wal et al. 2016). Specifically, we disentangle the 

effects of power from status in several ways.  

First, in our experiments we avoided using conspicuous consumption products as our 

stimuli. Rather, we chose battery, hand wash, backpack, and cleaner as our stimuli, which are 

common everyday products. In selecting such inconspicuous products, we minimized the 

influence of status motives. Second, to address the potential confounding effect of status motives 

in green consumption, we measured and controlled for need for status in our studies. We showed 

that our predicted effects of power on green consumption held after controlling for need for 

status (Studies 1a and 2). These findings suggest that the effects of power (based on resources) 

and status (based on prestige) are distinct in the green consumption context (Deng et al. 2018; 

Fiske et al. 2016). 

Meanwhile, our key finding on the effects of power suggests that the communal 

orientation embedded in low power leads to greater propensity for green consumption compared 

to the agentic orientation embedded in high power. This is consistent with prior literature 

suggesting that cultivating communal feelings can promote consumers’ behavioral change for 

green products (Romani et al. 2016).  

Importantly, we identify two boundary conditions for the effects of power on green 

consumption, which provide a deeper understanding on value-consistent motivators. First, we 

show that low-power consumers’ propensity for green consumption is more salient among those 

with high green consumption values. This finding potentially can help close the attitude-behavior 
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gap. That is, to mobilize high GREEN-value consumers to act in a value-consistent manner, 

priming them with a low power state rather than empowering them would be more effective. In 

addition, by linking power to GREEN values, we address calls for research to examine the 

personal well-being of consumers as well as the collective benefits for the environment (Haws et 

al. 2014; Sheth et al. 2011; Weber 2015; Zaval et al. 2015). Exploring the interaction effects of 

GREEN values and power, which relate to consumers’ personal resources, provide more nuanced 

predictions for green consumption (Haws et al. 2014). Prior research indicates that the activation 

of green-related concepts in consumers’ decision-making process is critical to promoting value-

consistent behaviors (Bailey et al. 2018; Haws et al. 2014; Weber 2015). Our findings extend this 

line of research by revealing the interaction effects power and GREEN values on green 

consumption. At the same time, we rule out the competing moderating effect of environmental 

consciousness. 

Finally, we demonstrate that the differential effects of low versus high power on green 

consumption are also subject to consumers’ cultural orientation, extending the literature on 

power distance belief (Gao et al. 2016; Han et al. 2017). While the cultural construct of power 

distance has long been operationalized at the societal level (Hofstede 2001), our approach shows 

that PDB can also be primed within individuals in a specific society (Gao et al. 2016). To this 

end, prior research offers suggestions on practical ways to prime PDB in marketing messages 

and ad appeals (Winterich and Zhang 2014), which have practical implications. 

 

Practical implications 

Policy makers recognize that individual and household consumption behaviors exert 

substantial impacts on the environment (European Commission 2012). One way to reduce 

consumers’ environmental footprint is to encourage them to purchase green products 
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(Griskevicius et al. 2010; Haws et al. 2014), especially products purchased on a regular basis 

(Barbarossa and De Pelsmacker 2016). In the long term, changing consumers’ preference from 

conventional products to green alternatives might act as a gateway to other pro-environmental 

behaviors such as energy conservation (Sachdeva et al. 2015). In this vein, our findings suggest 

several novel ways to increase consumers’ preference for green products: social power, GREEN 

values, and the cultural factor of PDB.  

Our key finding is that consumers in a low-power state have greater propensity for green 

consumption compared to consumers in a high-power state, in particular for consumers having 

high GREEN values. As power can be manifested as a psychological state, a situational factor, as 

well as a dispositional trait (Keltner et al., 2003; Kifer et al., 2013), this implies that even 

individuals with a chronic sense of high power (e.g., as reflected by their personality, economic 

status, and position in society) can be primed to temporarily experience low power when making 

their decisions. To illustrate, retailers can manipulate contextual factors in the store (i.e., 

temperature and ambient scent; Madzharov et al. 2015) to prime power. For example, cool scents 

such as eucalyptus spearmint and peppermint can lower the sense of power (Madzharov et al. 

2015). In addition, marketers can also influence consumers’ sense of power through the message 

conveyed in brands and ads (Rucker et al. 2011). For example, marketers could prime low power 

using words or images related to power, such as “The natural environment is greater than any of 

us, if we don’t take care of it, it will not be there for our future generation.” 

Second, consumers’ intrinsic GREEN values have been shown to influence their 

responses to brands’ marketing communication efforts advocating green consumption (Bailey et 

al. 2018). Thus, our findings on the interaction effects of GREEN values and power can help 

policy makers and marketers to design more effective marketing communication strategies. For 

example, policy makers should focus on cultivating GREEN values among low-power consumer 
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segments (e.g., lower social class or income groups). By the same token, marketers could also 

prime consumers with high GREEN values to be in a low-power state to mobilize their green 

behavior, which potentially helps to close the attitude-behavior gap. Similarly, marketers of 

green products could emphasize how their goods help protect environmental resources; making 

GREEN values more salient at the individual level will have spillover effect at the environmental 

level. To illustrate, the fashion brand Alternative Apparel emphasizes that over 80% of their 

garments are made with sustainable materials and processes (Alternative Apparel 2018).  

Finally, marketers and policy makers should understand and act on the cultural 

differences in green consumption. In particular, our findings suggest that empowering consumers 

as a means of promoting green consumption would be ineffective in a low-PDB culture 

(Thøgersen 2005). Rather, it would be more effective to prime a high sense of power to promote 

green consumption in a high-PDB society, and to prime a low sense of power in a low-PDB 

society. The literature offers suggestions on ways to influence consumers’ PDB. For example, 

advertising messages may trigger high-PDB belief using slogans such as “For those who want to 

reach the top” (Lalwani and Forcum 2016) or low-PDB belief using slogans such as “Equality 

has no boundaries” (Wang et al. 2018). 

 

Future research directions 

Notwithstanding the novel findings, the present research has several limitations that merit 

further research attention. First, future research could replicate our research in a field 

environment to provide external validation for our findings. Second, the present research focuses 

on regularly purchased household products (i.e., battery, hand wash, backpack, and cleaner), and 

future research could examine high-involvement products (e.g., refrigerators and electric cars) to 

test the robustness of the findings. Third, as our focus in this research is the malleability of social 
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power in promoting green consumption, we identify two important boundary conditions for the 

effects of power. Further research could explore the mechanisms underlying these effects.  

For instance, long time horizons and social distance are viewed as key psychological 

barriers to pro-environmental action (Zaval et al. 2015). Thus, exploring the effects of power 

from a social distance perspective (Magee and Smith 2013) would be promising. In this vein, 

construal levels could be a potential mechanism that explains the effects of power in green 

consumption. Future research could explore this possibility for green product purchase and other 

sustainable behaviors such as recycling and energy conservation. 

In addition, we show that the effect of power differs from that of status in the context of 

green consumption, consistent with prior research indicating that power and status are closely 

related but distinct concepts in the social hierarchy, reflecting resources and prestige, 

respectively (Magee and Galinsky 2008). Nonetheless, recent research suggests an interaction 

effect between status and power (Deng et al. 2018). Potentially some consumers may have both 

resources and prestige (e.g. the upper social class and celebrities), some may lack both (e.g., the 

lower social class and homeless), while others may have one but not the other, such as having 

power but lacking status (e.g., airport security). Notably, power is more of a property within an 

individual, while status is more of a property of observers (Magee and Galinsky 2008). Thus, it 

would be meaningful to explore the interaction effect of these two facets, or even extend to the 

domain of social class for more nuanced insights (Yan, Keh, and Chen 2019).  

Finally, consistent with prior research (Torelli and Shavitt 2010; Zhong et al. 2006), we 

show that the effects of power vary by culture. Nonetheless, we explored only one dimension of 

culture (i.e., PDB), operationalized at the individual level. We recognize that individuals could 

construct and enact power differently in different societies. Thus, future research can explore the 

moderating effects of other dimensions of culture such as uncertainty avoidance and 
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individualism vs. collectivism (Hofstede 2001). In particular, exploring the three-way interaction 

effects of power, power distance belief, and GREEN values on green consumption could 

generate new insights, particularly from a cross-cultural perspective.  
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Appendix: Product Stimuli for Studies 1b and 3 

 

Study 1b: Hand wash 
 

Green Product Condition Conventional Product Condition 

 
 
  

 

 

Study 3: All-purpose Cleaner (adapted from Haws, Winterich, and Naylor 2014) 
 

 Green Product Condition  Conventional Product 

 
This all-purpose cleaner can be sprayed on 
counters, appliances, stainless steel, sinks, 
and toilets. It is formulated to be very 
environmentally friendly. 

 
This all-purpose cleaner can be sprayed on 
counters, appliances, stainless steel, sinks, 
and toilets. It is very similar to other all-
purpose cleaners available in the store. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 
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Figure 2. The Main Effects of Power on Purchase Intention (Study 1b) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. The Moderating Effects of GREEN values (Study 2) 
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Figure 4a. Interaction Effects of Power and PDB on Purchase Intention (Study 3) 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 4b. Interaction Effects of Power and PDB on Willingness to Pay (Study 3) 
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Table 1. Moderated Hierarchical Regression Analysis (Study 2) 

Variables 
Model 1   Model 2   Model 3 

β t-value  β t-value  β t-value 

Control Variables         

 Gender .11 1.73^  .09 1.55  .09 1.90^ 
 Age -.05 -.05  -.06 -.90  -.07 -1.40 
 Education  -.09 -1.42  -.09 -1.39  -.10 -2.05* 
 Income -.00 -.06  -.02 -.34  -.03 -.69 

Focal Predictors    
  

   

 Dummy 1 (D1)    -.17 -2.46*  -.13 -2.53* 
 Dummy 2 (D2)      -.15 -2.17*  -.14 -2.54* 
 GREEN values (GREEN)     .84 9.64*** 

Interactions          

     D1 × GREEN      -.24 -3.34** 
 D2 × GREEN      -.17 -2.52* 

R2  
 .02   .30   .32 

df  (4, 270)   (6, 268)   (9, 265) 

Overall Model (F-value)  1.56  
 2.26*   22.07*** 

R2 Change Statistics     .03*   .38***  
Note: ***p < .001, **p < .01,*p < .05, ^p < .10. N = 275. β = Standardized coefficient.  

 

 


