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Abstract 

The primary aim of this research was to examine the effects of social desirability (SD) on 

reported attitudes towards sustainably produced food. A quantitative online questionnaire 

was created via Microsoft Forms. 178 responses were collected of which 171 were deemed 

valid. The questionnaire design consisted of 6 sections, simulated grocery shopping task, 

demographics, most important factors when purchasing food, intention to purchase, social 

desirability (10 item MCSD-SF) and environmental disposition (NEP scale). The simulated 

grocery task was a new measure to try and determine actual behavior from intention. 

Multiple regression was analysed on SPSS to evaluate the influence of social desirability. The 

results support that SD influences self-reported attitudes, however in a simulated shopping 

task, SD does not predict any behaviour. The study also found that participants ranked taste 

as the most important factor when purchasing food. 30% of the sustainable offerings were 

chosen by the majority of participants, of which, the top two were also the two with the 

highest relative price increase. This showed that cost is less of a barrier to sustainability 

purchase behaviour than previous studies have found. In conclusion, this research found that 

intentions are not a reliable indicator of behaviour. Future research on sustainable consumer 

behaviour should try incorporating a measure to control SD and mimic actual behaviour 

patterns as close as possible (such as a simulated grocery task). 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research Context 

Food is essential for survival; however, its production is destabilising the environment upon 

which this survival is founded (Garnett, 2013). Food production, overall, is a major cause of 

greenhouse gas emissions (GHG), pollution, deforestation, and biodiversity loss (Garnett, 

2013). In a world with a simultaneously growing population and an ever-worsening climate 

change crisis, it is imperative that food production becomes more sustainable. Sustainability 

is an increasingly popular term and businesses are facing increasing pressure to achieve 

sustainability goals. Sustainability can be defined as “meeting the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United 

Nations, n.d.a). It is an open concept with a myriad of interpretations and it’s understanding 

is context specific (Purvis et al., 2019). Barbier (1987) established the three pillars of 

sustainability; Social, Economic and Environmental, highlighting each pillar as mutually 

reinforcing in order to achieve sustainability. The quality of the environment is correlated 

with consumers everyday behaviour. As consumers become more aware of this, their interest 

and demand for sustainable products grows to help better manage this relationship. 

Sustainable products signify a category of commodities that are of increasing importance to 

manage environmental degradation (Witek & Kuźniar, 2021). 

 However, irrespective of ethical intentions, ethically minded consumers purchase ethical 

products at a much lower rate than might be expected in light of the popularity of the ethical 

consumer movement (Carrington et al., 2010; De Pelsmacker et al., 2005). Consumer 

behaviour is difficult to predict, and the impact of social desirability (SD) bias increases its 

complexity. SD bias refers to the tendency for participants to respond in an overly self-positive 

way that they believe will be viewed favourably by others (Paulhus, 2002). This bias is 

problematic as it can affect the means and relationships of research variables which can result 

in invalid theoretical or practical conclusions (Fisher, 1993). This is especially relevant in 

research that relies on self-report surveys (Kwak et al., 2019) such as the environment. This 

bias tendency can be either deliberate or subconscious (Jann et al., 2019).  

This then puts food businesses in a dilemma; are consumers looking for more sustainable 

food products and will they purchase them at a higher cost or was this finding based on poor 
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quality data. Understanding consumer behaviour regarding sustainable food consumption is 

essential for businesses (Alam et al., 2020). As mentioned earlier, there are three aspects to 

sustainability: social, environmental, and economic. Consumers are putting pressure on 

businesses to achieve social and environmental sustainability; businesses must find ways on 

how to also achieve economic sustainability (Schiefer & Deiters, 2015). Businesses need to be 

sure on what the market opportunity is, prior to investing resources in sustainable 

development. To ensure the likely increased production costs won’t deter consumers from 

buying an alternative cheaper option, it is essential to understand consumers perception of 

the value that sustainability brings.  

Many studies have been conducted regarding attitudes towards sustainable consumption 

(Barker et al., 2019; Carrington et al., 2014; Costa et al., 2014; Kemp et al., 2010; Kollmuss & 

Agyeman, 2002; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2008), however the established gap between consumer 

beliefs and actions is often excluded resulting in significant limitations of any findings. 

Furthermore, these findings are then often overly simplified and when presented to 

businesses, the conclusions are misleading as they do not deliver the necessary consumer 

sentiment and market opportunity. Changes and investments to improve and enhance 

sustainability along the production chain are generally not evenly distributed thereby 

affecting the balance in the distribution of costs and returns (Schiefer & Deiters, 2015). 

Businesses find that it is costly to adopt and conform to environmental standards, and to 

develop marketing plans for food products with sustainable attributes (Bhaskaran et al., 

2006).  

Communication on sustainability is complex and needs to be targeted. Consumer 

decision-making doesn’t often align with where companies are prioritizing and targeting their 

marketing communications (Edge & Hermann, 2021). Businesses need to avoid any risk of 

their sustainability attributes being associated with ‘greenwashing’ i.e., a misleading 

marketing campaign. A study carried out by the Chartered Institute of Marketing (2021) found 

that half of UK marketers fear ‘greenwashing’ despite consumers demanding further insight 

into businesses’ sustainability agendas. Jeger et al. (2014) stated that the existing literature 

does not provide adequate information and knowledge about consumers which is essential 

for the progress of marketing strategies in this market. 
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This research has attempted to understand the relationship between the main constructs; 

consumer behaviour, willingness to purchase, SD bias and environmental disposition. An 

online questionnaire was created with a simulated shopping task, intent-based behaviour 

questions, a shortened version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSDS) and 

the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) scale.  

 

1.2 Research Aims & Objectives 

1.2.1 Research Aim 

The primary aim of this research is to examine the effects of social desirability on reported 

attitudes towards sustainably produced food. The secondary aim will be to determine if 

consumers are intent and willing to spend more on food that has sustainable attributes. 

1.2.2 Research Objective  

To achieve these two aims, an online survey was conducted with a general sample of food 

consumers. The survey attempted to measure the following variables:  

1. Sustainable Food Choices: participants are asked to engage in a simulated shopping 

task and presented with a brief grocery shopping list requiring them to choose 

between sustainable and non-sustainable food options. There are 10 items to 

purchase with two options per item. 

2. Intention/Willingness to Purchase Sustainable Products: this is measured using 

adapted questions from Jeger et al. (2014) study on attitudes toward green food 

purchase. 

3. Environmental Disposition: this is measured using the NEP scale. 

4. Predisposition towards Social Desirability Bias: this is measured using a shortened 10 

item Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale. 

1.2.3 Research Questions 

The primary research questions are as follows: 

1. What are the effects of social desirability on self-reported attitudes towards 

sustainably produced food?  
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2. What are the effects of social desirability on behaviour in a simulated grocery task 

towards sustainably produced food?  

3. Are consumers willing to spend to more on food that has sustainable attributes? 

1.2.4 Research Hypotheses 

The research hypotheses are as follows. 

1. Social desirability bias influences self-reporting attitudes towards sustainably 

produced food. 

2. Social desirability bias influences behaviour in a simulated grocery task towards 

sustainably produced food. 

3. Consumers are willing to spend more on food that has sustainable attributes. 

 

1.3 Research Contribution 

The literature review will critically review the existing research on consumers attitudes 

towards green purchases and sustainability. However, despite the reported positive attitudes 

of consumers towards sustainability and environmental concerns, the market share for such 

products is not experiencing the same reported growth (Joshi & Rahman, 2015). This research 

study is warranted as there is little to no research related to challenge and trial consumers 

behaviours and actions. There is a strong focus on reported attitudes exclusive of bias which 

causes the findings to be potentially high-risk for businesses to apply.  

The key benefit of the research will be to shed light on the potential flaws of typical 

consumer surveys that may be misleading if it transpires that social desirability is a strong 

predictor of self-report sustainability behaviours. A further contribution is that it will test 

whether an alternative measure (such as a simulated shopping task) might be less influenced 

by social desirability. 

Furthermore, the current mixed findings on consumers’ beliefs and behaviour with 

regards to shopping sustainably results in a challenging environment for marketers (Gupta & 

Ogden, 2009). As mentioned, marketers are now in fear of being associated with ‘green-

washing’ due to the intricacy and sensitivity of marketing sustainable attributes. Effective 

marketing communication of the green attributes of the product is vital to the product’s 

success but it is unclear how best to target this with such mixed and potentially biased 
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findings. Businesses need a clearer understanding on consumers behaviours and actions to 

calculate the overall market opportunity, and ultimately succeed within it. 

This research has attempted to gain an understanding between the constructs of 

sustainable shopping, willingness to purchase sustainable foods, SD, and environmental 

disposition. This will enable businesses to know what the market opportunity is prior to 

investing resources in sustainable development as consumers may have limitations on the 

cost and value of the finished product. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Sustainability 

Vermeir and Verbeke (2008, p542) define sustainability as a combination of “economic 

(profit), ecological (planet) and social (people) aspects”. This is aligned to Berbier (1987) and 

Purvis et al. (2019) findings of the three interdependent pillars of economy, society, and 

environment. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was set up in 1988 and is the 

United Nation’s (UN) body for assessing the science related to climate change. In a press 

release in 2022, they state that human-induced climate change is causing threatening and 

widespread interference in nature and affecting the lives of billions of people worldwide, and 

that the people and ecosystems least able to cope are being most affected (IPCC, 2022). With 

the ever-growing realisation that human activities have consequences for the environment, 

society as a whole has grown to place increasing value on ‘sustainable development’, a 

concept that emphasizes the need to promote sustainability and minimize any negative 

impact that development has on the environment (Joshi & Rahman, 2015). An important part 

of sustainable development is sustainable consumption, defined by the Oslo Symposium in 

1994, as "the use of services and related products, which respond to basic needs and bring a 

better quality of life while minimizing the use of natural resources and toxic materials as well 

as the emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle of the service or product so as not 

to jeopardize the needs of further generations” (Gorgitano & Sodano, 2014, p207). The UN 

launched the goal of Sustainable Consumption in 1992 and it is now a key target for many 

governments. Goal 12 ‘Ensure Sustainable consumption and production’ focuses on 

decoupling economic growth from environmental degradation, increasing resource efficiency 

and promoting sustainable lifestyles (United Nations, n.d.b).  

Sustainable consumption behaviour is a complex phenomenon to explain and predict due 

to its diverse views and explanations, it can be viewed as an act of voluntary simplicity or the 

adoption of green lifestyle practices (Sharma & Jha, 2017). Sustainable consumption is 

centred on a decision-making process that considers the consumer’s social responsibility 

along with personal preferences and needs such as taste, health, convenience, and price 

(Meulenberg 2003 cited in Vermeir & Verbeke, 2008). Consumption decisions are expected 
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to be influenced by particular values and beliefs of individuals (Sharma & Jha, 2017). Witek 

and Kuźniar (2021) emphasize in their research that the green product market growth in 

developed countries is dependent on the purchaser’s behaviour and consideration of criteria 

relating to environmental protection.  

Changing people’s eating patterns to being more environmentally sustainable is of 

increasing importance (Vermeir et al., 2020). Current western diets are associated with a 

range of sustainability matters such as a high environmental burden, animal welfare issues 

and ethical concerns (Verain et al., 2021). Governments and organisations are recognising the 

urgent need to encourage individuals to adopt low-carbon lifestyles (Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 

2010). For example, the UK government has implemented the Environmentally Conscious 

Food (ECF) goals in their policy commitment to sustainable development; these focus on five 

behaviours: 1. Reduction of food waste at home, 2. Avoiding uncertified/ unsustainable fish, 

3. Changing to seasonal and local food, 4. Increased consumption of food and drink that is 

organic/ ethically certified (such as Fairtrade), and lastly 5. Changing to a diet with less 

environmental impact, particularly less meat and dairy (Barker et al., 2019). These five ECF 

goals were used as guidelines for the simulated shopping task in the questionnaire.  

2.1.1 Sustainability in the Food Industry  

One of the most difficult challenges for all humanity in the twenty-first century is to 

sustainably feed the world’s expected population of nine to ten billion people by 2050 whilst 

simultaneously reducing the environmental impact such as GHG and biodiversity loss (Smith 

& Gregory, 2013). At present, the global food system is inadequate at meeting human’s needs 

whilst also ensuring environmental preservation (Gorgitano & Sodano, 2014) and the food 

industry has come under scrutiny for its contribution to global warming (Edwards-Jones, 

2010). Each stage within the food industry; food production, processing, transportation, 

storage, distribution, and marketing, has an impact on the environment (Kroyer, 1995). The 

environmental consequences of food production and consumption have gained a lot of 

attention recently (Nemecek et al., 2016; Wheeler et al., 2019).  

A recent study found that a staggering 34% of all anthropogenic GHG are generated by 

food systems (Crippa et al., 2021). Its findings show that the principal GHG contribution was 

from agriculture and land use at 71%, whilst the remaining were from supply chain activities 

such as retail, transport, consumption, waste management, industrial processes, and 
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packaging. The UN estimates that one third of all food produced (equivalent to 1.3 billion 

tonnes worth around $1 trillion) ends up as waste in the bins of consumers and retailers or 

spoiling due to poor production practices and transportation. Furthermore, the food sector 

accounts for around 30% of the world’s total energy consumption. Moving towards a more 

sustainable food system is thereby paramount to achieving many of the UN sustainable 

development goals (Culliford & Bradbury, 2020). 

Sustainable food can be defined as food that meets “safety, political and environmental 

requirements, such as safe, healthy, and nutritious diets for everyone; viable livelihood for 

farmers, processors, and retailers; animal welfare; environment protection; biodiversity 

safeguard; energy saving; minimum waste” (Gorgitano & Sodano, 2014, p210). Hoolohan et 

al. (2013) found that from realistically achievable combinations of dietary changes, 

consumers can easily create reductions of 25% in food related GHG emissions. Animal sources 

are well documented to being the highest contributor to dietary carbon footprints which has 

led to the increasingly popular vegan and plant-based lifestyles.  

Consumers have a significant role in making food options more sustainable via the choices 

they make as this has an impact on which foods are produced and how (Grunet, 2011). They 

have the capability to manage environmental damage by purchasing green products (Joshi & 

Rahman, 2015). Environmentally responsible purchasing is crucial as unplanned purchasing 

of goods can seriously damage the environment. However, environmental considerations 

have only a minor role in purchase decisions, and it is often overlooked (Joshi & Rahman, 

2015). 

2.1.2 Ethical Consumerism  

The importance of ethical consumerism to businesses worldwide has increased substantially 

in recent years (Auger et al., 2003) as consumers look for more transparency in business 

operations. Empirical evidence indicates that while there are increasing numbers of 

consumers interested in the values of ethical consumerism, the change in consumption 

behaviour is far less apparent (Carrington et al., 2010). Whilst studies on ethical consumerism 

suggest that consumers increasingly care about the ethical components of products and 

businesses, these study findings are ultimately misleading (Auger et al., 2003). Generally, the 

studies ask respondents to rank the importance of a list of ethical issues without offering a 

negotiation process for what the consumer would pick over the other. Hence, responses to 
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these types of survey questions tend to exaggerate the rank of ethical attributes because 

there are obvious responses that are more socially acceptable and there is little ability to 

estimate the magnitude of the importance of the stated opinion (Auger et al., 2003). 

 These study findings repeatedly have the same limitations, a discrepancy between 

consumers reported attitudes and purchase behaviour. This discrepancy between attitudes 

and actions is often referred to as ‘green purchasing inconsistency’ or ‘green attitude 

behaviour gap’ (Joshi & Rahman, 2015). This shows that regardless of attitude, actions can 

have separate and stronger influences. In the case of food, this can be cost, health and taste 

as well as social and situational factors. Furthermore, there is generally no measurement to 

control social desirability bias in such studies which is known to influence results. 

 

2.2 Consumer Behaviour 

The study of consumer behaviour refers to the study of the process by which consumers make 

purchases and purchasing decisions, as well as the factors that influence this (Stankevich, 

2017). It is also concerned with the social and economic effects that purchasing and 

consumption behaviour have on both the individual consumer and society (Siddiqui & 

Agarwal, 2017). Understanding consumer behaviour is crucial for marketers because the 

understanding of how and why consumers act when purchasing can help businesses improve 

their marketing strategies and therefore be more successful. The challenge is understanding 

and managing this behaviour to influence consumers to be in favour of one brand over 

another which allows marketers to better target their marketing campaigns to more 

efficiently reach the consumer (Stankevich, 2017).  

"All marketing decisions are based on assumptions and knowledge of consumer 

behaviour" (Hawkins et al., 2007). Marketing was traditionally a very linear system; 

businesses had a one-way communication system to consumers, but this has now changed to 

a transparent two-way communication system. The advances in technology and most notably 

social media platforms have forced businesses to adapt this communication system or risk 

being viewed as out of touch with the ever-changing needs of their consumer. 
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2.2.1 Consumer Behaviour Frameworks 

Consumer behaviour frameworks are examined as part of this research to evaluate the 

consumer’s journey alongside the role and influence of sustainability marketing. Kollmuss and 

Agyeman (2002) debate that the oldest models of pro-environmental behaviour presented 

the problem in too simplified a format. They assumed that there was a direct development 

from environmental knowledge to environmental awareness to pro-environmental behaviour 

(figure 1).  

 

Figure 1 Old Models of Pro-Environmental Behaviour (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002) 

These models did not consider other personal factors such as price and health and relied 

too heavily on the affiliation between consumers attitudes and behaviours. Further to this, 

Grunert (2011) identifies two of the barriers to sustainable food choices as ‘exposure does 

not lead to perception’ and ‘perception leads only to peripheral processing’. There are 

numerous variables from personal preferences to extrinsic factors that can all have a role 

when a consumer is making a purchase that eliminates the possibility of a linear process. This 

research will address two frameworks: Theory of Planned Behaviour and the Intention-

Behaviour gap, as outlined in the following sections. 

2.2.2 The Theory of Planned Behaviour 

One lens through which to examine the consumer decision making process is that of the 

Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB). The TPB was established in 1991 and is an extension of 

the Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Ajzen, 1991). It proposes three 

conceptually independent determinants of intention; attitude towards the behaviour, 

subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control (figure 2) (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2008). A 

central factor in the TPB is the individual’s intention to perform a given behaviour, intentions 

are expected to capture the motivational factors that influence a behaviour. In general, the 

greater the intention to engage in a behaviour, the more likely its performance (Ajzen, 1991). 

Perceived desirability of the eventual result of an action (personal desirability), the 

acceptability of the outcomes by the reference group (social norms), and the likelihood of the 
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behaviour (perceived behavioural control) are some significant attitudes that influence 

intentions in TPB (Alam et al., 2020; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Ajzen, 1991). 

 

Figure 2 Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). 

Whitmarsh and O’Neill (2010) applied the TPB to their study on the role of pro-

environmental self-identity in determining consistency across diverse pro-environmental 

behaviours. They noted Ajzen’s (1991) findings that the lack of generality across pro-

environmental behaviours is consistent with the TPB, as it emphasises that behavioural 

intention is determined by attitude towards performing the action, subjective norm 

(motivations to comply with the expectations of significant others) and perceived behavioural 

control (the extent to which the action is considered under one’s control). Furthermore, they 

discuss that whilst a lot of pro-environmental behaviour research focuses on the overall 

conservation outlook, the TPB emphasises that precise behaviour-oriented attitudes are more 

likely to predict behavioural intention rather than broad orientations (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; 

Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010).  

The TPB has been effectively applied to several studies that examine sustainable food 

choices, and it has been found that attitudes, beliefs, perceived behavioural control, 

subjective norms, and past buying behaviour, influence intention to buy sustainably produced 

foods (Vassallo et al., 2016; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2008). The TPB is frequently being extended 
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with more key constructs in studies to better understand consumer behaviour (for example 

see figure 3) (Alam et al., 2020; Vassallo et al., 2016; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2008). 

 

Figure 3 Extended Theory of Planned Behaviour (Vassallo et al., 2016) 

Vermeir and Verbeke (2008) examined sustainable food consumption with an extended 

TPB and the role of confidence and values. They analysed the effects of social norms, values, 

perceived effectiveness (how positively or negatively a consumer thinks of their personal 

actions), perceived availability (the extent that consumers feel products are easily accessible), 

and involvement on consumers’ attitudes towards sustainable foods. They found that 50% of 

the intention variance was due to the combination of personal attitudes, perceived social 

influences, perceived consumer effectiveness and perceived availability. Additionally, they 

noted that sometimes consumers will purchase organic food despite not having a positive 

attitude but will do so because of the social norms. 

Alam et al. (2020) applied a further extended TPB by adding perceived value to examine 

what factors impact consumers’ intent to purchase sustainable foods. Perceived value was 

added as it may influence behavioural intention and refers to the consumer’s general 

assessment regarding the total benefit of a product/ service. The results showed that social 

norms, perceived value, perceived effectiveness, and attitude have significant influences on 

intention to consumer sustainable food. Likewise, Sparks and Shephard (1992) state that it is 
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strongly believed that perceived effectiveness would eventually enhance food consumption 

behaviour. 

2.2.3 Intention-Behaviour Gap 

The difference between one’s intentions and ability to act accordingly is referred to as the 

intention-behaviour, attitude-behaviour, or value-action gap (Tomkins et al., 2018). 

Gorgitano and Sodano (2014) state that due to this gap, the knowledge and awareness of 

environmental problems may not be sufficient to influence changes in consumer behaviour 

and lifestyles. Models which propose that ethical intentions are directly representative of 

ethical behaviour will be incorrect 90% of the time (Futerra, 2005). It has been long 

understood that intentions are poor predictors of actual behaviour and many studies have 

been done to gain insight on this gap (Carrington et al., 2010; De Tomkins et al., 2018).  

Carrington et al. (2010) reviewed ethical consumer behaviour frameworks to understand 

the gap between ethical purchase intentions and actual buying behaviours of ethically minded 

consumers. They found that these models all have a core cognitive progression: 1. Beliefs 

determine attitudes, 2. Attitudes lead to intentions and 3. Intentions inform behaviour. 

Additionally, both social norms and behavioural control moderate intentions and behaviour. 

They postulate that via this framework, there are two circumstances that cause the disparity 

between attitude and behaviour: a gap between consumer attitude and purchase intent, and 

a gap between purchase intent and actual purchase behaviour. Therefore, Carrington et al. 

(2010) propose an integrated and holistic framework (figure 4) to overcome certain 

limitations by combining three insights: implementation intentions, actual behavioural 

control, and situational context.  

 

Figure 4 Holistic Intention-Behaviour Framework (Carrington et al., 2010) 
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2.3 Environmental Disposition  

Environmental concerns are one of the most critical threats the world is currently facing. To 

manage this, one approach is to harness people's pro-environmental dispositions (pro-

environmental attitudes) (Dong et al., 2021). Whilst environmental conservation and 

sustainable options are available across almost all products and services, this research focuses 

on sustainable food.  

Pro-environmental behaviour can be defined as “behaviour that consciously seeks to 

minimize the negative impact of one's actions on the natural and built world” (Kollmuss & 

Agyeman, 2002, p240). The broader literature on pro-environmental behaviour highlights the 

diverse range of factors that influence different environmentally significant behaviours. 

Although environmental views can have a role, it is seldom in isolation hence other 

motivations and considerations may play a greater role (Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010). 

Environmental responsibility can create beneficial commercial outcomes due to 

consumers switching or being loyal to companies that they believe are being environmentally 

responsible (Bhaskaran et al., 2006). However, when sustainability and associated claims are 

primarily used as a marketing gimmick and do not align to the overall ethos of the 

organisation, this can create a massive backlash with consumers as it is associated with 

‘green-washing’. 

2.3.1 The New Ecological Paradigm Scale 

The New Ecological Paradigm Scale (NEP) was first published in 1978 (Dunlap & Van Liere, 

1978). It has since become the most widely used measure of environmental interest in the 

world and been utilized in hundreds of studies (Barker et al., 2019; Dunlap 2008). This scale 

was created as it was believed that the Dominant Social Paradigm (DSP) was shifting to reflect 

the greater environmental concern (Anderson, 2012). The NEP scale has 15 items, eight are 

intended to reflect endorsement of the new ecological paradigm and seven represent 

endorsement of the DSP (Anderson, 2012). The items are aimed to select three main aspects 

of environmental attitudes: beliefs in humans’ ability to upset the balance of nature, the 

presence of limits to growth, and humans’ right to rule over nature (Hawcroft & Milfont, 

2010). Higher NEP scores imply an eco-centric orientation indicating commitment to the 

preservation of natural resources, and lower NEP scores imply an anthropocentric orientation 
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indicating commitment to exploitation of natural resources (Hawcroft & Milfont, 2010). This 

research used the NEP Scale for insight on consumers’ environmental disposition. 

The DSP distinguishes the fundamental belief structures and practices of marketplace 

factors and is manifested in existing exchange structures. Furthermore, sustainability 

challenges the DSP by examining its underlying assumptions, resulting in tensions or 

differences for various marketplace factors (Gollnhofer & Schouten, 2017). In general, the 

DSP is often perceived as being opposed to environmental and sustainable concerns. 

Barker et al. (2019) carried out an exploratory survey on UK shoppers regarding their food 

purchasing decisions and environmental ideology. Their study included the use of the NEP 

scale as well as a 7-item shortened MCSDS. Their findings showed that contribution to the 

NEP (which they also referred to as eco-centric values) was correlated with greater 

importance of nutrition and health, animal welfare, fairtrade and organic. Contributions to 

the DSP (referred to as anthropocentric values) were correlated with importance ratings for 

taste, price, quality, and convenience. They also note that their measure of SD responding 

had a low reliability which was most likely due to the shortness of the scale (7 items). Overall, 

they found that the ethical and environmental norms on food shopping were ranked as less 

important than the traditional purchase criteria of price, convenience, and quality. 

Whitmarsh and O’Neill (2010) carried out a study on the role of pro-environmental self-

identity in determining consistency across diverse pro-environmental behaviours using the 

TPB and a shortened 6-item NEP scale. They found no relationship between pro-

environmental worldviews and occurrence of pro-environmental shopping behaviour. As 

their data was correlational and not experimental, they were unable to determine whether 

certain behaviours caused the adoption of others. A simulated task could have provided 

valuable insight on this study in determining the strongest behaviour predictors. They also 

noted the disparity between understanding and perceptions of climate change and pro-

environmental action. 

Whilst the NEP scale is widely used, it still has its critics. Primarily the criticism focuses on 

it missing certain elements as the understanding of sustainability develops in the twenty first 

century and is therefore viewed as incomplete (Anderson, 2012). However, when compared 

to other pro-environmental behaviour measures, the NEP scale has avoided issues of being 
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too specific by measuring general beliefs about the relationship of human beings to the 

environment (Hawcroft & Milfont 2010). Other criticisms are on the difficulty in validating 

outcomes when linked to behaviour and lastly its dimensionality which can create variability 

in results.  

 

2.4 Willingness to Buy Sustainably 

Willingness to buy green/sustainable products can be defined as adding environmental 

aspects to criteria such as price and performance with the ultimate goal which is to reduce 

environmental effect on sourcing and to increase efficiency of resources (Mobrezi & 

Khoshtinat, 2016). A lot of studies have been conducted on other commodities with positive 

findings that consumers are willing to buy sustainable products. Studies found that 

consumers’ levels of environmental awareness affects their willingness to buy green products 

(Han et al., 2011; Schlegelmilch et al., 1996). However, as previously highlighted, despite the 

reported positive attitudes of consumers towards sustainability and environmental concerns, 

the market share for such products is not experiencing the same reported growth (Joshi & 

Rahman, 2015). Being positive towards sustainability as a whole and buying a less sustainable 

food product is not necessarily contradictory (Grunet, 2011). 

 Jeger et al. (2014) examined the relationship between personal attitudes and intentions 

to buy green food products. Inconsistency between attitudes and behaviour occurs most 

often when measurement of general attitudes is applied to predicting specific behaviours 

(Newhouse, 1990 cited in Jeger et al., 2014). Their questionnaire employed five main 

measurement scales to capture attitudes towards health, environment, local origin, trust 

towards label and lastly, intention to purchase green food product. The five items for the 

variable ‘Intention to buy green food’ were adapted from Liñán and Chen (2009), these 

adapted statements were used in this study’s questionnaire to gain insight on intent. 

2.4.1 Green Purchasing Gap 

Gupta and Ogden (2009) investigated this attitude-behaviour dilemma with sustainable 

buying and postulate that this discrepancy in ethical consumerism exists because it creates a 

social dilemma for the consumers. They propose that the majority of consumers, regardless 

of their positive attitude towards environmental conservation, purchase products to 
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maximize self-interest. Therefore, the decision to buy (collective social gain) or not buy (self-

interest) a sustainable product despite their positive attitude towards environmental 

protection may be conceptualized as a social dilemma (Gupta & Ogden, 2009). 

 Vermeir and Verbeke (2008) state that even when a consumer has expressed interest in 

buying alternatives, their support for purchasing alternatives is generally restricted and 

sensitive to price comparisons with the conventional options. Similarly, Robinson and Smith 

(2002) found that 52% of consumers who expressed interest in ‘earth-sustainable’ foods but 

did not follow through with purchasing them due to perceived barriers such as inconvenience, 

habit, trust, and price. However, Costa et al. (2014) found that certain demographic variables 

such as income will be significant as some consumers purchase expensive sustainable food 

products to signal their social status. 

These gaps in understanding consumer behaviour result in misleading and possibly biased 

findings. This can then have notable implications for businesses that are considering 

producing sustainable offerings. Bhaskaran et al. (2006) state that it is expensive and difficult 

for businesses to create, commit and maintain sustainability measures across the entire 

value-chain. There are significant costs and demands in implementing and managing the 

necessary processes, which results in the price of sustainable products often being 

substantially greater than for comparable products that do not make sustainable claims. 

Increased prices have an impact on the demand for such products as consumers will only pay 

premium prices when they believe that the benefits of purchasing sustainable products 

outweigh the costs (Joshi & Raman, 2015). 

According to Carrington et al. (2010) there are two possible explanations for the disparity 

between the attitudes, intentions and buying behaviours of ethically minded consumers. The 

first is the limitation with self-reporting approach on ethical matters resulting in overly self-

favourable and socially acceptable answers. The second is identifying the influencing factors 

that directly and indirectly impact the interpretation of attitudes into intentions and actual 

behaviour. They argue that social desirability and flawed research methodologies only 

partially explain the gap between intention and behaviour. Their study findings highlight that 

the respondents were also biased in making predictions on future shopping, for example they 

tend not to consider product accessibility, available money, and branding. 
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  Whilst it is limiting to the research to be unable to foresee many predictions, this study 

aims to better explain the intention-behaviour gap with a social desirability scale and 

simulated shopping task which provides actual cost comparisons whilst assuming availability. 

 

2.5 Social Desirability 

Social Desirability (SD) can be explained as research participants tendency to bias their 

answers in studies in order to be seen in a more favourable light (Vesely & Klöckner, 2020). 

When respondents are answering questions on sensitive or ethical topics, empirical research 

has shown that participants can fear negative consequences of violating social norms and 

therefore engage in self-protective behaviour (Jann et al., 2019). This commonly results in 

biased and favourable answers thereby impacting the validity of any research findings. 

2.5.1 Social Desirability Bias 

SD Bias generally has two aspects: image management and self-deception (Wheeler et al., 

2019). Image management is where one tries to present themselves in in a more favourable 

morally or socially acceptable manner. Self-deception is the distortion of true opinions and 

values because respondents are too optimistic about themselves (Cerri et al., 2019; Paulhus, 

1991; Wheeler et al., 2019). To distinguish the behaviours of both aspects, image 

management is considered as being strategic, whilst self-deception is considered to be more 

subconscious.  

SD is often regarded as a complex and potentially paradoxical factor in environmental 

psychology research (Cerri et al., 2019; Vesely & Klöckner, 2020). Van de Mortel (2008) carried 

out a review on questionnaire-based research on health studies that used SD measures and 

those that were affected by SD bias. It identified 14,275 studies of which 0.2% (31) used a SD 

scale and of these, 43% found SD influenced their results.  

Most of the research on environmental attitudes and behaviours is conducted via surveys 

which rely on self-reports (Vesely & Klöckner, 2020) thereby allowing the findings to be 

incredibly susceptible to SD bias. SD bias is widely recognised as a potential limitation to 

research using self-reports which are the dominant approach to exploring sustainable food 

consumption and its drivers (Cerri et al., 2019). Moreover, a systematic review of 388 peer-
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reviewed studies on sustainable food consumption found that whilst a few papers 

implemented methodological remedies, only two studies used statistical remedies such as SD 

scales (Cerri et al., 2019). These findings are troubling as they show that SD is mentioned 

superficially in these studies, stated briefly in the discussion section of papers with no real 

implications for the research. Cerri et al. (2019) recommend adopting explicit measures of SD 

and specify that a similar approach should be taken to Lyerly and Reeve (2015) who integrated 

the Marlowe-Crowne scale in a questionnaire on Food Choice Values. 

2.5.2 Social Desirability Measures  

SD is a difficult construct to measure due to the complexity of human nature. However, the 

need for social approval is a behaviour trait that can be measured and included as a control 

variable (Cerri et al., 2019). The original thirty-three item Marlowe-Crowne SD Scale (MCSDS) 

was established in 1960, it was based on similar models but was specifically designed to avoid 

the ambiguities of the statistical deviance approach (Crowne & Marlow, 1960).  

 Vésteinsdóttir et al. (2017) reviewed the criticisms against shortened versions of the 

MCSDS and established the 10 item MCSD-SF (short form). Their study was to eliminate the 

statements with the weakest psychometric properties and thereby develop a 

psychometrically sound short form. Item response theory and cognitive interviews were used 

to eliminate items with poor properties. The composite reliability for the 33 item MCSDS is 

0.89 and MCSD-SF is slightly lower but still good at 0.83. They concluded that whilst some 

information is lost when reducing from 33 items to 10, the practical benefits of administering 

a ten-item scale outweigh this.  

 Their 10 item MCSD-SF is used in this study. This research examined the role of SD to 

determine if there is any correlation with bias and favourable results with regards to 

sustainable food attitudes via the use of a shortened 10-item MCSD-SF. Alternative measures 

to scales also exist to attempt to control SD. For example, Wheeler et al. (2019) carried out a 

study on understanding the role of SD bias and environmental attitudes and behaviour on 

consumers stated purchase of organic foods. They employed Structural Equation Modelling 

(SEM) to test the relationship between the dependent variables (organic purchase and a 

series of attitudes and values) and the independent variables of interest (the two forms of SD 

bias: impression management and self-deception enhancement). Their results showed that 

SD bias had a significant role in influencing stated preferences of organic food in their survey, 
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and that if this bias is not controlled for, it will result in a significant overestimation of buying 

frequency. Also, Hyman and Sierra (2012), propose that as SD is one of the causes of common 

method bias, researchers could adopt algorithms that eliminate responses with abnormal 

values or variance.  

 

2.6 Conclusion 

This research aims to get a better understanding of consumers behaviour by examining the 

effects of SD on reported attitudes towards sustainably produced food. This study contributes 

to the existing literature by examining the significance of including a measure for SD bias 

within an online questionnaire. To understand to what extent SD bias is a predictor, the 

questionnaire has two dependent variables: the grocery task and statements on intent. SD 

and NEP are analysed to determine their potential to act as predictors on behaviour and 

attitudes. 

The simulated shopping task provides a measure that reflects the outcome of a purchasing 

decision. This will be compared with intent-based question outcomes. Furthermore, this will 

give insight if an alternative measure (such as the simulated shopping task) might be less 

influenced by SD. The comparison of both model findings i.e., actual behaviour versus intent, 

will provide further insight on the intention-behaviour gap. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Approach 

This research is explanatory as it aims to determine the effects of social desirability on 

reported attitudes towards sustainably produced food. In this study, a primary data collection 

method was employed as the research strategy to gather the required data by the use of a 

questionnaire. The research approach is a quantitative questionnaire via an online platform, 

this approach allows for a larger sample of individuals to be assessed. An online questionnaire 

was created via Microsoft Forms. This research is cross sectional as the data was gathered at 

one point in time. To contact the participants, the link to the Microsoft Forms questionnaire 

was shared mainly via online platforms such as email, WhatsApp, and LinkedIn. 

 

3.2 Participants 

As this study is for quantitative research, probability was the sampling technique. The overall 

target was responses from 200 participants to provide sufficient variances to cover a diverse 

number within the population. 178 responses were collected which is 88% of the target. 

Seven respondents were eliminated from the analysis due to leaving an imbalanced 

proportion of responses blank, resulting in a total of 171 valid responses to be analysed. 

 The minimum age requirement was 18. All of this age group are considered consumers, 

so their insight is valuable for data gathering. As food is essential for survival, it is fair to 

assume that all persons over the age of 18 purchase food. To ensure this was achieved, a 

compulsory age question was included within the demographic section for the questionnaire. 

If the participant said they were below 18, they were unable to progress. 

 A range of demographic questions were asked to provide a richness to the data: age, 

gender, level of education, if living in Ireland, income, marital status and living status (see 

table 1).  
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Table 1 Demographics 

Demographics Options Frequency Percent % 

Gender 

Male 68 40% 

Female 102 60% 

Prefer not to say 1 1% 

Age 

Under 18 0 0% 

18-24 11 6% 

25-34 88 51% 

35-44 40 23% 

45-54 16 9% 

55-64 13 8% 

Over 65 3 2% 

Level of 
Education 

Primary School 0 0% 

Secondary School 18 11% 

Bachelor’s degree 74 43% 

Master’s degree/ Post-Graduate Diploma 74 43% 

Doctorate/ PHD 5 3% 

Living in Ireland 
Yes 157 92% 

No 14 8% 

Income Level 

Less than €20,000 28 17% 

€20,000 to €34,999 22 13% 

€35,000 to €49,999 41 24% 

€50,000 to €64,999 39 23% 

Over €65,000 39 23% 

Marital Status 

Single 95 56% 

Married 70 41% 

Divorced 1 1% 

Widowed 1 1% 

Prefer not to say 3 2% 

Living Status 

Alone 19 11% 

Spouse/ Partner 70 41% 

Family 53 31% 

Friends 25 15% 

Other 4 2% 

 

3.3 Materials  

3.3.1 Simulated Grocery Shopping Task 

Participants were asked to imagine that they’re shopping for groceries for a dinner date with 

a friend and they’re responsible for bringing the groceries. There is an agreed shopping list 

comprised of 10 items for a pasta dinner with wine, and dessert with coffee, which the 

participant will theoretically pre-order the groceries for collection from the local 
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supermarket. For each of the items on the list, there is a pair of options to choose from: one 

standard and one sustainable. Participants were asked to select the option that they would 

be most likely to choose. It was specified that for the purpose of this task, there are no dietary 

or health related factors that would rule out any of these options for either party.  

The sustainable attributes that were considered were plant-based, packaging, local, 

organic, animal welfare and fairtrade (see table 2 for all product details). As mentioned, the 

ECF goals were the established basis for these options (Barker et al., 2019). There were also 

differences amongst the product offerings; if it was a process, packaging, or ingredient 

change. For example, organic and fair trade are process, whilst soya versus dairy is an 

ingredient change. Furthermore, there were varying price differences between the options to 

try and interpret the influence cost has on making the purchase decision. Price differences 

ranged from 0% to 60% more expensive for the sustainable option, prices were sourced via 

online Irish retailers in February 2022 (Tesco.ie and Supervalu.ie).  

Table 2 Grocery Shopping Task Options  

Shopping Item 

Process/ 
Packaging/ 
Ingredient 

Sustainable 
Option 

Standard 
Option 

Sustainable 
Attributes 

Price % 
Difference 

1. Protein Ingredient Plant Protein 
Mince 400g 
€4.00 

Minced Beef 
400g €4.00 

Plant Based vs 
Meat 

Same price 

2. Carrots Packaging Loose Carrots 
1kg €0.99 

Packaged 
Carrots 1kg 
€0.69 

Packaging  40% price 
increase 

3. Tomatoes Process Irish Cherry 
Tomatoes 
250g €2.99 

Italian Cherry 
Tomatoes 
250g €2.49 

Local vs Import 20% price 
increase 

4. Spaghetti Packaging Spaghetti in 
Cardboard 
€2.50 

Spaghetti in 
Plastic 500g 
€2.30 

Packaging 10% price 
increase 

5. Wine Process Organic Red 
Wine €14.99 

Red Wine 
€12.00 

Organic vs 
Standard 

25% price 
increase 

6. Eggs Process 6 x Free Range 
Eggs Irish 
€1.70 

6 x Irish Eggs 
€1.15 

Animal 
Welfare 

50% price 
increase 
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7. Fruit Process Local 
Strawberries 
250g €3.99 

Imported 
Strawberries 
250g €2.49 

Local vs Import 60% price 
increase 

8. Yogurt Ingredient Plain Soya 
Yogurt 500g 
€2.35 

Plain Dairy 
Yogurt 500g 
€1.85 

Plant Based vs 
Dairy 

30% price 
increase 

9. Coffee Process Fairtrade 
Coffee Beans 
200g €4.99 

Coffee Beans 
200g €3.99 

Fairtrade 25% price 
increase 

10. Milk  Process 1 litre of 
Organic Milk 
€1.09 

1litre of Milk 
€0.85 

Organic vs 
Standard 

30% price 
increase 

 

3.3.2 Important Factors when Purchasing Food 

To provide an overall understanding of consumers’ perception of sustainability and its value, 

participants were asked to rank its importance along with three traditional criteria when 

purchasing food: cost, health, and taste. This was adapted from Culliford and Bradbury (2020). 

3.3.3 Intention to Purchase 

To determine the significance and difference in a simulated shopping task as opposed to 

standard questionnaire, five intention statements were included (see table 3). These were 

taken from Jeger et al. (2014) (who adapted the statements from Liñán and Chen (2009)). 

Table 3 Intention to Purchase Statements 

I am willing to go out of my way to obtain sustainable food products.  

My personal goal is to consume as much sustainable food products as possible.  

I will make every effort to purchase sustainable food products.  

I have seriously thought of buying more sustainable food products.  

I have a firm intention to buy sustainable food products in the future. 

 

Each scale (intention to purchase, MCSD-SF and NEP) comprises of a set of statements 

presented in Likert format with a five-point scale to capture the extent to which respondents 

agree or disagree with each statement. The Likert scale was established in 1932 and has 

become one of the most fundamental and commonly used psychometric tools in social 
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sciences research (Joshi et al., 2015). All questions with the Likert Scale were given the same 

instruction: “Please read each of the statements below and indicate to what extent you agree 

or disagree with those statements”. 

3.3.4 Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSDS) 

To measure social desirability, the 10 item MCSD-SF was used and responses were given on 

the 5-point Likert scale. Five statements are phrased positively and five are negatively phrased 

(table 4). These were scored accordingly: Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree for the positive 

phrases were scored from 5 to 1, whilst for the negative phrased statements, they were 

scored from 1 to 5. 

Table 4 MCSDS Statements Summary 

MCSDS Statement 
Positive/ 

Negative 

I have never intensely disliked anyone. Positive 

No matter who I'm talking to, I'm always a good listener. Positive 

I'm always willing to admit it when I make a mistake. Positive 

I have never felt that I was punished without cause. Positive 

I have never deliberately said something that hurt someone's feelings. Positive 

I sometimes feel resentful when I don't get my way. Negative 

There have been occasions when I took advantage of someone. Negative 

I sometimes try to get even, rather than forgive and forget. Negative 

There have been occasions when I felt like smashing things. Negative 

There have been times when I was quite jealous of the good fortune of others. Negative 

 

3.3.5 The New Ecological Paradigm Scale 

The NEP scale was used to measure respondents environmental disposition, the scale 

comprises of 15 items. There are eight phrases that if agreed to by a respondent, are meant 

to reflect endorsement of the new environmental paradigm (NEP) and seven that are meant 

to represent statements endorsed by the dominant social paradigm (DSP) (Anderson, 2012). 

However, an error was made when creating the NEP scale in this research questionnaire. The 

same NEP statement was repeated: The balance of nature is delicate and very easily upset. 
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The NEP statement missing from the questionnaire was ‘Plants and animals have as much 

right as humans to exist’. Whilst responses were given to the same statement twice, the 

second set of responses is eliminated from the analysis. This study now has seven statements 

meant to reflect the endorsement of the NEP and seven for the DSP (table 5). 

 Responses were given on the 5-point Likert scale. Seven statements are phrased 

positively and seven are negatively. These were scored accordingly, Strongly Agree to Strongly 

Disagree for the positive phrases were scored from 5 to 1, whilst for the negative phrased 

statements, they were scored from 1 to 5. 

Table 5 NEP Scale Statements Summary  

Statement NEP/ 

DSP 

If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major 

ecological catastrophe. 

NEP 

The balance of nature is delicate and very easily upset. NEP 

Humans are severely abusing the environment. NEP 

Despite our special abilities humans are still subject to the laws of nature.  NEP 

When humans interfere with nature it often produces disastrous consequences. NEP 

The Earth is like a spaceship with limited room and resources. NEP 

We are approaching the limit of the number of people the Earth can support. NEP 

Humans will eventually learn enough about nature works and how to control it. DSP 

The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern 

industrial nations. 

DSP 

The Earth has plenty of natural resources if we just learn how to develop them. DSP 

The so called “ecological crisis” has been greatly exaggerated. DSP 

Human ingenuity will ensure that we do not make the Earth unliveable. DSP 

Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their needs. DSP 

Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature. DSP 
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3.4 Design  

3.4.1 Construction of Questionnaire 

The questionnaire is divided into six segments: simulated grocery shopping task, 

demographics, most important factors when purchasing food, intention to purchase, social 

desirability and environmental disposition. See table 6 below for an overview of the design 

and Appendix 1 for the entire questionnaire. 

Table 6: Questionnaire Overview 

Questions: Purpose References 

1 Consent Confirmation n/a 

2 – 11 Shopping Task  
n/a 

12 – 18 Demographics n/a 

19 Most important factors when purchasing food 
Culliford and Bradbury 
(2020) 

20 Intention Jeger et al. (2014) 

21 10 Statements on Social Desirability (MCSD-SF) Vésteinsdóttir et al. (2017) 

22 
15 Statements on New Environmental Paradigm 
(NEP) Scale 

Dunlap and Van Liere 
(1978) 

23 Debriefing  

 

3.4.2 Conceptual Models 

Two models were applied so that their findings can be cross-referenced in order to determine 

if there is a difference in the effects of SD on reported attitudes in a simulated shopping task 

versus standard questionnaire format. The variable that is being predicted is a criterion or 

Dependent Variable (DV). The variable that is predicting the DV is the predictor or explanatory 

variable [also known as Independent Variables (IV)], there can be multiple predictor variables. 

Model 1 Intent to Purchase: the criterion or DV is the Intention to Purchase score, the 

predictors are the NEP and SD scores (figure 5).  
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Figure 5 Model 1 Diagram  

Model 2 Grocery Task: the criterion or Dependent Variable (DV) is the Shopping Task score, 

the predictors are the Intention to Purchase, NEP and SD scores (figure 6). 

 

Figure 6 Model 2 Diagram 

 

3.5 Procedure  

The questionnaire introduces the purpose of the research to participants as a ‘Food Purchase 

Decision-Making Questionnaire’. It explains how data will be used and protected, and all 

answers are fully anonymous. Furthermore, an indicative time was advised at the start 

regarding how long it will take to complete the questionnaire (approximately 10 minutes). 

Participants were then asked to confirm they fully understood the information provided and 

that they consent to participate in the study. No coercive tactics were used, and participants 

were allowed to exit the questionnaire at any time as their contribution was voluntary. 

Intent to 
Purchase

Social 
Desirability 
(MCSD-SF)

Environmental 
Disposition 

(NEP)

Grocery 
Task

Social 
Desirability 
(MCSD-SF)

Environmental 
Disposition 

(NEP)

Intent to 
Purchase
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Participants had to confirm they were willing to complete a questionnaire by ticking a 

compulsory yes box, otherwise they were unable to continue.  

 Section 2 introduced the participants to the grocery shopping task. This is the first set of 

questions to try and reduce any influence of bias or effect of social desirability responding so 

participants wouldn’t be suspicious of the questions. There were 10 questions in this section 

with two options the participant had to choose from. 

 Section 3 asked participants to answer a range of questions to provide demographic data 

for correlation of results and determine if any relationships exist. 

 Section 4 informed participants it will explore the consumer decision-making process. 

Participants were asked to rank four criteria in order of importance when purchasing food: 

cost, health, sustainability, and taste. Then they were given 5 statements related to intent to 

purchase and told to indicate to what extent did they agree or disagree with those statements 

via the 5-point Likert Scale. 

 Section 5 advised participants that they will be asked to respond to a series of general 

statements about themselves, this was the 10 item MCSD-SF. Responses were given via the 

5-point Likert Scale. 

 Section 6 advised participants that they will be asked to respond to a series of general 

statements about the environment, this was the 15 item NEP scale. Responses were also given 

via the 5-point Likert Scale. 

 The final section is the debriefing as deception was used so that participants thought they 

were taking part in a general study on food purchase decisions (i.e., neither social desirability 

nor sustainability was mentioned in the study). All participants were debriefed and given a 

further opportunity to leave the questionnaire if they preferred to do so.  

 

3.6 Ethics 

This research ensured the strict ethical guidelines provided by the Dublin Business School 

were followed. The questionnaire has been developed to ensure integrity and anonymity of 

all participants details. The questions were aimed at the participants attitudes and behaviour, 
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no personal information was requested that could enable their identification such as name, 

address etc. Full anonymity was given to all participants throughout the research process.  

 Participants did not face any risks or benefits by taking part in this research project. They 

were informed that their contribution was completely voluntary, and they could withdraw 

and exit the online questionnaire at any stage prior to completing the survey. Therefore, there 

were no physical, psychological, or social risks for this research project. 

 The scientific validity of this study required the need for deception. As mentioned earlier 

(section 3.5), the simulated grocery task is the first set of questions to reduce any influence 

or prompt any bias from participants. To inform the participants at the initial consent stage 

that social desirability was being analysed would have resulted in biased responses. The 

research supervisor presented this to the DBS Ethics Board and the committee believed it to 

be reasonable and provided approval to conduct the study using deception. At the end, all 

participants were debriefed and given a further opportunity to exit the questionnaire if they 

preferred to do so.  

 Three compulsory questions were included to ensure the participants were aware of their 

contribution. An initial consent confirmation, age to ensure the participant is over 18 and 

lastly, after the deception debriefing. 

 

3.7 Data Analysis  

As the questionnaire was conducted via Microsoft Forms, the data was automatically 

gathered via Microsoft Excel. The database was then sorted (coded and eliminated of 

unsuitable respondents) and analysed with SPSS statistical software version 26. 

3.7.1 Models & Hypotheses  

As mentioned in section 1.2.4, this study has three hypotheses. 

1. Social desirability bias influences self-reporting attitudes towards sustainably 

produced food. 

2. Social desirability bias does not influence behaviour in a simulated grocery task 

towards sustainably produced food. 

3. Consumers are not willing to spend more on food that has sustainable attributes 
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The data was the analysed, both descriptive and inferential statistics were used to 

determine if there is significance to the hypotheses. First, descriptive statistics was used to 

describe and summarize data in a meaningful way. Inferential statistics was then used to test 

the hypotheses decide the plausible option. 

3.7.2 Coding & Composite Scores  

Each scale was used to measure an underlying latent construct (sustainable shopping, intent 

to purchase, environmental disposition and social desirability). In order to obtain a single 

measure for each construct, composite scores were required to be calculated by aggregating 

responses. The composite variables were then treated as a scale variable. First of all, to allow 

for composite scoring, all responses were coded accordingly. 

 Grocery Shopping Task: all answers were coded either 0 or 1; the non-sustainable 

answers were allocated a 0 score whilst the sustainable options were scored 1. The composite 

score calculated was the mean of questions 2 to 11 with a min of 0 and max of 10. 

 Intention to Purchase: all answers were coded 1 to 5 (from strongly disagree to strongly 

agree). A high score indicates a high intent. The composite score calculated was the mean of 

the five statements in question 20 with a min of 1 and max of 5. 

 Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability – Short Form (MCSD-SF): all answers were coded 1 

to 5 (from strongly disagree to strongly agree). Negatively phrased statements were reverse 

coded. A high score indicates a social desirability response tendency. The composite score 

calculated was the mean of the ten statements in question 21 with a min of 1 and max of 5. 

 The New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) Scale: all answers were coded 1 to 5 (from strongly 

disagree to strongly agree). Negatively phrased statements were reverse coded. A high score 

indicates a NEP disposition whilst a low score indicates a DSP disposition. The composite score 

calculated was the mean of the 14 statements in question 22 with a min of 1 and max of 5. 

3.7.3 Multiple Regression 

Regression is used to determine the effect or influence of one variable (x) on another (y). 

Multiple regression is when there is more than one predictor and is used to discover the ways 

in which several variables are related to another. Multiple regression was used for this study. 



39 
 

 Multicollinearity examines the relationship between the independent variables and 

exists when the IVs are highly correlated. This has problematic consequences on the results 

as it means that one IV can be a predictor for another IV. The VIF (variance inflation factor) 

recognizes correlation and its strength between IVs. VIF values start at 1 and have no upper 

limit so to ensure there is no multicollinearity, the value should be as close to 1 as possible. 

The tolerance value is an indicator of how much of the variability of the IV is not explained by 

the other IVs in the model. Values below .2 are concern and below .1 are problematic as it 

indicates multicollinearity. The correlation data was checked for both models to ensure there 

was no multicollinearity (table 7). Both Models tolerance values were above .2 and VIF values 

were very close to 1. 

Table 7 Collinearity Statistics Comparison 

Collinearity Statistics 

Model 1 Tolerance VIF Model 2 Tolerance VIF 

MCSDS  .999 1.001 Intent  .871 1.148 

NEP .999 1.001 MCSDS  .914 1.095 

   NEP  .945 1.059 

 

To check for assumptions and ensure the residuals are normally distributed in both 

models, a histogram and P-P plot were created. A histogram shows the approximate 

representation of the data. A P–P plot determines how well a given data set fits a specific 

probability distribution that is being tested. The plot compares the empirical cumulative 

distribution functions of the given data with that of the assumed true cumulative probability 

distribution functions. See Appendix 2 for all graphs which illustrated evidence of normally 

distributed residuals. 

Model 1: Intent to Purchase  

Multiple regression was used to test whether social desirability and environmental disposition 

were predictors of intent to purchase. The DV is the Intention to Purchase score, the 

predictors are the NEP and SD scores. A null hypothesis (H0) assumes there is no relationship 

between the variables. Therefore, the null hypothesis (Model 1 H0) is that the SD scores have 

no influence on intent to purchase. 
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Model 2: Grocery Task 

Multiple regression was used to test whether intent, social desirability and environmental 

disposition were predictors of the grocery task. The DV is the Grocery Shopping Task score, 

the predictors are the Intention to Purchase, NEP and SD scores. Therefore, the null 

hypothesis (Model 2 H0) is that the SD scores have no influence on grocery task outcome. 
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4. Results 

4.1 Simulated Grocery Task 

In total, 39% of the purchases were for the sustainable products whilst 61% were for the 

standard offering. There were only three products (i.e., 30%) where the majority of 

respondents picked the sustainable option (free range eggs, local strawberries and Fairtrade 

coffee). It is noteworthy that the two highest outcomes are also the two with the highest 

relative price increases: eggs and strawberries. For the remaining 70% of items, the standard 

options were more popular. Soya yogurt was the least purchased sustainable option with 10% 

of participants choosing it. See table 8 and figure 7 for all purchase decision outcomes made 

in the grocery task. These findings support the hypothesis that ‘Consumers are willing to 

spend more on food that has sustainable attributes’. 

Table 8 Grocery Task Outcomes 

Sustainable Attributes Sustainable Standard 
Price % 

Difference 

Animal Welfare (Eggs) 136 80% 35 20% 50% 

Local vs Import (Strawberries) 113 66% 58 34% 60% 

Fairtrade (Coffee) 94 55% 76 45% 25% 

Packaging (Carrots) 72 42% 99 58% 40% 

Local vs Import (Tomatoes) 72 42% 99 58% 20% 

Packaging (Spaghetti) 65 38% 106 62% 10% 

Plant Based vs Meat 33 19% 138 81% 0% 

Organic vs Standard (Milk) 32 19% 138 81% 30% 

Organic vs Standard (Wine) 31 18% 139 82% 25% 

Plant Based vs Dairy  17 10% 154 90% 30% 
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Figure 7 Grocery Task Outcomes & Comparison 

 

4.2 Important Factors when Purchasing Food 

The results for the ranking of important factors when purchasing food show that Taste was 

the obvious priority with 50% of respondents choosing it (figure 8). In order of popularity, the 

most important factors were (1) Taste, (2) Health, (3) Cost and (4) Sustainability. The largest 

score was for sustainability as the least significant with 57% putting it in fourth place and a 

further 25% put it in third place. 
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Figure 8 Important Factors when Purchasing Food Results 

 

4.3 Intent to Purchase 

The intent to purchase statement popularity shows that respondents strongly agreed most 

with future behaviour rather than present (represented in order of level of agreement in table 

9). This is aligned to previous study findings where there is a behaviour-intention gap. The 

mean values per statement indicate a high agreement level from the responses. 

Table 9 Intent to Purchase Outcomes 

 Intent Statement Mean 

1 I have a firm intention to buy sustainable food products in the future. 3.60 

2 I have seriously thought of buying more sustainable food products.  3.49 

3 I am willing to go out of my way to obtain sustainable food products.  3.23 

4 I will make every effort to purchase sustainable food products.  3.06 

5 
My personal goal is to consume as much sustainable food products as 
possible.  

2.99 
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4.4 Multiple Regression 

As mentioned in section 3.7, the mean values were calculated for each scale as the method 

for computing composite scores (table 10). This is also how Barker et al. (2019) calculated 

values for both a shortened 7 item MCSDS scale and the NEP scale. 

Table 10 Comparison of Mean Values (Grocery Task, Intent, MCSDS, NEP) 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Grocery Task 171 .00 1.00 .3990 .20309 

Intent 171 1.00 5.00 3.2708 .79821 

MCSDS 171 1.80 4.60 3.1350 .55876 

NEP 171 2.36 4.93 3.7589 .48238 

 

The R value is a measure of the strength of the linear relationship between the two 

quantitative variables. The adjusted R square value is used as this accounts for an adjustment 

to the R-square based on the sample size and number of IV’s (independent variables) in the 

model (Crowson, n.d.). Model 1 has an adjusted R square value of 0.119 (table 11) which 

indicates that the two predictors (NEP and MCSDS) explain 12% of the outcome for intent. 

Model 2 has an adjusted R square value of 0.296 which indicates that the three predictors 

(intent, NEP and SD) explain 30% of the grocery task outcome. 

The analysis of variance (ANOVA) is used to test the statistical significance of the R-square 

value in the Model (Crowson, n.d.) (table 11). A p-value calculates the probability of obtaining 

the pattern of results due to the variable relationship. The lower the p-value, the greater the 

statistical significance of the observed variable relationship difference. 

For Model 1, the ANOVA results (table 11) indicates statistical significance [F(2, 168) = 

12.45, p <.001], suggesting that the predictors together MCSDS and NEP have statistical 

significance. For Model 2, the ANOVA results also indicates statistical significance [F(3, 167) = 

24.82, p <.001], suggesting that the three predictors Intent, MCSDS and NEP have statistical 

significance when combined. 
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Table 11 Model & ANOVA Comparison 

Model & ANOVA Comparison 

Model 1 df F Sig. Model 2 df F Sig. 

Adjusted R 

Square 

.119 

   

Adjusted R 

Square 

.296 

   

Regression  2 12.450 .000b Regression  3 24.817 .000b 

Residual  168   Residual  167   

Total  170   Total  170   

Dependent Variable: Intent  

Predictors: (Constant), NEP, MCSDS  

Dependent Variable: Grocery Task  

Predictors: (Constant), NEP, MCSDS, Intent 

 

Each predictor in the model can be assessed to establish whether it exclusively contributes 

to the prediction of the variation in the DV (Crowson, n.d.). For Model 1, both MCSDS and 

NEP have positive β values: .286 and .225 respectively, indicating that they are both predictors 

(table 12). For Model 2, all three IVs (Intent, MCSDS and NEP) also have positive β values: 

.467, .087 and .165 respectively. However, unlike in Model 1, MCSDS is no longer significant 

(p < .001) meaning that it no longer has the capacity to predict (table 12). 

The results of the Model 1 regression indicated that two predictors explained 12% of the 

variance (R2 = .119, F(2, 168) = 12.45, p < .001). It was found that SD (MCSDS) predicted intent 

to purchase (β =.29, p = < .001, 95% CI = .21 - .61), as did environmental disposition (NEP) (β 

=.23, p = .002, 95% CI = .14 - .61). As NEP has the higher β value, this makes the bigger 

contribution in Model 1.  

However, the Model 2 results had different findings, the regression indicated that the 

three predictors explained 30% of the variance (R2 = .296, F(3, 167) = 24.82, p < .001). It found 

that Intent predicted the grocery shopping task (β = .47, p = < .001, 95% CI = .08 - .15), and 

environmental disposition (NEP) had a noticeably lower prediction capacity (β =. 17, p = .014, 

95% CI = .01 – .12). Intent makes the biggest contribution in Model 2. Whilst the values are 

still positive for social desirability (MCSDS) (β = .09, p = .196, 95% CI = -.02 – .08), they are no 

longer significant. This means that in the simulated task, SD no longer has the capacity to 

predict the outcome. 
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Table 12 Standardised Coefficients Comparison 

Standardised Coefficients Comparison  

Model 1 β t Sig. Model 2 β t Sig. 

(Constant)  1.055 .293 (Constant)  -2.731 .007 

MCSDS  .286 3.973 .000 MCSDS  .087 1.299 .196 

NEP  .225 3.121 .002 NEP  .165 2.489 .014 

Dependent Variable: Intent  

Intent  .467 6.770 .000 

Dependent Variable: Grocery Task  

 

Partial regression plots are used to illustrate the relationship between the DV and one IV. 

Figure 9 shows that Intent had the strongest relationship (and therefore predictor capacity) 

as it has a line of best fit with an R2 value of 0.215 meaning it can predict 22% of the outcome 

of the grocery task in isolation.  

 

Figure 9 Model 2 Partial Regression Plot: Intent & Grocery Task 
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4.4.1 Environmental Disposition 

As noted, there is a noticeable difference in the NEP standardised β value in both models: 

Model 1 has .225 whilst Model 2 was considerably lower at .165. These multiple regression 

results comparisons show that there is a considerable difference in the predictor capacity for 

NEP, but both are still significant. This shows that environmental disposition via the NEP scale 

can contribute towards prediction of both self-reported behaviour and behaviour in the 

simulated shopping task. 

The partial regression plots for NEP in both models can be compared in figures 10 and 11. 

In Model 1, NEP as an IV for Intent has a line of best fit with an R2 value of 0.055 meaning it 

can predict 6% of the outcome of intent in isolation. Whilst in Model 2, NEP has a line of best 

fit with a decreased R2 value of 0.036 meaning it can predict less than 4% of the outcome of 

the grocery task in isolation. 

4.4.2 Social Desirability 

Multiple regression had some interesting findings for the effects of SD when Model 1 and 

Model 2 were compared. MCSDS has a significant β value of .286 in Model 1 but only .087 in 

Model 2 which is no longer statistically significant. Furthermore, it is the strongest IV in Model 

1 and weakest in Model 2. This shows that SD predicts self-reported intention but does not 

predict shopping task scores. 

The partial regression plots for MCSDS in both models can be compared in figures 12 and 

13. In Model 1, MCSDS with Intent has a line of best fit with an R2 value of 0.086 meaning it 

can predict 9% of the outcome of intent in isolation. Thereby rejecting the first null hypothesis 

(H0: SD scores have no influence on intent to purchase). 

Whilst in Model 2, MCSDS has a line of best fit with a significantly decreased R2 value of 

0.010 meaning it can predict only 1% of the outcome of the grocery task in isolation. This 

means it cannot reject the null hypothesis (Model 2 H0: SD scores has an influence on the 

simulated grocery task outcomes). 

These findings answer two of the hypotheses. 

1. It supports that ‘Social desirability bias influences self-reporting attitudes towards 

sustainably produced food’. 
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2. As Model 2 is no longer statistically significant, it cannot support ‘Social desirability 

bias influences behaviour in a simulated grocery task towards sustainably produced 

food’. 

 

Figure 10 Model 1 Partial Regression Plot: NEP & Intent 

 

 

Figure 11 Model 2 Partial Regression Plot: NEP & Grocery Task 
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Figure 12 Model 1 Partial Regression Plot: MCSDS & Intent 

 

 

Figure 13 Model 2 Partial Regression Plot: MCSDS & Grocery Task 
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5. Discussion 

5.1 Primary Aim: Effects of Social Desirability 

The primary aim of this research was to examine the effects of social desirability on reported 

attitudes towards sustainably produced food. The multiple regression results from SPSS 

support that SD influences self-reported attitudes, however in a simulated shopping task, SD 

is no longer capable of predicting any behaviour. This study contributes to the existing 

literature by examining the significance of including a measure for SD bias within an online 

questionnaire. As per Wheeler et al. (2019) findings, if SD bias is not controlled for, it will 

result in a significant overestimation of buying frequency. 

 Kemp et al. (2010) in their study attempted to avoid SD bias by evaluating revealed versus 

stated preferences. Their study had a focus on revealed behaviour indicated by products that 

consumers have already purchased. However, there is still a reliance on consumers self-

reporting what they purchased so the influence of bias remains high. This is aligned to 

Wheeler et al. (2019) who discuss whether stated behaviour or preference is known to suffer 

from hypothetical bias which similar to SD bias. Hypothetical bias can be defined as the 

difference between what a person implies they would pay for in a questionnaire setting versus 

what the same person would actually pay (Loomis, 2013). 

The research findings show support for two of the three hypotheses: (1) Social desirability 

bias influences self-reporting attitudes towards sustainably produced food and (2) Consumers 

are willing to spend more on food that has sustainable attributes. However, as the SD 

measure lost its statistical significance in Model 2, the findings don’t support the hypothesis 

that social desirability bias influences behaviour in a simulated grocery task towards 

sustainably produced food. 

 

5.2 Secondary Aim: Willing to Spend More 

The secondary aim of this study was to determine if consumers are intent on and willing to 

spend more on food that has sustainable attributes. Whilst the previously discussed findings 

highlight the discrepancy between intent and willingness, cost appears to be less of a barrier 
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in this study for converting attitudes to behaviour. As per figure 8, cost was chosen most 

frequently as the third factor of importance after taste and health. Furthermore, as per the 

grocery task outcomes (table 8), two of the top three most selected items were also the two 

with the highest relative price increase. Combined, these support that consumers are intent 

on and willing to spend more on food that has sustainable attributes. 

 De Pelsmacker et al. (2005) studied consumers’ willingness to pay for Fairtrade coffee 

and they too found that consumers’ buying behaviour is not consistent with their attitude 

towards ethical products. They found that the average price premium consumers were willing 

to pay for Fairtrade coffee was 10%. Only 10% of their overall respondents were willing to pay 

the market offering premium of 27%. However, the grocery task outcome (table 8) shows that 

this majority (55%) of this study’s respondents chose the Fairtrade coffee option which was 

25% more expensive. This increase in willingness could be due to the increase in consumers’ 

awareness on Fairtrade and overall sustainability since the De Pelsmacker et al. study in 2005. 

It could also reflect the relative affluence of the respondents at the time of the study. 

Likewise, this also supports Joshi and Raman (2015) findings that consumers will only pay 

premium prices when they believe that the benefits of purchasing sustainable products 

outweigh the costs. 

In Kemp et al. (2010) study, price was identified as the main motivating factor for purchase 

whilst this study found cost was third. Joshi and Rahman (2015), Robinson and Smith (2002) 

and Vermeir and Verbeke (2008) all had findings highlighting the significance of cost as factor 

for purchase with it ultimately being perceived by consumers as a barrier. However, the 

difference in these study findings with both Kemp et al. (2010) and Vermeir and Verbeke 

(2008) could be reflected in the economic change since 2010 when there was a recession. 

Similarly, as consumers knowledge and understanding of environmental concerns grows, 

their behaviour needs to be continuously updated to track any noticeable change in their 

purchasing behaviour as there is often a relationship between them. This is aligned with 

Sparks and Shephard (1992) findings that perceived effectiveness could eventually improve 

food consumption behaviour. Equally, Mobrezi and Khoshtinat (2016) found that consumers’ 

willingness to purchase sustainable products increases when their concern for the 

environment increases. 
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5.3 Simulated Grocery Task 

The use of the simulated grocery task in the questionnaire provided innovative and valuable 

insight in the intention-behaviour gap. It is the first study of its kind that the author could find. 

The simulated task offers a deeper understanding into actual consumer sustainable 

purchasing behaviour which can then be compared and correlated with other data. For this 

study, the correlation of intent versus simulated models showed that SD can predict reported 

intention but does not predict shopping task scores. 

The grocery task results correlate positively to the results of important factors when 

purchasing food (figure 8) which shows that taste was the primary important factor for most 

respondents. These findings are very similar to Barker et al. (2019) who also found that that 

the ethical and environmental norms on food shopping were ranked as less important than 

the conventional purchase criteria of price, convenience, and quality. 

It can be debated that sustainability often overlaps with other attributes such as taste 

and health. For example, Irish strawberries can be perceived to be better in taste so there 

may be two reasons for their purchase. This is due to the reduced distance they need to be 

transported, imported strawberries are picked before they are fully ripened to allow for the 

longer journey time. However, for tomatoes, the imported Italian option was more popular 

than the Irish alternative. Italian tomatoes may be perceived to be of better taste due to the 

traditional Mediterranean climate and Italian cuisine which may be why more respondents 

chose Italian tomatoes over Irish. This further establishes that purchase decisions consider 

many extrinsic factors, and one cannot assess attributes in isolation. 

As mentioned, the options were derived from the ECF values and included a mix of 

packaging, process, and ingredient changes. Most options offered process changes (such as 

organic or fairtrade) rather than ingredient differences. The two exceptions were soya yogurt 

versus dairy, and plant-based burger versus meat. Arguably soya yogurt has the most 

different taste profile to the standard option, which again correlates positively to figure 8 as 

soya yogurt was the least chosen sustainable option. These findings can be adapted 

accordingly to guide businesses on which sustainable changes to makes that would have the 

most positive impact. For example, it could be argued that improving a product’s process or 



53 
 

packaging to a more sustainable alternative will be more successful than changing the 

ingredients and thereby taste of a product. 

The two organic options were two of the three least popular, this is similar to previous 

research findings (Costa et al., 2014; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2008); Wheeler et al., 2019). 

Wheeler et al. (2019) found that SD was highly statistically significant on attitudes towards 

purchasing organic foods resulting in organic foods being less popular in reality. Whilst Costa 

et al. (2014) and Vermeir and Verbeke (2008) results indicated that for most of the 

participants, there is a social value associated with purchasing organic food that is distinct 

from sustainability. 

 

5.4 Environmental Disposition 

The environmental disposition results followed a similar pattern to SD bias in that it influences 

self-reported attitudes but has a reduced influence in the grocery purchase task. Whitmarsh 

and O’Neill (2010) had similar results and found no relationship between pro-environmental 

worldviews and occurrence of pro-environmental shopping behaviour. However, this may 

have been because they used a shortened 6 item version. 

 Witek & Kuźniar (2021) study found that there is a positive relationship between 

education and the recognition of one’s own needs with that of the environment. They also 

found that the better the person’s financial circumstances, the greater the increase in 

intention to buy sustainable products. It can therefore be argued that as people’s 

environmental knowledge strengthens and financial situation improves, it will result in an 

increase purchase frequency of sustainable foods, but this may take years to develop. 
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6. Conclusion 

This study, as well as countless others, found that intentions are not a reliable indicator of 

behaviour. Social Desirability was a significant predictor of intention, but it lost this 

significance in the simulated grocery task. Carrington et al. (2010) findings were similar and 

concluded that there are two circumstances that cause the disparity between attitude and 

behaviour: a gap between consumer attitude and purchase intent, and a gap between 

purchase intent and actual purchase behaviour. Therefore, it is fair and logical to be wary of 

intentions-based models of ethical consumer behaviour. This can help businesses get a 

clearer perception of market opportunities when determining the market opportunities.  

The simulated grocery task findings showed that the majority of consumers chose 30% of 

the sustainable offerings (eggs, strawberries and coffee). Along with the important factors 

when purchasing, the results show that cost is less of deciding factor and no longer perceived 

as a barrier as previously discussed studies have found. With regards to actually purchasing 

sustainable foods, this study had positive findings which can be correlated with the increasing 

communication and education consumers are directly and indirectly receiving regarding 

environmental concerns. 

As consumers become more familiar with and develop a greater understanding of the 

importance of sustainability and improve their pro-environmental behaviour, the importance 

of sustainability as a factor when purchasing foods will arguably grow. However, it is essential 

that taste is not impacted by this change as it is consistently ranked with more importance. 

The combination of sustainability with other attributes is of significance as many extrinsic and 

personal factors are considered when purchasing foods. 

 

6.1 Recommendations  

The combined use of a measurement for social desirability, intent to purchase and the 

simulated grocery task provided valuable and significant insight into consumer’s attitudes 

towards sustainably produced foods. As the findings validate that SD did not predict the 

outcomes in the grocery task, it is strongly recommended that similar studies follow this 

model to gain genuine behavioural insight on the intention-behaviour gap. 
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 The 10 item MCSD-SF was a valuable measure of SD bias and as mentioned has a good 

composite reliability at 0.83 (the original 33 item MCSDS is 0.89). As the MCSDS is always an 

addition to other measures, the time needed to complete it by respondents needs to be 

considered (Vésteinsdóttir et al., 2017). To have included the 33 MSCDS would have added 

considerable time to complete and could have impacted the participants willingness to 

complete the questionnaire in full. Furthermore, it could have resulted in participants losing 

interest and not paying the necessary attention to questions thereby impacting the accuracy 

and validity of results.  

 Similarly, the structure of the questionnaire is of significance as when done well, it 

arguably can reduce the occurrence of bias. This study had the simulated grocery task at the 

very start so that respondents would answer it first so that they are not cautious or over-

thinking of the questions.  

 As discussed, the use of a simulated shopping task provided an innovative and valid 

insight into the intention-behaviour gap. As per Carrington et al. (2010) recommended 

framework which was to overcome certain limitations by combining three insights: 

implementation intentions, actual behavioural control, and situational context. Research 

results that rely on consumers self-reporting are considerably more sensitive to bias in its 

many forms. 

 With regards to marketing, sustainable communication should be combined with factors 

consumers consider more important such as taste and health. This can easily be applied to 

many categories and in particular shopping local/ organic/ fairtrade. This is supported by 

Grunert’s (2011) findings that the underlying theme to barriers to consumers choosing 

sustainable food choices was communication. Eco-labelling has been investigated as the 

communication solution but results so far are not promising (Baker et al., 2019; Grunert, 

2011). Witek & Kuźniar (2021) recommend that marketing strategies should focus on younger 

generations, as not only did they find younger consumers to have a higher interest in 

environmental concerns but are also most likely to accept new and innovative products such 

as those with sustainable differences. 

The marketing recommendation also agrees with Carrington et al. (2010) findings that by 

understanding the influence of implementation intentions within the intention-behaviour 
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gap, it offers marketers valuable insight to create an effective strategy. Implementation 

intentions are the conditional plans that consumers form on when/ where/ how they will 

apply their intention to behaviour. For example, campaigns that include messaging ‘Now is 

the time shop local, you’ll love the fresher taste’. This is aligned to this study’s findings that 

consumers do not consider sustainable traits in isolation. Additionally, the findings of Gupta 

and Ogden (2009) can be applied as they propose that the majority of consumers, regardless 

of their environmental attitude, purchase products to maximize self-interest as ethical 

consumerism is associated with social perception. Therefore, marketing communication 

campaigns are recommended as they can have triggers throughout the consumers decision 

making journey whilst also incorporating additional factors that are not focused on 

sustainability. 

 

6.2 Limitations 

Whilst the study sample size of 171 valid responses, allowed for sufficient descriptive 

statistical analysis and multiple regression, it was too small to allow for further inferential 

statistical analysis with the demographic findings. It would be interesting and potentially 

insightful to understand if factors such as age, income and education level achieved different 

results. This data was therefore limited by the sample size as each grouping within the 

demographic categories (such as age and income categories) would have been too small to 

determine unbiased insight and correlation with other findings. 

Also, further demographic questions could have been asked to provide a clearer 

perception on participants current purchase behaviour. For example, by asking respondents 

if they have any lifestyle/ dietary restrictions for example vegan/vegetarian/flexitarian, this 

could have been correlated with their grocery task outcomes. 

 

6.3 Future Research Implications 

Another possibly valuable and perceptive topic area would be to determine the 

relationship between consumers knowledge on certain areas impacted by sustainability and 

their purchasing behaviour in a similar simulated shopping setting. The variables being 
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analysed could be based on specific knowledge topics. For example, an understanding of the 

environmental implications due to agricultural practices and purchasing beef or plant-based 

options. 

Whilst intention is not reliable indicator of behaviour, it is still worth including and 

correlating findings with. The multiple regression results identified that Intent was the 

strongest IV in Model 2 and could predict 22% of the outcomes which is significant. 

Improvement in measures of intention could increase this prediction and continue to provide 

further understanding on the intention-behaviour gap. 

Finally, to get a clearer understanding of how consumers rank sustainability as an 

attribute, it would be beneficial to compare to more detailed product factors such as 

branding, convenience, and quality. These can then be incorporated into the simulated 

grocery task. By having specific product details such as brand, it improves the realness of the 

task and thereby arguably achieves a result that is closest to actual purchasing behaviour. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Questionnaire 

 

Figure 14 Q1 Confirmation of Consent 
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Figure 15 Q2 - Q6: Grocery Shopping Task 
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Figure 16 Q7 – Q11: Grocery Shopping Task (continued) 
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Figure 17 Q12 - Q14: Demographics 
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Figure 18 Q15 - Q18: Demographics (continued) 
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Figure 19 Q19 & Q20: Most Important Factors & Intention to Purchase 
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Figure 20 Q21: Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale 
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Figure 21 Q22: The New Ecological Paradigm Scale 
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Figure 22 Q22: The New Ecological Paradigm Scale (continued) 
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Figure 23 Q23: Debriefing 
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Appendix 2: Multiple Regression Graphs 

 

Figure 24 Model 1 Histogram 

 

 

Figure 25 Model 1 P Plot 
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Figure 26 Model 2 Histogram 

 

 

Figure 27 Model 2 P Plot 

 


