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Abstract 

 

Sustainable growth, through efficient technologies or sustainable innovations, has failed to 

deliver urgently needed changes towards genuinely sustainable production and consumption. 

Reducing consumption across sectors, therefore, is an imperative given the state of the 

environment. Correspondingly, there is a need to better understand what leads consumers to reduce 

their consumption. Building on the Norm Activation Model (NAM), the current study explores the 

expression of personal norms as well as intentions to reduce clothing consumption. It extends the 

NAM with the concept of identification with and care for all humanity (IWAH). By employing 

structural equation modeling (n = 4123), it finds evidence for positive relationships between IWAH 

and NAM variables. Moreover, outcome efficacy has the strongest positive relationship with 

personal norms, which in turn relate to intentions for reducing consumption. Additionally, the study 

allows drawing implications for developing future interventions aiming at fostering reduced 

clothing consumption. 

 

Keywords: Sustainable consumption, anti-consumption, degrowth, personal norms, outcome 

efficacy, identification with humanity  
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1. Introduction 

For decades, the consumption of goods and services has helped to meet basic physiological 

human needs, such as food and shelter, as well as psychological needs for e. g. gaining prestige or 

demonstrating individuality. Today, consumers can find an endless amount of options to fulfill 

those needs in a global marketplace of goods and services. At the same time, however, household 

consumption puts extensive pressure on the environment, accounting for approximately 60 % of the 

global greenhouse gas emissions and 50-80 % of the total resource use (Ivanova et al., 2016).  

These developments can be seen explicitly in the clothing industry (Connell, 2010; Lueg, 

Pedersen, & Clemmensen, 2015) where fast fashion has become a well established and successful 

business model (Kim, Jung Choo, & Yoon, 2013). Fast fashion provides growing numbers of 

clothing items with a short shelf life at affordable prices. The production of this vast amount of 

clothing puts heavy pressure on the environment, through the extensive use of energy and water. 

Equally, pesticides and chemicals used during the production process pollute local ecosystems 

(Choudhury, 2014). Often outsourced to developing countries, the production of clothing 

furthermore comprises major social concerns including long working hours, unsafe working 

conditions, child labor, payment below the minimum wage and denial of labor rights (Dickson, 

Loker, & Eckman, 2009). 

Against this backcloth, changing consumption patterns towards more sustainable ways of 

consuming clothing is of utmost importance to protect the environment and alleviate social 

problems. One potential avenue is changing consumer preferences towards more sustainable 

product alternatives. While consuming clothing made from e. g. organically grown cotton might be 

beneficial, it remains unclear whether this will suffice. So far, sustainable growth via more efficient 

technology or sustainable innovations has failed to deliver urgently needed changes towards 
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genuinely sustainable production and consumption, both from an environmental as well as social 

justice perspective (Brown & Vergragt, 2016; Hueting, 2010; Kalmykova, Rosado & Patrício, 

2016; Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014; Martínez-Alier, Pascual, Vivien, & Zaccai, 2010). Therefore, 

reducing overall consumption levels through buying less, or deciding not to buy specific 

environmentally and ethically harmful products at all, has previously caught scholarly attention. 

Such ‘strong sustainable consumption’ focusing on the problem of overconsumption, as opposed to 

technological solutions and ‘weak sustainable consumption’ (Gunderson, 2018; Lorek & Fuchs, 

2013), is a promising avenue towards the development of more sustainable societies (García-de-

Frutos, Ortega-Egea, & Martínez-del-Río, 2016; Capstick, Lorenzoni, Corner, & Whitmarsh, 2014; 

Clayton, Devine-Wright, Stern, et al., 2015).  

The current paper focuses on consumers’ efforts to reduce personal consumption based on 

environmental and social concerns in the area of clothing, which can be achieved by buying fewer 

items or by deciding to stop the purchase of clothing one deems problematic (e. g. non-consumption 

of virgin material clothing).  

Since the behavior of society, organizations and ultimately individuals causes environmental 

damage, it is reasonable to consider ways of addressing the issue at the level of the individual 

(Clayton, Devine-Wright, Swim, et al., 2015). The Norm Activation Model (NAM) is one 

psychological approach to identify individual characteristics that lead to or hinder engaging in 

specific behaviors. In the current paper, it serves as a theoretical framework for exploring the role 

awareness of need, an ascription of responsibility and outcome efficacy play in developing a 

personal norm to reduce clothing consumption. 

The environmental and social impact of clothing production often takes place far away from the 

point of consumption and the consumer. This results in the particular condition of psychological 

distance, i. e. spatial, temporal and social (Liberman & Yaacov, 2008), between object and subject 
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of the personal norm. In this context personal consumption decisions, made individually, gain 

normative relevance only in a global perspective. The current paper, therefore, extends the NAM 

with the concept of identification with humanity (IWAH), which is the categorization of oneself as 

part of, as well as a concern for all humanity, above and beyond one’s community and nation 

(McFarland, Webb, & Brown, 2012).  

 

The contribution of the current study is threefold:  

1) Theoretically, it extends the NAM with the concept of IWAH,(McFarland, Webb, & Brown, 

2012). Given the global context of clothing production and consumption, it investigates the 

relationship between general care for all humankind on a global scale, including those afar 

who are suffering the results of environmental degradation, and the expression of personal 

norms to reduce clothing consumption. 

2) Contextually, it applies the extended NAM to a behavior highly relevant for future emission 

reductions, which comparatively few studies have examined in depth so far: the 

phenomenon of reduced consumption. It furthermore focuses on the area of clothing 

consumption, which, after food, transportation, and housing, ranks as the product category 

with the highest environmental impact. However, clothing consumption is still an 

understudied area of consumption.  

3) Methodologically, it bases its results on a large and diverse sample of 4123 respondents 

across four countries (United States, Germany, Poland and Sweden), which allows insights 

valid for the four biggest clothing markets in different geographical areas.  

2. Conceptual Framework 

Figure 1 summarizes the proposed model for the current study. In the model, intentions to 

reduce personal clothing consumption are related to feelings of moral obligation to do so. 
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Antecedents for these personal norms are awareness of need, an ascription of responsibility and 

outcome efficacy. Two dimensions of IWAH – self-definition and self-investment – are both 

directly related to personal norms and indirectly through antecedents. Age, sex, income, and 

identification with community and nation are included as control variables. 

 

2.1. Norm Activation Theory 

The NAM (Schwartz, 1977) was originally developed in the context of pro-social behavior, but 

it repeatedly has been applied in the environmental behavior domain. According to the NAM, 

activated personal norms as feelings of personal obligation are the driving force for pro-social 

behavior. Previous studies mainly focus on two factors that are important for the activation of 

personal norms in a given situation: awareness of need and attribution of responsibility. Thereby 

awareness of need, in the original sense, is often labeled as awareness of consequences and both are 

used interchangeably (Klöckner, 2013). The assumption is that a person a) has to be aware of an 

existing problem, b) needs to be aware of the potential consequences of his or her behavior related 

to the need or problem and c) accepts a certain responsibility for these consequences. If awareness 

of consequences and attribution of responsibility increase, behaviors are more likely to be in line 

with existing personal norms (Van Liere & Dunlap, 1978).  

Schwartz initially theorized other important steps for the activation of a personal norm, e. g. the 

perception that there are actions which can be taken to relieve a problem (i. e. outcome efficacy) as 

well as the recognition of one’s own capability to perform these actions (i. e. self-efficacy) (Broman 

Toft, Schuitema, & Thøgersen, 2014; Harland et al. 2007; Nordlund, Jansson, & Westin, 2016; 

Schwartz, 1977). Accordingly, de Groot & Steg (2009) and Steg & de Groot (2010) found outcome 

efficacy and He & Zhan (2018) consumer effectiveness as ‘the extent to which a person believes he 

or she can control the relevant problems’ with his or her actions to be an important predictor of 

personal norms. 
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Prior studies provide evidence that the NAM is a valuable theoretical framework for the 

prediction of a range of pro-environmental intentions and behavior. Personal norms are linked to 

pro-environmental behavior intentions in various areas such as travel mode choice (Bamberg, 

Hunecke, & Blöbaum, 2007), buying environmentally friendly products or organic food (Aertsens, 

Verbeke, Mondelaers, & Huylenbroeck, 2009; Onwezen, Antonides, & Bartels, 2013) and purchase 

of hybrid or electric vehicles (Nordlund & Garvill, 2002). Equally, the NAM has been used in the 

context of intentions to reduce energy consumption (van der Werff & Steg, 2015). The scope of the 

current study is to test whether the NAM can serve as a useful framework for explaining intentions 

to reduce personal clothing consumption. Based on previous literature, the following hypotheses are 

developed. 

 

H1: There is a significant positive relationship between personal norms and intentions to reduce  

personal clothing consumption. 

H2: There is a significant positive relationship between personal norms to reduce personal 

clothing consumption and 

2a: the awareness of environmental and ethical issues within clothing production, 

2b: the ascription of responsibility for these issues,  

2c: outcome efficacy beliefs regarding the ability to remedy them with one’s actions. 

 

2.2. Identification with humanity as an antecedent for perceived personal obligations to act 

Consumers in Western countries rarely experience the negative impacts of the production of the 

clothing they consume. There is a spatial, temporal and social distance between the places and 

subjects of production and consumption, as well as uncertainty about the actual existence of specific 

problems from a consumer perspective. Nevertheless, calls for individuals to act and mitigate 



7 Running Head: PERSONAL NORMS IN A GLOBALIZED WORLD 

 

environmental and social issues are as ubiquitous as they are reasonable. Noticeably, such appeals 

presume that consumers have some form of ‘mental connection to those who are or will be 

threatened’ (Fritsche, Barth, Jugert, Masson, & Reese, 2017). In the following, two lines of research 

that inform how such a perspective of collective thinking is shaped are discussed.  

Generally, humans can define themselves and their identity along different levels of inclusion as 

individuals (personal identity), as members of particular groups (social identity) or, at the highest 

level of inclusion, as members of the most inclusive group of human beings. Defining oneself as a 

member of a specific group and therewith the group as ‘in-group’ leads to behavior in favor of the 

group’s interests (see social identity theory, Tajfel & Turner, 1986 & self-categorization theory, 

Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994). Hence, identification with the most inclusive ‘in-group’ 

of all humans may contribute to behaviors that serve all humans, such as behaviors that tackle 

global environmental and social problems.  

One psychological concept addressing the notion of a superordinate group of all humans is 

IWAH as the categorization of oneself as part of, as well as a concern for all humanity (McFarland 

et al., 2012). Recent research has refined the concept of IWAH and identified a two-factor structure 

with the two dimensions self-definition and self-investment (Reese, Proch, & Finn, 2015; Reysen & 

Hackett, 2016). Self-definition relates to defining oneself as part of the most inclusive group of all 

humans and group similarities, and self-investment stands for solidarity and loyalty with and 

proactive concern for humans all over the world. 

Previous research repeatedly established links between the identification with humanity and 

pro-social and cooperative behaviors (Reese, 2016) as well as a felt responsibility to take action for 

a better world (Reysen & Katzarska-Miller, 2013) and pro-environmental behaviors (Der-

Karabetian, Cao, & Alfaro, 2014; Rosenmann, Reese, & Cameron, 2016). An identification with the 

common human group was positively related to a preference for choosing a smaller fair-trade 
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chocolate bar as a reward instead of a bigger conventional chocolate bar (Reese & Kohlmann, 

2015). Moreover, Reese et al. (2015) could show in a laboratory setting that an experimental group 

with higher self-investment donated significantly more to a local and global charity than a control 

group.  

People high in IWAH should have an increased interest in events and situations that affect 

humanity as a whole as well as humans in distant places, which should translate in higher 

knowledge about such events and situations as well as wish to learn about them. Previous research 

has found IWAH to be related to such a desire as well as increased actual knowledge of global 

concerns (McFarland, 2017). The Psychological Sense of Global Community (Malsch & Omoto, 

2007), a measure highly correlated with IWAH (McFarland & Hornsby, 2015), was found strongly 

correlated to a measure of global social responsibility. Devine-Wright, Price & Leviston (2015) 

found that relatively strong attachment at the global scale (defined as a strong sense of belonging to 

the area ‘whole world’) relates to an increased belief that climate change is happening and induced 

by humans. Together, this research points towards the significance of IWAH for behavioral 

intentions to act up environmental and social issues. At the same time, it shows links between 

IWAH and the concepts of awareness of need and ascription of responsibility from the NAM. 

Somewhat contrary to this global perspective, previous research examined the effect of reducing 

psychological distance on concerns about and willingness to act concerning e. g. climate change. 

Intuitive at first glance, the results of such ‘proximizing’ strategies on attitudes and motivation are 

mixed. While some studies found lower psychological distance as well as personal experience of 

climate change related events linked to heightened concerns and willingness to act (Scannel & 

Gifford, 2013; Spence, Poortinga, Butler, & Pidgeon, 2011), other studies fail to show this 

relationship (Brügger, Dessai, Devine-Wright, Morton, & Pidgeon, 2015; Brügger, Morton, & 

Dessai, 2016; McDonald, Chai, & Newell, 2015; Schuldt, Rickard, & Yang, 2018).  
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The framework of Construal Level Theory (CLT) (Liberman & Yaacov, 2008; Trope & 

Liberman, 2010) can help to understand these inconsistencies. It theorizes that psychological 

distance first and foremost affects mental representations of situations or objects and the type of 

information that is used to evaluate them. Increased psychological distance points to an increase in 

higher-level construal, which leads to an evaluation of situations and objects in favor of more 

abstract and generalized principles as compared to contextual information. One example for 

generalized and decontextualized high-level principles are moral principles. Under circumstances of 

psychological distance, persons are therefore more inclined to base their judgments and decisions 

on generalized values and moral principles (Eyal, Liberman, & Trope, 2008). This line of research 

highlights the possible benefits of a higher-level, abstract construal of humanity for the activation of 

moral principles and theoretically points towards a relationship between IWAH and personal norms. 

Apart from this direct link of IWAH with personal norms, an indirect connection of IWAH with 

personal norms, mediated through NAM variables, is theorized. In line with the NAM, which 

conceptualizes awareness of need, an ascription of responsibility and outcome efficacy as 

antecedents to personal norms, we understand IWAH as an antecedent to awareness of need and 

ascription of responsibility. Concluding the following hypotheses are postulated: 

 

H3: There is a significant positive relationship between the two IWAH components of self-

definition and self-investment and 

3a: personal norm as the felt personal obligation to reduce personal clothing consumption.  

3b: awareness of need and ascription of responsibility regarding environmental and social  

problems of clothing production. 

 

To my knowledge, no previous research has examined the relationship between both self-
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definition and self-investment and outcome efficacy. I do not have an a priori hypothesis about the 

magnitude or direction of this relationship but include it in the model for exploratory purpose.  

3. Method and Data  

3.1. Procedure and Sample 

An online survey, administered by the research institute Qualtrics, was carried out in four 

countries between October 2016 and February 2017 with a target population aged 18 to 65. The 

four countries are the United States as the worldwide biggest market for apparel and footwear, 

Germany as Europe’s biggest market, Sweden as the biggest market among the Scandinavian 

countries and Poland as biggest Eastern European market (Euromonitor, 2017). The survey 

contained multiple measures to ensure data quality and eliminate careless responses, such as 

instructed items (e. g. “Please select strongly agree”) (DeSimone, Harms, & DeSimone, 2015). The 

final sample was N = 4591 with a mean age of 42.17 years (SD = 13.55) and 56.70% female 

respondents (for an extensive description of the sample see Gwozdz, Nielsen, & Müller, 2017).  

3.2. Measurements 

Unless otherwise stated, respondents indicated what applies for them on a 7-point Likert scale 

from ‘Strongly disagree’ to ‘Strongly agree’. The primary outcome variable ‘reduced clothing 

consumption’ was defined as the intention to either reduce or entirely boycott the consumption of 

clothing products deemed problematic. Future intention to reduce consumption was measured with 

the two items in the next three months, when buying clothing items, I intend to… (1) Refrain from 

buying clothing about which I have environmental concerns and (2) buy fewer clothing items than 

usually/before.  

All items are listed in Appendix A. For the NAM constructs we developed our own 

measurements based on item formulations in previous literature (De Groot & Steg, 2009; Nayum, 

Klöckner, & Mehmetoglu, 2016). Five items measured personal norms, six items awareness of 
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need, ascription of responsibility and outcome efficacy each, referring to both issues of 

environmental and social concern. IWAH was measured by the Identification with all Humanity 

Scale (McFarland et al., 2012) containing nine items and respondents were asked to answer on a 5-

point Likert scale. Besides, we measured identification with one’s community and nation. Both 

variables are not directly of interest but included in the model as control variables to find the unique 

associations of IWAH (McFarland et al., 2012). The items were identical for all three types of 

identification, but the phrase “People all over the world” was replaced with “my community” and e. 

g. “Americans” respectively. For the remainder of this paper, the focus of the measurement lies on 

IWAH with its two dimensions – namely self-definition and self-investment.  

 

3.3. Statistical analyses  

Firstly, the descriptive structure of the data was explored using STATA 14.2. Secondly, the 

confirmatory factor model was fitted with AMOS 24.0 to validate the a priori measurement model. 

The estimator was maximum likelihood, and the procedure of listwise deletion resulted in a sample 

size of n = 4123 used cases. Selected observed variables, belonging to the same latent variable, 

were allowed to correlate if their wording indicated a possible relationship. Finally, the analysis of 

the structural model was conducted with maximum likelihood estimation and bootstrapping (N= 

2000) to obtain robust standard errors. Figure 1 depicts the structural model. To account for the 

structure of the data as clustered in countries a multi-group comparison by country was conducted. 

Individual country results are not presented in the current paper, as country-specific differences are 

neither part of the theoretical framework nor the focus of the current analysis. However, the author 

of the study can provide results for the different countries on request.  

4. Results 

4.1. Descriptive results and prevalence of reduced clothing consumption behaviors  
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Descriptive statistics of all scales and control variables are depicted in Table 1. All scales show 

adequate reliability (Cronbach’s α = .84-.97) and zero-order correlations indicate significant weak 

to moderate positive relationships between all scales. Asked about their intention not to consume 

clothing deemed problematic in next three months, 37% of the participants indicated that they 

disagree having this intention (see Figure 2). 28% reported being neutral and 35% reported that they 

agree having such an intention (M = 3.81, SD = 1.84, Range = 1-7). In comparison, 25% disagreed 

with having an intention to consume fewer items in the next three months. 33% remained neutral 

and 42% agreed to have such an intention (M = 4.27, SD = 1.71, Range = 1-7) (see Table 1).  

 

4.2. Confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation model results 

The results of the confirmatory factor analysis with ML estimator show satisfactory 

standardized loadings (all apart from one item > 0.79) of all indicators on their respective latent 

factor (for the unstandardized and standardized factor loadings see Appendix A). In line with 

previous research, the IWAH item “How much do you identify with (that is, feel a part of, feel love 

toward, have concern for) each of the following?” was excluded due to cross-loading on both self-

definition and self-investment (Reese et al., 2015). Equally, one item of the self-definition 

dimension with a loading <0.70 was excluded from further analysis.  The fit of the measurement 

model was overall adequate with χ2(1910, N = 4123) = 6749.57, p < 0.001, CMIN/DF = 3.53, NFI 

= .97, CFI = .98, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = .02 (90% confidence interval = [.02, .02], SRMR = .02, 

suggesting the proposed factor structure is one possible representation of the given data (Iacobucci, 

2010). Satisfactory Composite Reliability (CR ≥ 0.84), Average Variance Extracted (AVE ≥ 0.64) 

and Maximum Shared Variance (MSV ≤ 0.55) scores for each factor established reliability, 

convergent and discriminant validity of the model factors (see Appendix A for details) (Hair et al., 

2010). 
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In a next step, the path and proposed structural model were tested together. The fit was adequate 

with χ2(2950, N = 4123) = 13502.30, CMIN/DF = 4.58, p < 0.001, NFI = 0.95, CFI = .96, TLI = 

0.95, RMSEA = .021 (90% confidence interval = [.02, .02], SRMR = .07. Figure 3 indicates 

standardized path coefficients and the explained variance of the dependent variables (R2) for the 

structural part of the model. Standardized path coefficients and bootstrapped 95% confidence 

intervals for the standardized path coefficients are presented in Table 2.  

The standardized path coefficients show a significant direct positive relationship between 

personal norm and the intention to not consume clothing deemed problematic (β = .48, p < .001) 

and consume less clothing (β = .33, p < .001), which provides evidence for the acceptance of H1. 

The explained variance of the former intention is R2= 0.27, of the latter R2= 0.12 (see Figure 3).    

In line with H2a, H2b, and H2c there are significant direct positive relationships between 

awareness of need, an ascription of responsibility, outcome efficacy and personal norm. Outcome 

efficacy has the strongest relationship with personal norm (β = .32, p < .001) and ascription of 

responsibility the weakest (β = .04, p < .05). The relationship between awareness of need and 

personal norms is significant and positive (β = .15, p < .001).  

There is a positive direct relationship between personal norm and self-investment (β = .14, p < 

.001), partially confirming H3a. Furthermore, significant direct positive relationships are found 

between IWAH components and awareness of need, an ascription of responsibility and outcome 

efficacy. The self-investment component of IWAH is the main driver of the relationship, as 

indicated by higher standardized path coefficients between self-investment and awareness of need 

(β = .32, p < .001) and outcome efficacy (β = .30, p < .001). Self-definition (β = .13, p < .001) and 

self-investment (β = .13, p < .001) are equally strongly associated with ascription of responsibility, 

but there is no significant connection between self-definition and awareness of need. The results 

mostly confirm H3b and shed some light on the relationship between IWAH and outcome efficacy.  
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4.3. Effects of control variables 

The relationships between awareness of need, ascription of responsibility, outcome efficacy, 

personal norm and the IWAH components remain positive and significant after including 

identification with community and nation as control variables. Moreover, identification with 

community itself is significantly connected to awareness of need (β = .12, p < .001), ascription of 

responsibility (β = .12, p < .001), outcome efficacy (β = .12, p < .001) and personal norm (β = .11, p 

< .001). Identification with nation has a significant negative relationship with awareness of need (β 

= -.08, p < .001) and ascription of responsibility (β = -.15, p < .001). Age is positively connected to 

non-consumption intention (β = .05, p < .01) and less consumption intention (β = .04, p < .05). 

Similarly, gender path coefficients are significant with being a woman positively connected to non-

consumption intention (β = .03, p < .05) and intention to buy less (β = .06, p < .001). Income is 

negatively related to personal norm (β = -.03, p < .05), non-consumption intention (β = -.05, p < 

.01) and less consumption intention (β = -.07, p < .01).  

5. Discussion 

The current paper identifies psychological factors that are related to a person’s intention to 

reduce their clothing consumption. The results support that felt personal norms to reduce personal 

clothing consumption are related to behavioral intentions. Such personal norms are also associated 

with awareness of need, an ascription of responsibility and outcome efficacy. The latter was found 

to have the strongest positive relationship with personal norms, indicating that an increase in 

outcome efficacy is one of the primary determinants for increased activation of personal norms to 

reduce personal clothing consumption. These findings are in line with previous research, 

particularly for energy saving behaviors (van der Werff & Steg, 2015) as well as willingness to ban 

products produced by children (Steg & Groot, 2010) or buying environmentally friendly products 

(Antonetti & Maklan, 2014). Additionally, similar results are found within the application of 
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Protection Motivation Theory, which includes ‘the availability and effectiveness of a coping 

response’ (Rogers, 1975, p. 97) as an important component for attitude change. For example, with 

respect to electrical vehicle adoption, Bockarjova & Steg (2014) found response efficacy (i. e. the 

belief, that electric vehicles can help to solve problems caused by the conventional car) to be the 

second strongest predictor for the positive evaluation of electric vehicles and strongest predictor for 

acceptability of policies promoting the use of electrical vehicles. Rainear & Christensen (2017) 

equally found response efficacy as the strongest predictor of behavior intention for different pro-

environmental behaviors, such as driving less or turning down the thermostat.  

As the current results show, IWAH is another factor contributing to the development of personal 

norms and thereby behavioral intentions, which is the case above and beyond ones’ identification 

with community and nation. The results are in line with previous research, which found IWAH 

related to environmentally friendly behaviors (Reese, 2016; Reese & Kohlmann, 2015; Renger & 

Reese, 2016). Likewise, the current data confirm the previously found two dimensions of the 

identification with humanity scale, one reflecting the identification with all humanity as belonging 

to one common in-group and perceiving group similarities (self-definition) and another one 

indicating care, solidarity, and loyalty for all humanity (self-investment). Both dimensions correlate 

highly, and similar to previous research it is mainly self-investment that is underpinning the positive 

relationship between IWAH and personal norms (Reese et al., 2015). An increased self-investment 

does not only directly influence personal norms positively but is also positively related to increased 

awareness of need about environmental and social problems of clothing production, as well as 

increased outcome efficacy beliefs. These results directly link to recent research on compassion and 

sustainable clothing consumption. Geiger & Keller (2017) found compassion to explain variance in 

the endorsement of sustainable clothing and willingness to pay for fair trade labeled clothing. 

Compassion in this context is defined as evoking emotions as well as behavioral tendencies to 
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relieve the pain of people suffering, and conceptually overlaps with the self-investment component 

of IWAH.  

In this context, two particular results require further discussion. Firstly, the non-significant 

relationships between self-definition and awareness of need as well as personal norms should be 

addressed. These findings are in line with previous research, which found the dimension of self-

definition unrelated to e. g. justice beliefs and intention to act against global injustice (Reese et al., 

2015). One preliminary explanation is that mere self-definition and a perceived similarity is not 

enough, but that it also needs active willingness to invest in and commitment to help all humanity to 

motivate action. However, interpreting these non-significant results under the lens of Construal 

Level Theory can add a different perspective and possible explanation. The processes of self-

definition are different from self-investment, as they are focusing on perceiving similarities between 

the self and the group of all humans and ingroup homogeneity (Leach et al., 2008). Such processes 

potentially bring the abstract conception of humanity closer to the self, thereby reducing 

psychological distance. The self-investment component, however, does not necessarily reduce 

psychological distance but is more connected to solidarity and wanting to help the abstract group of 

humanity. According to Construal Level Theory, this more abstract construal of humanity would 

more likely allow people to act in line with their moral convictions than reduced psychological 

distance would.  

Secondly, further elaboration is necessary for the significant positive relationships between 

IWAH components and outcome efficacy, which were included for explorative purposes. Based on 

the current research, possible explanations can only be of presumptive nature. One possible reason 

is that the feeling of belonging to a group raises feelings that together as a group one can help 

alleviate large-scale problems like e. g. environmental burden connected with clothing production 

and consumption. Previous research has established that manipulations increasing collective 
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efficacy raise pro-environmental intention through enhancing self-efficacy in parallel (Jugert et al., 

2016). As the current study has not measured collective efficacy, this idea cannot be further tested, 

and future research would have to analyze the connection between IWAH, collective efficacy and 

personal efficacy more in detail. Furthermore, in line with this thinking, research by Greenaway et 

al. (2015) in the context of health and well-being showed that identification with social groups (e. g. 

the group world citizens) is connected to greater perceived personal control. Equally, future studies 

should seek to understand how far this translates into the environmental domain and specifically to 

outcome efficacy as the perception that one’s actions can have an impact on environmental and 

social issues.  

 

5.1. Practical implications 

These findings can give valuable input for e. g. NGOs or other public actors who wish to design 

successful interventions and communication strategies aimed at reducing overall clothing 

consumption and its environmental and social impacts. The current results not only show that 

personal norms are connected to intentions to reduce consumption, but also illustrate possible 

antecedents that can foster feelings of personal obligation. As a general setting, they point towards a 

need for carefully considering e. g. strategies to bring environmental or social issues close to the 

self against strategies which capitalize on psychological distance. ‘Proximising’ such issues 

translates not necessarily into more engagement. This perspective can offer new opportunities for 

engagement and communication techniques, which should focus more on setting the stage of 

solidarity with spatial and socially distant citizens of the world. For example, Reese et al. (2015) 

explored an experimental manipulation of IWAH by showing an image depicting ‘hands and arms 

of obviously varying ethnic background reaching for a globe image’, which should cause more 

perceptions of solidarity with all humans despite psychological distance than of ingroup 
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homogeneity. In line with this reasoning, the intervention successfully increased self-investment 

among the experimental group, but not self-definition. Moreover, participants from the 

experimental group donated more money for both a local and global charity as compared to the 

control group. Increasing identification on the more abstract level of self-investment can 

furthermore facilitate the processing of other information on a fitting abstraction level, e. g. about 

distant environmental and social problems related to clothing production (Brügger et al., 2016). 

Increased awareness of these problems, in turn, is related to felt moral obligations to reduce 

clothing consumption.  

Lastly and importantly, intervention strategies should focus on communicating that individual 

consumers’ actions can have a real impact on reducing environmental and social problems (Rainear 

& Christensen, 2017). Supplemented by information about concrete actions consumers can take, 

these messages can be promising avenues for communicating with consumers and reducing clothing 

consumption.  

 

5.2. Limitations and future studies 

The results need to be set in context within the limitations of the current study. The two main 

limitations are its cross-sectional design as well as reliance on self-reported measurements.  

The results are of a correlational nature, and the proposed directions of relationships between 

different model components are assumptions that cannot be proven, i. e. cause and effect cannot be 

tested. Furthermore, the study only assesses intentions for future reduction of clothing consumption, 

and research across multiple behavior domains has repeatedly shown that it is often a long way 

from intention to behavior (Carrington, Zwick, & Neville, 2015). Hence, future studies should focus 

on collecting longitudinal data containing information on intentions to perform a specific behavior 

in the future as well as on actual behavior at a later point in time.  
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Using self-reported data always harbors the risks of social desirability bias leading to an over- 

or underestimation of actual intentions or behavior, which can be especially relevant for socially 

accepted behaviors like environmentally friendly consumption. Moreover, single items were used to 

measure intentions for non-consumption of items deemed problematic and less consumption. 

Additionally, the item formulation for reduced consumption intentions does neither contain 

environmental nor social concerns as reasons for reduced consumption and the wording of 

‘usually/before’ can be understood differently for each participant. Therefore, it cannot be identified 

why participants decided to consume fewer items. Possible alternative explanations, such as saving 

money, seasonal fluctuation in one’s needs or because they usually don’t buy much, cannot be ruled 

out. Future studies, therefore, could aim at improving the measurement of reduced consumption. 

Thereby behavior ideally would not only be measured by recalling past behavior or intention via 

self-reports, but also cross-validated via observation or real-time data collection.  

 

5.3. Conclusion 

The current study examines psychological antecedents for the development of a felt personal 

obligation, or personal norm, to reduce personal clothing consumption due to environmental 

concerns. It furthermore assesses the connection between such a norm and intentions to reduce 

personal clothing consumption in the future. The proposed model is based on the NAM but extends 

previous studies by adding the concept of IWAH as the categorization of oneself as part of and 

concern for all humanity. The model fit is satisfactory, and all but two proposed relationships are 

significant. Together, the findings prove the usefulness of the NAM to explain personal norms for 

reducing personal clothing consumption, which in turn are related to consumers’ indicated intention 

to reduce their consumption in the following three months. IWAH has proven to be a valuable 

addition to the traditional components of the NAM and to make a contribution as an antecedent for 
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them. Given the urgency of environmental issues and the pressing need for resolving them, 

questions regarding the ability of consumers to leverage solutions solemnly through personal 

behavior changes need to be taken seriously. Focusing on individual consumers’ consumption 

patterns can only be seen as one building block, although an important building block, towards 

more sustainable societies. Despite its shortcomings, the current study contributes by providing a 

valuable overview of psychological components that are potentially valuable in fostering 

consumers’ intention to reduce their clothing consumption.  
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Figure 1 Proposed structural model (IWAH: Identification with all Humanity) 

 

Figure 2 Prevalence of intention to reduce clothing consumption in the next three months 
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Table 1 Descriptive results 

Note. IWAH: Identification with all Humanity; C: control variables; n = 4123; all but one correlations are significant with p ≤ 

.001(1 p ≤ .05)  

 

Scale M SD Range 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 C1 C2 

(1) IWAH: Self-

definition (SD) 

2.68 0.89 1-5 α=.84          

(2) IWAH: Self-

investment (SI) 

3.40 0.98 1-5 0.64 α=.89         

(3) Awareness of 

need (AN) 

5.45 1.29 1-7 0.23 0.30 α=.94        

(4) Ascription of 

responsibility 

(AR) 

4.18 1.61 1-7 0.19 0.19 0.42 α=.96       

(5) Outcome 

efficacy (OE) 

4.58 1.58 1-7 0.34 0.38 0.43 0.38 α=.97      

(6) Personal norm 

(PN) 

4.18 1.74 1-7 0.28 0.34 0.36 0.26 0.47 α=.95     

Intention              

(7) Non- 

consumption 

3.81 1.84 1-7 0.30 0.34 0.32 0.21 0.42 0.48 1.00    

(8) Less 

consumption 

4.27 1.72 1-7 0.09 0.13 0.15 0.11 0.21 0.34 0.35 1.00   

C1 Identification 

with community 

3.35 0.83 1-5 0.37 0.42 0.19 0.12 0.27 0.26 0.17 0.09 α=.91  

C2 Identification 

with nation 

3.39 0.78 1-5 0.39 0.47 0.14 0.041 0.24 0.21 0.13 0.08 0.68 α=.90 

C3 Female 0.57 0.50 0-1           

C4 Age (years) 42.52 13.56 18-65           

C5 Income (11 

categories) 

4.69 3.15 0-1           
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Figure 3 Structural model with standardized path coefficients, bootstrapped standard errors (n = 2000) and multiple 

squared correlations (R2) for dependent variables at the top right corner; *** p < 0.001 ** p < 0.01. * p < 0.05 (IWAH: 

Identification with all Humanity) 
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Table 2 Standardized path coefficients for the full structural equation model 

From To Full model 

IWAH Self-definition AN 0.00 (n. s.) 
definition  [-0.07;0.07] 
 AR 0.13*** 
  [0.07;0.19] 
 OE 0.12*** 
  [0.06;0.18] 
 PN 0.01 (n. s.) 
  [-0.04;0.07] 
IWAH Self- AN 0.32*** 
investment  [0.25;0.39] 
 AR 0.13*** 
  [0.07;0.19] 
 OE 0.30*** 
  [0.23;0.36] 
 PN 0.14*** 
  [0.08;0.2] 
AN PN 0.15*** 
  [0.11;0.19] 
AR PN 0.04* 
  [0;0.07] 
OE PN 0.32*** 
  [0.28;0.35] 
PN Non- 0.48*** 
 consumption [0.45;0.5] 
PN Less- 0.33*** 
 consumption [0.29;0.36] 
Obs.  4.123 
Model fit: Χ2=13502.30; df=2950; p≤.001; Χ2/df=4.58; CFI=.96; NFI=.95; TLI=.95; 

RMSEA=.02. SRMR=.07 

Note:  *** p≤.001 ** p≤.01 * p≤.05; standardized coefficients, bias-corrected 

bootstrapped 95%-confidence intervals in parentheses (n=2.000); controls: age, income, sex, 

identification with community, identification with nation; multi-group comparison by country 

to account for data structure 
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Appendix A 

 B S. E. p beta 95%-confidence interval 

Personal norm  

(CR=0.95, AVE=0.78, MSV=0.19)      

 I feel obliged to reduce my personal clothing 

consumption because of my personal values 

1 

  

0.92 [0.91;0.93] 

 No matter what other people think or do, my 

principles tell me that it is right to reduce my 

personal clothing consumption 

0.89 0.01 *** 0.85 [0.83;0.86] 

 Reducing my personal clothing consumption 

is the right thing to do 

0.85 0.01 *** 0.80 [0.78;0.81] 

 I feel morally obliged to reduce my personal 

clothing consumption 

0.99 0.01 *** 0.92 [0.90;0.93] 

 I feel a strong personal obligation to reduce 

my personal clothing consumption 

1 0.01 *** 0.93 [0.92;0.94] 

Awareness of need (Clothing production…) 

(CR=0.94, AVE=0.73, MSV=0.12)   

 Uses vast amounts of energy and water 1 

  

0.83 [0.81;0.84] 

 Causes tremendous harm to the environment 1.13 0.02 *** 0.88 [0.87;0.89] 

 Uses vast amounts of hazardous chemicals 1.09 0.02 *** 0.88 [0.87;0.89] 

 Operates under unsafe working conditions 1.01 0.02 *** 0.82 [0.80;0.83] 

 Operates under precarious employment 

conditions 

0.95 0.02 *** 0.79 [0.76;0.80] 

 Impairs the health of people living in the 

production countries 

1.11 0.02 *** 0.87 [0.85;0.88] 

Ascription of responsibility (Through my personal 

clothing consumption, I…) 

(CR=0.96, AVE=0.81, MSV=0.05) 

     

 Am contributing to the harm done to the 

environment 

1 

  

0.91 [0.90;0.92] 
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 Am contributing to the amount of energy and 

water used in clothing production 

0.96 0.01 *** 0.88 [0.86;0.89] 

 Am contributing to the use of hazardous 

chemicals in clothing production 

1.04 0.01 *** 0.93 [0.92;0.94] 

 Am contributing to the health impairment of 

people living in countries that produce clothing 

1.03 0.01 *** 0.92 [0.91;0.93] 

 Am partly responsible for unsafe working 

conditions 

1.03 0.01 *** 0.89 [0.88;0.90] 

 Am supporting precarious employment 

conditions 

1.01 0.01 *** 0.86 [0.85;0.88] 

Outcome efficacy (Through my personal clothing consumption, I can…) 

(CR=0.96, AVE=0.81, MSV=0.19) 

 reduce the environmental impact 1 

  

0.89 [0.88;0.91] 

 have an impact on water and energy savings 0.98 0.01 *** 0.88 [0.86;0.89] 

 have an impact on reducing the use of 

hazardous chemicals 

1.05 0.01 *** 0.92 [0.91;0.93] 

 influence improvements in working conditions 1.04 0.01 *** 0.90 [0.89;0.92] 

 influence improvements in the health of people 

living in production countries 

1.04 0.01 *** 0.91 [0.89;0.92] 

 influence improvements in precarious 

employment conditions (e.g. child labor. long 

working hours. and low wages) 

1.04 0.01 *** 0.89 [0.88;0.91] 

IWAH: Self-definition 

(CR=0.84, AVE=0.64, MSV=0.55)     

 How close do you feel to people all over the 

world? 

1 

  

0.79 [0.77;0.81] 

 How often do you use the word 'we' to refer to 

people all over the world? 

1.14 0.02 *** 0.79 [0.77;0.81] 

 How much would you say you have in 

common with people all over the world? 

1.03 0.02 *** 0.83 [0.82;0.85] 

IWAH: Self-investment 

(CR=0.89, AVE=0.67, MSV=0.55)     
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 How much would you say you care (feel upset. 

want to help) when bad things happen to 

people anywhere in the world? 

1 

  

0.81 [0.79;0.83] 

 How much do you want to be a responsible 

citizen of the world? 

0.99 0.02 *** 0.8 [0.77;0.81] 

 How much do you believe in being loyal to all 

mankind? 

1.01 0.02 *** 0.78 [0.76;0.80] 

 When they are in need, how much do you want 

to help people all over the world? 

1.06 0.02 *** 0.85 [0.83;0.86] 

Note:  *** p≤.001 ** p≤.01 * p≤.05; bias-corrected bootstrapped 95%-confidence intervals in parentheses (n=2.000) 

 


