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ABSTRACT

In the pursuit of sustainability, consumers often associate environmentally friendly behaviors
with personal sacrifices, creating a barrier to sustainable consumption. This paper explores the
drivers behind consumers’ willingness to make sacrifices (WTS) for sustainability, defining and
conceptualizing consumer sacrifice within an environmental context. Drawing from existing
research we develop a conceptual model that links perceived costs and benefits with WTS. We
identify key individual and sociocultural factors, such as self-efficacy and trust, which influence
WTS. This paper contributes to the literature by proposing a more holistic perspective on
sustainable consumption and the perceived sacrifices involved, emphasizing the interplay be-
tween costs, benefits, and contextual factors. The proposed framework provides a foundation
for future empirical research on the complexities of consumer sacrifice for a sustainable future.
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INTRODUCTION

To limit global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius, it is essential to transform production and
consumption systems. Although some countries have implemented measures that have reduced
emissions, global CO2 levels continue to rise (Ritchie et al., 2023). There is widespread
agreement that consumer engagement is crucial in achieving climate goals, particularly in the
global North, where emissions are disproportionately high (Creutzig et al., 2022). However,
when consumers are encouraged to reduce their consumption or choose more sustainable
options, these actions are often perceived as sacrifices, which can hinder the shift toward more
sustain-able consumption (Goldsmith et al., 2022; Hiittel et al., 2018). According to a recent
global survey, about one-third of respondents feel their country is already being asked to
sacrifice too much (Ipsos, 2023). The same study shows that in many countries, fewer people
support tax increases for climate protection than oppose them.

Therefore, it is essential to understand what drives consumers to make sacrifices for the
environment and a sustainable future, which is a crucial predictor of sustainable behavior
(Thaller et al., 2020). While a few studies have investigated drivers and/or outcomes of
consumers’ willingness to sacrifice (WTS), especially in environmental psychology and
tourism research (e.g., Davis et al., 2011; Kantenbacher et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2020), there
is a lack of under-standing of the motivations and underlying mechanisms behind consumer
sacrifices and the factors that drive people to make sacrifices (Chwialkowska & Flicinska-
Turkiewicz, 2021). Based on a literature review, we propose a conceptual framework for future
research to examine the drivers of consumers’ willingness to sacrifice in more detail.
Surprisingly, existing research largely overlooks potential trade-offs between perceived costs
and benefits in a sustainability context. By analyzing existing research, this study makes three
contributions. First, our study provides a definition of consumer sacrifice for sustainability.
Second, we describe possible costs and benefits of consuming sustainably and their
differentiating characteristics that might shape consumers’ WTS. Finally, we identify individual
and sociocultural variables that may moderate the impact of perceived costs and benefits.
Additionally, these variables may have a direct effect on consumers' WTS.

This study provides a fresh perspective on sustainable consumption by defining and
conceptualizing consumer sacrifice specifically within an environmental context, filling a
critical gap in current literature. By clarifying the costs, benefits, and other influencing factors
that shape willingness to sacrifice, our framework offers valuable starting points for both
researchers and policymakers seeking to foster more sustainable consumer behaviors.

WHAT IS SACRIFICE?

The term sacrifice originates from the Latin word “sacrificium”, which is a combination of the
words “sacer” (sacred) and “facere” (to make) (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2024). The term is
regularly used in biblical and religious settings, understanding sacrifice as a religious act which
involves the sacrifice of a victim to appease or please a deity, aiming to win favor or to prevent
misfortune, or to receive forgiveness for sins (Carter, 2002). From this perspective, sacrifices
can be understood as giving up something valuable to obtain something even more valuable. In
its most extreme form, the self can literally be sacrificed, namely one's own life, in order to
serve the collective or a higher purpose and to receive recognition (Bélanger et al., 2018; Dugas
et al., 2016).

Other general and business-related definitions focus more on the aspect of sacrificing some-
thing for the benefit of others or an important cause without including egoistic motives. For
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example, according to the Cambridge Dictionary (2024) the verb sacrifice means “to give up
something that is valuable to you in order to help another person. Within business research, the
concept of sacrifice has received most research attention in the context of leadership. In this
domain, it is understood as the willingness of leaders to accept personal costs, such as giving
up rights and privileges, to live up to personal beliefs and values and for the welfare of the
organization or group (Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2004). In a recent literature review, also the
volitational nature of leader (self-) sacrifice is emphasized (Yang et al., 2023). Sacrifice
therefore tends to go together with a deprioritization of (immediate) self-interest (Turillo et al.,
2002).

In marketing and consumer research similar definitions have been proposed. Kantenbacher et
al. (2017, p. 4) describe self-sacrifice as “giving up something of personal value for the sake of
another, often more important, consideration, while being unable to pursue both”. Traditionally,
marketing research has focused on monetary sacrifice, i.e., the prices consumers spend to obtain
valuable products or services. In addition, CS can refer to the investment of energy, effort, or
time (Bradford & Boyd, 2020), such as a loss of convenience and time when choosing public
transport over a car. This understanding is reflected in measurement scales of willingness to
sacrifice (WTS), which typically include the acceptance of higher prices for sustainable offers,
higher taxes, stricter laws that might restrict one’s daily life, loss of convenience or even a lower
living standard (Bilandzic et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2011; Hosta & Zabkar, 2021; Reyes, 2021;
Tsai et al., 2021).

It is also important to note that the perception of consumer sacrifice is subjective (Binder et al.,
2019). This individual perception is driven by consumer psychographics and
sociodemographics. For example, it is less of a sacrifice for higher earners to offset their CO2
emissions than for people with lower incomes; or for less materialistic consumers to limit their
fashion purchases or switch to second-hand offers than for very materialistic consumers.

WHAT DRIVES WILLINGNESS TO MAKE SACRIFICES FOR SUSTAINABILITY?
Perceived Costs and Benefits of the Sacrifice

As outlined, a sacrifice always involves a subjective trade-off between an immediate personal
cost and a benefit that (also) affects other people, living beings, or the broader environment.
The ultimate benefit of the sacrifice is often more abstract, distant, and uncertain than the
sacrifice itself, e.g., giving up regular long-distance flights to reduce global warming. This
temporal asymmetry and the generally higher psychological distance of benefits of sustainable
behavior compared to its costs represents a major challenge for sustainable behavior change
(Spence et al., 2012).

Still, sacrifice in sustainable consumption can take very different forms, so that it cannot be
understood as a one-dimensional, uniform concept. Some decisions require comparatively
small compromises like paying higher prices for sustainable everyday products. Therefore, the
extent of the associated costs does vary across sustainability decisions and represent a
significant barrier (Smoluk-Sikorska et al., 2024). Larger sacrifices involve higher costs in
terms of money, time, or other investments. Complete lifestyle changes, which may include
moving to a smaller apartment, selling one’s car, etc., are usually perceived as being very costly
(at least

initially). Another factor contributing to the perceived costs is the timing. Sacrifices in
sustainable consumption always include immediate costs. However, they can also entail long-
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term investments, which are more difficult to realize than one-time sacrifices (Kurz et al., 2015;
White et al., 2019). For example, avoiding plastic waste may be a rather small sacrifice in terms
of effort needed each day, but one that requires an ongoing commitment. Conversely, replacing
the heating system is an expensive matter, but one that does not entail any significant further
costs or effort in the long term. With regard to the specific type of costs involved, sacrifices can
be based on money, time and effort, or the foregoing of non-essential benefits (e.g., hedonic
value) (Bradford & Boyd, 2020; Gomes et al., 2021). This distinction is important, as people
might feel more or less pain depending on the specific type of cost (Macdonnell & White, 2015),
which has an impact on trade-off evaluations and consequently, the likelihood of behaving
sustainably. For example, the perceived pain associated with money versus time, is likely to
vary across people, e.g., depending on income and resource availability, and across situations,
e.g., when making functional versus hedonic product choices.

The same criteria can be applied to describe the perceived benefits of sustainable consumption
choices. Regarding their extent, perceived impact—such as climate mitigation potential—
should be a crucial factor. For example, switching to a smaller car with a combustion engine
may reduce climate impact, but not as much as switching to an electric vehicle (Ivanova et al.,
2020). If perceived costs are comparable, it is plausible to assume that the anticipated level of
impact is positively related to WTS, as has already been shown in donation behavior (Gugen-
ishvili et al., 2022). However, it should also be noted that consumers (Wynes et al., 2020) and
even researchers (Lembregts & Cadario, 2024) still lack knowledge of the mitigation potential
of different climate actions. In terms of timing, the potential benefits of sacrifices usually un-
fold in the future. The most important argument for sustainable consumption are goals such as
halting global warming or species extinction. Usually, future outcomes are discounted, i.e.,
people prefer immediate gratification over delayed benefits (Hardisty & Weber, 2009).
However, some benefits can also occur directly, such as better air quality, positive emotions
caused by ’doing good’, tangible product benefits (e.g., high acceleration of EV), or cost
savings when switching to public transport. In terms of the specific type of benefits, they can
be tangible (e.g., a timeless, durable and high-quality garment), or intangible in nature (e.g.,
less carbon in the air), with the latter are most associated with sustainable consumer behavior.
Similarly, the benefits can provide rewards to the self or to others (Edinger-Schons et al., 2018;
Hartmann et al., 2017). As outlined earlier, sacrificing for sustainable causes always includes
other-focused benefits (e.g., preventing extreme weather conditions that affect the Global South
most), while the extent of self-focused benefits may vary (e.g., lower long-term costs, social
approval).

Individual and Sociocultural Factors

Next to the direct trade-off, characteristics on an individual and sociocultural level have been
found to influence consumers’ WTS. In terms of individual factors, self-efficacy, personal
norms and commitment to nature, strong environmental concern (e.g., strong perceptions of the
importance of global warming; focus on the welfare of the environment), and the knowledge of
environmental issues predict higher WTS for the environment (Davis et al., 2011; Doran &
Hanss, 2022; Hao et al., 2020; Hedlund, 2011; Landon et al., 2018; Liu & Sibley, 2012; Macias,
2015; Rahman & Reynolds, 2016; Reyes, 2021). Therefore, WTS is positively correlated with
consumers’ knowledge of sustainable issues, their personal values (i.e., biospheric values) and
with their beliefs that they are capable to accomplish the actions needed. The few research
findings about the role of sociodemographics are not completely conclusive. Liu and Sibley
(2012) found that females and older people are more willing to make personal sacrifices for the
environment. Similarly, Thaller et al. (2020) identified a positive relationship between age and
WTS. Gender differences were found regarding the impact of WTS; it was a stronger driver of
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conservation behavior (climate citizenship) for females (males). Education had no significant
effect on WTS. In contrast, Kantenbacher et al. (2018) found no effects of gender, age and
income on people’s support of policies designed to reduce the negative climate impacts of
flights (e.g., increase of aviation tax, mandatory carbon offsetting).

Factors on a social or cultural level can also alter peoples’ WTS. For instance, both Doyle (2023)
and Doran and Hanss (2022) found that the (expected or observed) actions of others regarding
nature protection increase peoples’ WTS. Similarly, perceived trust in the government and
related authorities (Reyes, 2021; Tsai et al., 2021) and higher generalized (cultural) trust within
the society (Doyle, 2023; Macias, 2015) have been positively linked to WTS. These findings
indicate that the perceived collective effort as well as an environment and culture of trust are
necessary to encourage people to make sacrifices. Conversely, concerns about free ridership
and lack of collective efficacy can significantly undermine individual WTS (Doran & Hanss,
2022; Kantenbacher et al., 2019; Reyes, 2021). Interestingly, social exclusion can act as a
motivator of sacrificial behavior. Based on Costly Signaling Theory Guo et al. (2020) provide
evidence that feelings of being ignored, isolated, excluded, or rejected can create a desire to
self-sacrifice which in turn increases intentions to buy green products. By sacrificing money to
purchase expensive green products, consumers can signal prosociality and social status. This
effect was only found for publicly consumed goods and for instable causes of the exclusion.
This is in line with research findings that have established sacrifice as a means to gain
significance (e.g., Dugas et al., 2016).

Regarding possible interaction effects between individual and sociocultural factors, Liu and
Sibley (2012) discovered that the perceived importance of global warming only predicts WTS
for the in countries with a higher score on the human development index (HDI). Even though
consumers in countries with a lower living standard stated comparable levels of WTS — despite
their limited resources — global warming importance was not a significant driver.

Conceptual Model

To guide future research, we propose an initial conceptualization of the main antecedents and
boundary conditions influencing consumers’ willingness to make sacrifices for the
environment. While not exhaustive, this model integrates cost-benefit trade-offs of specific
decisions with more stable individual and sociocultural factors. In P1 (P2), we suggest that
perceived costs (benefits) will decrease (increase) consumers’ WTS. Additionally, we
recommend further exploration of temporal aspects and the specific types of costs and benefits.
P3 and P4 address the moderating effects of individual and sociocultural factors, which could
weaken the impact of costs and amplify the impact of benefits. For instance, altruistic
individuals may emphasize other-oriented benefits associated with sustainable consumption
while discounting their costs. Altruism may also directly correlate with a greater willingness to
make sacrifices for the environment. Future research could explore the suggested variables as
potential moderators or direct antecedents of WTS (P5) in more detail.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model (own work).
CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

This study underscores the importance and complexity of consumer sacrifices for sustainability.
It presents a nuanced conceptual framework that integrates individual and sociocultural factors
with the perceived costs and benefits of sustainable behavior. Our framework suggests that
WTS is not solely about balancing immediate costs against future benefits; rather, it is
profoundly influenced by individual values, self-efficacy, and collective social dynamics, such
as trust in others’ environmental actions and in institutional support. We also emphasized that
not all costs associated with consumer sacrifice are only immediate and that some sustainable
behaviors can create immediate benefits. These nuances must be considered when developing
a better understanding of consumers’ (non-) sustainable choices.

Future research should also expand its focus to diverse domains of consumer behavior and build
on various theories. Examining the contexts of the reviewed studies, it is noticeable that a
significant portion of the existing research focuses on travel behavior (e.g., Doran & Hanss,
2022; Kantenbacher et al., 2019; Talwar et al., 2022). Most other studies deal with sustainable
consumer behavior in general. As far as the theoretical foundations are concerned, multiple
theories were utilized. Motivation theories (e.g., expectancy theory (Talwar et al., 2022),
attitude theories (e.g., theory of planned behavior (Casais & Faria, 2022; Hao et al., 2020)) and
value theories (e.g., Schwartz’s theories of values (Hedlund, 2011)) have been most frequently
used, similar to related models like the values-belief model (Landon et al., 2018) and the norm
activation model (Knez et al., 2020). These models were specifically developed for prosocial
and environmental actions. Other general theories utilized focus more on social or collective
aspects of sacrifices, such as relationship theory (Davis et al., 2011), costly signaling theory
(Guo et al., 2020), and behavioral economics (i.e., social dilemmas (Doran & Hanss, 2022;
Doyle, 2023)). These various theoretical perspectives can be explained by the complexity of
the topic which includes antecedents and outcomes on multiple levels. However, an integration
of these perspectives is needed to develop a comprehensive understanding of WTS for climate
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protection and its link to sustainable consumption. In addition, social exchange theory (e.g.,
Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2012) and construal level theory (e.g., Adler & Sarstedt, 2021) could
enhance the understanding of the characteristics of expected benefits and costs and the
relevance of relationship types, norms and dynamics (e.g., exchange versus communal
relationship norms).

Based on the literature review, some initial recommendations can be derived for businesses and
policymakers. For businesses, it is essential to understand whether their target groups are
motivated by individual, societal benefits of sustainable choices or a combination of both when
making sustainable choices (Dalsace & Challagalla, 2024). Highlighting immediate, tangible
benefits—such as cost savings, health advantages, or product durability—can make sacrifices
feel more rewarding and reduce the psychological distance as-sociated with proenvironmental
actions (Goldsmith et al., 2022). Additionally, integrating elements of social recognition and
community building, such as loyalty programs or public acknowledgments for sustainable
actions could increase the perceived benefits of sustainable decisions. However, for more
altruistic, environmentally committed consumers, this strategy could back-fire. Highlighting
self-serving benefits, whether material or immaterial, could demotivate these consumers and
negatively impact perceptions of the company’s motives at the same time (Edinger-Schons et
al., 2018; Schwartz et al., 2015).

For policymakers, fostering a culture of trust and collective efficacy is crucial. Policies that
enhance transparency and accountability in environmental initiatives can strengthen public
trust, encouraging consumers to make sacrifices for the greater good. Furthermore, education
campaigns that clarify the climate mitigation potential of various sustainable actions can
address the current gap in knowledge and motivate consumers to engage in impactful behaviors
(Wynes et al., 2020). Given the common challenge of temporal discounting, policies could
include incentives for immediate sustainable actions, such as tax deductions or subsidies for
renewable energy or eco-friendly vehicles, helping consumers feel an immediate benefit from
their sustainable choices (White et al., 2019). In addition, policymakers could leverage social
influence strategies by promoting visible pro-environmental behaviors within communities.
This might involve collaborating with influential community leaders or endorsing public figures
who model sustainable actions (Chwialkowska & Flicinska-Turkiewicz, 2021). Creating
environments where sustainable behaviors are the norm can contribute to a social framework
where sacrifice is both supported and rewarded (Knez et al., 2020). Finally, by addressing
concerns about free-ridership—ensuring that sacrifices are shared and reciprocated within
society—policies can foster a sense of fairness and shared responsibility that encourages
broader engagement in sustainable practices.
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