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Indirect effect: B = .86, SE = .17, 95% CI [.55, 1.22] 
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B = 1.45*** B = .60***  

B = .09 n.s
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Nowadays, there is an increasing emphasis on companies shifting away 
from the traditional linear economy to a circular economy, which stresses the 
continuous reuse of products and materials to reduce environmental impacts 
(McDonough and Braungart 2010). While transforming business operations 
is vital, consumers also play an important role in the circular economy; as 
end-users of consumer products, consumers have control over how products 
are disposed of, which has a significant impact on the environment (Mont 
and Heiskanen 2015).

The aforementioned sustainability initiatives rely on consistent
consumer participation as the circular system cannot be achieved by one-time 
consumer action (White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019). Thus, simply offering 
sustainability initiatives and initiating consumer participation are insufficient 
to bring about a sustainable circular system. In this regard, we propose a 
simple yet effective action that companies can take regarding their 
sustainability programs to encourage repeat participation from consumers 
and foster other sustainable consumer behaviors: acknowledgment.

Over half (52%) stated that their recycling 
efforts were not acknowledged in any way by 
the company. 

Yet the 48% who indicated that they were 
acknowledged were more willing to 
continue recycling with the company.

• Exploratory study (M = 182, CloudResearch)
Recruited those who indicated they had participated in a take-back 
program

Is company acknowledgment of consumer efforts 
prevalent?

For consumers to participate in a company’s sustainability initiatives, 
such as product take-back or repair program, they have to make extra 
additional efforts: they need to forego easier ways of disposing or replacing 
used or broken products and make conscious efforts to collect and return 
products to companies. When a company expresses gratitude for such 
consumer efforts, it signifies that the company recognizes and appreciates the 
efforts consumers put forth toward sustainability (Grant and Gino 2010; 
McCullough et al. 2001). Accordingly, consumers feel that their efforts are 
valued by the company, enhancing consumers’ feelings of social worth as 
partners with the company, which in turn make them more likely to continue 
making efforts with the partner company to advance sustainability.

Theoretical Development

• Scenario: Take-back program (clothing)
• A two-way between-subjects design

: 2 (Acknowledgment: Yes vs. No)
x 2 (Advertisement: Yes vs. No)

• DV: Future recycling intentions with the company

Study 1: Basic Effect (Take-Back Program)

• Scenario: Take-back program (clothing)
• A two-way between-subjects design

: 2 (Acknowledgment: Yes vs. No)
x 2 (Advertisement timing: Before fix vs. After fix)

• DV: Future repairing intentions with the company

Study 2: Basic Effect (Repair Program)

• Scenario: Take-back program (clothing)
• One-way between-subjects design: (Acknowledgment: Yes vs. No)
• DV: Future recycling intentions with the company
• Mediator: Feelings of social worth as a partner

Study 3: Mediation (Social Worth as Partner)

• Scenario: Take-back program (clothing)
• One-way between-subjects design: (Acknowledgment: Yes vs. No)
• DV: Future recycling intentions & Future repairing intentions for a pair of jeans that needs to be repaired

Study 4: Process by Moderation

INTRODUCTION STUDIES IMPLICATIONS

The current research has implications for companies offering sustainability 
initiatives that involve consumer participation. Based on the circular 
economy model, company initiatives such as take-back or repair programs 
meaningfully reduce the use of raw materials and extend product and material 
use. Incorporating consumer acknowledgment in these initiatives helps 
enhance consumers’ feelings of social worth as partners with the company, 
leading them to continue participating in the initiatives as well as encouraging 
them to take part in a company’s other initiatives that further advance 
sustainability.  

To offer acknowledgment, companies will initially have to bear the 
fixed costs to set up the system that will allow acknowledging consumers’ 
participation in a company’s sustainability programs. However, once such a 
system is in place, sending the acknowledgment has virtually no cost (Goette 
and Tripodi 2020) while being effective in motivating consumers’ continued 
participation in a company’s sustainability efforts. Overall, our findings 
provide a cost-effective, straightforward measure that companies can take in 
their sustainability initiatives with consumers.

REFERENCES
Algoe, Sara B. (2012). Find, Remind, and Bind: The Functions of Gratitude in Everyday 

Relationships. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 6(6): 455-69. 

Goette, Lorenz, and Egon Tripodi. (2020). Does Positive Feedback of Social Impact 
Motivate Prosocial Behavior? A Field Experiment with Blood Donors. Journal of 
Economic Behavior & Organization, 175 (July): 1-8. 

Grant, Adam M., and Francesca Gino. (2010). A Little Thanks Goes a Long Way: 
Explaining Why Gratitude Expressions Motivate Prosocial Behavior. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 98(6), 946-55.

McCullough, Michael E., Shelley D. Kilpatrick, Robert A. Emmons, and David B. Larson. 
(2001). Is Gratitude a Moral Affect? Psychological Bulletin, 127(2): 249-66. 

McDonough, William, and Michael Braungart. (2010). Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the 
Way We Make Things. New York: North Point Press.

Mont, Oksana, and Eva Heiskanen. (2015). Breaking the Stalemate of Sustainable 
Consumption with Industrial Ecology and a Circular Economy. In Handbook of 
Research on Sustainable Consumption, 33-48. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
Publishing. 

White, Katherine, Rishad Habib, and David J. Hardisty. (2019). How to SHIFT 
Consumer Behaviors to Be More Sustainable: A Literature Review and Guiding 
Framework. Journal of Marketing, 83(3): 22–49. 

Yuly Hong
Georgia Institute of Technology | Scheller College of Business
800 West Peachtree St. NW, Atlanta, GA 30308, USA
yuly.hong@scheller.gatech.edu 

Contact Information

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

No Gratitude Gratitude

Fu
tu

re
 R

ep
ai

rin
g 

In
te

nt
io

ns

No Acknowledgment  Acknowledgment
p = .01

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

No Advertisement Advertisement
Fu

tu
re

 R
ec

yc
lin

g 
In

te
nt

io
ns

No Acknowledgment Acknowledgment

p = .002 p = .001

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Before Fix After Fix

Fu
tu

re
 R

ep
ai

rin
g 

In
te

nt
io

ns

No Acknowledgment Acknowledgment

p = .006 p = .01

mailto:yuly.hong@scheller.gatech.edu

	Slide Number 1

