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I. Research background and justification for the selection of the topic

Traditional social marketing approaches aim to promote environmental engagement
through education and sensitisation (Akerlof et al.,, 2022). These communication
techniques, which rely on information dissemination and raising awareness, have proven
relatively effective in increasing public knowledge and strengthening environmental
attitudes. However, their effectiveness in fostering pro-environmental behaviour is limited
(Cornelissen et al., 2007; Hanisch & Eirdosh, 2023; Korteling et al., 2023). This is precisely
why communication techniques grounded in behavioural science are relevant, as they are
based on the assumption, that people process information in everyday life in a superficial
and automatic manner, which often leads to irrational but predictable decisions (Hanisch &
Eirdosh, 2023; Kahneman, 2013; Korteling et al., 2023; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).
Techniques like the “nudge” approach aim to influence individuals’ automatic, heuristic
information processing while preserving freedom of choice, in order to guide them towards
behaviours considered desirable—such as pro-environmental actions (Beermann et al.,
2023; Santos Silva, 2022; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). The focus of my doctoral dissertation
is the application of one such method, so-called social labelling, in the context of

environmental protection.

Social labelling is a persuasive technique whereby an individual’s characteristics or values
are described using a socially relevant attribute. According to empirical evidence, this can
function as a self-fulfilling prophecy through the mechanisms of self-perception (Bem,
1972) and cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957), thereby increasing the likelihood that the
individual will behave in line with the label (Cornelissen et al., 2008; Jin & Oh, 2025;
Lacasse, 2016).

For labelling to be effective, the assigned attribute must not contradict the person’s original
values. Empirical findings suggest that the technique is most effective when the labelled
values or attitudes are only moderately strong, since values that are already deeply held are
likely to influence behaviour irrespective of the labelling (e.g. Carrico et al., 2015; Eby et
al., 2019).

In the environmental domain, social labelling (or more simply, environmental labelling) has
been the subject of several empirical studies with mixed but promising results. In a number

of cases, the application of environmental labelling has led to a significant increase in
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environmental attitudes, and in some cases, also in pro-environmental behaviour
(Cornelissen et al., 2007; Cornelissen et al., 2008; Eby et al., 2019; Jin & Oh, 2025; Lacasse,
2016; Van der Werff et al., 2014; Zheng et al., 2021). The technique appears to be more
effective when participants exhibit only moderately strong environmental attitudes, or when
their cognitive resources are limited (Bosmans & Warlop, 2005; Eby et al., 2019; Kumkale
& Albarracin, 2004; Cornelissen et al., 2007). Several scholars argue that since a large
proportion of the population holds generally positive, but only moderately strong,
environmental attitudes, and since limited cognitive capacity is the rule rather than the
exception in everyday life, environmental labelling may in fact be even more effective in
real-world applications than in laboratory conditions (Alba & Marmorstein, 1992;

Cornelissen et al., 2007; Eby et al., 2019).

Compared to conventional social marketing practices, the method has several advantages.
Traditional environmental messages tend to emphasise people’s laziness, irresponsibility,
or ignorance, which can negatively impact self-image and implicitly convey a social norm
of environmental harm (Cialdini, 2003). Messages that contain such injunctive norms may
also trigger psychological reactance, leading to behaviour contrary to what is intended
(Brehm & Brehm, 1981). In contrast, environmental labelling has a positive effect on self-
esteem, to which people are generally more receptive (Reich & Robertson, 1979), and like
the “nudge” technique, it does not restrict individual freedom of choice (Korteling et al.,
2023; Santos Silva, 2022; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Some results even suggest that self-
perception-based techniques can lead to long-term attitude change (Albarracin & McNatt,
2005). Furthermore, empirical findings indicate that environmental labelling is particularly
effective in addressing segments of society with only moderate environmental engagement,

which are precisely the target groups that environmental marketing should prioritise.

Prior to conducting the doctoral research, two primary objectives were defined: first, to test
the effectiveness of the environmental labelling communication tool rooted in behavioural
on a Hungarian sample; and second, to identify segments of Hungarian society that could

serve as target groups for such messages.

The present research is novel in three key aspects compared to previous studies in this area.
First, all previous studies on environmental labelling were conducted exclusively in Western
Europe, the United States, and China (Cornelissen et al., 2007; Cornelissen et al., 2008; Eby
etal., 2019; Jin & Oh, 2025; Lacasse, 2016; Van der Werff et al., 2014; Zheng et al., 2021),
whereas no research has been conducted on this topic in Central and Eastern Europe,
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including Hungary. Given that this region has a completely different historical, economic,
and political background, it is not obvious that findings from other countries would be

applicable here

Second, in previous studies on the method, experimental manipulation was typically used
to make participants choose a pro-environmental solution or feel environmentally
conscious, and then environmental labelling was applied (e.g. Cornelissen et al., 2007; Jin
& Oh, 2025; Lacasse, 2016; Van der Werff et al., 2014; Zheng et al., 2021). In contrast, we
applied the tool to specific, past pro-environmental behaviours that individuals had engaged
in, to ensure that the lessons learned from the research could be as applicable to social

marketing practices as possible.

Third, in addition to testing the effectiveness of environmental labelling, we also sought to
identify the potential target group for this communication tool, again with a focus on the
practical applicability of the research. Based on empirical research, labelling is particularly
effective in the case of moderate values and attitudes (Carrico et al., 2015; Eby et al., 2019;
Van Vugt, 2001). Therefore, we aimed to identify segments of Hungarian society, based on
demographic and political dimensions, that do not reject efforts related to climate change
but exhibit lower-than-average environmental commitment and are closely associated with

pro-environmental behaviours that serve as the subject of labelling.

II. The methods used

I designed a mixed-method research framework consisting of two qualitative and one
quantitative data collection phases. In the first qualitative study, I conducted 16 semi-
structured in-depth interviews. The participants were recruited through purposive, non-
probability sampling. The approximately 90-minute interviews were conducted online via
Microsoft Teams during the summer of 2020. Audio recordings were made of the
interviews, and verbatim transcripts were produced from the recordings. The transcripts
were coded and analysed using thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2013) with the support

of the qualitative data analysis software NVivo.

The aim of this study was to identify types of behaviour suitable for testing the
communication technique of environmental labelling. For this, I sought to explore pro-
environmental practices that individuals typically do not strongly associate with the concept

of sustainability, either because they are very common among the Hungarian population



and/or because they are characterised by causal ambiguity, meaning they are often

performed for reasons other than environmental concern (Cornelissen et al., 2008).

The second preliminary study, also based on a qualitative approach, aimed to explore the
motivations behind the preference for domestic products and how people perceive its
connection to sustainability. The aim of the second preliminary study, which also followed
a qualitative approach, was to explore in more depth the motivations behind domestic
product preference, which had emerged as a promising theme in the first study, as well as
its perceived connection to sustainability. In the autumn of 2022, a total of 32 semi-
structured in-depth interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams. Participants
were recruited using non-probability snowball sampling. The interviews lasted
approximately 60 minutes on average. Audio recordings were made of each interview and
transcribed verbatim. For the coding and thematic analysis, I used the qualitative data

analysis software Atlas.ti.

The main empirical phase of the doctoral research was a large-scale quantitative survey.
Data collection took place online at the end of 2023 using the Qualtrics platform. Although
the sampling method was non-probability based (snowball sampling), the sample can be
considered diverse and balanced with respect to key demographic variables. After data

cleaning, the final sample consisted of 668 respondents.

To measure environmental attitudes, I used the shortened version of the Environmental
Attitudes Inventory developed by Milfont and Duckitt (2006) (the shortened version was
created by Sutton & Gyuris, 2015). The items used in the study were translated into
Hungarian in line with scientific translation standards, based on and extending the version
previously applied by Medvés Doéra (2012). To assess pro-environmental behaviour and
behavioural intentions, I developed original measurement scales, drawing on the
instruments of Kaiser and Wilson (2004), Milfont and Duckitt (2004), as well as my own
earlier qualitative research (Fekete, 2022a). The reliability indicators of the applied scales

proved to be satisfactory.

The primary aim of the main study was to test the effectiveness of environmental labelling
in relation to specific pro-environmental behaviours (purchasing domestic products or
saving energy) on a Hungarian sample. A further aim was to identify segments of Hungarian

society that could serve as target groups for such messages.



The online questionnaire survey was conducted using an experimental design, in which
participants were randomly assigned to an experimental or a control group. Members of the
experimental group received a message that included an environmental label referring to
their own past pro-environmental behaviour (either purchasing domestic products or saving

energy). The control group received no such message.

Based on previous experimental results, I hypothesised that environmental labelling would
strengthen individuals’ environmental attitudes and increase their intention to engage in pro-
environmental behaviour (e.g. Cornelissen et al., 2008; Eby et al., 2019; Jin & Oh, 2025;
Lacasse, 2016). On this basis, I formulated the following hypotheses:

H1: As aresult of environmental labelling, the environmentally prompted group will exhibit
stronger attitudes towards environmental preservation and weaker attitudes towards

environmental utilisation compared to the non-prompted group.

H2: As a result of environmental labelling, the prompted group will display a stronger

intention to engage in pro-environmental behaviour than the non-prompted group.

A further aim of the research was to identify social groups, based on demographic and
ideological variables, for whom the communication tool under investigation may be
particularly effective. Since, among the two tested pro-environmental behaviours, energy
saving differentiates less between social dimensions (Varga et al., 2024), target group

identification was feasible only for the message related to domestic product preference.

For environmental labelling to be particularly effective after past domestic product
purchases, two contrasting conditions need to be met. First, individuals within the target
group should hold only moderately strong environmental attitudes (Carrico et al., 2015; Eby
et al., 2019; Van Vugt, 2001). Second, they should be receptive to the preference for
domestic products, otherwise such messages would be ineffective in reaching them.
Previous quantitative research suggests that individuals with a conservative ideological
orientation and a preference for right-wing parties typically meet both criteria (e.g. Malota,
2003; Moénus, Béres and Sipos, 2022; T. Nagy-Petd, Szakély and Kiss, 2022; Schneider and
Medgyesi, 2020; Papp-Vary and Zahorecz, 2017). Based on these findings, I hypothesised
that individuals with a conservative ideological orientation and a preference for right-wing
parties may form a specific target group for environmental labelling following domestic

product purchases.



The hypotheses related to target group identification were as follows:

H3: Conservative ideological orientation is negatively associated with attitudes towards

environmental preservation and with pro-environmental behaviour.

H4: Conservative ideological orientation is positively associated with the degree of preference

for domestic products.

HS: Voters of right-wing parties demonstrate weaker attitudes towards environmental

preservation and lower levels of pro-environmental behaviour than voters of left-liberal parties.

H6: Voters of right-wing parties show a higher preference for domestic products than voters of

left-liberal parties.

III. Scientific results of the dissertation

In this chapter, I summarise the most important novel scientific findings of the research in
bullet-point, thesis-like form, focusing first on the methodological and then on the theoretical

contributions. Finally, I briefly address the limitations of the study.

1. Novel Methodological Findings

1.1. Domestic adaptation and structural exploration of the Environmental Attitudes
Inventory

In this research, the shortened version of the “Environmental Attitudes Inventory” (Milfont &
Duckitt, 2006; Sutton & Gyuris, 2015) was applied to a Hungarian sample, and its structure
was examined, resulting in the identification of a statistically reliable subscale structure that is
better suited to the local context. Because several subscales of the original questionnaire,
validated in Australia and New Zealand, showed low reliability on the Hungarian sample, we
conducted a principal component analysis to identify a structure that better fits the local context.
As a result, the original 10-subscale questionnaire was reduced to five clearly distinguishable
dimensions with reliability coefficients above 0.70 (“Preservation,” “Utilisation,”
“Environmental Activism,” “Faith in Science,” and “Enjoyment of Nature”). This structural
examination using principal component analysis was not only statistically robust but also
culturally relevant, as it captured the attitude structure specific to Hungarian respondents.
Consequently, the future domestic use of the questionnaire can provide more valid, comparable,

and socially and culturally relevant results.

1.2. Demonstrating the effectiveness of labelling based on actual past behaviour



Previous studies applied environmental labelling to participants based on hypothetical or
artificially induced situations (e.g. Cornelissen et al., 2008; Eby et al., 2019; Jin & Oh, 2025;
Lacasse, 2016; Van der Werff et al., 2014; Zheng et al., 2021). In contrast, the present research
employed environmental labelling in relation to individuals’ actual past behaviours—
specifically, energy saving and domestic product consumption—and found statistically
significant effects. This methodological innovation may offer valuable insights for the practical

application of the technique.

2. Novel Theoretical Findings

2.1. Identifying widespread pro-environmental behaviours in Hungary that are not
primarily motivated by environmental concerns

Based on the results of the qualitative and quantitative research, both energy saving and the
consumption of domestic products are widespread practices in Hungarian society. However,
they are generally not motivated by environmental considerations. According to the survey data,
more than 90% of respondents reported paying attention to energy conservation, and over 70%
preferred domestic products. The primary motivation for energy saving was financial savings,
while in the case of domestic product consumption, respondents were mainly driven by the
desire to support Hungarian producers and the national economy, as well as the perception of
higher product quality. Environmental considerations played a role in the decisions of only one-
third of respondents regarding energy saving, and just one-tenth regarding domestic product

consumption.

Among the possible applications of environmental labelling, domestic product preference
emerged as the most promising area for further research. This is because, in addition to meeting
the criteria of popularity and causal ambiguity, the topic’s national relevance may enable it to
reach specific social groups (such as individuals with conservative or right-leaning political
views) who typically show only moderate levels of environmental commitment. As a result,
they could serve as an optimal target group for communication strategies using environmental

labelling (Monus, Béres & Sipos, 2022; Schneider & Medgyesi, 2020).

2.2. Although the perceived environmental relevance of domestic product preference is

limited, people are open to framing it in terms of sustainability

Both the second qualitative study and the main quantitative research confirmed that, although
environmental considerations are not the primary motivation behind the choice of domestic

products, respondents are receptive to framing such decisions in sustainability terms. In the

7



second qualitative study, participants generally found sustainability-related messages
describing domestic product consumption as credible and persuasive. In the quantitative study,
environmental labelling applied to domestic product choices significantly increased pro-

environmental attitudes.

2.3. The attitude-shaping effect of environmental labelling is also observable in a

Hungarian sample

This research was the first experimental study conducted in Central and Eastern Europe (and
specifically in Hungary) on the environmental application of social labelling, as previous
empirical studies in the international literature have been based on Western European,
American, or Chinese samples (e.g. Cornelissen et al., 2008; Eby et al., 2019; Jin & Oh, 2025;
Lacasse, 2016). Although no significant effect was found regarding pro-environmental
behavioural intentions, even brief, one-off exposure to environmental labelling messages
resulted in statistically measurable changes in conservation-related attitudes within the
experimental group. Based on environmental and social psychological literature (e.g. McGuire,
2000; Petty & Cacioppo, 1989; Poortinga et al., 2013; Truelove et al., 2014), it can be assumed
that similar messages, when applied repeatedly and in creative formats, may lead to stronger
attitude change and behavioural responses—that is, positive spillover effects (Carrico, 2021;

Dreijerink et al., 2023; Geiger et al., 2021; Henn et al., 2020).

2.4. Identifying a potential target group for environmental labelling related to domestic

product consumption

Based on hypothesis testing and cluster analysis, a social segment in Hungary was identified
that is characterised by a strong preference for domestic products and a moderate level of
environmental commitment. This group may therefore serve as a suitable target for messages
that frame domestic product consumption as environmentally conscious. The findings suggest
that such messages should primarily target individuals with a conservative ideological
orientation, a preference for right-wing parties, lower educational attainment, and middle-aged

or older residents of rural areas.

Although further research is needed, the results of the present study are promising regarding
the use of environmental labelling related to energy saving and domestic product consumption.
One key advantage of this tool is that it could potentially reach a large proportion of society
through widely practiced behaviours. Moreover, in the case of domestic product preference, a

concrete target group was identified whose environmental commitment could and should be
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strengthened. According to the findings, right-wing and conservative individuals are not
opposed to environmental efforts, but their moderate level of environmental concern and
behaviour suggests that previous communication attempts may have achieved only limited
success. Environmental labelling focused on domestic product consumption may be an effective
way to engage this group, without undermining self-esteem or limiting personal freedom, by
appealing to an issue they already find important (Szabo, 2006; T. Nagy-Pet6 et al., 2022;
Malota, 2003). Furthermore, the literature suggests that once environmental attitudes are
strengthened, such communication may lead to positive spillover effects by encouraging further
pro-environmental behaviours over time. This could increase the overall societal impact of

communication efforts (Carrico, 2021; Geiger et al., 2021; Henn et al., 2020).

3. Limitations

As far as the main limitations of the research are concerned, the potential distorting effect of
social desirability must be acknowledged, as individuals may present themselves in a more
favorable light than in reality (Milfont, 2008). Although respondents who scored extremely high
on the social desirability scale embedded in the "Environmental Attitude Questionnaire" were
excluded from the study, it is still possible that this phenomenon may have influenced the results

to some extent.

Despite efforts to achieve a larger sample size and a more diverse respondent pool, the non-
probability snowball sampling method means that this sample cannot be considered fully
representative. In the study, which was based on the responses of 668 participants, young
people, women, university students and graduates, Budapest residents, and individuals with
more liberal views were overrepresented compared to their national proportions, which limits

the generalizability of the findings.

Although the size and composition of the experimental and control groups were relatively
balanced, the experimental group was slightly larger, and there was a marginally higher
proportion of women, university graduates, and self-identified liberals, which may have

influenced the results.

It is important to highlight that since the data collection, the Hungarian political landscape has
radically changed due to the rise of the Tisza Party. Further research is needed to explore the

attitudes of this new party's voters.
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