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Introduction

The concept of sustainable development has made fundamental reassessments 
in the thinking and actions that take into account the issues related to the 
environment and its protection. The processes of globalization, the growth 
of social inequality, and industrialization economies caused the realization of 
the negative impact of socio-economic development on modern civilization. 
One of the major problems is the threat to the whole world, the natural 
environment and its individual components due to the reasons related to 
over-exploitation of natural resources, inappropriate production technologies 
and increasing consumption. Discussions on these issues were taken in the 
seventies in the Report to the Club of Rome. Particularly large contribution 
to the development of this concept had the Brundtland Commission in 1983, 
which set the objective of sustainable development as meeting the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability to meet the needs of future 
generations. An important event for the implementation of sustainable 
development was the summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, where Agenda 21 
was passed, which included a program of action for the protection of the 
environment especially moving problems with the rational management of 
natural resources to achieve sustainable development. This had an impact on 
the development of scientific research which was related to the elaboration of 
new concepts and models of economic development.

The article focused on the issue of the behaviour of purchasers in the 
market for green products. In Poland, the subject has been poorly recognized 
so far. Most of the research related to consumer behaviour in the market for 
green products focuses on organic food and a large group of studies analysing 
the state of the environmental awareness of Polish society. These issues 
are extensively discussed in English literature, but in the Polish market the 
process of shaping environmental purchasing behaviour is different than 
in the market of highly developed countries. The consumers have different 
characteristics and their behaviour is affected by economic, cultural, historical, 
and many other factors.

The research indicates a clear incoherence between attitudes and real 
behaviour towards green products which is referred to as green purchasing 
inconsistency, or values-action gap. The reasons for this gap in behaviour have 

not been sufficiently researched yet. There are significant studies on ecological 
awareness and determinants of ecological behaviour of consumers. However, 
the recognition of factors affecting the green purchasing inconsistency of 
consumers remains limited.

This study attempts to identify the causes of this inconsistency and 
suggests some steps to address these issues to encourage consumers to buy 
environmentally friendly products. The study is a valuable contribution to 
research and a discussion on consumer behaviour in the market for green 
products. It presents a comprehensive approach to the green purchasing 
inconsistency. Producers give tips on how to create green marketing strategies. 
It can help other groups of stakeholders, for instance, politicians, ecological 
movements in solving ecological problems and improving the quality of life of 
present and future generations. The existing barriers to the purchase of green 
products may lead to the abandonment of green products, which makes it 
difficult for companies to implement eco-friendly marketing strategies.

The green market is a currently fast-growing market sector in 
developed countries. In 2008 in the eco-sector of the employed in the EU 
was around 3.4 million employees, turnover of the sector amounted to over 
300 billion, and its growth was 7–8% per year (European Commission, 2009). 
Organic food is a basic segment of the market for green products. The organic 
food market is currently one of the most dynamically developing sectors of 
the food industry, but it is still small. It is estimated that global market for 
organic food reached in 2010 – 59 billion USD (in 2008 – 51 billion USD, in 
2006 – 38.6 billion, in 2004 – 28 billion USD). Europe has the largest and 
the most complex market for organic food. Sales are concentrated in Western 
Europe, especially in Germany and the UK, where it recorded its fastest growth 
on the continent. In Europe, sales of organic products reached 17.9 billion 
in 2010 (Orboi et al., 2012). The biggest sales generate Germany, where its 
value is estimated at 5.9 billion EUR (there was a 2% increase) compared with 
the previous year. In France it reached 3.4 billion EUR (up by 10.8%), and in 
Italy – 2.8 billion EUR, with an increase of 12% (Willer, 2012). Countries such 
as Germany, the United Kingdom, France and Italy account for over 75% of 
European revenues, while Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands have a high 
demand, although their markets are much smaller due to the small number of 
consumers. The largest number of organic producers is in Italy (46 thousand), 
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Spain (30 thousand) and in Poland (26 thousand). Consumer spending in 
the EU on organic food in 2013 amounted to € 22 billion, which increased by 
almost 6% compared to the previous year. The highest sales were generated 
in France (€ 4.4 billion), the UK (€ 2.1 billion) and Italy (€ 2 billion). Spending 
on organic food per 1 inhabitant in 2013 was the highest in Denmark (€ 164), 
Luxembourg (€ 157), Austria (€ 127 in 2011), Sweden (€ 107) and Germany 
(€ 93). However, one needs to be careful in interpreting these data because of 
the different standard of living in different countries (European Parliament, 
2015).

Not only the interest of consumers, but also the agricultural policy 
and state aid and the inclusion of large stores to sell organic products affect 
the growth of this market. Hartman Group (2008) gives other factors that 
contribute to the intensive development of the market for organic products, 
namely:

�� increased debate of government, industry and non-governmental 
organizations on the definition of “organic“, “green“;

�� growing concerns about the potential health risks particularly 
associated with antibiotics and hormones in meat and dairy 
products;

�� access to food through specialized organic shops and supermarkets;
�� increased availability of organic products through lower prices 

resulting from lower costs;
�� combining the brand image of health and ecology;
�� the belief that organic products are safe and “healthy“.

In the case of organic food, there are precise data on its supply. One can 
also find data on the volume of sales of food, as well as a clearly defined legal 
framework labelling of organic food, allowing to clearly distinguishing organic 
from non-organic food. In the case of other green products than organic food 
there are no specific data on the supply and selling them. A large number of 
characters, the lack of a uniform system of eco-labelling of products mean 
that consumers are confused and distrustful (Terenggana et al., 2013). They 
have difficulty determining whether a product is environmentally friendly. 

In the scientific literature there is a debate about social values and 
their impact on consumer decision-making (Carrington et al., 2010; Hosta 
and Žabkar, 2016). One may notice a growing interest in socially responsible 
consumers (Follows and Jobber, 2000). Especially in times of ecological crisis 
the discourse on issues of consumer attitudes and behaviour towards the 
environment and their impact on purchasing decisions becomes meaningful 
(Zanna and Fazio, 1982; Kaiser and Wolfing, 1999; Haws et al., 2014). The 
market for environmentally friendly products is growing dynamically in the 
world, but the share of green products in the market is still small. Green 
behaviour in the Polish market is underdeveloped. The number of consumers 
regularly purchasing green products is small. Despite the positive connotations 
of environmental protection and green products the consumers are not their 
purchasers (Bartels and Hoogendam, 2011). Consumers express their concern 
about the future of the planet and the cleanliness of the environment, but this 
does not necessarily mean a green purchase (Fura, 2017; Young et al., 2010; 
Hughner et al., 2007). 

There is a discrepancy between what consumers say and express 
themselves through their values and attitudes and what they actually 
do (Bray et al., 2011). A favourable attitude to the idea of environmental 
protection does not translate into real action. This discrepancy is referred to 
in the literature as a green attitude-behaviour gap. Positive attitudes towards 
environmental protection are not reflected in their purchases. The existence 
of green purchasing inconsistency is confirmed by numerous studies, e.g. 
Follows and Jobber (2000), Gupta and Ogden (2006). The pro-environmental 

attitudes are in line with accepted social norms, but in reality they are not 
reflected in individual consumer behaviour (Carrington, Neville, Whitwell 
2010). These are the factors that can lead to discrepancies between consumer 
attitudes and consumer behaviour. 

The attention was paid to other factors than distrust and high product 
prices that prevent the purchase of green products despite a positive attitude 
towards them (Gleim et al., 2012). These include a low level of knowledge 
about what a green product is and how to identify it in the market. Information 
asymmetries are important factors hindering the purchase of green products. 
There is also a lack of faith in consumers about the way they are produced in 
accordance with the principles of respect for the environment (Kollmuss and 
Agyeman 2002). Ecological attribute is perceived by consumers as the 
“healthy, safe“ attribute. In addition, the low efficiency of marketing activities 
of green products results in their poor visibility and availability, which causes 
consumers to miss these products when shopping (Witek, 2017). 

Material and methods

The aim of the research was to identify the causes of attitude-behaviour gap 
in the market of environmentally friendly products in Poland. To achieve the 
goal, the desk research and surveys were applied. The survey was conducted 
from December 1, 2015 to January 31, 2016 using the direct questionnaire 
method among 390 adult consumers in south-eastern and southern Poland 
(Table 1). The selection of the sample was non-random. 

Table 1	 The characteristic of sample 

Demographics Percent (N:390)

Gender Female: 56; Male: 44

Age 18–24: 15; 25–29: 21; 30–39: 12; 40–49: 22; 50–59: 19; 60 and more: 11

Place of living Village:57; Town below 200 thousand inhabitants: 24; City above 200 
thousand inhabitants: 19

Financial 
situation Bad: 8; Average: 33; Good: 45; Very good: 14

Education Primary: 3; Vocational: 26; Secondary: 34; Higher:37

Source: own research

The 5-point Likert scale was used. The research was carried out at the 
significance level of α = 0.05. The following hypotheses were put forward:
	 H1:	 Consumers have a positive reception of environmentally friendly  

	 products.
	 H2:	 Knowledge of ecological marks, production methods, control and  

	 certification of green products and their purchase places is low.
	 H3:	 High prices are a barrier to buying environmentally friendly 

	 products.
	 H4:	 The main reason for abandoning environmentally friendly  

	 purchases of products is lack of confidence and scepticism about  
	 the environmental activities of producers.

Results and discussion

The research shows that consumers intuitively associate the green product 
more with health than with environmental protection. Over half of the 
respondents (60%) consider certified eco-friendly products as higher quality. 
Only a small group of respondents (32%) consider the impact of the product 
on the environment when shopping. Environmentally friendly products 
are perceived as products of higher quality, good for health, although at 
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high prices. Regular purchases of green products are declared by 24% 
of respondents. Young et al. (2010) estimate that 30% of consumers are 
concerned about the environment, but only 5% of them are concerned about 
real behaviour. Even consumers with the highest level of environmental 
awareness do not always buy green products. Their selection of products 
depends on both environmental awareness and the assessment of various 
product characteristics and situational factors (Rokka and Uusitalo 2008). 
Gutkowska (2007) indicates a conflict between recognized values understood 
as values of an objective nature imposed by social norms and everyday 
values understood as innate personal inclinations of the human individual. 
Consumers are looking for products that best meet their needs, and the 
imperative of responsibility requires them to give up their own benefits and 
buy environmentally friendly products. If the purchase of an eco-friendly 
product is associated with a change of habits, lack of comfort, incurring 
higher costs and dedication of additional time or acceptance of lower quality, 
consumers will be willing to avoid it. Otherwise, they would have to give 
up personal good for higher values. Consumers attach more importance to 
aspects that are of direct relevance to them than to lofty aims.

Purchase intentions are a strong predictor of purchasing behaviour 
towards green products, but stronger in mature markets than in emerging 
eco-markets (Thøgersen, 2009). Śliwak (2001) points to a higher level of the 
need for social approval by altruists. The idea of ecological consumption is 
becoming more and more common and has such a positive reception that it is 
not proper not to express its approval and probably that is why the majority of 
respondents support it and give correct answers (Lewicka-Strzałecka, 2015). 
An approval for commonly appreciated items and values allows consumers to 
maintain a positive image of themselves in both their and other people’s eyes 
(Lewicka-Strzałecka, 2015). 

On the one hand, the respondents consider themselves well informed 
about the labelling of green products (42%). They have requirements for 
labels and information placed on them. One third of consumers (31%) 
declares that they are carefully familiar with the labels. However, a group of 
consumers (29%) complains that the information on the labels is unclear and 
incomprehensible. On the other hand, the research indicates the confusion 
of consumers under the influence of excess information about environmental 
problems (54%) and general knowledge of the specificity of green products, 
labelling, control and certification. Only 21% of respondents have knowledge 
about the production, control and certification of environmentally friendly 
products. They think that other people do not know eco-labels very well 
(57% – “rather yes“, 12% – “yes“). Knowledge of EU eco-labels (e.g. Euro Leaf 
or Euro Flower) is declared by 44% of respondents, and the national eco-label 
by the Polish Center for Testing and Certification) – 21% respondents (Table 
2). Knowledge about the environment and knowledge about green products 
has a positive relationship with the purchase of environmentally friendly 
products (Kumar, 2012). 

The asymmetry of information between suppliers and recipients 
of green products is increasing since they are the goods whose quality 
consumers are unable to check before or during their consumption and 
must entrust the manufacturer with their properties or quality (Nestorowicz, 
2017). In the Fietkau model, knowledge does not directly affect behaviour, 
but acts as a modification of attitudes and values (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 
2002). Consumers feel insufficiently informed about the environmental and 
social aspects of green products. On the other hand, they feel overwhelmed 
by the amount of environmental information, sometimes contradictory one. 
Knowledge in the field of environmental protection and concerns about 
greenwashing are currently the factors that seriously hinder the process of 
purchasing environmentally friendly products (Braga Junior et al., 2014). 

The most common explanations of green purchasing inconsistency 
in literature are a lack of trust and higher prices of environmentally friendly 
products (Barber et al., 2014; Steg et al., 2014). A large group of respondents 
believe that manufacturers use ecological signs for sales and image purposes 
(61%). Only one third (32%) has confidence in certified environmentally 
friendly products (Table 2). This is closely related to knowledge and 
responsibility and belief in the ability of a green product to meet needs. 
Confidence significantly affects shopping intentions (Chen and Chang, 
2012). A significant share in weakening the trust in the green offer is 
instrumentally used by companies that want to improve their image 
(Pabian, 2014; Witek, 2016). It is becoming more and more common that 
companies compete in terms of information provided, and not the actual 
environmental performance behind it. Ecolabels are an important indication 
when shopping, guaranteeing the credibility of an environmentally friendly 
product, but in the Polish market it does not work at a satisfactory level. 
Almost half of the respondents (48%) pay attention to the eco-labelling 
of products when buying, but only a small group precisely identifies them. 
A  large group of respondents (51%) is in doubt as to whether the label 
certainly guarantees pro-environmental product features. The number of 
eco-labels has increased, and the differences between labelling schemes 
and systems have led to a lack of clarity between various eco-labels 
(Harbaugh et al., 2011). The studies by Eden et al. (2008) show that 
consumers do not trust independent guarantee systems at all and suggest 
that consumer labelling gives consumers information about a product, 
but does not necessarily lead to a higher level of trust and a purchase. 
Consumers, on the one hand, are not fully aware of the certification and 
control process, which has the effect of raising their concerns about the 
authenticity of the green product, but on the other hand, they have some 
confidence in the organization i.e. they are willing to pay a higher price for 
their labelled products (Gerrard and Janssen, 2013). Consumer confidence is 
one of the most important factors in the success of the third-party certification 
program (Janssen and Hamm, 2012). 

Since the subjects are not able to recognize the basic eco-labels, it 
can be assumed that they do not take them or take them into account, but 
to a much lesser extent than the product’s environmental impact has been 
declared. The results of the survey indicate the important role of eco-labelling 
in communicating the benefits and attributes of green products through 
unified, reliable and simplified eco-labelling systems. 

A large group of respondents (77%) declared purchases of 
environmentally friendly products without eco-labels, but from a trusted 
source. This suggests that consumers express a need for high quality products 
with a positive impact on the environment and health (especially health 
motivation is strong in the Polish market), but do not buy certified green 
products due to higher prices, poor availability and distrust to environmentally 
friendly products (Witek, 2017).

Consumers are willing to pay a higher price for eco-labels products 
(Moon et al., 2002). Polish consumers are eager to pay a premium, but a small 
one. A consumer who will see benefits and has confidence in green products 
will be willing to pay a higher price. For Polish consumers, the price of a product 
is an important factor in the purchase. As much as 78% of consumers declare 
that they pay attention to it during shopping. Ecological products are seen 
as not only better quality, but also more expensive. On the one hand, more 
than one fifth of respondents (24%) indicate that the products are for the rich. 
On the other hand, almost a half of the respondents (43%) declares a high 
propensity to pay higher prices for certified green products. Higher prices 
of environmentally friendly products constitute a serious purchase barrier 
(Buder et al., 2014; Gleim and Lawson, 2014). The willingness to pay (WTP) 
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is the key factor for the decision to buy environmentally friendly products 
(Moser, 2015). 

The poor knowledge about the green products, their labelling, 
certification and control causes a lack of trust and scepticism towards green 
claims. This results in the lack of acceptance of higher prices for green products. 
In addition, insufficient marketing causes invisibility of environmentally 
friendly products. Taking into account the short-term perspective, increasing 
trust should be based on growing knowledge about products and their 
potential benefits, their method of production, control, certification and 
labelling. The perceived value of an environmentally friendly product (and not 
the price), and hence willingness to pay for green products is an important 
predictor of purchases (Moser 2016). In addition, effective communication is 
the key to build trust with consumers (Kuźniar and Witek, 2016). 

Green products can be sold at reduced prices, but temporarily to trigger 
an incentive to try these products (Bezawada and Pauwels, 2013). Low 
prices do not take into account both higher production costs and marketing. 
In the Polish market, the price barrier is created at the retail level, where 
prices are raised by up to 100–400%, using fashion for health and ecology. 
Green products also serve to emphasize the social status and to distinguish 
themselves in the group socially.

Another reason for the green purchasing inconsistency is the limited 
availability of environmentally friendly products and their poor visibility and 
other shortcomings in marketing, e.g. promotion (Buder et al., 2014). Green 
products in the Polish market are more and more visible on shelves and are 
increasingly available, but this is still not sufficient. The problems are errors in 
merchandising, e.g. joint display of organic products with functional food and 
food produced by traditional methods and products for vegetarians (so-called 
“healthy food“). This sales trick can mislead consumers, especially those not 
too familiar with the characteristics of the green product. Access to specialized 

stores requires additional effort, which will avoid convenience-oriented 
shopping by consumers.

In the case of products of frequent purchase, consumer decisions are 
automatic because they are based on habits or previous experience, based on 
low commitment and a tendency to avoid cognitive activities. However, in the 
case of green products, there is a need for cognitive effort to buy products 
based on ethical values (Young et al., 2010). An important step is raising 
consumer awareness and encouraging an increase of personal responsibility 
of individual consumers through education, social campaigns, marketing and 
promotion. In addition, for occasional buyers of green products, motivation 
may be additional hedonic benefits (taste, smell) and then sensory marketing 
may be an important instrument to encourage further green purchases. 
However, it should be noted that the main condition to overcome the gap is to 
build trust in certified green products.

Conclusions 

The reason for this poor taking advantage of the market potential is not only 
low environmental awareness of Polish consumers, but also high prices, low 
level of marketing, low availability of green products and a lack of confidence 
in certified green products. Under these conditions, the need for the study 
of consumer behaviour in order to improve the processes of managing 
supply and demand of green products increases. Consumers intuitively 
combine environmental pollution with the threat of their own health. This 
type of consciousness is the most common one. Ecological values are seen as 
important if the threat directly affects the consumer, hence the importance 
of health theme when buying green products. One of the barriers to the 
development of purchasing behaviour in the market for green products is high 
prices of green products together with low-income consumers.

Table 2	 Consumer’s attitudes and behaviour to green products (%)

Responses Strongly agree Agree Neither nor/not answer Disagree Strongly disagree

Products marked as eco-label are healthier for me and my family 23 51 13 10 3

Environmentally friendly products are of higher quality 25 36 20 10 9

When buying a product I consider the impact on the environment 8 24 26 28 14

I regularly buy green products 11 13 44 16 16

I have a high level of knowledge on eco-labelling of green products 12 35 33 10 10

I read the labels carefully 5 26 48 15 6

I am lost in the infoglut about environment and its problems 11 43 35 8 3

I know how green products is produced and controlled 10 11 53 17 9

If I do not have the knowledge about the green product I’m inclined to choose 
a product with an eco-label 12 38 24 16 10

It seems to me that other people are poorly aware of eco-labels 12 57 18 8 5

I know the EU ecological signs – European Flower (green products) or Euro 
Leaf (organic food) 18 26 21 17 18

I know the ecological mark given by the Polish Center for Testing and 
Certification 9 12 47 22 10

When I buy I return to the eco-label 12 36 30 16 6

I have trust in certified green products 14 18 45 17 6

Price is an important factor when choosing a product 29 49 8 11 3

Environmentally friendly products are only for the rich 12 12 21 43 12

I’m ready to pay a higher price for an eco-labelled product 18 25 23 27 7

Source: own research
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Based on the analysis of available reports and test results it can be 
concluded that there has been an increase in the social, environmental and 
health awareness and the standard of living of Polish consumers, which 
gives the explication of the development of this market. Polish green 
products consumers perceive this as a specific group of food products with 
primarily pro-health values. Green products have become a symbol of 
better quality. This is connected with motives of the purchase, which is 
dominated by concern for the health. In comparison with other countries 
they are characterized by relatively low percentage of indications of 
environmental concern and support of organic producers. Growing concerns 
about the potential health risks, particularly associated with antibiotics and 
hormones in meat and dairy products, civilization diseases (cancer, diabetes, 
allergies) and increased debate among the government, industry and non-
governmental organizations, scandals food and publicizing in the media 
cause the exposition of health problems. Under these conditions, consumers 
are interested in striving to maintain health and safety.

From the point of view of the benefits for the environment and the 
health of the consumer, green products are widely accepted, but in economic 
terms they are usually accepted by consumers with higher incomes. Also, 
one needs to keep in mind the phenomenon of the hypothetical willingness 
to buy green products and to pay higher. Perception of green products is 
influenced to a large extent by market information and actions taken by the 
institutions that compose it, process and utilize the impact on consumers. In 
the Polish market there is an information gap and therefore untapped growth 
potential. 

This study indicates that there is an interest of consumers buying green 
products, although consumers generally have only an elementary knowledge 
of issues related to the green production and labelling. One can notice the 
lack of discernment complexity and specific nature of the green products; 
they have no knowledge about the benefits of buying green products. They 
also have a sceptical attitude to the signs, questioning their credibility. It 
is necessary to remember that the bases of the market are the consumers 
who regularly buy green products. The most loyal group of consumers are 
consumers having health problems. 

An analysis of the changes taking place in the Polish market for green 
products in the long term shows that the share of regular consumers is 
still small, but it is growing steadily. In recent years there can be seen the 
growing demand for green products. As indicated by various studies and 
analyses, this trend will continue over the next years. Despite the positive 
connotations associated with green products, the number of buyers is still low 
due to many reasons, among others, the lack of knowledge, low availability 
and low incomes. Consumers do not believe in the words of manufacturers 
and retailers. Also, the perception of the concept of green products is quite 
limited. Frequently, consumers associate them with green food. They have 
little awareness and the need to search for other products such as furniture, 
cosmetics, detergents, etc. Consumers also have very incomplete, fragmentary 
and general knowledge of their signs. A consumer is looking for safe products 
for health, made from natural ingredients, without pesticides, hormones, 
allergens, non-GMO and preservatives, food colourings and expects high 
quality products enriched with ingredients that have a positive impact on 
human health. In many cases, consumers have no choice; they are forced to 
buy such products, to ensure the proper functioning of them. Polish green 
market has a huge potential, which unfortunately is used only in a very small 
part, hence the urgent need to identify the barriers that limit its development. 
It should be noted that the development of the supply is conditioned by 
changes in the behaviour of consumers, who in their purchasing decisions 
include criteria related to environmental protection.

The current situation makes that green products require a proper 
marketing strategy, and particularly the role and scope of the use of the 
instruments of the marketing mix.

An attempt to clarify the gap is difficult as a lot of different individual, 
social and situational factors influence the decision-making process of 
consumers. Weigel (1983) suggests that the examination of personal and 
situational features would offer a more accurate insight into the relationship 
between attitudes and green shopping. Surveys receive an image of a socially 
desirable consumer, not the picture of their real behaviour. Understanding 
the discrepancy between attitudes and consumer behaviour in the market 
for environmentally friendly products requires longer approaches to research 
and the triangulation of research methods to understand the contexts 
of consumption. The Theory of Reasoned Action, the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour, Cognitive Dissonance Theory, Reciprocal Deterministic Theory and 
the Theory of Trying may be helpful in the explanation of the green attitude-
behaviour gap. These issues should be considered in future studies.

Ecologically conscious consumers do not always make green purchases, 
which in turn makes it difficult for companies to implement green marketing 
strategies. It is necessary to examine how environmental attitudes affect 
consumers’ behaviour towards green products and what is the importance of 
price and availability of these products and social influences, trust for green 
claims.
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