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Reconceptualizing
and modeling sustainable
consumption behavior:
A synthesis of qualitative
evidence from online
education industry
Abstract
In recent years, the concept of sustainable consumption behavior (SCB) is largely introduced and changed continuously to be discussed with industries such as energy sector,
agriculture, transportation, sharing economy, and tourism. However, the study of sustainable consumption behavior in the online education industry (SCBOEI) remains a
research gap. Thus, this paper aims to identify the significance of sustainable consumption behavior and theoretically conceptualize SCBOEI. This study employs content and
text analysis to reconceptualize the major theories that contribute to the research of
SCB. The findings in this study show that SCBOEI is contributed of great significance
to promote sustainable development. In addition, this study introduces a model of
SCBOEI, in which the consumer value theory, social exchange theory, and planned
behavior theory are integrated. Additionally, this paper suggests that value, environmental attitude, identity, consumer engagement, and contextual factors (government
behavior, market conditions, and environmental education) are highly important to
extend the research on SCBOEI. In conclusion, this study strongly recommends that
SCB research shall be directed to the online education industry. Furthermore, future
studies shall emphasize the empirical effects of psychological factors, activity factors,
and contextual factors for SCBOEI to find the correlation.
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Human society is facing significant challenges, and various industries are looking for ways to reach sustainability (Pu & Pathranarakul,
2019). Currently, developing countries are considering sustainable consumption behavior (SCB) more than developed countries (Lai, 2011).
Some developing countries such as India (Cuevas et al., 2019), Brazil
(Severo et al., 2017), Egypt (Shaban & El-Bassiouny, 2015), and developed countries such as the United States (Cohen, 2005) and Germany
(Vinz, 2009) focus on the development of SCB. In recent years, more
and more studies begin to explore the SCB in China (Wang et al.,
2014). Although many regions and industries value SCB, there are not
enough research results on introducing SCB in Chongqing city.
The analysis on sustainable development in Chongqing mainly focuses on the tourism industry (Qizhia & Xiang, 2012), energy industry
(Sun & Yang, 2019), agriculture (Zhang et al., 2018), the financial industry (Wang, 2017), and transportation industry (Wołek et al., 2021).
Therefore, the sustainable development of the education industry is
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almost not involved. In recent decades, studies on SCB in Chongqing mainly include the SCB of rural
residents (Sun & Guo, 2018) and the SCB of water resources in the Three Gorges Dam Area (Rasul et
al., 2021). At present, SCB studies mainly focus on durable products (Moragrega & Ríos, 2021), online
marketing (Hoa et al., 2021), and auto-industry (Mannacharaju et al., 2020). However, the education
industry does not perform in the current academic stage. This study attempts to fill in this gap.
The contribution of the online education industry in Chongqing city aims to the development of Chongqing
vocational training online education industry (Viberg et al., 2018), the supervision of Chongqing online
education industry (Wu et al., 2021), and Chongqing online education industry under the background of
COVID-19 (Xia & Pei, 2021). Thus, this study concludes that the current results do not cover the sustainable development of the online education industry in Chongqing. Although the research results of online
education are rich in 2010-2020, there is almost no combination of online education and SCB. The research
results of the combination of education and sustainable development mainly aim to impact education on
sustainable development or sustainable consumption. Higher education supplies the opportunities and
challenges to sustainable consumption (Huyard, 2020). There are studies on online education from the
perspective of education, yet ignoring SCB. The Chinese government issued abundant regulations to support the online education industry’s development, protect the online education intellectual property, and
supply high-quality online education resources (Xia & Pei, 2021).
This paper analyzes the related works of literature to identify the research gaps and explains the significance of SCBOEI. Furthermore, the study establishes the theoretical framework through gap analysis,
then models and conceptualizes SCBOEI based on the existing theories and concepts that suggest that
value, attitude, identity, engagement, and contextual factors are important for SCBOEI.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

ment efforts and policies on sustainable development, they tend to buy environmental protection
This study plans to integrate the theories of sus- products with government subsidy policies, such
tainable consumption behavior and use them in as new energy vehicles and shared space. With the
the online education industry. Table 1 shows the support of VBN theory, the value and identity of
research theory foundation of SCB: theory of consumers are the crucial factors to predict their
planned behavior (TPB), social exchange theory sustainable consumption behavior. College stu(SET), and value-belief-norm theory (VBN). These dents feel the function of shared space, and they
theories provide solid theoretical support for the will produce an identity of environmental protecdevelopment of this study. However, there are rare tion belief and promote their environmental bestudies based on integrating these three theories havior. In conclusion, these three theories have
in one study on SCB.
made outstanding contributions to the research
on sustainable consumption behavior. This study
As shown in Table 1, it is already an indisputable will combine the three theories’ views on SCB, defact that attitude affects behavior. Environmental velopment of the online education industry, and
attitude positively affects green product purchase model SCBOEI.
behavior, and students’ learning environmental
knowledge in school is also conducive to promot- TPB is a psychological theory that explains human
ing their sustainable consumption. The theory of behavior decision-making, which can help to unsocial exchange believes that contextual factors derstand how people change their behavior patplay an essential role in sustainable consumption terns (Azjen & Fishbein, 1980). TPB involves the
behavior. The communication of humans in soci- internal psychological preparation of behavioral
ety enables individuals to perceive the function of intention and the influence of interaction with the
reciprocity, knowledge sharing, and market con- external environment, significantly improving inditions provide opportunities for such reciprocity. terpretation and prediction of behavior (Alam et
When consumers feel the convenience of govern- al., 2020). TPB is widely used in many behavioral
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Table 1. Theoretical basis of sustainable consumption behavior in 2010–2020
Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Theoretical basis of SCB

Theory of planned behavior

Social exchange theory (contextual factors of SCB)
Value-belief-norm theory (value, identity, norm of SCB)

fields; it significantly improves the research explanatory and predictive power (Hadjichambis et
al., 2015). Based on the TPB, this study holds that
consumer attitudes will have an impact on SCB.
The study on SCB supported by TPB has made remarkable achievements. Yang et al. (2018) used
TPB to prove that the double 11 Shopping Festival
atmosphere harms the sustainable consumption
behavior of Chinese people. Huyard (2020) investigated representative consumers in the United
States, Mexico, and Indonesia and explored consumers’ trust in sustainable products and the certification information in the packaging and labeling products. Alam (2020) expands TPB, introduces and discusses adaptation, which is the first
step in implementing the concept of sustainable
consumption in education. Integrating sustainability and incorporating the concepts of sustainable knowledge and sustainable values into the existing models can make up for these shortcomings.
Dong et al. (2018) take the TPB extension as the
research framework to determine the factors that
affect the sustainable food consumption behavior of Malaysians. This paper constructs a framework to explore sustainable consumption behavior
based on the TPB, contributing to three variables
of attitude, value, and contextual factors as an essential part of the conceptual framework.
Stern (2000) proposed value-belief-norm (VBN)
theory and asserted VBN origin from the interaction among value, faith, and specification.
Egocentric, altruistic, and ecological characteristics are the three essential values (Dietz et al., 2005).
These values influence people’s beliefs, guide individual specifications, and lead to the formation of
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environmental behavior (Martin & Väistö, 2016).
VBN tried to explain individual environmental
behavior within the categories of environmental
activism, policy support, private-sphere behavior,
and environmental citizenship (Stern, 2000). VBN
theory argues that the tendency of pro-environmental behavior is closely related to the activation
of personal norms. The sense of moral responsibility or personal responsibility is related to the individual’s self-expectation of sustainable consumption (Park & Lin, 2020). Therefore, once consumers realize the importance of the environment and
set up their environmental values, they will make
specific changes in SCB (Dietz et al., 2005). Based
on this, this study believes that value, identity, and
attitude are the essential factors of behavior, so the
contribution of VBN to this study is more an internal and psychological factor. Gong et al. (2020),
based on this theory, explored the crucial factors
of belief and norm between value and environmental protection behavior and developed the direct positive influence of contextual factors on environmental protection behavior.
SET focuses on the psychological research of individuals and thinks that the interaction between
human beings is a process of mutual exchange
(Chatterjee et al., 2021). Social exchange is a kind
of voluntary activity that individuals got paid
back. In addition, the concept of rights, authority, and fairness is introduced, which makes SET
more widely applied. To make the methodology
of SET more comprehensive, Cook and Emerson
(1987) expound on the social constructs, social reforms, and institutionalization process of social
exchange with a rigorous mathematical model
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and network analysis making excellent contributions to the development of SET. If there is no social
attraction, there will be no social exchange process.
However, there is no explicit obligation in social exchange, and there is no bargaining in the way of return (Wang et al., 2019). Then, there is a principle involved in the exchange: one side bestows favor on the
other side. Although the benefactor has an average
expectation for some possible return in the future,
the exact nature is not clearly defined before the act
of bestowing a favor (Chatterjee et al., 2021). In other
words, the nature of the return is related to the maintenance of social exchange relationships.
Chatterjee et al. (2021) used SET to investigate
and test a series of variables related to attitudes
and SCB. Based on SET, Wang et al. (2019) established a conceptual model to explore the mobilization mechanism of customers’ SCB in the environment of sharing economy. Pimdee (2020), based on
Thailand’s context, uses the SET to discuss the SCB
of Thailand’s tourism industry. SET allows realizing that SCB is fundamentally a kind of reciprocal
behavior. The interests of this behavior are longtermed and expected. It is precisely origin from such
interests that consumers are willing to change their
consumption patterns from value, identity, and even
contextual factors. The study used SET framework
to provide a dynamic sustainable consumption by
exploring the cooperation of consumers’ nature,
environment, and behavior. The previous theoretical model provides SET framework of sustainable
consumption related to reciprocal determinism.
Individual, environmental and behavioral factors
form an interactive feedback cycle using qualitative
case studies. Hsiao and Su (2021) find out the crucial
factors that affect English teachers’ learning motivation and integrate the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG) into their teaching.

Therefore, this study is based on SET to construct
SET framework to explain SCB.
Online education will become a new path for the
innovation and development of higher education in
the era of globalization and digitization (Zhang & Li,
2020). Online education is a kind of “shadow education” attached to school education, which can find
and fill the gaps in the traditional school education
system (Leow et al., 2021).
SCB is different from ordinary consumption behavior, which is pursuing to meet basic needs and create
a better life considering environmental protection,
social equity, and other contradictory issues. At the
same time, it also pays attention to the next generation’s life (Fesenfeld et al., 2021). SCB gradually attract the attention of the whole world (Marzouk &
Mahrous, 2020). People must participate in sustainable development for the current social development
(Pu & Pathranarakul, 2019). Although there are
many studies on SCB, the definition of SCB does
not reach a consensus (Marzouk & Mahrous, 2020).
Table 2 shows a different understanding of SCB.
The definition of SCBOEI is not a consensus because
the exploration of SCBOEI in academic work is too
rare. However, from the definition of the online
education industry, SCB is a voluntary behavior of
consumers, recognizing the impact of the environment and society in the consumption process, and
supporting sustainable development (Wang et al.,
2014). Therefore, this study defines SCBOEI as the
environmental and social impact on consumers who
are aware of consuming the online education industry. Through the online education platform, products can support sustainable development. SCB is an
environmental protection product to improve consumption, reduce natural resources, and realize fu-

Table 2. Sustainable consumption behavior in different perspectives
Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Perspectives of SCB
Consumerism/traditional consumption.
Shared social welfare, and promoted sustainable social development.
Meeting the needs without harming people’s interests in the future.
SCB will be affected by value, attitude, and contextual factors.
Consumption mode of resource concern and environmental protection.
Buying environmentally-friendly products or boycotting the products from irresponsible companies.
A social-level problem involving a wide range of areas.
Encouraging environmental preservation by engaging in behavior that would reduce resources and
energy.
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ture aspirations and meet current needs by changing
lifestyle (Spangenberg & Lorek, 2019).
This study recognizes that online education products
are more environmentally friendly than traditional
education products and more conducive to different
groups to acquire knowledge and change the traditional education model to achieve educational equity further and promote sustainable development.
SCB includes two key aspects: minimum waste of
environmental protection and voluntary behavior
of maintaining product life cycle (Wang et al., 2014).
Therefore, based on the online education industry,
SCB is a kind of behavior that tries to reduce waste
and further promote online education products to
the whole society. This kind of behavior is beneficial
to both production and consumption. SCB refers to
personal behavior and a concept of behavior, which
encourages the consumption of sustainable products
in the process of economic development (Concari
et al., 2020). Therefore, the definition of SCBOEI in
this study is the spontaneous and positive development of the online education industry. It meets its
learning and education needs and pays attention
to the sustainable development of society. Through
the consumption of the online education industry,
it consciously pays attention to the crucial issues of
sustainable development such as education equity,
environmental issues, and harmonious economic
development. It can also take the next generation’s
education into its responsibility.
The variations in individuals’ personal, social, and
cultural experiences generate value differences and
the stability of value and value systems (Sun & Yang,
2019). However, applying this theory in predicting SCB is quite limited (Sharma & Jha, 2017). This
study explains value from five dimensions: society,
emotion, function, psychology, and environment.
Social value is a kind of achievement that individuals feel when they are integrating into society. It is
a sign of whether they can cooperate with a group,
emphasizing the importance of its contribution to
society (Ratten, 2020). Social value reflects a kind
of social status and social contribution (Tian et al.,
2011). Emotional value is the emotional belonging
of a person to an activity, which can arouse people’s
enthusiasm in sustainable consumption behavior
(Shan et al., 2021). Functional value is the consideration of product practicability in the process of sustainable consumption, and it is the most basic and
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original power when people buy products (King,
2016). Some aspects reflect the functional value that
consumers can readily perceive, such as price, decoration, design, and so on (Lee et al., 2015). When
people consume sustainable products, they focus on
the cost performance and function of the products.
The functional value can measure the original motivation of people when they buy sustainable products
(Lin & Huang, 2012). Similarly, the online education
industry in Chongqing can bring more convenience
to consumers regarding price, quality, and efficiency. The characteristics of online education are different from traditional face-to-face education, which
changes the concept of time and space in traditional
education.
Environmental value (ENV) is an individual’s willingness to take the initiative to pay attention to environmental issues, which will encourage people
to promote sustainable development by changing
themselves, others, or the way of donation (Haupt
& Hellweg, 2019). ENV means that a person shows
environmentalism in his actions, thoughts, and even
words (Haupt & Hellweg, 2019). EVN emphasizes
that consumers should pay attention to the environmental commitment and responsibility of products
in the process of consumption, try their best to pursue minimal environmental harm, and make circular
consumption and sustainable consumption to build
a sustainable society (Ratten, 2020). Psychological
value makes consumers find a psychological balance
in sustainable consumption. Moreover, consumers can feel satisfaction through this balance (Lin &
Huang, 2012).
Attitude usually is an internal psychological factor to
explain sustainable consumption; it is also one of the
critical topics in sustainable consumption research,
tourism, education, economy, and other fields (Jugert
et al., 2016). Environmental attitude includes two aspects: environmental concern and environmental efficacy (Clayton et al., 2017). This study would like to
introduce the environmental concern and environmental efficacy from the perspective of SCBOEI.
Environmental concern is a comprehensive concept, which contains emotions, knowledge, attitudes, values, and behaviors (Cruz & Manata, 2020).
Environmental concern is an attitude of active
cognition and evaluation of environmental problems. Indeed, consumers’ environmental concern
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is closely related to their environmental perception
in life, environmental knowledge, and environmental value (Cruz & Manata, 2020). The advantage of
environmental concern lies in encouraging consumers to choose sustainable consumption mode
and enhance consumers’ environmental awareness
and social responsibility, which is different from the
standard consumption mode. It is also one of the
goals for environmental concern (Dermody et al.,
2021). In sustainable development, environmental efficacy is a sensitivity of a person to environmental
problems. This sensitivity will promote individuals
to care about environmental problems, which is an
attitude towards the environment (Jugert et al., 2016).
Environmental efficacy can affect personal behavior
and improve the living environment (Dermody et al.,
2021). Improving environmental efficacy means promoting environmental behavior, and environmental
efficacy is one of the critical factors affecting sustainable consumption behavior. Basil et al. (2020) evident
that the improvement of environmental efficacy can
promote environmental protection behavior (Basil et
al., 2020). Thus, environmental efficacy is an essential factor in the sustainable consumption research
of the online education industry in Chongqing city.

(Confente et al., 2020). It is a label for SCB and identification to prove that they love the environment
and pay attention to social development (Foroudi et
al., 2020). Self-identity is the benefit to distinguish
the social groups that different individuals integrate into and the difference in their values, beliefs,
and behaviors (Confente et al., 2020).

Environmental attitude and environmental behavior
are two closely related concepts, so environmental
attitude seems to affect the sustainable consumption
behavior of consumers (Concari et al., 2020). The environmental attitude should be an essential factor in
the study of sustainable consumption (Wang et al.,
2014). Environmental attitude and environmental
behavior play positive roles in the process of green
product consumption (Lin & Niu, 2018). If a person has a positive environmental attitude, he will be
willing to transfer his traditional consumption pattern to sustainable consumption behavior (Lee et al.,
2015). The consumers’ environmental attitudes are
often determining the adoption of SCB (Elhoushy &
Lanzini, 2021).

Engagement is a transitional form of social and interactive behavior produced by developing a relevant
engagement process in a certain period (Gatautis et
al., 2021). CE usually refers to that consumers integrate (Antonsich, 2010) into organizations, products,
and brands and make emotional and physical contributions to the consumption they are concerned
about (Piligrimienė et al., 2020). CE frequently involves three main dimensions: cognitive, emotional,
and behavioral engagement (Javornik & Mandelli,
2013). Cognitive engagement is a kind of emotion
that refers to external factors, which is in the field
of education and psychology. It is a kind of psychological investment in academic activities and persistence in learning tasks (Lo & Hew, 2020). Cognitive
engagement represents consumers’ understanding of
sustainable consumption behavior, which attempts
to change the social environment and promote sustainable social development through the behavior
(Piligrimienė et al., 2020). As an essential aspect of
consumer engagement, emotional engagement is
gradually concerned in consumer behavior research
(Özhan & Kocadere, 2020). Emotional engagement
is a sense of pride and achievement in solving the
problems faced by sustainable social development.

Nigbur et al. (2010) pay attention to the relationship
between identity and SCB. Identity is divided into three aspects: self-identity (Nigbur et al., 2010),
social identity (Duroy, 2011), and place identity
(Foroudi et al., 2020). Self-identity plays a vital role
in explaining why consumers choose sustainability, which refers to combining a series of roles completed by a person. In turn, it persuades a person to
take continuous actions to recognize self-concept

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/im.17(3).2021.12

Social identity is a sense of belonging in society, which means identification with the group to
which an individual belongs (Tajfel, 1979). Social
identity theory emphasizes interaction between an
individual and society. Moreover, it is the shaping
of self-concept and the relationship between an individual and society, providing some suggestions
for this interaction (Hogg, 2020). The literature on
place identity focuses on the attributes of a particular location and suggests that it can affect actions to
protect local ecosystems from development threats
(Confente et al., 2020). Place identity is about where
an individual belongs; it suggests that people in different places have a different identity. The different physical environments will shape the different
sense of identity and basic cognition of human society (Antonsich, 2010).
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Behavioral engagement is an essential psychological concept (Piligrimienė et al., 2020). It is the actual behavior of consumers in the process of sustainable consumption, including cultivating sustainable
awareness, understanding sustainable knowledge,
purchasing sustainable products, and promoting
sustainable development (Piligrimienė et al., 2020).
Contextual factors will have positive or negative effects on SCB (Kostadinova, 2016). The current study
examines the influence of government behavior,
market environment, and environmental education
on SCB in different fields (which mainly involve energy sector and food industry). Government acts as
a management procedure specified by the government in sustainable consumption action, including
organization construction, policy and decree promulgation, and incentive measures to promote consumers to choose sustainable consumption (Cejudo
& Michel, 2017). Government action is an essential
external factor to promote sustainable development.
It makes reasonable arrangements in social rules,
encourages individuals to participate in sustainable consumption actively, and lets consumers take
the responsibility of sustainable development in a
certain way (Cejudo & Michel, 2017). Market condition is a broad concept, which is the conditions of
sustainable consumption in the market. Specifically,
when consumers purchase, use, and dispose sustain-

able commodities, the market can bring conveniences to consumers, and these conveniences can
promote consumers’ sustainable consumption behavior (Baharumshah et al., 2017). Environment education introduces environmental knowledge to students and their parents in social development (Agha
et al., 2018). EE refers to consumers’ understanding
of environmental knowledge in the process of sustainable consumption, including their learning and
understanding of sustainable development. To some
extent, EE is a kind of ability to solve the problem
of sustainable development. If the EE performance
of consumers is more outstanding than other traditional consumers, they will usually pay more attention to environmental protection and environmental
improvement and be inclined towards SCB (Agha et
al., 2018).

2. AIM
Based on the introduction of the theoretical basis and the explanation of related concepts, this
study aims to model and conceptualize sustainable consumption behavior and put forward a conceptual framework of SCBOEI. Figure 1 explores
environmental attitude, consumer engagement,
and contextual factors from the theory of planned
behavior; value, attitude, identity, and contextuSource: Authors’ elaboration.

Value

Identity

Environmental
Attitude

Consumer
Engagement

SCBOEI

Demographic

Contextual
Factor

Figure 1. Conceptualized SCBOEI framework
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al factors from the value-belief-norm theory; and
identity, engagement, and contextual factors from
the social exchange theory. Then, based on the understanding of the online education industry, this
paper defines and explains SCBOEI. Indeed, this
study also introduces the sub-factors. Social value,
environmental value, functional value, emotional value, psychological value, self-identity, social
identity, place identity, environmental concerns
and environmental efficacy, cognitive engagement,
emotional engagement, and behavioral engagement can explain consumer engagement. There
are several dimensions in contextual factors, such
as government action, market condition, and environmental education. The construction introduces the sub-facto.

dustry. This study suggests that value, identity, environmental attitude, consumer engagement, and
contextual factors are salient to explain SCBOEI. It
shows that environmental attitude, identity, and
consumer engagement are the intermediate bridges
for the study of SCBOEI. However, the findings in
this study have limitations of generalizing the empirical evidence to explain the entire education sector, because this study aims to reconceptualize the
research of the online education industry based on
existing theory. Therefore, future research shall analyze empirical data on this issue.

Although the study is to model SCBOEI, this paper begins to pay attention to online education
as a new emerging industry for sustainable development. This study tries to break through the
traditional research field of sustainable consump3. DISCUSSION
tion behavior to capture new clues about promoting sustainable development. In the digital and
This study has its intention to introduce and contrib- knowledge economy era, there are sufficient reaute the breakthroughs and models generated from sons to pay attention to the online education inexisting theory and creates a model for sustainable dustry and promote the online education industry
consumption behavior in the online education in- to serve sustainable development.

CONCLUSION
The paper suggests that SCBOEI is conducive to promoting sustainable development. It is noted that one
needs to pay attention to the sustainable consumption behavior of the education industry. The study
defines SCBOEI and achieves innovations and breakthroughs in the theory. Moreover, this study comprehensively conceptualizes the value, identity, attitude, and contextual factors of SCBOEI, especially
the vital role of market environment, government behavior, and environmental education for SCBOEI.
In other words, these dimensions are essential for SCBOEI.
It can promote the sustainable development of the online education industry in Chongqing and give local marketing people, policymakers of education departments necessary recommendations; in addition,
it provides suggestions for consumers of online education. This study helps to pay more attention to the
consumer behavior of the online education industry and promote sustainable development, thus providing some theoretical support and pertinent suggestions for market planning or marketing personnel. Therefore, it promotes the sustainable development of the online education industry. In conclusion,
this paper strongly recommends that SCB research shall be directed to the online education industry.
Furthermore, future studies shall emphasize the empirical effects of psychological factors, activity factors, and contextual factors for SCBOEI.
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