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Using E-Mail Listservs to Promote
Environmentally Sustainable Behaviors

NANCY ARTZ* & PETER COOKE**

*School of Business, University of Southern Maine, USA, **Pollution Prevention Program, Maine

Department of Environmental Protection, USA

ABSTRACT This paper describes a social marketing campaign that encouraged individuals to
adopt environmentally sustainable behaviors such as purchasing green power, installing energy-
efficient lights, and checking tire pressure and refrigerator efficiency. An e-mail campaign was
developed using the social marketing tools of commitment, prompting, and social norms. The
results suggest that electronic listservs, which leverage social networks, can be a viable vehicle for
social marketing. The paper extends the literature by introducing e-mail as a vehicle for obtaining
individual commitment to change behavior.
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Introduction

Persuading consumers to adopt environmentally sustainable behavior has been of

interest to American and European scholars (see review by Kilbourne and

Beckmann, 1998).1 This interest is part of the broader field of social marketing,

which examines the use of marketing techniques to foster socially desirable behavior

in individuals, especially when the socially desirable behavior is at odds with the

individual’s immediate self-interest (Andreasen, 1995). The literature consistently

reports that people express concern for the environment, but their behaviors do not

match that concern (Vaidyanathan and Aggarwal, 2005). Only the ‘‘greenest’’ of

consumers will pay more, sacrifice quality, or accept inconvenience altruistically to

protect the environment (Wiser and Pickle, 1997). Moreover, even those consumers

procrastinate or otherwise ‘‘forget’’ to engage in the desired behavior.

Social marketers know that using persuasive communications to raise awareness

about issues is rarely sufficient to foster behavior change (Andreasen, 1995).

Education can be useful when consumers are unaware that a socially appropriate
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behavior is in their self-interest; but when self-interest is not enough to motivate

change, marketers need to provide incentives or otherwise change the consumer’s

environment and choices to make the target behavior more attractive (Rothschild,

1999). In short, social marketers have learned to capitalize on behavioral levers –

known as social marketing tools. These tools are outlined for practitioners in Doug

McKenzie-Mohr and William Smith’s (1999) seminal book on fostering sustainable
behavior by using social-marketing techniques such as prompts, incentives, social

norms/influence, commitment, and the like.

Why do social marketing tools work when education does not? The behavioral

modification literature explains how behavior can be changed by manipulating

external cues and conditions that grab consumers’ attention, provide rewards, and

enable vicarious learning (Nord and Paul, 1980). In other words, incentives motivate

action and prompts remind people to act. The social influence literature further

explains that people rely on social cues and comply with social requests as ways to
manage their self-concept, build and maintain social relationships, and learn which

behaviors are in one’s self-interest (Cialdini and Trost, 1998). Social marketing

interventions can be designed to leverage social influence by making social norms

salient, offering social approval/affiliation, and tapping into social-identity with

appeals to a sense of community (Andreasen, 1995; Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004;

Wiser and Pickle, 1997).

A powerful social marketing tool is to ask consumers to express a commitment to

act (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999; Vaidyanathan and Aggarwal, 2005).
Commitment can be expressed in various ways, but the idea is for the consumer

to go on record as willing to engage in a particular behavior. Cialdini and

Goldstein’s (2004) recent review of the social influence literature concludes that

researchers have not proven the precise nature of the self-inferences that make

compliance techniques effective, but a common explanation is that the act of

commitment alters self-perception. Once people see themselves as the type of person

who engages in the behavior, the human desire for consistency motivates them to

follow-through on their commitments. The drive to be consistent is explained as a
way to maintain one’s self-concept or enhance one’s self-esteem. Additional

psychological processes at work might be (1) the desire to conform to social norms

(i.e. the process of asking for a commitment makes salient the social norm of

engaging in the behavior); (2) a sense of obligation attached to the commitment; and

(3) impression management so the person making the commitment looks good to the

requestor (Burger, 1999; cf., Guéguen and Jacob, 2001).

Commitment is most effective when it is expressed publicly (Cialdini and

Goldstein, 2004; McKenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999). Examples of public commit-
ment include having one’s name published in a newspaper, putting a sign in one’s

yard, or wearing a sticker on one’s clothing. Examples of private commitment

include signing a pledge or answering a question about when a behavior will be

undertaken. To the extent that ‘private’ commitment is communicated to the

researcher, a social dimension exists, but public commitment clearly has a larger

social dimension, which explains why public commitment is more effective at

influencing subsequent behavior.

While commitment is an effective social marketing tool, the traditional approach
of using one-on-one interaction to solicit commitment is time consuming.

258 N. Artz & P. Cooke
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Consequently, commitment is widely perceived as too labor intensive for broad scale

implementation (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999). This paper explores a new

method of soliciting and expressing commitment that overcomes the problem of

labor intensiveness – e-mail.

E-mail allows for inexpensive, widespread dissemination of messages (Napolitano

et al., 2003), so it is an easy way to solicit commitment. However, e-mail might be
expected to produce a relatively weak form of commitment because it solicits private

expression of commitment rather than public commitment. Even compared to other

forms of private commitment, e-mail may be at a disadvantage because it lacks real-

time, one-on-one interaction (e.g. face-to-face communication). Thus, the minimal

social dimension of e-mail may make it an easy, but ineffective way to solicit

commitment.

A literature search did not reveal any studies using e-mail to obtain commitment

to act, although relevant research exists on another compliance technique called
foot-in-the-door (FITD). Individuals who respond to a small request (i.e. a foot-in-

the door) are more likely to respond to a larger, subsequent request (Cialdini and

Goldstein, 2004). Both compliance techniques – making a small FITD request before

the target request as well as the technique of asking for an explicit commitment to

undertake the targeted action later – are explained with the same theoretical

framework of self-perception combined with the desire to behave consistently

(Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004). Therefore, if e-mail works with FITD, it should

presumably work with the technique of commitment to act. Guéguen and Jacob
(2001) show that websites can be used to deliver FITD requests. Another study

(Guéguen, 2002) suggests the same for e-mail, but sample composition error makes it

hard to gauge the extent to which e-mail-based FITD requests are successful (i.e.

subjects who refused the first request were excluded when calculating the response

rate for the second request, thus creating a sample self-selected for accommoda-

tiveness). Taken together, the two studies suggest that direct, one-to-one commu-

nication is unnecessary when using FITD. This increases our expectation that e-mail

can be effective with the compliance technique of commitment to act.
Overall, the social marketing literature is largely silent about the use of e-mail,

even as a form of one-way communication (Napolitano et al., 2003). We know from

marketing practice (Sterne and Priore, 2000) and the communication literature (Sills

and Song, 2002) that e-mail is useful for simple requests such as asking someone to

visit a website or answer a survey. However, is e-mail effective with the social

influence technique of commitment, particularly when social marketing practitioners

attempt to alter hard-to-change consumption habits in everyday life? To address this

questions, the use of e-mail as a vehicle to obtain commitment was examined in a
field study. In doing this, we answer Marcus and colleagues’ (1998) call for research

to provide evidence of the efficacy of interactive media in social marketing. This

paper expands the literature by introducing e-mail as a practical vehicle to obtain

commitment.

Campaign

A social marketing campaign was undertaken by an environmental expert, hereafter
known as the ‘‘Advocate.’’ E-mail messages encouraged coworkers to engage in

Environmentally Sustainable Behaviors Using E-Mail Listservs 259
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environmentally sustainable behaviors at home. As a form of one-way communica-

tion, e-mail was used to prompt consumers to act and to portray implicitly the action

as a social norm. As a form of two-way communication, e-mail was used to obtain

commitment to act from participants.

Objectives of Field Study

1. Increase environmentally sustainable behavior of individual consumers;

2. Assess the viability of listservs as a vehicle for social marketing, before
recommending its use to other institutions; and

3. Contribute to the social marketing literature by examining listservs as tools

for obtaining commitment from consumers, prompting behavior, and

establishing social norms.

Target Audience

The target audience was the 420 employees of the Department of Environmental

Protection in the state of Maine in the United States. Given the organization’s

environmental focus, the target audience presumably had greater than average

environmental knowledge and concern. All employees were automatically subscribed

to a workplace listserv, which is an e-mail distribution list that enables any employee
to send an e-mail message to all other employees. Many employees did not know

each other.

Targeted Behaviors

The campaign targeted four behaviors: (1) checking tire pressure; (2) replacing

incandescent light bulbs with compact fluorescent light bulbs (CFLs); (3) assessing

refrigerator efficiency; and (4) purchasing green power. The Advocate selected these
household behaviors because they were environmentally desirable and relevant for

the target audience. The study began with tire pressure, and progressed to behaviors

that required either more effort or possibly more money. Since the cost-benefit

characteristics of the behaviors differ (see Table 1), receptivity toward the behaviors

was expected to differ.

Campaign Elements

For each targeted behavior, the Advocate sent a series of e-mails: (1) a listserv e-mail

soliciting a commitment to act, which also served to prompt the behavior; (2) a

follow-up inquiry, sent only to those who made a commitment, asking if the

behavior was undertaken; and (3) a listserv e-mail, providing feedback on the

amount of commitment and behavior change. The e-mails highlighted the benefits of

the targeted behavior and tried to overcome barriers that prevent people from

undertaking the behavior. The Advocate wrote e-mails using humor and lively

wording, in an attempt to make the campaign more engaging (Marcus et al., 1998).
The e-mails generated considerable conversation within the organization about the

260 N. Artz & P. Cooke
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targeted behaviors, social marketing, and the appropriateness of using an office

listserv to change non-workplace behaviors.

Introductory e-mail. The first e-mail in the campaign was a stand-alone article in

the institution’s e-newsletter. The Advocate introduced the concept of social

marketing and described experiments in which individuals were more likely to

engage in desirable behaviors if they expressed a commitment to act.

Tire pressure prompt. Two weeks later, all listserv members received an e-mail
referring to the introductory e-mail and focusing on the first of the four targeted

behaviors. The benefits of properly inflated tires were highlighted (i.e. increase in fuel

efficiency, which reduces emissions; decreased need to buy gas; and extended tire

life). The e-mail asked, ‘‘Will you commit to checking your tire pressure by the end

of the weekend?’’ Individuals could indicate their level of commitment by using

predesignated reply buttons (an MSN Outlook feature):2

N I already checked it within the last two weeks.

N I will commit to checking it by the end of the weekend, thanks.

N I’m not interested, but good luck to everyone else

N Oh … tire pressure needs to be checked?

Tire pressure follow-up inquiry. One week later, those who made a commitment
were sent a follow-up e-mail saying they were one of 98 people agreeing to check

their tires. They were asked for an honest, anonymous report of their behavior:

N Yes, I did it!

N No, I didn’t get around to doing it, but will probably get around to doing it this

weekend … I promise!

Tire pressure feedback. Five days later, a listserv message reported that many
people committed themselves to checking their tires and that the number who acted

Table 1. Cost-benefit characteristics of targeted behaviors

Targeted
behaviors

Time
required

Upfront
expense

Potential
savings

Environmental
benefit

Check tire
pressure once

5–20 min Free or cost of
gauge or gas
station charge

Up to 5% of
fuel cost

If adjust pressure
once: small

Purchase &
install 1 CFL

5–60 min
(depending on
retail location)

$1.00–$3.50 per
bulb

Payback within
months

Moderate

Check refrigerator
efficiency

30–60 min Free (may lead to
fridge purchase)

If buy fridge:
payback after
years

If inefficient
fridge replaced:
large

Purchase green
power

30–60 min $3–$20 per month
for most
households

Negative ($ cost
not recoupable)

Very large

Environmentally Sustainable Behaviors Using E-Mail Listservs 261
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on that commitment was ‘‘pretty good.’’ By providing feedback, the Advocate

established social norms for participating in the listserv program and engaging in

environmentally responsible behaviors.

CFL prompt. The next day, a listserv message described how compact fluorescent

light bulbs significantly reduce energy use and electric bills (CFLs use 1/3 the

electricity and last 10 times longer). Purchase locations were mentioned, including

the institution’s front desk. The e-mail asked ‘‘Will you commit to installing a

compact fluorescent in your house by the end of this weekend?’’ and offered the

following reply options:

N My house is already stocked with CFLs!

N I already have CFLs, but will commit to installing one more

N I will install my first CFL

N I’m not interested, but good luck to everyone else and PEACE!

N I would like to vote [the Advocate] off the island!!! [Note: refers to a television show]

CFL follow-up inquiry. One week later, those who made a commitment to CFLs

were sent an e-mail indicating they were one of 55 making a commitment and asking

for an accurate, anonymous report of behavior:

N No, I didn’t get around to doing it this weekend, but still plan on doing it this

week!

N Yes, I did it!

N Yes, I did it, I installed 2!

N Yes, I did it, 3!

N Yes, 4!

N 5!

CFL feedback report. A month later, a listserv e-mail described commitment and

follow-through rates as very high for an educational outreach effort. It was noted

that the self-reported purchases were far less than the dramatic spike in CFL sales at

the front desk, so the intervention was more successful than the self-reported data

indicated.

Refrigerator prompt. Five months later, a listserv message described how a new

refrigerator could save lots of money and energy, asked if anyone wanted to borrow a

kilowatt-hour meter to assess the efficiency of their fridge, and offered reply options:

N I am interested in borrowing this and GO SOX!!! [Note: refers to a regional sports

team]

N I’m not interested in checking my refrigerator, but will vote on Nov. 2nd!!!!!!

[Note: refers to national elections]

N I thought we voted you off the island …

Refrigerator follow-up. One week later, individuals who committed to check their

refrigerators received an e-mail indicating that they were one of 81 on a waiting list to

borrow the meter. They were given a web address to find the average energy use for their

262 N. Artz & P. Cooke
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model of refrigerator, and another site to see if it would be cost effective to buy a more

efficient model. Individuals were contacted when a meter became available for loan.

Green power introduction. Two weeks later, the institution’s electronic newsletter

featured a stand-alone article, authored by someone other than the Advocate, which

described green power options and benefits (e.g. clear air and water, healthy lungs,

sustainable energy future based on domestic sources of energy).

Green power prompt. A week later, the listserv e-mail reminded users of green

power benefits and provided links for additional information. The e-mail explained

the extra cost to buy green power supply (4 cent per kilowatt-hour) and the less

costly option of buying renewable energy certificates known as green tags. The e-

mail asked, ‘‘Will you commit to purchasing a green alternative for electricity?’’ and

offered the following reply options:

N Yes, I will purchase green electricity

N I need to think about it some more

N I already have it

N I’m not interested in green supply but will purchase some green tags

N Thanks, but no thanks

N I’m off the grid baby!

Green power follow-up inquiry. People committing to buy green power were asked

for an anonymous report of their behavior:

N Yes I did!

N No I didn’t do it … YET!

Green power feedback. Three days later, a listserv e-mail noted that a ‘‘shockingly’’

low number of employees of this environmental organization were willing to

purchase green power when an ‘‘outstanding’’ number were willing to engage in the

other behaviors. Listserv members were asked to provide an explanation.

Campaign Costs

Except for the purchase of the kilowatt-hour meters, there were no direct

expenditures associated with the campaign. The entire campaign required a day or

two of the Advocate’s labor. Less than an hour was spent on the typical e-mail series

for a behavior. Several additional hours were required to manage the waiting list for

meters and to collate the huge volume of comments on green power. Indirect costs

included use of the organization’s electronic network and the work time used by

employees to read and reply to e-mails.

Results of Campaign

Survey Response Rates

The percentage of listserv members responding to e-mails requesting commitment

was 41% for tires, 34% for CFLs, 32% for fridges, and 18% for power. What explains

Environmentally Sustainable Behaviors Using E-Mail Listservs 263
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the decline in response rates over time, especially the dramatic drop for green power?

The decline might be attributed to decreasing interest in the campaign, but this fails

to explain the high response rate for a fifth intervention focusing on a workplace

behavior (37% responded to a request to set the default for printers to double-sided

printing; see Artz and Cooke, 2005). A better explanation is that the behaviors

became either more expensive or more effortful as the experiment progressed (until
returning to a no cost, low effort behavior in the fifth intervention). As behaviors

become more expensive/effortful, they become less attractive (Vaidyanathan and

Aggarwal, 2005), which may lower interest in responding to a ‘‘survey’’ about the

behavior.

Not surprisingly, the response rates to the follow-up e-mails were more than

double the response rates for the initial e-mails (84% tires, 80% CFL, 100% fridge,

67% power). Recipients of follow-up e-mails had already replied to the initial e-mail,

and active engagement in the campaign presumably made it more likely for them to
reply to a second e-mail (Table 2).

Need to Engage in Action

The target behaviors appear to have been relevant for most members of the

audience; the number of respondents reporting no need to undertake the behavior

ranged from a low of 9% with refrigerators to a high of 42% with CFLs. Reasons

articulated for not needing to undertake the behavior included recently having
checked tire pressure, having their car serviced, or not owning a car; homes already

fully lit with CFLs; owning a new refrigerator or in transition between addresses;

and already buying green power.

Commitment and Follow-through Rates

Of those responding to the e-mails, the percentage of individuals making a

commitment to act varied markedly across the four behaviors: 63% for fridges, 59%
for tires, 38% for CFLs, and 8% for green power. The order of intervention

effectiveness was the same for the percentage following-through on that commit-

ment: 100% for refrigerators, 45% for tires, 36% for CFLs, and 25% for green power.

The commitment rates above were calculated as the percentage of people who

replied to the e-mails requesting commitment. In terms of the actual number of

people making a commitment, more people committed to check their tires than their

fridges: 102 people versus 85 people (i.e. 24% of the listserv population versus 20%).

The higher tire commitment may be due to the novelty associated with the first
intervention in the campaign. Regardless, the fridge intervention was clearly the

more successful intervention in that more people eventually checked their fridge

efficiency than checked their tire pressure (85 versus 37 people).

Intervention effectiveness can also be assessed with comparisons to control groups

or baseline data. This field study lacked a control group because the listserv reached

the entire population, but a baseline comparison was attempted. Ideally, everyone’s

actual behavior would be measured before and after the intervention. In this field

study, we are limited to using e-mail responses from participants to gauge behavior
levels before and after the intervention. Specifically, we compared the number of

264 N. Artz & P. Cooke
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Table 2. Effect of interventions on commitment and behavior

Check tires Install CFLs Check fridge efficiency Buy green power

Communication requesting commitment (and prompting behavior)

Response: No. of
responders

(n5420)

% of
responders

% of
pop

No. of
responders

(n5420)

% of
responders

% of
pop

No. of
responders

(n5420)

% of
responders

% of
pop

No. of
responders

(n5420)

% of
responders

% of
pop

Commitment
prompted

102 59 24 55 38 13 85 63 20 6 8 1

Commitment
unnecessary
(baseline for
targeted action)

58 34 14 61 42 15 12 9 3 14 18 3

No commitment
(will not commit,
humor reply,
other)

12 7 3 28 19 7 37 28 9 56 74 13

Total 172 100 41a 144 100 34a 134 100 32a 76 100 18a

Follow-up communication to those who made a commitment

Response: No. of
responders

(n598b)

% of
responders

to
follow-up

e-mail

% of those
sent

follow-up
e-mail

% of
pop

No. of
responders

(n555)

% of
responders

to follow-up
e-mail

% of those
sent

follow-up
e-mail

% of
pop

No. of
responders

(n555)

% of
responders

to follow-up
e-mail

% of those
sent

follow-up
e-mail

% of
pop

No. of
responders

(n56)

% of
responders

to follow-up
e-mail

% of those
sent

follow-up
e-mail

% of
pop

Action taken
37 45 38 9 16 36 29 4 85 100 100 20 1 25 17 0.2

No action taken
45 55 46 28 64 51 0 0 0 3 75 50

Total 82 100 84a 44 100 80a 85 100 100a 4 100 67a

Change from baseline (determined from those responding to prompts)

Increase in
targeted action

64% 26% 708% 7%

a‘‘Survey’’ response rate
bLess than number making commitment because some commitments were made after follow-up e-mail was sent.
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people who reported undertaking the behavior because of the intervention to a

baseline of the number of people who originally reported that commitment was

unnecessary because they had already undertaken the behavior or the behavior was

irrelevant for their life circumstances. The increase in behavior from the baseline –

attributable to the intervention – was 708% for refrigerators, 64% for checking tires,

26% for installing CFLs, and 7% for green power. This is the same rank order of

effectiveness as with commitment rates and follow-through rates.

Discussion

As reported above, the number of people who altered their behavior differed across the

four interventions. The pattern of results can be explained by how the behaviors differ

in terms of the benefits received by the consumer and the barriers preventing action.

The fridge intervention was the most successful, even though it was a time

consuming behavior. Why? There was no upfront cost and the action could lead to

large cost savings and environmental benefit (see Table 1). Moreover, the intervention

overcame most barriers preventing action (see Table 3). Many respondents were

probably not previously aware that fridge efficiency is one of the better energy-savings

improvements available to the average homeowner, and even if they were aware, most

did not previously have the ability to assess the efficiency of their current fridges to

know if replacement was worthwhile for their household.

The refrigerator intervention stands out in terms of its high follow-through rate –

100% of those making a commitment acted on that commitment. In addition to the

reasons just articulated, the high follow-through can be attributed to the offer to

borrow what some saw as a fun tool (i.e. the meter) and the special e-mails related to

Table 3. Barriers to checking fridge efficiency

Barriers identified via advocate expertise,
responder comments, and literature (Clancy
and O’Loughlin, 2002; Ritchie and
McDougall, 1985)

Overcome by
intervention?

Evident in
responder
comments?

Limited awareness that current fridge
may use much more energy/money than
new, efficient one

Yes: benefits highlighted
in e-mail

Yes

Unable to assess fridge efficiency due
to (1) no awareness of, or access to, a
meter, or (2) unaware of obscure website

Yes: meter and website
URL provided

Yes

Inconvenient/difficult to access power cord,
monitor kilowatt usage, and
interpret data

Partially: meter seen by
some as fun techno gizmo;
advocate helped with
interpretation

Yes

Knowledge of fridge efficiency not
useful because it would not lead to action
(no money or credit available to buy fridge,
uncertain what to do with old fridge,
landlord may own fridge or pay electric bill)

No Yes
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the waiting list for the meter. The announcement of a waiting list created a social

norm for the behavior prior to the individual actually undertaking the behavior. The

existence of a queue highlighted meter scarcity, which would make meter use more

attractive (Cialdini and Trost, 1998). Moreover, meter borrowing was arranged

using personal e-mails from the Advocate rather than group e-mails; personal

contact is likely to be more effective than mass communication messages (McKenzie-

Mohr and Smith, 1999). In sum, the unusually high follow-through rate for the

fridge intervention can be attributed to the use of extra social marketing levers (i.e.

added social influence from personal communication and social norm creation as

well as enhanced perception of the value of the action due to scarcity and novelty).

The tire pressure intervention was the second most successful. It is not surprising

that the top two interventions – checking fridges and tires – were free activities that

might save the consumer money. Social marketers know that it is more persuasive to

emphasize personal benefits such as reduced energy bills, improved health, or

convenience than altruism (Andreasen, 1995). Why did the fridge intervention

outperform the tire intervention? The fridge intervention removed more barriers to

action than the tire intervention (see Tables 3 and 4) and the potential payoff was

probably seen as smaller for tires. Checking tires remained a messy, boring chore

that must be repeated for energy savings over time. Checking fridge efficiency does

take more time than checking tire pressure, but consumers will spend time on

information acquisition when substantial upfront costs (e.g. buying a fridge) precede

energy savings (Ritchie and McDougall, 1985). Assuming that most people know

that tires should be properly inflated to get optimal gas mileage, the tire intervention

essentially addressed only one barrier – forgetting to act. In addition, this barrier was

only partially overcome, because the best prompts occur when and where the

behavior is to take place (Mckenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999).

The third most successful intervention was for CFLs. Not surprisingly, the

commitment and follow-through rates were less than for fridges or tires because of

the required upfront expenditure of money. That said, the intervention was still

Table 4. Barriers to checking tire efficiency

Barriers identified via advocate expertise, responder
comments, and literature (Ritchie and McDougall,
1985)

Overcome by
intervention?

Evident in
responder
comments?

Limited awareness of tire pressure’s effect on
gas mileage

Yes: benefit highlighted in
e-mail

No

Forgetting, especially when few long trips taken Partially: e-mail request
functioned as a prompt

Yes

Inconvenient: takes time; those without own
gauge or air pump must go to gas station
(and pay); dirty, boring task; exposure to weather

No Yes

Uncertainty about correct tire pressure or how to
use gauge or air pump

No Yes

Low reinforcement from prior action: energy
savings unlikely to have been noticed in past

No No
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successful, presumably because it overcame a fair number of barriers to action by

publicizing a $2 rebate from the state and overcoming misperceptions about bulb

availability (see Table 5).

The CFL intervention is noteworthy because objective data exists: the number of

CFLs sold at the main office’s front desk. Self-reports indicate that 38 bulbs were

installed because of the intervention (the only respondent who selected the largest

reply option reported installation of 11 bulbs). Interestingly, 72 bulbs were sold at

the front desk during the four days between the commitment and follow-up e-mails.

Normally only one or two bulbs are sold per month. Moreover, the sales figure of 72

bulbs undoubtedly underestimates the full effect of the intervention – branch office

employees were unlikely to buy bulbs at the main office and main office employees

could buy bulbs at half the price at hardware stores. Clearly, the self-reported data

(38 bulbs) substantially underestimates the actual effect of the intervention. Self-

report data missed people whose behavior was influenced by the intervention, but

Table 5. Barriers to installing CFLs

Barriers identified via Advocate expertise,
responder comments, and literature (Clancy and
O’Loughlin, 2002; Drug Store News, 1996; Ritchie
and McDougall, 1985)

Overcome by
intervention?

Evident in
responder
comments?

Limited awareness about energy reduction or
$ payback, and confusion about watts versus
lumens

Yes: benefit highlighted
in e-mail

Yes

Initial cost higher than incandescents Partially: e-mail
highlighted $2 instant
rebate from the state

Yes

Limited distribution in retail locations
(misperception for basic CFL model)

Yes: e-mail said CFLs are
available at hardware and
grocery stores and
institution’s front desk

Yes

Perception of unfavorable bulb characteristics
(e.g. poor reliability in terms of length of bulb
life, ballast can catch fire, noisy) and unaware
of bulb improvements such as faster starting
bulbs, better color options, and new bulb types
(dimmable, smaller sizes, candelabra shape,
3-way lights, low lumens, globe shape that
hides spiral and works with clip-on-shades).

Partially: mentioned that
CFLs are now available
in softer light and
dimmable models

Yes

Misperception about the hazard of mercury in
CFLs compared to greater hazard of mercury
generated in extra electricity used by
incandescents, and uncertainty about how to
dispose of unwanted incandescents and used
CFLs

No Yes

Landlord or someone else may pay for
electricity

No Yes

Requires change in habitual purchase decision No No
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chose not to express a commitment (including the eleven people using the humorous

predesignated reply) and missed the 20% of committers who failed to reply to the

follow-up inquiry. Bottom line: ‘‘no response’’ from a listserv member is not the

same as ‘‘no change in behavior.’’ The underreporting assuages concerns that

listservs, which leverage a social network, might inadvertently lead to social

desirability bias and inflated campaign results. Regardless, the discrepancy between
the self-reports and the observed CFL data raises questions about the methods used

to assess social marketing campaigns in the field. Objective measurement of behavior

is a priority (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999), especially when analyzing a

campaign’s cost-benefit to justify funding for future campaigns.

In sharp contrast to the other interventions, green power had limited success

during the campaign period – only six people made a commitment and one followed

through (others claimed they would get to it). This intervention was unsuccessful

despite an additional e-newsletter communication in which a credible source
explained the benefits of green power and presented green power as a social norm by

stating that 750 Maine households already bought green power. Why the poor

results for the behavior with the greatest environmental benefit? Green power was

the only behavior with unrecoupable costs. Despite protestations, this audience

could afford the expense, especially since green tags were presented as a variable cost

option allowing consumers to spend as little as they wished. Green power is a classic

example of the tragedy of the commons: few people are willing to engage in a

behavior against their self-interest, even though it is in everyone’s collective interest.
Although 40 to 70% of consumers say they are willing to pay for green energy, less

than 3% actually buy green power when it is available (Wiser and Pickle, 1997).

Practitioners view green power as a ‘‘tough sell’’ even to environmentalists (Cook,

2003). This may be because dedicated energy conservers, while environmentally

conscious, tend to be particularly concerned with ‘control’ over their finances and

averse to spending (Clancy and O’Loughlin, 2002). The tragedy of the commons can

be overcome through social influence and norms, but this is a challenge with green

power because its purchase lacks the visibility necessary to reward purchasers with
social recognition for acting in the collective good (Fisher and Ackerman, 1998).

Although various barriers to buying green power were mentioned by respondents

(see Table 6), the dominant barrier appeared to be self-interest in that other barriers

seemed to function as rationalizations for self-interested action. E-mail interventions

may have little power to overcome long-term self-interest.

This field study, especially the first three interventions, provides evidence that e-mail

campaigns can foster sustainable behavior. We cannot separate the effect of making a

commitment from the effects of other social marketing levers embedded in our
solicitation of commitment (i.e. information dissemination, prompts, and social

norms). Thus, we cannot conclude that the behavior change was single-handedly

generated by e-mail-based commitment. That said, commitment was a clearly a major

aspect of our campaign, and we can conclude that e-mail-based campaigns (composed

of multiple social marketing tools, including commitment) can influence behavior.

As noted earlier, e-mail could be expected to produce weak commitment because it

lacks the social dimensions of public-expression and real-time, person-to-person

interaction traditionally used to solicit commitment. Social elements increase
compliance, as evidenced by the well-documented advantage of public commitment
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Table 6. Barriers to purchasing green power

Barriers identified via Advocate expertise,
responder comments, and literature
(Cook, 2003; Clancy and O’Loughlin,
2002; Wiser and Pickle, 1997) Overcome by intervention?

Evident in
responder
comments?

Monthly expense not recoupable via
energy savings (i.e., no tangible,
personal benefit)

No, although e-newsletter
suggested that cost could be
offset by installing CFLs

Yes, numerous
comments

Limited awareness of options,
confusion over how to purchase, and
options must be researched before
purchase

Partially: e-newsletter &
e-mail briefly outlined
options and provided
website links for more
details

Yes

Green power not perceived as green
enough:
1) Environmental impact still too high
(green power has environmental
impacts from infrastructure manufacture
and operation: even low impact hydro
harms fish populations and river
ecology, wind power harms birds and is
unaesthetic, and biomass removes forest
nutrients and releases greenhouse gases);

No: e-mail did not mention
that concerns are addressed
on website links

Yes, numerous
comments (except
no comments on
electron
distribution)

2) Suppliers seen as untrustworthy (i.e.
greenwashing by biomass suppliers) or
belief that purchase from interfaith
supplier supports religion;
3) Doubt about effectiveness of individual
action (most consumers are ‘‘free riders, ’’
so ‘‘provision point’’ may not be reached
to actually create new green power;
purchasers are ‘‘suckers’’);
4) Green electrons not actually sent to
buyer’s house (not satisfying)

Decision barriers: change from status
quo requires deliberate action and
decision may require spouse
involvement

No, other than the fact that
commitment can spur action

Yes

Landlord or someone else chooses
supplier and pays electric bill

Partially: although not
emphasized, green tags were
presented as a pay-as-much-
as-you-want option
independent from your
electric supply

Yes

Not yet a social norm Partially: e-newsletter
emphasized that others buy
green power

Yes

Activity not visible, so consumer
unlikely to obtain social recognition

No No
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over private commitment and the finding that compliance with computer-mediated

requests is greater when social information (e.g. a photograph) is embedded in the

electronic communication (Guéguen and Jacob, 2002). Given our use of private-

expression of commitment and lack of face-to-face communication, it is worth

asking if other aspects of our campaign provided social information that might

explain the effectiveness of the campaign.
In this study, social influence may have resulted from peer pressure felt by

respondents who personally knew the Advocate. Of greater interest is the possible role

of social influence when the Advocate was a stranger. Given that electronic messages

can convey social information (Guéguen and Jacob, 2002), perhaps e-mail’s low social

presence was offset by the use of a listserv. Listservs are social networks (Bargh and

McKenna, 2004). Senders and receivers of workplace listservs share the social bond of

a common employer. Although our participants could not tell which e-mails came via

the listserv, they could tell from the sender’s address that the sender was a coworker.
The ‘‘from’’ field is a primary driver in the decision to open an e-mail (SubscriberMail,

2006), so listservs make institutional co-affiliation salient.

Source effects can be expected when messages come from a coworker. E-mails

from known sources are more likely to be opened (SubscriberMail, 2006). Sources

seen as similar to the recipient are viewed as more credible (Cialdini and Trost,

1998), and messages from a trusted source are more likely to favorably interpreted

(Bargh and McKenna, 2004).

By sending the e-mail, the Advocate was modeling adoption of the behavior, thus
making the behavior salient as a social norm (Burger, 1999); salience affects which

norms will influence behavior at any particular moment (Cialdini and Goldstein,

2004). Social information – in this case norms – can influence behavior even without

direct social interaction (Guéguen and Jacob, 2002) as a result of intrinsic reasons,

including (1) social cues are naturally seen as indicators of how to act effectively in

one’s own self-interest; and (2) social cues can be used in self-concept management

(Cialdini and Trost, 1998).

The power of listservs can be further explained with Tajfel’s Social Identity theory
(cf., Tidwell, 2005). When social identity or group affiliation is salient, individuals

are more likely to engage in efforts that benefit the group, assimilate to group

attitudes and behaviors, cooperate with group members, and engage in pro-social or

citizenship behaviors (van Dick, 2001; Tidwell, 2005). Moreover, individuals

selectively expose themselves to messages from persons who strengthen their own

identity (Bhattacharya and Elsbach, 2002), which suggests that e-mails from

coworkers would be more likely to be opened and read. Influence of institutional

identity may be particularly strong with e-mail, according to Spears and colleague’s
interpretation of social identity theory, because computer-mediated communication

is depersonalizing, which makes group-level social identities more salient and

increases conformity to group norms (cf. Bargh and McKenna, 2004, p. 579).

Finally, increased salience of one’s identity as an employee of an environmental

organization may increase one’s willingness to engage in environmental behaviors,

because salience of a particular aspect of identity increases the influence of that

aspect of identity on behavior (Clancy and O’Loughlin, 2002).

In summary, despite the expectation that commitment expressed via e-mail would
be weak, e-mail served as a viable mechanism for social marketing in this study. We
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speculate that the missing social aspects of e-mail were offset by the listserv’s social

network, which might generate source effects, social norm effects, and social identity

effects. That said, we did not manipulate or measure social variables in this study, so

these ideas are conjecture. Future experimental research is needed to understand the

role of social influence with computer-mediated communication used in social

marketing.
An unanticipated benefit of using e-mail was the large volume of unsolicited

remarks that respondents added to the predesignated replies. Comments provided

insights into barriers to action and consumer interpretations of survey wording,

which enhanced data interpretation. Based on the researchers’ experience, the

number of comments was substantial for what was essentially a quantitative survey

with close-ended response scales. Unsolicited comments provided the type of rich

insights naturally obtained when soliciting commitments in one-on-one conversa-

tions. E-mail also made it possible to quickly solicit open-ended comments when the
researchers were confused by individual or collective responses (e.g. Why was the

green power intervention unsuccessful?)

How effective was our e-mail-based commitment campaign relative to other types

of campaigns? A major US Department of Energy campaign encouraged New

England consumers to adopt 14 energy efficient behaviors at the height of the 1979

oil crisis by using a direct mail brochure (with incentive), mass media advertising,

and public relations (Hutton and McNeill, 1981). Surveys revealed that the

percentage of households adopting the behaviors because of the intervention ranged
from 0% (e.g. turn on power miser in fridge) to 36% of households (e.g. inspect house

envelop for cracks). A direct comparison to our results is difficult given the disparate

samples, different operationalizations, and different methods of measuring behavior

change, but our results seem comparable: results ranged from 0.2% of all employees

opting for green power to 20% checking their fridge. Our results are impressive when

one contrasts the big budget of the government campaign to our miniscule one.

E-mail has attractive features as a vehicle for social marketing. Messages can be

distributed rapidly and inexpensively to a large number of recipients who can read
them when they are receptive. Detailed information can be delivered in an attempt to

change perceptions about the benefits and barriers associated with targeted

behaviors. E-mail enables feedback to participants on the amount of behavior

change occurring within the group, which reinforces newly changed behavior

(McKenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999) and establishes a social norm. As illustrated in

this study, e-mail is a two-way form of communication that enables the solicitation

and expression of commitment. Two-way communication also allows for the

collection of self-reported data (baseline and intervention effects) and feedback from
subjects on poorly worded questions, unanticipated barriers, and the like. E-mail

allows for rapid data gathering, so sequential interventions can be modified after the

experiment is underway.

E-mail is not without drawbacks. Email does not provide the control needed to

deliver prompts at the optimal time – when and where the behavior is to occur. In an

era of spam, e-mails messages are increasingly overlooked. Listserv members can be

irritated by inappropriate or frequent messages. Indeed, a handful of e-mails asked

the Advocate to stop sending ‘‘junk,’’ and Management stopped the campaign after
the second intervention until the Advocate explained that the campaign had an
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educational function consistent with the organization’s mission. Clearly, netiquette is

essential. Breeches of etiquette are especially troublesome if they reduce receptivity

toward targeted behaviors, because consumer attitudes deteriorate when commit-

ment is solicited in the absence of receptivity (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999). To

lessen this danger, designers of listserv campaigns should understand the aims and

culture of the listserv community, especially audience expectations about what topics
are appropriate for a given listserv (Pankoke-Babatz and Jeffrey, 2002). Three

recommendations emerge from our experience: (1) select listservs and design e-mails

to maximize audience receptivity; (2) seek listowner permission in advance; and (3)

consider an opt-in approach in which the listserv is used to solicit volunteers, and

distribution lists are created for further correspondence.

Limitations of Research

Caution should be used when applying the results of this campaign to other

situations. This field study examined e-mail literate employees of an environmental

organization; results may differ for other consumers. Like many social marketing

campaigns, the interventions were designed without pilot studies and extensive

research into benefits and barriers (McKenzie-Mohr, 2000), which may have

lessened the strength of our interventions, and thus the amount of behavior change.

The goal of changing behavior in a field setting conflicted with the goal of

conducting a tightly controlled experiment. The Advocate’s colloquial writing style
and occasional use of intense language may have affected responses. At a minimum,

humorous reply options generated hard-to-categorize responses, increasing error in

the data. Behavior was measured with single, rather than multiple, measures and

measured with self-reports rather than objective data. Without experimental

controls, it was difficult to tease out the effect of target behavior characteristics

such as environmental benefits, upfront costs, long-term savings, effort required, and

other barriers like consumer knowledge and ability to act. Likewise, the effect of

commitment could not be isolated from the effects of prompting, communication,
and norms. To overcome these limitations, we call for research that studies e-mail

and listservs using different experimental designs, samples, and targeted behaviors.

In addition to research to test the boundaries of generalizability, experimental

research is needed to understand the effectiveness of e-mail in soliciting commitment

compared to direct mail and other forms of communication. Research is needed to

understand the social dimensions and causal mechanisms associated with e-mail and

listservs. While e-mail shows promise as a mechanism for influencing consumer

actions related to energy-efficiency, less can be said about the potential of e-mail to
address greater environmental challenges such fostering behavior that will never

have an economic payback for the consumer or reducing consumption of consumer

goods (Connolly and Prothero, 2003).

Conclusions

The literature consistently documents that consumers’ favorable attitudes toward the

environment are not matched by their actions. Many employees at the environ-
mental organization in this study were not acting in environmentally desirable ways.
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If knowledgeable ‘‘environmentalists’’ are not engaging in sustainable behavior, then

knowledge and concern about the environment appear insufficient to motivate

action. The results of our study provide further evidence that social marketing

interventions can make a difference. To encourage individuals to engage in a socially

desirable behavior that is not in their immediate self-interest, marketers should focus

on developing programs that overcome barriers to the behavior, communicate

benefits of the behavior, and employ the social marketing tools of commitment,

prompts, and social norms (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999).

Our study provides evidence that listservs can be a viable mechanism for inducing

behavior change, at least when low upfront costs can be recouped with energy

savings. We contribute to the social marketing literature by introducing e-mail as a

vehicle for soliciting commitment to act. Compared to other forms of commitment,

e-mail lacks the social element of direct interaction, which could conceivably limit

commitment’s power to change behavior. We speculate that e-mail’s low social

dimension may be partially offset by using listservs to leverage the social bonds of a

group. Our listserv campaign illustrates one way possibly to overcome the criticism

that commitment is unworkable in broad scale campaigns.

Notes

1. Also see the European Council for an Energy Efficient Economy, http://www.eceee.org/

library_links/

2. Some people added comments to their reply or e-mailed the Advocate without using a predesignated

option. These replies were (re)categorized into a predesignated category or the category of ‘‘other.’’
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Guéguen, N. & Jacob, C. (2002) Social presence reinforcement and computer-mediated communication:

the effect of the solicitor’s photography on compliance to a survey request made by e-mail,

CyberPsychology & Behavior, 5(2), pp. 139–142.

Hutton, R. B. & McNeill, D. L. (1981) The value of incentives in stimulating energy conservation, Journal

of Consumer Research, 8(December), pp. 291–298.

Kilbourne, W. E. & Beckmann, S. C. (1998) Review and critical assessment of the research on marketing

and the environment, Journal of Marketing Management, 14(6), pp. 513–532.

Marcus, B. H. et al. (1998) Physical activity interventions using mass media, print media, and information

technology, American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 15(4), pp. 362–378.

McKenzie-Mohr, D. (2000) Promoting sustainable behavior: an introduction to community-based social

marketing, Journal of Social Issues, 56(3), pp. 543–554.

McKenzie-Mohr, D. & Smith, W. (1999) Fostering Sustainable Behavior: An Introduction to Community-

Based Social Marketing, 2nd edn (Gabriola Island, BC: New Society).

Napolitano, M. A. et al. (2003) Evaluation of an internet-based physical activity intervention: a

preliminary investigation, Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 25(2), pp. 92–99.

Nord, W. R. & J. Peter P. (1980) A behavior modification perspective on marketing, Journal of Marketing,

44(Spring), pp. 36–47.

Pankoke-Babatz, U. & Jeffrey, P. (2002) Documented norms and conventions on the Internet,

International Journal of Human-Computer Interaction, 14(2), pp. 219–235.

Ritchie, J. R. B. & McDougall, G. H. G. (1985) Designing and marketing consumer energy conservation

policies and programs: implications from a decade of research, Journal of Public Policy & Marketing,

4(1), pp. 14–32.

Rothschild, M. L. (1999) Carrots, sticks, and promises: a conceptual framework for the management of

public health and social issue behaviours, Journal of Marketing, 63(October), pp. 24–37.

Sills, S. J. & Song, C. (2002) Innovations in survey research: an application of web-based surveys, Social

Science Computer Review, 20(1), pp. 22–30.

Sterne, J. & Priore, A. (2000) Email Marketing: Using E-mail to Reach your Target Audience and Build

Customer Relationships (New York: John Wiley & Sons).

SubscriberMail (2006) Increase your open rate, Opt-in News. Available at: http://www.optimnews.com/

email_marketing_open_rates.html (accessed 21 June 2006).

Tidwell, M. V. (2005) A social identity model of prosocial behaviors within nonprofit organizations,

Nonprofit management & leadership, 15(4), pp. 449–467.

Vaidyanathan, R. & Aggarwal, P. (2005) Using commitments to drive consistency: enhancing the

effectiveness of cause-related marketing communications, Journal of Marketing Communications,

11(4), pp. 231–246.

van Dick, R. (2001) Identification in organizational contexts: linking theory and research from social and

organizational psychology, International Journal of Management Reviews, 3(4), pp. 265–283.

Wiser, R. & Pickle, S. (1997) Green Marketing, Renewables, and Free Riders: Increasing Customer Demand

for a Public Good (Berkeley, California: Environmental Energy Technologies Division, Ernest

Orlando Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, LBNL-40632).

Notes on Contributors

Nancy Artz received a Ph.D. in Marketing from Northwestern University in 1989.

Her research interests include consumer behavior, environmental sustainability,
instructional development, and quality management. She is author of 301 Great

Customer Service Ideas, and has published in Marketing Letters, Journal of

Consumer Psychology, Annual Review of Psychology, Advances in Consumer

Environmentally Sustainable Behaviors Using E-Mail Listservs 275



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [A
rtz

, N
an

cy
] A

t: 
16

:3
4 

6 
D

ec
em

be
r 2

00
7 

Research, Global Competitiveness (JGC), Decision Sciences Journal of Innovative

Education, Marketing Educator, and Journal of Entrepreneurship Education.

Peter Cooke received a Masters degree in Resource Management from Antioch

University New England in 2001. As the Pollution Prevention Program Manager for

the state of Maine, he has provided technical assistance to many different industries
for reducing their environmental impact. He has worked closely with boat builders,

colleges, ski areas, auto body and repair shops, Maine’s lodging sector and the

public.

276 N. Artz & P. Cooke


