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Despite the growing social interest in green products, companies often find it difficult to find effective strategies to induce consumers to purchase green products or engage in other environmentally friendly behaviors. To address this situation, we examined the favorable or unfavorable effects of positive and negative message frames on consumers’ willingness to consume green products in different psychological distance contexts. Through two Studies, we found that the positive information framework played a more pronounced role in context when consumers were in closer spatial distances. More importantly, we found that the emotional factors of fear and hope were intrinsic causes of this phenomenon. Correspondingly, the negative information framework played a better facilitating role in context with farther spatial distance, while shame and pride were the emotions responsible for this effect. Finally, we discuss the theoretical and managerial implications of our work, as well as its limitations and future research directions.
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INTRODUCTION

Green products are those that are manufactured with care to minimize the exploitation of natural resources, use of toxic materials, or emissions of waste and pollutants (Lin and Chang, 2012; Haws et al., 2014). The data indicate that companies across industries are increasingly interested in producing and selling environmentally sustainable products (Delmas and Burbano, 2011; Romani et al., 2016). However, it is often difficult for companies to design communication strategies that increase consumers’ willingness to choose these products (Kalamas et al., 2014). For this reason, one strategy often employed by firms is the use of positive or negative framing (Tversky and Kahneman, 1981; Levin et al., 1998). Through positive framing messages, firms highlight the potential environmental benefits of purchasing green products. Conversely, through positive framing messages, companies emphasize the harmful environmental consequences of consumers not purchasing sustainable products. The questions are which framing messages are better for consumers, and how different framing effects influence the consumers’ willingness to buy green.

Existing green product communication research diverges on the role of different framing messages, with some studies arguing that negative information frameworks may be more effective than positive ones in promoting green procurement and other responsible behaviors (e.g., Olsen et al., 2014). Others disagree, for example, as some studies suggest that positive frames may be more effective when it comes to promoting risk aversion/prevention behaviors (Dijkstra et al., 2011), while in many cases, environmental protection can be seen as a way to encourage people to take steps to prevent environmental damage (Loroz, 2007), and thus is likely to yield different results. Previous research has shown that the most immediate effect of different framing messages on people is not a long-term cognitive one (Such as alertness, severity judgments, etc.), but rather an immediate emotion that is triggered (McElroy and Seta, 2004). This emotion, while not necessarily long-lasting and sometimes hidden (Sun et al., 2020), has an immediate and more significant impact on consumers’ willingness to purchase. We argue that different framing messages are used to influence consumers’ green purchase intentions by affecting people’s emotions, an effect that is far more pronounced than the cognitive pathway. Of course, the framing effect on people’s emotions is not invariant; positive or negative framing affects people’s emotions differently when the psychological distance, especially in the spatial dimension, varies. Specifically, we argue that when the spatial distance is close, negative information framing tends to bring fear and cause avoidance behavior, which in turn reduces consumers’ willingness to make green purchases, whereas positive frames are motivated by creating a sense of hope, which in turn increases consumers’ willingness to buy green. At the same time, in the case of long spatial distances, a negative message frame triggers a sense of shame and thus achieves better results than a positive message frame.

This research makes two major theoretical contributions. First, we argue that the psychological distance variable plays a significant moderating role in studies of framing effects on people’s prosocial behavior (White et al., 2011); specifically, the effect of negative framing on people should not be favored when psychological distance is sufficiently close. Second, we extend the psychological distance-related theory from another perspective, that is, in addition to its significant impact on people’s explanatory level cognition and thus on their behavior (Levin et al., 2002), the impact of psychological distance on people’s moods and emotions should also receive attention. For example, people’s attention to environmental issues tends to differ across spatial dimensions, and our Studies pave the way for an underlying mechanism that the phenomenon is most likely related to the different emotions triggered by psychological distance.



THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND ASSUMPTIONS

The framing effect refers to the phenomenon in which a change in the way an option is described leads to a reversal of an individual’s choice preferences. Tversky and Kahneman (1981) called this phenomenon a “framing effect.” De Martino et al. (2006), on the other hand, argue that the “framing effect” evokes an emotional message, an emotional heuristic.

The application of framing effects to social behavior, particularly green behavior, is not uncommon, but its utility has been debated. For example, some studies have argued that negative framing messages stimulate protective mechanisms and thus have a more significant effect on pro-social behavior (Arthur and Quester, 2004). Other studies have argued that negative frames do not work better in all contexts, such as White et al. (2011) study, which showed that positive frames work better when the information given was at a high level of interpretation, or abstract, while negative frames worked better when the information given was at a low level of interpretation, or concrete. Other studies, however, have argued that positive frames give a higher perceived value and thus have better results in environmental protection behavior (Liu and Gu, 2020). Although it is true that alertness has an impact on people’s environmental behavior (Sun et al., 2018; She et al., 2019), and some studies have attempted to explain the role of the framing effect in terms of level of explanation (which affects alertness and perceptions of severity) (White et al., 2011), research has shown that the framing effect only works when activated in the right half of the human brain (which primarily controls emotions and abstract perceptions) (McElroy and Seta, 2004). That is, the effects of the framing effect are not achieved through detailed processing of information (e.g., judging the severity of an event), but rather are realized through abstract perceptions such as emotions.

In order to further investigate the theoretical mechanisms responsible for this phenomenon, we first start with theories related to emotions and determine which emotions are mainly triggered by the framing effect in environmental activities. Emotion appraisal theory describes in detail the conditions under which 17 emotions arise by distinguishing four dimensions: the causality of the event, the degree of controllability, goal congruence (whether it yields positive or negative emotions), and the degree of arousal. For example, when people are confronted with an uncertain event caused by an uncontrollable cause and degree of uncertainty, if the event is inconsistent with their goals, they will primarily produce negative emotions of fear, whereas if the event is consistent with their goals, they will primarily produce positive emotions of hope. When people are confronted with an uncertain event caused by themselves, if the event is consistent with their goals, they will primarily produce positive emotions of pride, whereas if the event is inconsistent with people’s goals, then they will primarily generate negative emotions of shame (Roseman, 1991, p. 193). Furthermore, the results of several studies have validated and added to this theory, particularly the idea that some emotions should also be related to the person the event affects (or is expected to affect). For example, people primarily generate emotions of hope when they believe that the event will have an expected positive effect on them and they have little control over that effect (Pekrun, 2006), and they have emotions of pride when they realize that their actions have achieved some good outcome or had a good effect on the outside world. Previous research has also shown that an important distinction between fear and shame/guilt is whether the event will have dire consequences (or punishment) for themselves (Freud, 1923/1961; Ausubel, 1955; Kemper, 1978; Higgins, 1987). To summarize, when people are confronted with an event that has an indeterminate degree of consequence, emotions of hope arise if the event will affect them and the event is consistent with their goals, emotions of fear arise if the event is not consistent with their goals, emotions of pride arise if the event does not affect them and the event is consistent with their goals, and emotions of shame arise if the event is not consistent with their goals. And these contexts correspond to the framing effect in environmental issues.

The classical framing effect is to elicit positive/negative evaluations by describing the gains and losses of an event, while positive framing is to describe good and desirable goals, and negative framing is to describe unwanted situations (De Martino et al., 2006), in terms of goal congruence characteristics with significant differences. Since people, when getting information about environmental issues, default to the fact that the matter is not completely controllable (even if you tell them about the possible consequences of the event) (Leiserowitz et al., 2013), environmental protection situations are events that are not completely certain for the participant. At this point, based on previous inferences, when the spatial distance is close because of the impact that the environmental issue and the outcome of the environmental protection measures will have on the people themselves, they will have feelings of hope if the environmental issues they face are consistent with their goals, and feelings of fear if the environmental issues they face are not consistent with their goals. When events occur at a distance, since the governance of environmental issues is initiated by themselves and will change the situation of others, emotions of pride arise when the environmental issues are aligned with their goals, and emotions of shame arise if the environmental issues are not aligned with their goals. We therefore speculate that:


H1a: When the spatial distance is close, positive frames elicit emotions of hope, while negative frames elicit emotions of fear.

H1b: When the spatial distance is large, positive frames elicit feelings of pride, while negative frames elicit feelings of shame.



Afterward, we further investigate how these sentiments influence consumers’ green purchase intentions. The authors of previous research have argued that positive emotions are the good feelings that arise when an individual wants to smile when things are going well or the pleasure that arises when a stimulus satisfies a physiological need, contributes to the achievement of a personally relevant goal, or progresses smoothly (Cabanac, 1971; Carver, 2003). Lazarus states that hope may arise from unsatisfactory situations such as those that are damaging, threatening, or involving poverty. Snyder argues that hope may also originate in situations that are already satisfactory but can be improved. Both situations seem plausible. In terms of the utility of hope as a component of the meaning of people’s lives (Feldman and Snyder, 2005), it can help individuals establish goals that effectively overcome difficulties and find more ways to overcome them (Cheavens et al., 2006). Research on the sources of a sense of hope has also shown that hope can inspire a desire for a better situation and motivate people to work harder to achieve their goals. Therefore, we believe that eliciting feelings of hope in environmental issues can be instrumental in motivating people’s environmental behaviors and evoking environmental awareness.

Pride has long been an important research topic in the field of social psychology, and Weiner (1985) earlier defined pride as a positive, self-conscious emotion that people feel because they have taken on social responsibility and brought about positive outcomes. Authentic pride is associated with a sense of accomplishment and refers to the pride that results from an individual’s unstable and controlled internal attribution of success (“I did well because I personally tried”), which fosters empathy for an external group and helps people develop genuine, deep self-esteem (Williams and DeSteno, 2009; Ashton-James and Tracy, 2012). Pride plays a number of roles in marketing, for example pride has a negative effect on mass consumption (Han et al., 2007), however, this has some conflict in calling for the use of products with uniformly ‘green’ characteristics. In addition, pride increases consumers’ self-awareness and makes them prefer practical goods (Wilcox et al., 2010), however, the price of green products is generally high, so pride has limited effect on consumers’ green product intention.

Negative emotions are the basic subjective experience of an individual feeling down and trapped in an unpleasant situation and include a variety of distasteful emotions such as anger, shame, hatred, negative illness, fear, and tension (Watson et al., 1988). Negative emotions have been widely used in the social sciences and have received widespread attention in pro-social behavior, especially in environmental protection. For example, fear and shame are often associated with research on green purchasing behavior, and Witte (1992) argued that fear messages trigger fear control and danger control messages. O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole (2009) research suggests that the role of fear appeals is unstable across contexts, and that environmental protection behavior, as a typically precautionary motivated behavior, is a function of many of the fear appeals (Witte, 1992). The positive effect is not necessarily that the fear emotion plays a role but that the appeals message itself carries a certain preventive message (Ruiter et al., 2001). Conversely, for the emotion itself, fear may inhibit the establishment of preventive motivation by stimulating fear control processes and can create a desire to escape, even to flee immediately to a safe place (Roseman et al., 1994; McDonald et al., 2015). Thus, eliciting fear in environmental behavior acts as a hindrance to stimulating people’s environmental awareness. Summing up the above narrative, we hypothesize that:


H2a: When spatial distance is close, positive information induces feelings of hope and helps to increase the willingness to purchase green products.

H2b: When the spatial distance is close, negative information induces fear and impedes increasing the willingness to buy green products.



Another very important emotion in environmental behavior is shame, which Niedenthal et al. (1994) identified as an anxiety generated by negative self-evaluation; Patrick et al. (2009) also studied that, in addition to feeling shame for something they have already done, people can also experience this emotion by simply considering actions that may have effects on themselves, even if the actions have not yet occurred, thus creating the expected sense of shame when people imagine that they may have committed crimes. Past research has shown that people respond to shame in two important ways: by withdrawing from any action and thus avoiding further threats to their self-concept (Tangney and Dearing, 2002), or by taking actions that may restore their self-concept, such as environmental behaviors. Existing research (De Hooge et al., 2008, 2010, 2011) suggests that the tendency of individuals to engage or withdraw from environmental issues depends largely on whether the social environment offers opportunities to restore particular aspects of the “self” that are threatened. Consistent with this reasoning, we argue that if consumers are motivated to feel shame (e.g., by purchasing an environmentally unsustainable product), they will take advantage of any opportunities offered to them in their environment (e.g., by choosing an environmentally friendly product or by submitting to an environmental association, choosing an environmentally friendly product or making a donation to an environmental association) to avoid the threat of shame. We therefore argue that eliciting shame in environmental issues helps promote environmental behavior. Summing up the above narrative, we hypothesize that


H3: When spatially distant, negative frames induce feelings of shame and help increase the willingness to purchase green products.



In general, most of the existing theories explain the interaction of the framing effect with psychological distance from a cognitive perspective, and less from an emotional perspective. Therefore, this study aims to explore the mechanisms by which the framing effect brings about emotional changes in different psychological distance contexts, and thus triggers in different consumer behaviors.



STUDY


Study 1

Study 1 used an online questionnaire designed to test the main effect of the Study, that is, whether positive and negative message frames play different roles in the context of different psychological distance spatial dimensions. In this way, Study 1 provides preliminary evidence for the moderating role of the psychological distance spatial dimension in the effect of framing on green purchase intentions.


Method

We surveyed 421 respondents by means of an online questionnaire and randomly divided them into four groups (positive frame vs. negative frame, near vs. far spatial distance) according to spatial distance and framing effects. Respondents were first told that they would be participating in a behavioral research survey on a global issue, and then they were asked to read a text and imagine themselves in the scenario presented in the text: the scenario presented an environmental pollution problem, and two groups were told that the problem occurred in their city, while the other two groups were told that the problem occurred in a city downstream from them, but that the problems were all of their own making. They were then uniformly told that there was a new battery and that it was an environmentally friendly green product (the subjects were told about the battery’s function and applicability) (see in Appendix). However, given that sustainable products are typically more expensive than their conventional counterparts (Dale, 2008), the sustainable version of batteries is 20% more expensive than the less sustainable version (non-rechargeable) (see Van Doorn and Verhoef, 2011, for an investigation of consumer willingness to pay premium price for sustainable products). Two groups in the same scenario were told that using the battery would solve their environmental problems and the other group was told that if they did not use the battery, it would lead to an environmental collapse.

After reading the scenarios, the participants were instructed to complete a questionnaire about their willingness to purchase green products on the same screen. To ensure that the participants paid attention to the section describing spatial distance, questions were included to reinforce their focus on spatial distance (e.g., “I think this is close at hand”) and to provide an initial measure of the manipulation effect of the spatial distance variable, as measured by a 7-point Likert scale.

It is worth mentioning that the use of an online questionnaire allowed us to ensure that the selection of all respondents was completely random. In addition, we informed all respondents at the beginning of the survey that all their responses were recorded anonymously, meaning that the respondents knew that their responses could not be identified to the person who responded.



Result

Since spatial distance and framing effects were used as manipulated variables in the Study, we coded them as two bicategorical grouping variables [i.e., PD (psychological distance) = 1 when spatial distance is far and PD = 0 when spatial distance is close; Framing = 1 when the participant receives positive frames and Framing = 0 when negative frames]. Then, we performed a Two-way ANOVA on the obtained data and the results showed that the interaction effect of frame effect and spatial distance had a significant effect on the green product purchase willingness (F = 7.58, p < 0.01). Therefore, we further tested the moderating effect of spatial distance. Specifically, when the spatial distance was closer, the frame effect on the green product purchase indicated willingness. There was a significant positive effect, that is, the subjects’ green product purchase intention was higher in the positive information frame than in the negative information frame (F = 3.86, p < 0.05). In the spatially distant situation, consumers’ purchase intention was higher in the negative information frame (F = −3.61, p < 0.1).

In general, the results of Study 1 confirm our main effect conjecture that the positive frame is more effective than the negative frame in eliciting consumers’ willingness to buy green products in situations where the spatial distance is short, while the opposite is true in situations where the spatial distance is long (see in Figure 1). We will further investigate the underlying mechanisms in subsequent Studies.
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FIGURE 1. Model of Study 1.






Study 2

Study 2 aimed to test the conjecture of H2 and H3 that, in the case of close spatial distance, negative information frames elicit respondents’ feelings of fear, which in turn adversely affects their green purchase intentions, whereas positive information frames elicit respondents’ feelings of hope, which in turn promotes their green purchase intentions. In the case of distant spatial distance, negative information frames elicit respondents’ feelings of shame, which in turn promotes their green purchase intentions.


Method

We also took the form of a web-based survey and randomly collected 202 samples (115 males, 87 females, MAge = 28.71, SD Age = 7.07) and 212 samples (105 men, 97 women, MAge = 28.77, SD Age = 8.50) in coastal urban areas (cities in Guangdong and Zhejiang) and non-coastal cities (e.g., Beijing, some cities in Shanxi). We further divided them into two groups (positive frame vs. negative frame) in each spatial distance context, depending on the frame effect that gave them information. As in Study 1, subjects were told that they were participating in a behavioral survey on global issues, that is, they were unaware of the specific purpose of taking part in the Study. They were then asked to watch a text and imagine themselves in the situation. This time, the situation indicated that their city (vs. the coastal city of their country) was facing a huge problem, namely sea level rise due to greenhouse gases, and the participants in the negative frame group were told that if none of them took action to reduce their own carbon emissions, it would lead to an increase in sea level rise (see in Appendix). The survey specified the devastating environmental impacts that come with rising sea levels. Participants in the positive frame group were told that if they all took positive action to reduce their own carbon emissions, they could significantly reduce the problems they faced, and at the same time, make the environment they lived in a better place.

After reading the contextual information, they were asked to fill out a questionnaire that asked about their fears (Hoelter, 1979), their shame (Han et al., 2014), pride (Tracy and Robins, 2006), and their hope (Snyder, 1995). In addition, before answering these emotion measurement questions, they were asked to investigate their views on the matter (e.g., I would wait and see what happens, etc.) to elicit their emotional factors.

Subsequently, the participants were told that a company had introduced a new environmentally friendly air conditioner with energy-saving features, and the participants in the positive frame group were then told that if they all purchased this energy-saving air conditioner, the sea-level rise problem they were facing would be greatly alleviated and their environment would be further improved. The subjects in the negative frame group were told that if they did not switch to this air conditioner, it would cause further problems and even lead to the collapse of their environment. They were then asked about their willingness to buy this product. All the items asked above were measured using a 7-point Likert scale.

As in Study 1, the participants in Study 2 were told to fill out the questionnaire anonymously, but the difference was that the subjects in Study 2 came from locations with different characteristics (i.e., coastal or non-coastal) and thus had different perceptions of the spatial distance of coastal problems, which could trigger different emotions.



Result

First, for ease of presentation, we combined the measures via factor scores into the variables “fear” (α = 0.80), “shame” (α = 0.84), “pride” (α = 0.77), and “hope” (α = 0.73). Subsequently, we performed ANOVA analysis on the emotions elicited by the frame effect in the spatially close and spatially distant groups, respectively, and the data showed that when spatially close, the frame effect had a significant effect on fear (F = 13.92, p < 0.01) and hope (F = 10.24, p < 0.01), whereas it had a non-significant effect on shame (F = 0.79, p > 0.1) and pride (F = 1.25, p > 0.1). When spatial distance distant, the frame effect was significant for shame (F = 5.48, p < 0.05) and pride (F = 8.73, p < 0.01), but not for fear (F = 0.108, p > 0.1) and hope (F = 1.56, p > 0.1). Thus validating our H1 conjecture.

In the ANOVA test of the effect of frame on the willingness to buy, the results again confirmed the results of Study 1, that is, in the case of close spatial distance, the positive frame group was more willing to buy green products than the negative frame group (F = 18.7, p < 0.01). Subsequently, we used SPSS PROCESS Macro by Hayes (2013, model 4) to perform a mediation test between fear and hope emotions in Study 2. The results showed that the frame effect had a significant direct effect on purchase intentions (B = 0.385, t = 2.81, p < 0.01), while the frame effect had a significant negative effect on fear emotions (B = −0.514, t = −3.73, p < 0.01), and fear had a significant negative effect on consumers’ green purchase intentions (B = −0.142, t = −2.12, p < 0.05), while the frame effect had a significant indirect effect on purchase intentions through fear (B = 0.07, CI 0.01, 0.17); that is, fear mediated the effect of the frame effect on purchase intentions. The frame effect had a significant positive effect on hope emotion (B = 0.445, t = 3.20, p < 0.01) and hope emotion had a significant positive effect on consumers’ willingness to purchase green products (B = 0.295, t = 4.45, p < 0.01), while the frame effect was significant through the indirect effect of hope on purchase willingness (B = 0.13, CI [0.06, 0.23]); that is, hope and fear fully mediates the frame effect on purchase intentions (see in Figure 2). This result validates our H2 conjecture from the data.
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FIGURE 2. Model of PD = 0.



Subsequently, we tested the data of the two groups with far spatial distance. In the ANOVA test for the effect of the frame effect on purchase intentions, the results were opposite to Study 2, again providing data to support Study 1 that the negative frame was more likely to purchase green products than the positive frame situation (F = 13.54, p < 0.01). Subsequently, we used SPSS PROCESS Macro (Hayes, 2013, model 4) to conduct a mediation test of shame and pride in the spatially distant group, which showed a significant direct effect of framing on purchase intentions (B = −0.323, t = −2.93, p < 0.01 CI −0.54, −0.11). The frame effect has a significant negative effect on shame (B = −0.326, t = −2.34, p < 0.05), while shame has a significant positive effect on the willingness to purchase green products (B = 0.616, t = 11.18, p < 0.01), while the frame effect has a significant indirect effect on the willingness to purchase through shame (B = −0.20, CI −0.38, −0.04); that is, shame and pride mediated the frame effect on purchase intentions. However, the difference is that the effect of pride on purchase intention is not significant (p > 0.1, CI [−0.06, 0.16]), that is, pride does not significantly affect consumers’ willingness to purchase green products (see in Figure 3). This result validates our H3 conjecture in terms of data.
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FIGURE 3. Model of PD = 1.



Overall, Study 2 verified the mediating role of emotions, especially fear, shame, and hope, on framing effects and purchase intentions, which explains the higher effect of positive framing on people’s green product purchase intentions relative to negative framing when spatial distance is close, and the better effect of negative framing on people’s green purchase intentions relative to positive framing when spatial distance is far (see in Figure 4).
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FIGURE 4. Model of full Study.







DISCUSSION

As the problem of subsistence living fades away and people put forward higher demands on health and environment, an increasing number of companies are focusing on green products, and they want to find a way to increase consumers’ willingness to buy green products to increase their companies’ revenues. Although companies are now more sensitive to the topic of green products, they still have limited information on how to increase their green purchasing intentions. To date, there is still much room for development in the field of research on how to increase consumers’ willingness to buy green products, especially on how to interpret the influence of various messages on consumers’ green behavior from an emotional point of view. In this context, we designed two Studies to investigate the effects of different information framing effects on consumers’ green purchase intentions in the context of different spatial distances, and also to investigate the mediating role of emotions in this process.

In Study 1, we focus on exploring how the framing effect influences consumers’ willingness to purchase green products disparately in the context of different spatial distances. In line with our hypothesis, spatial distance significantly moderates the frame effect on consumers’ willingness to purchase green products. In previous studies, the effect of negative framing on social behavior has often been perceived as more pronounced because negative framing can often lead people to believe that they are making a more effective contribution (White et al., 2011). As previously mentioned, when bad things are close enough to you, people tend to try to avoid the problem because of emotions (especially fear). The results indicated that instead of people’s trying to overcome the problem, this is one of the effects of negative emotions on people’s behavior (Witte, 1992). The data we obtained support the above point.

In Study 2, we explored the mediating role of specific emotions in this influence based on the phenomenon of Study 1 and verified our H2 that in situations where the spatial distance is close, positive frames trigger hopeful emotions and therefore have a positive impact on purchase intentions, and negative frames trigger fears and thus weaken people’s willingness to buy green products. It was then further verified that H3, that is, in the context of further emotional distance, the positive frame would trigger people’s pride emotions and increase their environmental awareness, but have less influence on green product purchase behavior, while the negative frame would trigger people’s shame emotions and thus increase people’s willingness to purchase green products.



THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

This study makes an important contribution to theoretical systems that believe that emotions play an important role in sustainable development (Moons and De Pelsmacker, 2012) by exploring the role of four emotions – fear, shame, pride and hope – triggered by different framing effects, combined with the partial theory of mental distance, in influencing people’s willingness to buy green products.

First, we argue that for studies of framing effects on people’s pro-social behavior (White et al., 2011), the variable of psychological distance plays a significant moderating role; specifically, the effects of negative framing on people should not actually be viewed favorably when the psychological distance is close enough.

Second, we extend the psychological distance-related theory from another perspective, that is, in addition to the significant impact of psychological distance on people’s cognition and by extension, on their behavior (Levin et al., 2002), including the impact of psychological distance on people’s moods, emotions should also receive attention. As existing research shows, in the spatial dimension, attention to environmental issues tends to be stronger at psychological distances, and our studies laterally pave the way for the intrinsic mechanisms involved, that is, the phenomenon that is most likely related to different emotions triggered by psychological distance.

Third, we explored in detail the intrinsic mechanisms by which psychological distance plays a role in eliciting emotional factors and thus influencing people’s willingness to buy green products. It has been shown that psychological distance can have a negative effect on facilitating people to solve environmental problems (McDonald et al., 2015), and we further demonstrate that emotions, especially fear, hope, and shame, play a crucial role.



MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

For example, if the target market is located in a region with more environmental problems or the features of the green product to be released have a greater impact on that region, the positive effects of the product and the benefits of its use should be emphasized. In regions with less prominent environmental problems, the serious consequences of ignoring the environment should be emphasized, and the possible serious impacts of continuing to ignore green products. This maximizes sales of the product.

In addition, the study also emphasizes the important role of emotions in influencing people’s green product purchasing behavior; that is, for green product manufacturers, the promotion of their products should also focus on stimulating consumer emotions. Manufacturers should explain in detail the consequences of using green products, and try to design promotional scenarios with a sense of substitution, in order to stimulate people’s resonance with the promotion of product functions, while enhancing people’s environmental awareness, and thus increasing consumers’ green purchasing behavior.

That said, we also understand that the negative emotion of shame can be very bad for people to feel, and while it drives people to compensate for the consumption of green products, we recommend that manufacturers use negative messages wisely and do not over-amplify the effects of negative emotions, such as shame in order to pursue short-term sales results.



LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The first point is that we are only concerned with the willingness of the participants to buy green products, and we do not define in detail whether this has significantly increased their environmental awareness, which is also an indispensable factor for environmental sustainability.

Second, in addition to emotional factors, other non-emotional factors also play an important role in promoting people’s green behavior, such as the fact that different levels of detail or amounts of information that consumers may receive can also have an impact on their purchasing behavior. In this study, we tried to avoid such factors by controlling the scenario material, but we can try to observe the impact of such factors in future studies.

Third, we mainly manipulated the differences in the spatial dimensions of psychological distance, and while there are four dimensions of psychological distance itself, namely the temporal, spatial, social, and probabilistic dimensions, whether the other dimensions of psychological distance have more interesting or effective effects is also one of the directions of our further research.

Finally, it is evident from the study that sentiment has a clear impact on consumers’ willingness to buy green, and that this framing effect is not the only marketing strategy that can actually do so; many other marketing tactics (e.g., hunger marketing, public buyer reviews, etc.) may also have a significant impact on consumer sentiment, and there are a number of interesting entry points that deserve further study.
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Appendix


Study 1: Green Battery Ad 1

If you do not buy this new green battery, it will lead to further environmental degradation in your city, a significant increase in the safety of your water and even a serious threat to your life and health. However, this green battery is 20% more expensive than regular batteries.



Study 2: Negative Framing Information

Our country emits approximately 50 kg of carbon per person per day, and it will take a thousand trees to fully absorb it, and global warming will cause global sea levels to rise. If everyone does not take active action to reduce the amount of carbon emissions, the consequences are unimaginable. Your city will face flooding, erosion of coastal lowlands and coasts, contamination of water in coastal areas, salinization of farmland, and even the risk of an entire city being swallowed up by the sea.



Study 2: Positive Framing Information

Global warming will lead to a rise in sea-level, especially in the coastal cities. However, if we take timely action to adopt green and energy-saving lifestyles, the sea level rise problem will be alleviated, and will not bring great harm for a long time, and at the same time, we can also prevent the global ecology from being damaged, and also make a contribution to improving the living environment.
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