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The practice of green consumption has become a common initiative of the international community. Existing studies have shown that emotional factors have an important impact on consumer behavior, but few scholars in the field of green consumption behavior have explored the relationship between positive emotions and green purchase behavior in specific dimensions. This study creatively put forward two dimensions and four kinds of positive emotional appeals which include the cherishing appeal, the yearning appeal, the proud appeal, and the admiring appeal. Through the conceptual model analysis based on the data, the effects of different four positive emotional appeals on consumers’ perceived green value, perceived green responsibility, and green purchase behaviors were confirmed. The results indicated that the four kinds of positive emotional appeals, perceived green value, perceived green responsibility, and green purchase behavior were positively correlated. Perceived green responsibility and perceived green value have significant mediating effect on the relationship between positive emotional appeals and green purchase behaviors. Middle doctrine significantly moderates the relationship between positive emotional appeals (Cherishing VS. Yearning) and perceived green value.
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INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, the global natural ecological environment is deteriorating day by day, and a series of pollution problems emerge one after another. Therefore, it is imperative to attach importance to and actively advocate green consumption behavior. The 19th national congress of the communist party of China (CPC) once again stressed the necessity to establish and practice the concept that clear waters and green mountains are valuable assets. However, in general, residents’ green purchase intention and behaviors are not popular, and people are not willing to pay a premium for the green properties of products. The government and society have made great efforts to promote environmental protection and green consumption, but the effect is not satisfactory. The report of the International Institute of Green Finance of the Central University of Finance and Economics pointed out that the green penetration rate of consumers of different age groups in China is quite different and the environmental protection concept is quite different among different age groups. Consumers of some age groups do not yet have a good awareness of green consumption.1 The reason is that propaganda is mostly spread in the form of preaching, and the content is dull and unappealing. So, it is difficult to arouse consumers’ green purchase desire and change their original purchase concept. Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) and Tanner and Kast (2003) found that rational cognition had a limited effect on the factors influencing green purchase behavior. Emotional factors had a significantly higher effect on green consumption than cognitive factors (Kanchanapibul et al., 2014). Therefore, more and more scholars gradually realized emotion plays an important role in green purchase behavior. More research breakthroughs were transferred to a relatively irrational variable-emotion (Peattie, 2010). Past research proved the relationship between emotion and green purchasing behavior to some extent (Meneses 2010; Onwezen et al., 2013, 2014; Antonetti and Maklan, 2014; Wang, 2015; Wang et al., 2017). However, a series of practical problems remains, such as how emotional factors influence in consumers’ green purchase behavior, which factors can mediate or moderate on this path, and which kind of emotions can significantly promote green purchase behavior, scholars have not come with sufficient conclusions. Wang et al. (2017) pointed out that from the perspective of emotional objects, positive emotions include not only the emotion toward a good objective environment (such as love for the environment), but also the emotion toward proper human behaviors (such as pride or admiring for the proper behaviors). In our view, the positive emotional dimension for a better objective environment, “yearning” is people’s expectation of better things in the future, which makes people full of hope and makes continuous efforts for them. There is no doubt that people yearn for more comfortable living conditions, a more beautiful environment, and a better life. According to the report to the 19th national congress of CPC, we should “always take the people’s aspiration for a better life as our goal.” Therefore, it is of great practical value to deeply explore the positive emotion of “yearning.” “Cherishing” is a kind of emotion opposite to “yearning,” which is the satisfaction and cherishing of the beautiful things we have at present. Both of these two emotions belong to the positive emotional dimension aiming at the beautiful objective environment. In order to solve the above problems more effectively, this study creatively put forward two specific dimensions of four kinds of positive emotional appeals and make in-depth exploration. One of the dimensions is the emotion toward a better environment, including the cherishing appeal and the yearning appeal. The other dimension is the emotion toward the appropriate individual environmental behavior, including the proud appeal and the admiring appeal. According to different dimensions, this study conducted a thorough research by group on the influence path and effect of positive emotional appeals on green purchase behavior, providing theoretical support for effectively promoting consumers to practice green purchase behavior.



LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT


Emotional Appeal

Rajesh et al. (2001) believe that advertising appeal is a strategic way to display prominent features of products. In the existing research, many scholars have done a lot of research on the marketing effects of different green appeal advertisements or consumers’ reactions to different green appeal advertisements from different perspectives (Schuhwerk and Lefkoff-Hagius, 1995). The analysis dimension includes green and non-green appeals (Ku et al., 2012), environmental interests and economic interests appeals (Xu et al., 2015), self-interest and others’ interests appeals (Zhi et al., 2017), long-term interests and short-term interests appeals (Xu et al., 2015), abstract and specific appeals (Yang et al., 2015), mandatory and suggested appeals (Kronrod et al., 2012), strong appeals and non-strong appeals (Chen and Deng, 2017), real environmental demands and false environmental demands (Lei and Kunhao, 2016), etc. However, researchers have paid less attention to emotional appeals. Existing research on emotional appeal mainly focuses on the difference in the impact of rational appeal and emotional appeal (Matthes et al., 2014) and there is a relatively lack of research specifically on emotional advertising appeal. Compared with rational appeal, emotional appeal has more strong emotional elements, which can stimulate consumers’ purchase desire and generate psychological identification. Chan (1996) and other scholars argued that compared with emotional appeals, rational appeals advertisements lack vividness and the content is boring, which is difficult to capture people’s interest. Therefore, it is very important and necessary to pay attention to the research on emotional appeal.



Environmental Positive Emotion

According to the research results of scholars, the influence of different emotions on consumers’ purchase behavior is quite different. Scholars often use the emotion dichotomy, which divides emotion into negative and positive dimensions according to the experience structure (Watson and Tellegen, 1985; Watson et al., 1999). Positive emotions are a series of positive feelings, including enthusiasm, gratitude, excitement, happiness, and pride (Qiu et al., 2008). Meneses (2010) conducted a special study on emotion, and the results showed that positive emotion could increase consumers’ intrinsic motivation to purchase products, and the driving effect of positive emotional factors is significantly greater than negative emotional factors. For consumers, positive emotions are very important. However, current research lacks a discussion of the differences in the effects of different types of positive emotion. In the field of green marketing research, the difference in the impact of different types of positive emotions on consumers and the formation mechanism of this difference should be paid attention to by researchers.

Wang (2015) adopted grounded theory approach and sorted out the raw materials of the in-depth interviews. He found environmental emotion has dual factors (both positive and negative) and six dimensions, in which positive environmental emotions including the feeling of loving the environment, admiring, and being proud of the green behavior. The category of the feeling of loving the environment contained a series of initial concept and the two most typical and important initial concepts in this category are cherishing and yearning. Based on the qualitative result of Wang (2015), we derive that positive environmental emotion contained four dimensions, namely, cherishing, yearning, proud, and admiring.


Cherishing

Cherish refers to the psychological activity of consciously cherishing the objective things, others, and themselves. The awareness of cherishing is relatively stable after it is formed in an individual and will not fade or even disappear due to changes in the environment. It will not go away, but it will change. Once the cherishing consciousness is formed, it will continue to strengthen under the influence of positive conditions; on the contrary, it will gradually weaken under the influence of negative conditions. Shen et al. (2011) constructed the quality scale of college students’ gratitude from the three dimensions of cognition, emotion, and behavior, in which the emotional dimension included three sub-dimensions such as sense of cherishing.



Yearning

Yearning refers to the desire to get or to achieve because of love or envy of a certain thing or state, and it is the “expected prospect” of people. Yearning is accompanied by people’s good wishes and positive goals, which can inspire people to be full of motivation to move forward and can make people focus on the goals they want to achieve and focus on those goals. Yearning can motivate people to develop in a good direction. It will form a beautiful picture in people’s imagination, and it will keep appearing in their minds. People can form the hint of continuous self-motivation by imagining the achievement of goals, motivating individuals to make continuous efforts toward the vision of their dreams. That is, yearning helps arouse people’s imaginations and expectations, which motivate individuals to take action to achieve their goals. When yearning enters the expectation into the subconscious, this kind of vision for the future will become the unswerving “belief” of the individual. Under the guidance of the belief, the individual will work hard toward the desired prospect. People who are full of yearning focus on the future and hope to achieve the desired state through present and future efforts.



Proud

Proud is a positive emotion that includes a sense of accomplishment and self-satisfaction (Antonetti and Maklan, 2014) and is also a self-conscious emotion (Feng and Zhang, 2007). Williams and DeSteno (2009) pointed out that the emotion of proud is an individual’s self-satisfaction through his own efforts. In real life and existing research, proud is often associated with positive words such as “sense of achievement” and “confidence,” which reflect an individual’s social emotions and achievement orientation. Many studies have confirmed that pride has a positive impact on green purchasing behavior (Onwezen et al., 2013, 2014; Antonetti and Maklan, 2014). Harth et al. (2013) found that proud is the strongest predictor of environmental protection behaviors. Wang and Wu (2015) used an experimental method to explore the impact of four green buying emotions of proud, appreciation, guilt, and contempt on green buying behavior. They believed that proud is the best factor for cultivating consumers’ awareness of green consumption.



Admiring

Admiring means approval and appreciation, which refers to an individual’s positive emotional attitude toward others and this emotion also promotes oneself (Keltner and Haidt, 1999; Algoe Sara and Jonathan, 2009). It is a positive emotion (Sarapin et al., 2015) that has lesser degree than “awe” (Zagzebski, 2015). Social cognitive theory holds that people tend to be more inclined to learn from people they admire (Matsueda and Akers, 1999; Bandura, 2001; Wareham et al., 2009). Therefore, admiring is usually paid attention to by researchers because individuals can learn a certain ability through this emotional stimulation. In an empirical study, Algoe Sara and Jonathan (2009) pointed out that an individual’s admiring of others leads to better performance in related aspects. Helen et al. (2010) pointed out that individual learning can be improved through admiring. However, in the field of green purchasing, scholars have paid little attention to the role of admiring in shaping individual behavior.



Summary

In the field of green marketing research, there are two gaps in current research: (i) lack of research specifically on emotional appeal; (ii) lack of research on the impact of different dimensions of positive emotional appeal on consumers’ green consumption behavior. Investigating the role of positive emotions in different dimensions can help companies conduct green marketing more effectively. Therefore, this paper focuses on the differences and effects of the four representative dimensions of positive emotional appeals on consumers’ green purchasing behavior (These four dimensions can be divided into two groups: emotion for better environment and emotion for appropriate personal environmental behavior). The former includes the cherishing and yearning appeal, which, respectively, represent the appreciation of the present beautiful environment and the expectation of the future beautiful environment. The latter includes the proud and admiring appeal, which, respectively, represent the pride in one’s own appropriate environmental behavior and the appreciation of others’ appropriate environmental behaviors.




Theoretical Background


The Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions

Fredrickson (1998) proposed broaden-and-build model of positive emotion theory and demonstrated the specific functions of positive emotion, which believes that positive emotion can affect individual’s psychological state, triggering individual’s pleasure, and then changing his thought. Positive emotion produces an action activation—a tendency to avoidance or proximity. Fredrickson (1998) believed that positive affect is not only associated with a general tendency to activate activities but also associated with a specific tendency to act. Positive affect can promote the continuity of behavior development. Under the influence of positive emotions, individual will issue more positive instructions and the cognitive level will be accordingly improved, thus remarkably enhancing the possibility of the corresponding behavioral tendency. Stimulated by positive emotional appeals, the brains will naturally make more positive reactions. In addition, positive emotions have a positive effect on an individual’s thoughts and actions. Based on this theory, it is not only consumers’ positive emotion which has an expansive influence on their thinking and specific behavioral tendency—green purchase behavior, but also has a positive and long-term impact on their future cognition and behavior. The Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions is the basis of this study, which shows that the appeal of positive emotion can indeed promote green consumption behavior.



Prospect Theory

Tversky (1979) put forward prospect theory from the perspective of cognitive psychology on the basis of the deficiencies of expected utility theory in explaining individual behavioral decision making. The theory points out that when decision makers make future risk choices, they use the value function to evaluate the value. The measurement of the value function is mainly based on the degree of deviation from the reference point as shown in Figure 1. The gains and losses perceived by individuals are relative to the reference point. The valuation of these gains and losses varies systematically based on the slope of Prospect Theory’s value function, which is steeper closer to the reference point (i.e., diminishing sensitivity) and steeper on the loss side than on the gain side of the reference point (i.e., loss aversion, Tversky, 1979). Differences between outcomes along a steeper part of the value function have a greater influence on subsequent decisions (Larrick et al., 2009; Ren, 2015; Wallace and Jordan, 2017).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1. Value function of prospect theory.


We believe that consumers will choose different reference points when stimulated by different types of emotional appeals. Yearning appeals make consumers focus on the future and therefore use the future situation as a reference point. The cherishing appeal emphasizes the protection of the existing environment, so the current state is set as a reference point. Admiring appeal will make consumers pay more attention to the green consumption behavior of others, that is, they will set the green consumption behavior of others as the reference point. On the contrary, proud appeal will make consumers pay more attention to themselves, so they tend to set their own behavior as a reference point. Due to the difference in the selection of reference points, it will further affect the perception of consumers. Therefore, based on the above discussion, this article will use prospect theory to explain consumer perception differences.




The Direct Effects and Mediating Effects

This paper will first discuss the difference in the effects of cherishing appeal and yearning appeal on consumers’ green purchasing behavior and the mechanism, both of which belong to the dimension of emotions toward a better environment. We suggest that yearning appeal has a greater positive impact on consumers’ green consumption behavior than cherishing appeal and the relationship between the effects is mediated by perceived green value. There are several reasons as follows:

Firstly, under different positive emotional appeals, consumers make different responses. According to the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, positive emotions have the role in expanding people’s thoughts and actions, having a relatively lasting influence on individuals (Liu, 2015). The expansion role is positively correlated with the intensity of positive emotions, that is, the stronger the positive emotions are, the corresponding greater expansion role on the individual’s thought and actions. For instance, the empirical research of Chan and Lau (2000) shows that ecological consumption sentiment has a significant positive impact on ecological consumption behavior. The stronger the individual’s emotion toward ecology and resources, the stronger the tendency to implement green consumption behavior. The sense of cherishing is a positive emotion toward the present beautiful environment, while the sense of yearning is a positive emotion toward the future better environment. It is common sense that yearning appeals bring more expectations and motivation than cherishing, resulting in a stronger motivation to engage in green consumption.

Secondly, both the cherishing appeal and the yearning appeal reflect the concern for the environment. This will lead consumers to associate the purchase of green products with protecting the environment. Consumers will consider the value of purchasing green products to the environment, that is, pay attention to the green value of products. This paper will use reference points to explain the difference in the impact of cherishing appeal and yearning appeals on consumers. Yearning appeal will make consumers pay more attention to the beautiful ecological environment in the future, which will set the beautiful ecological environment in the future as a reference point. After purchasing green products or conducting green consumption, will bring the existing environmental conditions closer to the desired environmental conditions. According to prospect theory, a “reference point” divides the space of outcomes into regions of gain and loss (Tversky, 1979). Outcomes above the reference point are evaluated as gains and outcomes below the reference point are evaluated as losses. In the value function, consumers set the future beautiful ecological environment as a reference point. The current ecological environment status is on the left side of the reference point, which means “losses.” If consumers do not engage in green consumption, the gap between the current situation and the future situation cannot be narrowed, which means consumers cannot reduce their losses. According to the loss aversion effect, individuals are more reluctant to accept “losses” than “gains” when faced with the same size loss and gain. In order to avoid losses, individuals will increase the motivation to engage in a certain behavior. Every time a consumer buys a unit of a green product, it means approaching the reference point, that is, reducing losses. At this time, the green value brought by the green product is positive. On the contrary, the cherishing appeal will make consumers pay more attention to the existing ecological environment and consumers will take the current ecological environment as a reference point. At this time, purchasing products that are harmful to the environment means destroying the existing ecological environment and moving the environmental conditions away from the reference point (i.e., existing ecological environment). However, buying green products is only seen as a means to maintain the current state. Therefore, compared with yearning appeal, cherishing appeal leads to less green value of products perceived by consumers.

In addition, it is worth noting that the previous behavior of consumers determines the current ecological environment. Under the condition of cherishing appeal, no matter whether consumers are satisfied or dissatisfied with the current ecological environment, green purchasing behavior can only maintain the status quo. Therefore, cherishing appeals brings less perceived green value.

Thirdly, perceived green value refers to individual’s subjective evaluation for the effectiveness of green products or green consumption. Liu et al. (2020) found that perceived green value plays an intermediary role between the target framework and green consumption intention. Scholars pointed out that consumers’ perceived green value is significantly correlated with individuals’ ecological attitudes and green consumption behaviors (Berger and Corbin, 1992). For example, consumers believe that their green purchase behavior has a positive effect on the improvement of the ecological environment, which represents the perceived green value is strong. At that time, consumers attempt to practice more green purchase behaviors conducive to environmental protection, which plays a further strengthening role on the perceived green value. Besides, Hines et al. (1987) argued that the level of consumers’ perceived green value would affect the degree to which they adopted pro-environmental behaviors. In addition, the results of Maloney et al. (2014) indicated that consumers’ perceived value was positively correlated with green purchase behavior.

In summary, compared with cherishing appeals, yearning appeals have a more positive effects on consumers’ green purchasing behavior. This is mediated by perceived green values. Yearning appeals can lead to higher perceived green values, due to the choice of reference points and the intensity of emotion. Perceived green value can have a significant effect on green purchase behavior. Cherishing appeals and yearning appeals may also make consumers consider their own green responsibilities. Cherish the appeal makes consumers pay attention to their responsibility to maintain the existing environment and yearning for the appeal makes consumers pay attention to their responsibility to improve the environment. Although the two are different, we believe that the difference in intensity is not significant. Therefore, we suggest the relationship between emotions toward a better environment appeals (i.e., cherishing appeal and yearning appeal) and green purchase behavior is not mediated by consumers’ perceived green responsibility.

Hence, we propose the following:


H1: Compared with the cherishing appeal, yearning appeal has more positive effects on the consumers’ green purchase behavior.

H2: The relationship between emotions toward a better environment appeals (i.e., cherishing appeal and yearning appeal) green purchase behavior is significantly mediated by consumers’ perceived green value.
 

Next, this paper will discuss the differences in the effects of proud appeal and admiring appeal on consumers’ green purchasing behaviors and their mechanisms, both of which belong to the dimension of emotion toward the appropriate individual environmental behavior. We suggest that compared with proud appeal, admiring appeal has a greater positive effect on consumers’ green consumption behavior, and the relationship between them is mediated by perceived green responsibility. The reasons are as follows:

Firstly, as far as the positive emotions for the individual’s environmentally appropriate behavior are concerned, compared with self-recognition or self-satisfaction, recognition, and appreciation from others are more effective in motivating individuals to practice proper behaviors. The view of social cognitive theory is that people tend to be more inclined to learn from people or their behaviors they admire (Matsueda and Akers, 1999; Bandura, 2001; Wareham et al., 2009; Han et al., 2017). People will feel affirmation and appreciation for the actions of others to protect the environment. Furthermore, individuals can learn certain abilities and perform better through this emotional stimulation. People often voluntarily learn from people or behaviors they admire sincerely. Compared with the recognition of their own environmental protection behaviors, the individual’s appreciation of others’ contribution to the improvement of the environment has more stimulus for them to follow their example and practice the same green purchase behavior and consumers will be aware of the good green purchasing behaviors of others in society. Therefore, compared with the proud appeal, the admiring appeal has a stronger positive impact on consumers’ green product purchase behavior. Furthermore, both proud appeal and admiring appeal are related to individuals, so consumers will consider aspects related to their own responsibilities when stimulated by one of these two appeals. Although both proud and admiring appeal bring positive psychological experience to consumers, it is admitted that comparing with the proud appeal, the admiring appeal will cause consumers to compare themselves with other individuals and further improve their perception of their own green responsibility. Therefore, we suggest that admiring appeal generates stronger perceived green responsibility than proud appeal.

Secondly, we also use reference points to explain the differences in the impact of proud appeal and admiring appeal on consumers’ green buying behavior. Admiring appeal will make consumers pay more attention to the green consumption behavior of others, that is, they will set the green consumption behavior of others as the reference point and compare their own purchasing behavior with the green purchasing behavior of others. According to prospect theory, outcomes above the reference point are evaluated as gains and outcomes below the reference point are evaluated as losses. When the behavior of others is set as the reference point, the individual’s own behavior is on the left side of the reference point and purchasing green products means reducing “losses.” In other words, close the gap with others by purchasing green products. On the contrary, proud appeal will make consumers pay more attention to themselves, that is, set their own behavior as a reference point, and the result of further green purchasing behavior at this time means “gains.” In other words, buying green products means improving oneself and gaining more sense of achievement. According to the loss aversion effect, individuals are more reluctant to accept “losses” than “gains.” Therefore, compared with the proud appeal, the admiring appeal has a stronger positive impact on consumers’ green product purchase behavior. Besides, for the same reason as the first point, under the stimulation of admiring appeals, consumers will be aware of the good green purchasing behaviors of others in society, which further enhances consumers’ perceived green responsibility.

Thirdly, Lao (2013) defined green consumption as a responsible and sustainable consumption behavior that individuals make efforts to protect the natural environment so as to minimize the negative impact on the environment in the consumption process. As a crucial internal driving factor, environmental responsibility somehow determines the way people purchase behaves. In face of green products, for example, consumers with a higher sense of environmental responsibility tend to have a higher purchase intention and be more actively in implementing green purchasing behaviors. Hines et al. (1987) proposed responsible environmental behavior model, which demonstrates a strong correlation between the individual’s sense of responsibility and the environmental behavior. Compared with the individuals without the sense of environmental responsibility, the individuals with the sense of environmental responsibility usually showed more environmentally responsible behaviors, because it indirectly affected the individual’s environmental behavior. Responsibility not only affects consumers’ green purchase behavior, but also mediates the relationship between consumers’ psychological factors and purchase behavior. Wang and Zheng (2011), in the process of exploring the path of psychological awareness factors to consumers’ ecological civilization behavior, found that sense of responsibility can be used as an mediating variable between psychological factors and ecological civilization behavior. The result showed that resource and environment emotions influence consumers’ sense of green responsibility, thus affecting individuals’ ecological civilization behavior.

In summary, compared with the proud appeal, the admiring appeal has a more positive impact on the green purchasing behavior of consumers. This is mediated by perceived green responsibility. Admiring appeals can lead to higher perceived green responsibility and perceived green responsibility can have a significant impact on green purchasing behavior. Moreover, stimulated by proud appeals or admiring appeals, consumers pay more attention to the sense of achievement brought by purchasing green products or narrowing the gap with others rather than the green value of green products. Therefore, we suggest that the relationship between emotions toward the appropriate individual environmental behavior appeals (i.e., proud appeal and admiring appeal) and green purchase behavior is not mediated by consumers’ perceived green value. Hence, we propose the following:


H3: Compared with the proud appeal, admiring appeal has more positive effects on the consumers’ green purchase behavior.

H4: The relationship between emotions toward the appropriate individual environmental behavior appeals (i.e., proud appeal and admiring appeal) and green purchase behavior is significantly mediated by consumers’ perceived green responsibility.
 



Moderating Effects

Consumers’ psychological factors and situational factors exert a great impact on the green purchase behavior. Among multiple situational factors, individual values occupy an important position. Thøgersen and Ölander (2002), for example, found that values are the distal determinants of behavior, and they need to function through adjacent variables, such as perceived behavioral effectiveness. It is common sense that China has a long history of traditional culture. Values such as Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism have a subtle influence on individuals’ behaviors, shaping their unique ways of thinking and decision making. Confucianism, the most representative of values in China, has the most profound and extensive influence (Pan et al., 2009). The middle doctrine is the core of Confucianism, embodying all Confucian values and virtues. It is not only a principle of dealing with affairs, but also a dialectical way of thinking that rejects extreme and advocates timely adaptation (Yang, 2009). The middle doctrine is an important manifestation of Chinese traditional cultural values and a crucial component of our national social psychology (Du et al., 2014), which make a far-reaching consequence on individual cognition and behavior. For individuals who have a higher level of middle doctrine, different emotional appeals have little effect on their psychology and behavior. The reason is the individuals who have a higher level of middle doctrine are likely to pay more attention to the harmony between man and nature, and viewing problems as a whole so as to pursue the balance of personal interests and social interests. Therefore, they are less affected by emotional appeals. On the contrary, individuals with a lower level of middle doctrine tend to pay more attention to specific and short-term impacts, so the impact of different emotional appeals on them is more pronounced. In other words, middle doctrine negatively moderates the impact of emotional appeals. Individuals with higher middle doctrine values are less susceptible to emotional appeals. Hence, we propose the following:


H5a: The middle doctrine negatively moderates the influence of positive emotional appeals (cherishing vs. yearning) on perceived green value.

H5b: The middle doctrine negatively moderates the influence of positive emotional appeals (cherishing vs. yearning) on green purchase behavior.

H5c: The middle doctrine negatively moderates the influence of positive emotional appeals (proud vs. admiring) on perceived green responsibility.

H5d: The middle doctrine negatively moderates the influence of positive emotional appeals (proud vs. admiring) on green purchase behavior.
 

Based on the broaden-and-build model of positive emotion theory and prospect theory, this study deeply explores the relationship and mechanism between the positive emotional appeals and green purchase behavior, focusing on comparing differences in stimuli effects of different types of positive emotions, at the same time investigating the moderating role of middle doctrine.

The conceptual model of this study is shown in Figures 2, 3. Since emotional appeals of different dimensions are mediated by different mediating variables, there are two model diagrams in this study, in which the solid line represents the influence effect and the dotted line represents the moderating effect. Positive emotional appeal is the explanatory variable, perceived green value and perceived green responsibility are mediating variables, middle doctrine is the moderating variable, and green purchase behavior is outcome variable.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2. Conceptual model of this study (dimensions of emotions toward a better environment appeals).


[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3. Conceptual model of this study (dimensions of emotions toward the appropriate individual environmental behavior appeals).





MATERIALS AND METHODS


The Experiment Design

Energy-saving refrigerators and air conditioners are often used as products in previous green consumption experiment because of their green environmental properties. After searching in various ways, this study chose a relatively novel green product—green power certificate, which can fully reflect the consumer’s sense of responsibility, as the experimental product. The green certificate is an electronic certificate for the green electricity produced by power generation enterprises with a unique code identification. Governments, enterprises, and individuals all can subscribe for green certificate on the information platform. On the one hand, the green certificate trading system can guide and regulate the priority consumption of renewable energy power, effectively improve the consumption of green power, reduce the speed of thermal power generation, and promote the efficient use of renewable energy, which is of great significance to the governance of environmental pollution. On the other hand, China’s renewable energy subsidy cumulative gap is large and unsustainable, so the introduction of green certificate system can establish a long-term mechanism for the development of renewable energy. To sum up, now that subscribing the green certificate is a kind of green purchase behavior, regarding the green certificate as an experimental product in this study is scientific and feasible.

In this study, four self-made videos (picture + text + voice + background music) were used as stimulation materials, which had a stronger sense of substitution than simple text description and enabled the respondents to have a deeper understanding of the experimental materials in a more vivid and accurate form. Each video has a short paragraph of text in front of the simple and popular introduction of green certificate, and then follow closely to reflect the corresponding feelings of green video.

By reviewing the existing relevant literature and drawing on the research experience of relevant scholars, this paper summarizes the measurement items of consumers’ perceived green value, perceived green responsibility, green purchase behavior, emotional arousal, and middle doctrine in this study. Likert seven-point scale was used to measure all the items in the questionnaire. The specific measurement items of each variable are shown in Table 1.



TABLE 1. Measurement items of each variable.
[image: Table1]



Sample Description

In this study, the positive emotional appeal videos and the measurement questionnaire were edited into four online links and randomly distributed to the respondents through the Internet. The experiment was conducted through respondents watching the video and filling the corresponding questionnaire, the period of which is August to September 2018. After eliminating the invalid questionnaires, a total of 433 valid questionnaires were collected in this experiment and the sample effective rate was 89.2%. In these 433 valid questionnaires, 48.3% were male, and 51.7% were female. Age distribution is generally below 44 years old, accounting for 97.2% of the total sample size. Education is mainly concentrated in the undergraduate degree and above, because they were more capable of understanding the study and more willing to participate in the experiments.



Controllability Test

First, we test the manipulation of four emotional awakening videos. The respondents watched four emotional awakening videos, and then, they fill in the first four questions of the questionnaire. We test the validity of video by the scores of the items (7 = totally agree; 1 = totally disagree). The items include as: (1) After watching video, I will cherish the beautiful ecological environment more. (2) After watching video, I will be more yearning for a better ecological environment in the future. (3) If I subscribe to the green power certificate, I will be proud of my behavior. (4) If someone else subscribes to the green power certificate, I will admire his behavior.

Single factor analysis of variance by 433 samples data, we found that the average score of the cherishing appeal in item (1) was significantly higher than that of other emotions, the average score of the yearning appeal in item (2) was significantly higher than that of other emotions, the average score of the proud appeal in item (3) was significantly higher than that of other emotions, the average score of the admiring appeal mean in item (4) was significantly higher than that of other emotions. This indicates that the experiment of different positive emotional appeals in this study was successfully manipulated.



Reliability and Validity Test


Reliability Test

In this paper, the internal reliability index was used to measure the reliability of the scale. As shown in Table 2, Cronbach’s alpha value of all variable items was greater than 0.9, indicating the consistency and stability of the measurement questionnaire.



TABLE 2. Reliability and validity test.
[image: Table2]



Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis was performed using AMOS 24.0 and the results were as follows: absolute fit indices [image: image]=2.954 < 3, RMSEA = 0.061 < 0.08, GFI = 0.926, AGFI = 0.898; incremental fit measurement NFI = 0.968, TLI = 0.973, CFI = 0.978. The above results show that the model fits well.



Convergent Validity

The output of AMOS24.0 shows that the standardized factor loadings of each measurement item on its corresponding latent variable are between 0.89 and 0.97. As shown in label 2 the average variance extracted (AVE) of each latent variable was greater than 0.5 and the composite reliability (CR) was greater than 0.8. The above results indicated that the scale of this study has good convergent validity.



Discriminant Validity

As shown in Table 2, the square root of the AVE value of each latent variable is greater than the correlation coefficient between the latent variable and other latent variables, indicating that the discriminant validity of the scale in this study is good.




Common Method Bias Test

Common method bias: since the measurement of constructs in this paper uses scales, there may be a problem of common method bias. This study adopted a series of control procedures to reduce the interference caused by common method bias, such as emphasizing the anonymity of this study and improving the items and order of the scale. In this paper, controlling for the effects of an unmeasured latent methods factor (ULMC) was used to test whether there was a common method bias in the study. We build two models by using AMOS 24.0. The model with both method and substantive components could be compared to an identical model except with construct correlations constrained to the values obtained in the substantive-only model. If the two models are significantly different, there is evidence of method bias (Richardson et al., 2009). The comparison results of the main fit indicators of the two models are as follows: ∆RMSEA = 0.007 < 0.05, ∆TLI = 0.01 < 0.1, ∆CFI = 0.01 < 0.1, the above results show that the degree of model fit is not significantly improved after adding the common method factor, so there is no significant common method bias in this study.




RESULTS


Main Effect of Positive Emotional Appeal

According to the results of correlation test, consumers’ perceived green value, perceived green responsibility, green purchase behavior, and middle doctrine were highly correlated at the test level of 0.01. Under four different types of positive emotional appeals, the mean comparison of different positive emotions is displayed in figure. As can be seen in figure, compared with the other three emotions, the yearning appeal leads to the highest degree of perceived green value, perceived green responsibility, and green purchase behavior.

Then we classified four kinds of positive emotional appeals into two specific dimensions, and conducted independent sample T test in different groups, the results of which are shown in table. It can be seen from Table 3 that there is significant difference in the positive effects of the cherishing and yearning appeals on consumers’ perceived green value and green purchase behavior, but there is no significant difference in the positive effects on consumers’ perceived green responsibility, that is, compared with the cherishing appeal, the yearning appeal has a more positive impact on consumers’ perceived green value and green purchase behavior. Table 3 showed that the results of the proud and the admiring group are different to those of the cherishing and yearning group, that is, there is no significant difference in the positive effects of the proud and admiring group on consumers’ perceived green value, but there is significant difference in the positive effects on consumers’ perceived green responsibility and green purchase behavior, that is, compared with the proud appeal, the admiring appeal has a more positive impact on consumers’ perceived green responsibility and green purchase behavior. Therefore, H1 and H3 are accepted and the results in this section partially support H2 and H4 the results of T test is shown in Figure 4.



TABLE 3. Variables’ independent sample T test.
[image: Table3]
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FIGURE 4. The mean comparison of different positive emotions.




Mediating Effect Test

In order to further test the mediating effect of perceived green value and perceived green responsibility, we adopted the Bootstrap method proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008), which supports the use of bootstrapping method to handle cases where the probability distribution of the mediating effect value is unknown. The Bootstrapping method does not need to satisfy assumptions such as normal distribution. According to the suggestion of Jie et al. (2012), we adopted the bias-corrected percentile Bootstrapping method and the 95% confidence interval of the mediating effect size was calculated by repeating the sampling process 5,000 times. Adopting PROCESS 3.3 and select model 4 for analysis. Four positive emotions were divided into two groups according to different dimensions to test the mediating effect. The “positive emotional appeal” was transformed into dummy variables. One group took the cherishing appeal as the control, transforming cherishing into 0 and yearning into 1. In the other group, we transform proud into 0 while admiring into 1. Through the analysis with the PROCESS 3.3, the corresponding model path coefficient diagram is shown in Figures 5, 6, and the mediating effect is shown in Table 4.

[image: Figure 5]

FIGURE 5. Mediating effect test (cherishing vs. yearning). * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.


[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6. Mediating effect test (proud vs. admiring). ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.




TABLE 4. Mediating effect of theoretical model.
[image: Table4]

As for the cherishing-yearning group, according to Table 4, the confidence interval of perceived green value does not contain 0, indicating that perceived green value plays a mediating role between positive emotional appeal and green purchase behavior. The confidence interval of perceived green responsibility contains 0, indicating that perceived green responsibility has no significant mediating effect between positive emotional appeal and green purchase behavior. In the absence of mediating variables, the confidence interval of the direct effect of positive emotional appeals on green purchase behavior does not contains 0, indicating that the direct effect is significant. Therefore, perceived green responsibility plays a partial mediating role between positive emotional appeal and green purchase behavior.

By analyzing the proud-admiring group in the same way, it can be found that the mediating effect of perceived green value is not significant, while the mediating effect of perceived green responsibility is significant. In the absence of mediating variables, the confidence interval of the direct effect of positive emotional appeal on green purchase behavior does not include 0, indicating that the direct effect is significant, which proves that perceived green responsibility plays a partial mediating role in the path of positive emotional appeal affecting green purchase behavior.

In conclusion, H2 and H4 is proved to be true.



Moderating Effect Test of Emotional Arousal

In this section, we test the moderating effect of the middle doctrine on “positive emotional appeals-perceived green value,” “positive emotional appeals-perceived green responsibility,” and “positive emotional appeals-green purchase behavior.” Since the theoretical model of this study is a moderated mediation model, we adopt PROCESS 3.3 of Hayes and select model 8 for analysis. In group 1, the results are displayed in Table 5, which showed that coefficients a31 are significant and the sign of the regression coefficient is negative. It turns out that the middle doctrine significantly negatively moderates the influence of positive emotional appeals on perceived green value. H5a are proved to be true. The corresponding moderating effects of the middle doctrine is show in Figure 7. We probed this interaction with floodlight analysis using the Johnson–Neyman technique to identify the regions of middle doctrine for which the effect of displayed quantity was significant (Spiller et al., 2012). Results revealed that the impact of yearning appeals on consumers’ green purchasing behavior is significant stronger than cherishing appeals’ when the degree of middle doctrine was less than 6.46. The corresponding results of moderating effects of the middle doctrine and floodlight analysis are show in Figure 7. The coefficients a32 and c3′ are not significant. H5b is not accepted. In group 2, the result showed that all the coefficients a31, a32, and c3′ are not significant, indicating that significant moderating effects of the middle doctrine on the excepted paths above do not exist. H5c and H5d are not accepted. In addition, the R2 of each liner regression model is significant, indicating that independent variables selected in this study have a strong explanatory power for the dependent variable.



TABLE 5. Moderating effect test of emotional arousal.
[image: Table5]
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FIGURE 7. The moderating effects of the middle doctrine on perceived green value and floodlight analysis.




Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore the influence effect and mechanism of positive emotional appeals on green purchase behavior, enriching the research of positive emotions on green purchase behavior. At present, scholars’ studies have gradually shifted from the cognitive to the emotional level to seek the influencing factors of green purchase behavior; nevertheless, most of which are lack of relevant empirical studies. Based on the results of previous qualitative research and the direction of national policies, it is the first time that creatively introduces the two specific positive emotions into study, including the cherishing and the yearning. At the same time, combined with the Chinese traditional cultural background, this paper incorporated middle doctrine into this theoretical model as a moderating variable, which is helpful to promote the localization of positive emotion and green purchase behavior in the field of consumer behavior.

In this study, we discovered that the diverse types of positive emotional appeals exerted different influence on consumers’ perceived green value, perceived green responsibility, and green purchase behavior. Compared with the cherishing appeal, the yearning appeal is more effective in promoting the perceived green value and green purchase behavior. Compared with the proud appeal, the admiring appeal is more effective in promoting the perceived green responsibility and green purchase behavior. This conclusion confirms Fredrickson's (1998) broaden-and-build model of positive emotion theory. However, it is on the contrary to the results studied by Wang et al. (2017). He found that there is no difference between the proud and the admiring in the green purchase decision-making process.

We found that under the state of positive emotion, perceived green value has significant mediating effect on the relationship between positive emotional appeals (cherishing vs. yearning) and green purchase behaviors. This is consistent with the research conclusions of Shamdasani et al. (1993), Choi and Kim (2005), and Wang et al. (2017). However, perceived green value does not play a mediating role in the path of positive emotional appeals (proud vs. admiring) affecting green purchase behavior. On the contrary, consumers’ perceived green responsibility positively affects their green purchase behavior, and it can significantly mediate the relationship between positive emotional appeals (proud vs. admiring) and green purchase behavior. This finding again validates the responsible environmental behavior model proposed by Hines et al. (1987). Furthermore, this is also consistent with the research conclusions of Scott et al. (2000), Chen (2009), Zhang et al. (2013), and Peng et al. (2014) that the sense of responsibility notably improves green consumption. The sense of responsibility reflects the individual’s internal quality, as the driving factor, affecting the individual’s behavior. The individual internalizes the sense of ecological responsibility in the mind and then obtains the embodiment from the individual’s ecological behavior. Under the stimulation of positive emotional appeal, individuals perceive ecological responsibility and externalize it through ecological behavior. However, perceived green responsibility does not play a mediating role in the path of positive emotional appeals (cherishing vs. yearning) affecting green purchase behavior. The above findings support our previous hypothesis.

Finally, middle doctrine significantly negatively moderates the relationship between positive emotional appeals (cherishing vs. yearning) and perceived green value but no evidence was found to support the moderating effect of middle doctrine on the other paths (positive emotional appeals-perceived green responsibility and positive emotional appeals-green purchase behavior). That is, for consumers with different degrees of middle doctrine, admiring appeal (vs. proud appeals) has a stronger impact on the perceived green responsibility and green purchasing behavior. Our explanation for this result is that consumers with strong moderate values hold such a view that the existence of the individual depends on the relationship of the whole and at the same time has an impact on the whole, so the behavior of others has a stronger impact on them. Furthermore, admiring appeal makes consumers with a higher degree of moderate values pay attention to the green buying behavior of others. Therefore, for consumers with a higher degree of moderate values, the effect of admiring appeal is also higher than that of proud appeal.




THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION

This research makes three main theoretical contributions: First, our study revealed the different effects of the four dimensions of positive emotional appeal on consumers’ green purchase behavior. Existing research on emotional appeal mainly focuses on the difference in the impact of rational appeal and emotional appeal (Matthes et al., 2014), but there is a lack of in-depth research on different dimensions of positive emotional appeals. Based on four typical positive emotions extracted by Wang (2015) through qualitative research, we further revealed their influence on consumers’ green purchasing behavior through quantitative methods. Our work fills a gap in previous research.

Second, this research advances understanding of how four dimensions of positive emotional appeals shape consumers’ green purchasing behavior. This study verified that cherishing appeal and yearning appeal lead to differences in consumers’ perceived green value, which further affects their green purchase behavior. Positive emotional appeals affect consumers’ perceived value, which is a brand-new point of view. This study also proved that proud appeal and admiring appeal have different effects on consumers’ perceived green responsibility and further influence consumers’ green purchase behavior. The above viewpoints and conclusions provide a new perspective, which is helpful to understand the impact of positive emotional appeals on consumers’ green consumption behavior. At the same time, this paper incorporated middle doctrine into this theoretical model as a moderating variable, which is helpful to promote the localization of positive emotion and green purchase behavior in the field of consumer behavior.

Third, this study expanded the scope of application of the Broaden-and-Build Theory of positive emotions and prospect theory. For the first time, we use prospect theory to explain that consumers’ perceived differences in green value and green responsibility are due to the selection of different reference points (present or future and self or others) under different emotional appeal stimuli. This provides a new perspective for other researchers trying to understand the impact of emotional appeal.



POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The research conclusion provides valuable marketing inspiration and policy management experience for both enterprise managers and government policymakers. Firstly, make full advantage of positive emotional appeal to guide consumers to green purchase sustainably. For enterprise, in the process of promoting the products, it is of great significance to add positive emotional attributes to capture the consumer’s inner demand and arouse their inner resonance, guiding them to buy. At the same time, the government is supposed to attach prime importance to cultivating and enhancing positive emotional attainments and strengthen their recognition of ecological and environmental behaviors, so as to encourage individuals strive for a green ecological environment and actively participate in the sustainable green purchase. Secondly, the cherishing and admiring appeals should be fully valued. To be specific, enterprises can incorporate beautiful ecological environment pictures or videos into the advertisements. In addition, short films, stories, or music can be broadcast to publicize individuals’ green purchase behavior, in order to infect more individuals to join the team for affirming and appreciating others’ environmental protection behavior. Finally, emphasize the role of green responsibility to enhance consumers’ inner awareness of ecological environmental protection. When making product marketing plans, enterprises should not only comprehensively introduce the unique performance of products, but also integrate some elements which can awaken consumers’ awareness of ecological responsibility, urging consumers to be willing to purchase green products.

This work suggests several interesting opportunities for future research. One is to investigate the long-term effects of different types of emotional appeals on consumers’ green purchasing behavior. Our experimental study confirms that emotional appeals have an impact on consumers’ single green purchase behavior but does not take into account consumers’ long-term green purchase behavior. So, researchers can use the Real-time Longitudinal Methods to investigate whether consumers’ behaviors in a certain period of time have continuity and whether its green buying behavior increases or decreases over time. Another opportunity for further research is to more deeply explore the role of positive emotional appeals. For instance, future research can be conducted on the effect of a combination of different positive emotional appeals on consumers (e.g., one group of consumers is stimulated by cherishing and pride appeals, another group is stimulated by yearning and appreciation appeals) and the effects of other types of affective appeals on consumers.
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