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New energy vehicle is an innovative means of transportation, and its development has been widely concerned all over the world. However, few studies investigate the purchase intention of new energy vehicles (NEVs) from the perspective of combining altruism and cultural factors. Based on the extended norm activation model (NAM), this study explores the influencing factors of NEVs’ purchasing intention and the moderating effects of “mianzi” and green peer influence. According to 302 valid questionnaires, the results indicated that the extended NAM model is useful in predicting consumer purchasing behavior with an improved explanatory power in purchase intentions of NEVs from 15 to 26%. The awareness of consequences, the ascription of responsibility, and green self-identity have a positive impact on the personal norm. Personal norm and green self-identity are positively associated with purchase intention. “Mianzi” and green peer influence positively moderate the relationship between green self-identity and intention to purchase. The findings give new insights into the impact of cultural factors on purchasing NEVs and profound suggestions for policymakers and enterprises to promote the development of NEVs.
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Introduction

With socioeconomic development and urbanization, energy crisis and environmental issues have become more prominent, which has attracted the common concern of all countries globally. Transportation industries cause severe ecological problems, such as greenhouse gas and haze (Zhang et al., 2015; Miao et al., 2019). The enormous growth of car ownership is a significant contributor to energy consumption and environmental issues (Wang and Dong, 2016). About 1.1 billion tons of CO2 is emitted into the atmosphere in China’s transport industry in 2018, making up approximately 11% of the country’s total energy-related CO2 emissions (Energy Foundation [EF], 2020). According to the International Energy Agency (2009), the transportation sector contributes to 23% of the total global carbon dioxide emissions, ranking as one of the primary sources of carbon dioxide emissions. New energy vehicles (NEVs) may play a significant role in efforts to decrease vehicle exhaust emissions and increase ecological sustainability (Linn and McConnell, 2019). The Chinese government has issued a set of measures to encourage the purchasing of NEVs, such as building charging facilities and providing considerable subsidies (Wang and Dong, 2016). Besides, the Chinese government has set a practical plan for more than 5 million NEVs by 2020 (Zhang X. et al., 2013). However, consumers’ purchasing power for NEVs is insufficient, and the market share remains low (He and He, 2015). For example, the sales volume for NEVs in 2015 was 331,000 in China, taking up approximately 1.34% of the total sales of cars, while the number of NEVs was only 580,000 at the beginning of 2016. In Norway, an early adopter of electric vehicles, pure electric cars account for only about 2% of all passenger vehicles (Bjerkan et al., 2016). Therefore, it is essential to investigate the factors that affect the purchase of NEVs, which is crucial to develop effective strategies to enhance the sales of NEVs for enterprises.

The existing research on the purchase intention of NEVs primarily focuses on cost factors (De Haan et al., 2006; Dong et al., 2020); government policy incentives (Chi et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2022), product attributes (Kang and Park, 2011; Su et al., 2020), and psychological factors (Huang and Ge, 2019; Xu et al., 2020). The theoretical frames of some studies were mainly based on the theory of planned behavior, that is, the technology acceptance model (Wang and Wang, 2013; Huang and Ge, 2019). In addition to cognitive factors and rational choice, cultural factors (Faiers et al., 2007) and moral factors can also influence sustainable consumption behavior. It is reasonable to infer that moral and cultural factors are as vital as rational and cognitive factors in understanding consumers’ purchasing behavior. Chinese consumers, guided by Confucian culture, may consider their social reputation and opinions during purchasing decisions (Guo and Lin, 2015). “Mianzi” is a dimension of Confucian values, profoundly embedded in Chinese market habits (Lao and Wang, 2015). China is a collectivist culture country, and collectivist societies exhibit high degrees of group conformance (Vignoles et al., 2006). Individuals seek conformance from the group, and individual’s sense of belonging to a particular group is a vital factor in consumer behavior. Peer influence is a significant predictor of consumers’ decision to buy green goods (Suki and Suki, 2019). Nevertheless, there are few studies in the literature that combine cultural factors and moral factors to analyze the intention to purchase NEVs, and cultural factors are rarely used as moderating variables. Based on the norm activation model, this study adds the cultural elements of “mianzi” and green peer influence as moderating factors, which explores their impact on the purchasing intention of NEVs to fill this research gap.

The rest of this article is arranged as follows. In section “Literature review,” we propose a literature review on NEVs and norm activation model (NAM). Section “Research model and hypotheses” introduces the research model and hypotheses. The research method is presented in section “Research method.”. We analyze the data and present the research findings in section “Data analysis and results.” In the last section, the research conclusions, research implications, and research limitations are presented.



Literature review


New energy vehicles

In the backdrop of the energy crisis and environmental damage, it is necessary to use sustainable transportation innovation to reduce carbon dioxide emissions. Compared to conventional vehicles, NEVs offer certain obvious competitive advantages, such as lower pollutant emissions, savings on non-renewable energy, and environmental friendliness (Hofmann et al., 2016). They are an essential means of improving the quality of our environment. Most previous studies adopt purchase intention instead of actual behavior, since purchase intention is regarded as the proxy of real action. Following the idea of prior literature, this study employs purchase intention to analyze the influencing factors of NEVs.

Recently, many researchers have studied the intention to purchase NEVs. Based on previous studies, the influencing factors can be concluded as three aspects: product attributes, consumer characteristics, and environmental factors. Product attributes involve the price of the vehicle, the cost, maximum cruising range, battery range, the technology of the car, and performance (Ozaki and Sevastyanova, 2011; Lopes et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2019; Dong et al., 2020; Su et al., 2020). Consumer characteristics mainly contain the demographic factors, personal traits, socioeconomic characteristics, and psychological factors of consumers, such as environmental awareness and environmental innovativeness (Kim et al., 2018; Huang and Ge, 2019; He et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021; Lin and Shi, 2022). Environmental factors refer to tax incentives, national policy, government subsidies, and infrastructure (Tan et al., 2018; Li et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2020; Chi et al., 2021; Zhao et al., 2021; Qin and Xiong, 2022).

The majority of recent research has clarified the consumers’ purchase behavior of NEVs based on established theoretical models, for example, the theory of planned behavior, diffusion of innovation theory, norm activation model, technology acceptance model, induced innovation theory, grounded theory, and construal level theory (Peters et al., 2015; He and Zhan, 2018; Huang and Ge, 2019; Dong et al., 2020; Su et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2021; He et al., 2022; Lin and Shi, 2022). Most theoretical models assume that consumers make purchasing decisions in the light of their rational assessment and benefits, and explain consumers’ behavior to buy NEVs from the perspective of self-interest. However, the NEV is a kind of environmental protection vehicle, and its adoption has the attribute of both self-interest and altruism. Extant studies rarely explained the purchase behavior of NEVs according to the perspective of combining altruism and cultural factors. Thus, it is vital to study people’s purchasing behavior toward NEVs from an altruistic perspective. Meanwhile, socio-cultural factors are important variables affecting consumer’s choice behavior.



Norm activation model

The norm activation model (Schwartz, 1977) is a critical theory to predict people’s behavior from altruism. The theory is widely used to explain energy conservation behavior (Wittenberg et al., 2018), sustainable transport behavior (He and Zhan, 2018), recycling behavior (Wang et al., 2018), household PM2.5-reduction behavior (Shi et al., 2017), and energy-saving behavior (Zhang Y. et al., 2013). NEVs are widely known as eco-sustainable transport systems. They alleviate serious environmental concerns by reducing energy consumption and harmful emissions. Meanwhile, it contributes to socially sustainable development and environmental protection. Hence, it is significant to study the influence mechanism of purchase intention for NEVs based on the norm activation model.

The norm activation model consists of four variables: awareness of consequences, the ascription of responsibility, personal norm, and behavior. The awareness of consequences and ascription of responsibility are predictor variables of the personal norm, and in turn, directly affect people’s behavioral intention or actual behavior. Different scholars have different views on the relationship between variables in the norm activation model. Some scholars hold that NAM is a mediator model (Steg et al., 2005), while other scholars consider NAM as a moderator model (Hopper and Nielsen, 1991). According to the statistics of previous studies, it is evident that NAM as a mediator model is widely used to investigate pro-environment behaviors. Therefore, we adopt the mediator model of the NAM in this study.

To increase the prediction ability of the model, scholars usually expand NAM in terms of two aspects: increasing the predictive variables of the personal norm and adding external factors. For example, He and Zhan (2018) built a NAM to analyze the intention of customers to purchase electric vehicles by incorporating perceived consumer effectiveness and external costs. Wu et al. (2022) suggested an expanded NAM that included face consciousness in evaluating the ecologically responsible behavior of Chinese visitors. China has a collectivist culture. People have a strong communal awareness and are inspired by Confucian culture. Mianzi is a part of Chinese culture. People are willing to adjust their actions to get social acceptance and to be consistent with the other group members. When making purchasing choices in China, consumers may consider their public image, as well as the views of others. They are more likely to purchase goods (e.g., green products) that can enhance their social image and reputation. Furthermore, it has been discovered that green self-identity is a significant predictor of customer intention to purchase green goods. Based on the self-congruity theory (Sirgy, 1986), individuals who identify as green customers may choose eco-friendly goods to meet their self-definition demands and obtain personal satisfaction. Therefore, combined with cultural factors, the research expands the NAM by introducing three variables to analyze the purchasing intention of NEVs: green self-identity, “mianzi,” and green peer influence.




Research model and hypotheses

As shown in Figure 1, we propose the research model for this article. In the research model, green self-identity, awareness of consequences, and ascription of responsibility are predictors of personal norm. Green self-identity and personal norm are predictive variables of purchase intention of NEVs. Furthermore, green peer influence and “mianzi” moderate the effects of green self-identity and personal norm on purchase intention.
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FIGURE 1
Research model.


Based on norm activation model, awareness of consequences and ascription of responsibility are positively correlated with personal norm (Schwartz, 1977). Awareness of consequences refers to the individual’s consciousness of the adverse consequences that the individual does not carry out ecological behavior. Ascription of responsibility refers to the individual’s feeling of responsibility for detrimental outcomes caused by not practicing environmental behavior (De Groot and Steg, 2009). Facing severe environmental problems, if consumers realize that conventional vehicles lead to environmental pollution and make the environment worse, their sense of ecological moral responsibility will be motivated and tend to perform pro-environmental behaviors (Harland et al., 2007). Furthermore, if people consciously realize the negative environmental impacts caused by conventional vehicles, they will feel responsible for the negative consequences and have a moral responsibility to choose NEVs to fulfill the obligation of environmental protection (Han, 2014). In summary, we propose the following hypotheses:








	

	H1. Awareness of consequences is positively related to consumers’ personal norm.












	

	H2. Ascription of responsibility is positively related to consumers’ personal norm.





Personal norm refers to the individual’s internal responsibility for the moral obligation of pro-social behavior (Schwartz, 1973). In the light of the norm activation model, personal norm is the predictive variable of actual action. People are more willing to perform environmentally friendly behavior to show their moral responsibility when personal norms are motivated (De Groot and Steg, 2009). Prior studies have confirmed a favorable association between personal norm and pro-environmental behavior. For example, Nordlund and Garvill (2003) indicated that personal norm is positively related to consumers’ environmentally friendly way of tourism. If consumers have set personal norms, they will easily recognize that traditional automobiles can pollute the atmosphere and have a moral obligation to take part in environmental conservation initiatives, thus motivating them to be more likely to buy NEVs. Accordingly, we hypothesize as follows:








	

	H3. Personal norm is positively correlated with consumers’ purchase intention of NEVs.





Green self-identity refers to the extent to which an individual sees himself/herself as an environmentally friendly person (van der Werff et al., 2013; Nguyen et al., 2016). People who think of themselves as green consumers may have a sense of pride and a positive attitude toward environmental protection behavior. They tend to buy environmentally friendly products because eco-friendly products give them a sense of green identity and self-definitional needs (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003). Meanwhile, existing studies have shown that green self-identity has a strong link with the personal norm. For instance, van der Werff et al. (2013) discovered that green self-identity is strongly associated with moral obligation when purchasing green energy goods. Camilla et al. (2017) considered that green self-identity affects the intention to adopt electric cars. That is to say, consumers with strong green self-identity are more likely to have the ethical obligation to be engaged in environmentally sustainable actions. Given the above analysis, we propose the following hypothesis:








	

	H4. Green self-identity positively affects consumers’ personal norm.





Previous findings have shown that the association between green self-identity and environmentally sustainable behavior is strong. For instance, Barbarossa and De Pelsmacker (2016) suggested that green self-identity has a strong connection to the purchasing intention of ecologically sustainable goods. Meanwhile, Nguyen et al. (2016) observed a favorable association between green self-identity and pro-environmental purchase behavior. In other words, consumers with a high level of green self-identity appear to be more concerned about the environment. Thus, the following research hypothesis was established:








	

	H5. Green self-identity positively affects consumers’ purchase intention of NEVs.





As a collectivist country, Chinese culture advocates Confucian. “Mianzi” is an important aspect of Confucian values, which affects consumer behavior and decision-making. “Mianzi” means individual public image in society. The idea of “mianzi” is profoundly ingrained in the consumption concept of Chinese consumers (Lao and Wang, 2015) and represents the status of consumers, and is also considered a key to explain the behavior of many Chinese people (Jiang, 2009). In purchasing decisions, Chinese consumers consider their social status of purchasing and refer to other people’s opinions (Guo and Lin, 2015). Consumers who place a high value on mianzi may pay particular attention to their public image by displaying a green image that complies with social values. Green products can not only represent the attitude of consumers, but also bring consumers a sense of identity. NEVs are typical green products and are high-involvement products. NEVs are products with environmental protection image, and can give people a sense of “mianzi.” Meanwhile, “mianzi” makes consumers vulnerable to social norms, and they are more sensitive to the signal effect of green consumption. They obtain psychological benefits from their green consumption and publicly show a pro-environmental image. Consumers’ pro-social considerations of image and social status can drive consumers to buy NEVs (Graham-Rowe et al., 2012). Therefore, we hold that “mianzi” can strengthen people’s green identity and moral responsibility in the process of purchasing NEVs in the context of Chinese society.

In addition, Wang (2013) revealed that “mianzi” positively impacts resource-saving consumption behavior. However, Chen et al. (2019) noted that the concept of “mianzi” is not positively associated with NEVs’ purchasing intentions. Hence, the research attempts to consider “mianzi” as a moderator variable. Therefore, we present the following hypotheses:








	

	H6a. The effect of personal norm on purchase intention of NEVs is positively moderated by “mianzi.”












	

	H6b. The effect of green self-identity on purchase intention of new energy vehicles is positively moderated by “mianzi.”





Green peer influence is referred to as the influence of social groups on individuals’ green purchase behavior (Arpita and Shivendra, 2017). Belonging to external influencing factors, it represents external pressure, which comes from classmates, colleagues, friends, and family. Individuals express their allegiance to organizations that exert stress on members to conform to social norms. Peer influence is shown to have a significant role in influencing customers’ decisions to buy environmentally friendly goods because peers may persuade others to understand the environmental benefits of goods and the severity of ecological issues (Tsarenko et al., 2013). Peer recognition of green products makes individuals tend to be consistent within their entire group and change their purchasing behavior to accept green products. Moreover, social identity theory emphasizes a person’s sense of oneness or belonging to a particular group (Bartels and Reinders, 2010). This also shows that individual consumption behavior will be affected by social groups. Therefore, it can be inferred that a statistically significant relationship exists between peer influence and green consumption behavior.

Previous studies rarely test the moderating effect of peer influence on consumers’ green purchase behavior. Most scholars hold that green peer influence is positively related to individual consumption behavior. For example, Lee (2008) asserted that green peer influence positively connects with green purchase behavior. Nekmahmud et al. (2022) discovered that subjective norms show a substantial positive link with green purchase intentions for European and non-European tourist groups. But some scholars hold different views. Shi et al. (2017) reported that subjective norm has no positive connection with PM2.5-reduction intention. Yadav and Pathak (2016a) deemed that there is no positive connection between subjective norm and the consumer’s choice to buy organic foods. In the light of the above analysis, the article attempts to regard green peer influence as a moderator variable and develops the following hypotheses:








	

	H7a. The effect of personal norm on purchase intention of NEVs is positively moderated by green peer influence.












	

	H7b. The effect of green self-identity on purchase intention of NEVs is positively moderated by green peer influence.







Research method


Measurement development

Based on previous studies on NEVs (Wang et al., 2021; Lin and Shi, 2022), this study adopts the questionnaire survey method to collect data. This study adopts mature measures from prior studies to ensure validity. The formal questionnaire consists of two parts: measurement items of variables and individual demographic information. The scale of awareness of consequences was derived from Zhang Y. et al. (2013) and He and Zhan (2018). The scale of the ascription of responsibility was derived from the study of Zhang Y. et al. (2013) and He and Zhan (2018). The scale of the personal norm was adapted from Smith and McSweeney (2007) and Shi et al. (2017). The measurement of green purchase intention was adapted from a prior study (Yadav and Pathak, 2016b). Items for green self-identity were developed according to Kelly et al. (2008) and Camilla et al. (2017). Items for green peer influence were derived from Lee (2009) and Arpita and Shivendra (2017). The scale of “mianzi” was adapted from previous works (Zhang et al., 2011; Chen et al., 2019).

The original items were in English. The study adopted a back-translation method to translate English measures into Chinese. Then, we invited three non-marketing students to review the questionnaire. According to their suggestions, the questionnaire was further revised. The final version of the questionnaire is more understandable from the respondent’s perspective. The study adopted a 7-point Likert-type scale to assess all the factors, where 1 strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree.



Data collection

The questionnaire survey was distributed through Sojump.1 We put the questionnaire hyperlink in the WeChat group. The respondents can receive a monetary reward (a red envelope by WeChat) for completing the questionnaire. After deleting invalid questionnaires, a total of 302 valid questionnaires were obtained. Table 1 displays comprehensive sample data profiles. About 44.7% of the respondents were male, and this proportion is slightly lower than that of the female respondents. Respondents between 21 and 40 years old took up the majority, which accounted for 88.4%. For personal education, most participants held bachelor’s degrees or above and were students and staff. Moreover, a majority of participants earned more than 3,000 CNY a month.


TABLE 1    Demographic characteristics of the sample.
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Data analysis and results

This study adopted SPSS 18 and AMOS 20 to analyze survey data. First, the reliability and validity of the measurement model were examined. Second, all hypotheses were tested in this study.


Measurement model

The study employed confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to assess the reliability and validity of the measurement models before conducting the hypothesis test. As shown in Table 2, Cronbach’s alpha of each construct was greater than 0.7, and the composite reliability of each construct was above 0.7, with high internal consistency and reliable scales (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Moreover, the study examined convergent validity. It can be observed that the scores of the average variance extracted (AVE) for variables ranged from 0.556 to 0.762 and exceeded the threshold value of 0.5. Therefore, the questionnaire obtained enough convergent validity (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988).


TABLE 2    Results of measurement model analysis.

[image: Table 2]

To ensure the discriminant validity, this study analyzed the correlation coefficient and the square root of the AVE of each construct. It displays the description of discriminant validity, as seen in Table 3. We can find that the square root of the AVE of each construct exceeded their corresponding correlation coefficients with the construct. Thus, the scales achieved sufficient discriminant validity (Paulraj et al., 2008).


TABLE 3    Discriminant validity analysis.

[image: Table 3]

This research gathered data from self-reports, and this approach may contribute to common method bias. We employed the standard assessment method that Harman’s single-factor test was implemented to evaluate the bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). According to the findings of the analysis, all the items may be divided into seven independent factors, and the largest explained variance was 29.53%, which was less than the threshold value of 30%. Accordingly, it can be inferred that common method bias did not occur in the current study (Malhotra et al., 2006).



Hypothesis tests


Results of path coefficient test

The original NAM model was analyzed, and the overall fit was considered to meet the recommended requirements (χ2/df = 1.595; CFI = 0.982; TLI = 0.976; RMSEA = 0.044; CFI = 0.954). Consequently, to increase the explanatory power of the original NAM model, one additional variable (Green self-identity) was included. The fit of the extended model was acceptable (χ2/df = 1.571; CFI = 0.976; TLI = 0.970; RMSEA = 0.044; CFI = 0.943). The results showed that adding an additional variable to the original NAM model increased the variance in NEV purchase behavior. The explanatory power increased from 0.15 to 0.26 in the final model.

To calculate the path coefficient, the structural equation model was used in this study. The results of path coefficients are displayed in Figure 2. We can find that awareness of consequences is positively correlated to the personal norm (β = 0.182, p < 0.01). As such, H1 is supported. The path coefficient from the ascription of responsibility to the personal norm (β = 0.132, p < 0.05) is positive and significant. Hence, H2 is supported. Personal norm is a positive connection to purchasing NEVs (β = 0.303, p < 0.001). Therefore, H3 is supported. In addition, green self-identity is significantly linked to personal norm (β = 0.201, p < 0.01) and purchase intention (β = 0.345, p < 0.001). Hence, these findings support H4 and H5.


[image: image]

FIGURE 2
Results of hypothesis testing. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.




Moderating effect test

This study employed hierarchical regression analysis to examine the moderating effects. We conducted three procedures for moderating effects. First, to eliminate the influence of different measurements of variables on the statistical results, we standardized the independent variable and moderating variable, and then created an interaction term of the standardized independent variable and moderating variable. Second, the dependent variable and the control variables were inserted into the equation. The independent variable and the moderating variable were then sequentially introduced. Third, we added the interaction term into the equation.

Based on the above analysis steps of moderating effect, the study analyzes moderating effects of green peer influence and “mianzi.” To simplify the contents presented in the table, only the analysis results of interaction items are presented here. Table 4 shows the hierarchical regression results. In Model 1 and Model 2, it can be seen that “mianzi” positively moderates the relationship between green self-identity and purchase intention of NEVs (β = 0.108, p < 0.05), but it does not moderate the relationship between personal norm and purchase intention (β = −0.006, p > 0.1). Therefore, H6b is supported, and H6a is rejected. In Model 3 and Model 4, green peer influence is observed to positively moderate the relationship between green self-identity and purchase intention of NEVs (β = 0.085, p < 0.1), but the coefficient of the moderating effect of green peer influence on the relationship between personal norm and purchase intention is not significant (β = −0.002, p > 0.1). Hence, H7b is supported, and H7a is rejected.


TABLE 4    Hierarchical regression results.
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To explain the moderating effect intuitively, we provided a diagram that displays a moderating effect. We created high and low levels based on a standard deviation above and below the mean of moderating variable, and then we calculated the moderating effects (Dawson, 2014). As shown in Figures 3, 4, the relationship between green self-identity and purchase intention is significantly moderated by “mianzi” and green peer influence.
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FIGURE 3
The moderating effect of “mianzi.”
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FIGURE 4
The moderating effect of green peer influence.






Conclusion and policy implications


Conclusion

Previous studies hold different views on the relationship between cultural factors and purchase intention of NEVs. Some studies believe that there is a direct relationship between the two, while others do not think so. In this study, cultural factors were used as moderating variables. According to the extended norm activation model, moral factors and cultural factors are combined to develop a research framework to explain the purchase of NEVs. That is to say, this study examines the influencing factors of purchase intention of NEVs and the moderating effects of “mianzi” and green peer influence. The key findings in this study are as follows.

First, awareness of consequence and ascription of responsibility are positively associated with the personal norm. This is aligned with the findings from He and Zhan (2018), suggesting awareness of consequence and ascription of responsibility are the predictors of the personal norm. When consumers are highly conscious of the potential effects of not using NEVs, personal norms are more inclined to protect the environment. Meanwhile, if consumers have a sense of responsibility and self-attribution for adverse environmental problems, they can easily develop environmental behavior for purchasing NEVs. Moreover, the personal norm has a positive correlation with purchase intention. This is consistent with the current research results that personal norm is positively connected to pro-environmental behavior (Song et al., 2019). When consumers are guided by personal norms, they have a moral obligation to buy eco-friendly products to minimize emissions.

Second, green self-identity plays a crucial role in creating personal norm and affects it positively. Green self-identity determines consumers’ intentions, consistent with previous studies (Bartels and Hoogendam, 2011; Neves and Oliveira, 2021). Individuals’ expectations of the appropriate behavior of their roles can strengthen their status in society. Consumers who deem themselves as green environmentalists are easy to see themselves as having a moral responsibility to carry out environmentally friendly behaviors (Camilla et al., 2017; Nguyen et al., 2016). In addition, it was achievable to improve the explanatory power of the extended model by adding green self-identity to the original NAM model.

Third, the relationship between green self-identity and purchasing intention is positively moderated by “mianzi.” Prior studies neglect to study cultural factors that are used as moderating variables (Chen et al., 2019). This finding of moderating effect adds to our understanding of the boundary condition of when green self-identity is vital for purchasing intention of NEVs. Chinese consumers may consider their social reputation when making purchase decisions because of the influence of Confucian culture (Guo and Lin, 2015). A consumer with high “mianzi” is concerned about their image in the public and is more inclined to purchase green products that can highlight their social status and public image. In addition, “mianzi” can be influenced by product attributes (Bao et al., 2003), such as green label and price. Green products have green features and can tag green image to purchasers. Therefore, consumers with green self-identity are more likely to buy NEVs when they are more inclined toward the concept of “mianzi.”

Fourth, green peer influence positively moderates the relationship between green self-identity and purchasing intention. This is aligned with the findings of Suki and Suki (2019), suggesting that peer influence can be used as a moderator. The powerful green peer influence will increase the effect of green self-identity on purchasing intention. The more consumers care about other people’s opinions, the more they intend to show their self-identity to others, as well to accelerate the conversion of green self-identity to purchasing intention.

Fifth, our study shows that “mianzi” and green peer influence do not moderate the connection between personal norm and purchase intention. The probable explanation is that the personal norm reflects the internal obligation and motivation to participate in pro-environment behavior in compliance with their moral conscience. This may make consumers less likely to be affected by external factors.



Policy implications

This research has several management implications. The details are as follows.

First, personal norms play a critical role in encouraging the intention to purchase NEVs. The government needs to take measures to facilitate people’s moral norms to increase the purchase rate of NEVs and support the automotive industry’s growth. Publicity and education is a crucial way to popularize environmental knowledge to raise ecological awareness. A number of channels might be employed to promote environmental moral responsibility, including school education, media campaigns, and community education. The government should make use of the media to propagate the environmental performance of NEVs and purchase NEVs as a socially desirable behavior.

Second, the study reports that awareness of consequences, the ascription of responsibility, and green self-identity are essential antecedents of personal norms. The government should consider multiple media methods to publicize the severe environmental problems and detrimental effects of not using energy vehicles, such as haze, global warming, and the energy crisis. It should also be emphasized that people’s behavior and lifestyle are the major causes of environmental problems. Environmental non-governmental institutions and policymakers should conduct a range of publicity campaigns via various communication channels, such as creating public service advertising for ecological protection and organizing environmental protection publicity activities. Through the efforts of various institutions, people may gradually be aware of the adverse environmental impact of using traditional cars and feel responsible for improving the environmental benefits. Meanwhile, it is essential to enhance the green self-identity of each individual through the education system and inculcate environmental awareness of green consumption. The government should publicize that everyone can be a green consumer and that using NEVs is vital to one’s own self-concept. People should establish the identity of the green consumers and start from themselves to improve environmental performance with actual behavior.

Third, the study reports the importance of cultural factors in converting consumers’ green self-identity into the purchase intention of NEVs. The NEV is a technological innovation product with environmental protection function, but for consumers, the purchase of NEVs does not achieve a lot of symbolic meanings and social value. Enterprises should employ various information technology systems to publicize the environmental sustainability features of NEVs and help customers recognize the social value of NEVs. The advertisement design of NEVs should concentrate on the symbolic meanings and social prestige, so as to meet consumers’ need to improve their public recognition. Meanwhile, enterprises can provide some unique services and projects for NEV purchasers, so that consumers have a sense of superiority and “mianzi” to prove social status (Chen et al., 2019). Moreover, the government should play a significant role in publicizing the social status and reputation of purchasing NEVs, so that consumers obtain more social recognition and approval in social interaction. Besides, under the influence of collectivist culture, consumers tend to refer to others’ suggestions when making decisions and prefer to follow their role models. Similarly, when purchasing NEVs, consumers tend to refer to other people’s opinions. Thus, policymakers should issue detailed laws and regulations to encourage consumers to buy NEVs. Meanwhile, the government should try to set good examples to guide people to participate in positive pro-environment behavior (Blok et al., 2015).



Limitations and future research

First, due to the difficulty in obtaining data on purchase behavior, this study collected data on purchase intention. This study uses purchase intention as a dependent variable. Although behavioral intention is a proxy variable of actual behavior (Hung et al., 2003), there is a chance that behavioral intention may not perfectly predict the actual behavior. Thus, further research should investigate the purchase behavior of NEVs.

Second, this article employs an extended norm activation model by adding psychological variables and cultural factors. There are other psychological variables and cultural factors that may influence the purchase of NEVs, such as environmental concerns, and Chinese typical family responsibility. To further enrich the relevant research on sustainable transport behavior, the future study may try to add other factors into the norm activation model to elaborate on the purchase behavior of NEVs.

Third, environmental problems have become a common concern in the world. Countries attach importance to sustainable development and ecological protection globally. However, different countries have different cultures and institutional contexts, different consumer behavior, and way of thinking. Therefore, there is a need to replicate this research in other countries to test the generalizability issues of the results of this study.

Fourth, the current research relies on self-reports. People are more likely to over-report their intentions related to the effect of social desirability, since purchasing new energy cars is typically considered as socially appropriate behavior. Therefore, future research can use longitudinal data to verify the research model.
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