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Abstract

Individuals must immediately increase their engagement in multiple pro-environmental behaviours to

mediate the detrimental effects of human induced rising temperatures. Therefore, it is important to

acquire a deeper understanding of the influence of previous environmental behaviour on subsequent

environmental behaviour. This study examined whether past pro-environmental behaviour positively

or negatively related to future pro-environmental action (i.e. if sustainable engagement leads to

positive or negative behavioural spillover). Previous literature identified environmental identity as a

crucial element promoting environmental behavioural spillover into positive direction. Individuals

derive an environmental self-identity from observing their own past behaviour, and from their

affiliation with social groups that prioritise environmental well-being. Therefore, by implementing

Social Identity Theory, this study additionally examined the potentially greater influence of group

behaviour on future pro-environmental behaviours compared to the influence of individual behaviour.

Data from hundred and twenty eight participants were used to conduct an online questionnaire study.

In the individual condition, as well as the group condition, past pro-environmental behaviour

positively spills over to future pro-environmental behaviour. However, we find no indication of

groups being more influential on positive behavioural spillover within the environmental domain

compared to individuals themselves. Interventions to promote sustainable behaviour should therefore

remain focused on appealing to individuals on both an individual, and a group level.

Keywords: Pro-environmental behaviour, behavioural spillover effects, Social Identity Theory,

environmental self-identity



Increasing Individual Engagement in Pro-Environmental Behaviour: The Influence of Groups

on Behavioural Spillover Effects

Scientists warn that the world is expected to exceed a dangerous temperature threshold within

the next 10 years, emphasising the urgent need of immediate action to mitigate rising temperatures

(IPCC, 2023; Kaplan, 2023). Unfortunately, regardless of this urgence, many individuals,

governments and organisations still fail to act on climate change today as the major concern that it is

(Fielding et al., 2023). Increasing environmental awareness was initially thought of as the solution to

change behaviour, but despite a spike in knowledge and awareness about climatic problems, little

change was observed regarding the amount of people displaying pro-environmental behaviours

(Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). Individuals are possibly still reluctant to change their lifestyle out of

doubt their behavioural changes have perceptible impact (Pelletier et al., 1999). Contrary to their

reluctance, data implies individual-level behavioural change can make a difference in reducing carbon

emissions (Dietz et al., 2003). In fact, climate change can’t be achieved without individual

behavioural change (Capstick et al., 2014). Thus, individuals urgently need to engage in various

pro-environmental behaviours (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; IPCC, 2018).

Behavioural spillover effects

When engaging in past behaviour increases the likelihood of engaging in future behaviour,

this is referred to as positive behavioural spillover, and inversely when engagement in past behaviour

decreases the likelihood of engaging in future behaviour, it’s referred to as negative behavioural

spillover (Nilsson et al., 2016; Maki et al., 2019). Numerous studies found that acting

pro-environmental is related to a person's likelihood to perform other pro-environmental behaviour, a

phenomenon often referred to as the spillover effect (Thøgersen & Ölander, 2003; Thøgersen &

Ölander, 2006; Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010; Nilsson et al., 2016). Therefore, stimulating people to act

pro-environmental could be useful to foster environmental outcomes, as engagement in one

pro-environmental behaviour could positively spillover to more engagement in multiple different

types of pro-environmental behaviour, resulting in an overall increase in pro-environmental behaviour

in the future. However, if negative behavioural spillover occurs frequently, stimulating people to act

pro-environmental might in fact have the opposite outcome, leading to a decrease of overall
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pro-environmental behaviour (Truelove et al., 2014; Maki et al., 2019). For this reason it is important

to gain more insight into when either positive or negative behavioural spillover in the environmental

domain occurs.

Most studies show positive behavioural spillover effects in the environmental domain (Scott,

1977; Frey, 1993; Thøgersen, 1999; De Young, 2000; Lauren et al., 2016). For example, recycling has

been shown to operate as a first step towards adopting other pro-environmental behaviours, such as

energy conservation, water conservation, composting and usage of reusable bags (Berger, 1997).

Thereupon, sustainable consumers were more likely to make sustainable decisions concerning

transport and food (Penz et al., 2019). Nonetheless, some studies provide results indicating negative

behavioural spillover. For example, Sachdeva et al. (2015) found that households which consciously

saved water, used more energy, and contrary to Berger (1997), their results indicate people that often

recycled were less likely to reuse shopping bags. Thus so far, it remains unclear when either positive

or negative spillover might be expected, as studies on behavioural spillover effects in the

environmental domain have led to mixed and even contradicting results. Therefore, this study aims to

examine whether past pro-environmental action positively or negatively associates with future

pro-environmental action.

Self-identity

Based on previous literature, one possible explanation for the behavioural spillover effect is

self-identity (Truelove et al., 2014; Van der Werff et al., 2014). According to Self-perception theory,

individuals derive a sense of their self-identity from observing their own behaviour (Bem, 1972).

Consequently, individuals who perceive they have acted environmentally-friendly in the past, tend to

report a stronger environmental self-identity (Chaiken & Baldwin, 1981; Poortinga et al., 2013; Van

der Werff et al., 2014), which refers to the extent to which one sees oneself as someone who acts

environmentally friendly (Balundė et al., 2019).

Previous research has identified an environmental self-identity as an important element

promoting behavioural spillover effects within the environmental domain into positive direction (Van

der Werff et al., 2014; Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010). This means, the stronger an individual’s

environmental self-identity becomes, the more probable it is for them to participate in various
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pro-environmental behaviours (Cornelissen et al., 2008; Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010; Lacasse, 2016).

This finding might be explained considering that people are motivated to exhibit behaviour consistent

with their self-identity (Van der Werff et al., 2013). For example, identifying as a ‘recycler’ predicts

more recycling behaviour (Terry et al., 1999; Nigbur et al., 2010), and identifying as

‘pro-environmental’ predicts more engagement in energy conservation and eco-friendly consumption

(Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010; Gatersleben et al., 2012).

Because previous engagement in pro-environmental behaviour enhances the environmental

self-identity, and an environmental self-identity in turn increases engagement in multiple

pro-environmental behaviours, this study expects to find a positive behavioural spillover from past

individual engagement in pro-environmental behaviour to future individual engagement in

pro-environmental behaviour (Hypothesis 1).

Previous research on behavioural spillover effects mainly focused on understanding how

individuals influence their own future behaviours (Chaiken & Baldwin, 1981; Thøgersen, 1999;

Thøgersen & Ölander, 2003; Thøgersen & Ölander, 2006; Truelove et al., 2014; Van der Werff et al.,

2014). However, group memberships also play an important role in predicting behaviours (Hornsey et

al., 2006; Bouman & Steg, 2019, 2020). Therefore, this study also investigates groups as a possible

explanation for the behavioural spillover effect.

Groups

According to Social Identity Theory, individuals define their own identities in regard to social

groups they belong to (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This part of the self-identity, that is derived from

people’s affiliation with different social groups, is referred to as social identity (Fielding & Hornsey,

2016). Self-categorisation within a group causes the self-identity to incorporate the beliefs and

behaviours held by other group members (Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Terry et al., 1999), driven by a

desire for recognition from the group as being part of that group (Kelman, 1958; Field et al., 2023).

Thus, individuals form a part of their self-identity, known as social identity, from their perception of

their group’s identity (Islam, 2014).

Group memberships also play an important role in predicting pro-environmental behaviours,

because individuals are more likely to make sustainable decisions when their social identity is derived
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from a group that prioritises environmental well-being (Fielding & Hornsey, 2016). Perceived

environmental group identities thus promote pro-environmental behaviour (Fielding & Hornsey, 2016;

Bouman et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021). The more people see their group as a group that acts

environmentally friendly, the greater the extent to which they see themselves as environmental, which

results in adopting an environmental social identity themselves (Owen et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2021).

In turn these derived environmental social identities promote individuals' engagement in

pro-environmental behaviours (Fritsche et al., 2018; Blankenberg & Alhusen, 2019). Moreover,

environmental group identities particularly seem to support uptake of pro-environmental actions, if

individuals have not endorsed strong pro-environmental values before (Bouman et al., 2020). Thus,

people also derive an environmental self-identity from their affiliation with groups that behold an

environmental identity, and in turn this environmental group identity increases engagement in

pro-environmental behaviours.

Based on this reasoning, we predict that perceiving group members engaged in sustainable

behaviours strengthens the environmental group identity, which in turn strengthens the self-identity as

pro-environmental, which subsequently leads individuals to engage in more pro-environmental

behaviours. In other words, we expect to find a positive spillover effect from past group engagement

in pro-environmental behaviour to future individual engagement in pro-environmental behaviour

(Hypothesis 2).

Thus far, this study has hypothesised a positive behavioural spillover effect from past

individual, and past group behaviour to future individual engagement in pro-environmental behaviour.

In addition, this study aims to compare the influence of these past behaviours on intentions to behave

sustainable in the future, to determine whether past individual or past group behaviour is more

influential on future pro-environmental behaviour.

Difference between Groups and Individuals

The difference between explaining behavioural spillover effects based on the individual, or

based on group memberships, lies in the fact that groups meet additional needs that individuals cannot

meet on their own, namely social acceptance and the need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The

need to belong refers to the universal, intrinsic motivation to connect with others and to be socially



accepted (Leary, 2022). Need to belong and social acceptance are pervasive motivators to influence

individual behaviour, because failing to meet these needs can lead to negative consequences on

psychological well-being (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Therefore, people often behave in ways that

increase the likelihood of being socially accepted by the group, and lower the likelihood of being

rejected (Leary, 2022).

Following that groups provide acceptance and fulfil the need to belong, this study proposes

that individuals might rely more on their past group behaviours than on their own past behaviours.

Hence, this study expects to find that past group behaviour is more influential on future

pro-environmental behaviour, compared to past individual behaviour (Hypothesis 3). If our reasoning

is correct, enhancing pro-environmental behaviour of in-group members, or even creating the idea that

in-group members have engaged in pro-environmental behaviours in the past, would be an effective

solution to increase overall sustainable behaviour. To our understanding this is the first time research

focused on the effect of groups on positive behavioural spillover in the environmental domain.

To summarise, in this study the following hypotheses will be tested:

H1. Participation in past individual pro-environmental behaviour is positively related to engagement

in future pro-environmental behaviour.

H2. Perceiving that in-group members participated in pro-environmental behaviour in the past is

positively related to individual engagement in future pro-environmental behaviour.

H3. Compared to past individual pro-environmental behaviour, past group pro-environmental

behaviour is more influential on future pro-environmental behaviour.

Knowing that an increase in pro-environmental behaviour is required to reduce human

influence on the environment (IPCC, 2021; Lacasse, 2017; Lawson, 2021), it is highly relevant to

understand how engagement in previous pro-environmental behaviours relates to future

pro-environmental activity, since this knowledge can be used to implement the most effective

interventions to promote pro-environmental behaviours.

Therefore, in the current study we conduct an online experiment in which we measure circular

economy behaviours as an indicator of pro-environmental behaviour. We assess ‘past

pro-environmental behaviours’ in an individual and a group condition. In the individual setting,



participants reflect on their own past behaviour, while in the group condition, they focus on their

friend’s past behaviour. We included easy and difficult items in the questionnaire to measure ‘future

pro-environmental behaviour’.

Methods

This study tested whether past pro-environmental behaviour positively or negatively related to

future pro-environmental behaviour, and compared the effect of reflecting on individual past

behaviour (i.e., what I have done) with reflecting on past group behaviour (i.e., what my friends have

done) on intentions to engage in circular economy behaviours. This study concentrated on friends

within the group condition, emphasising in-group norms due to limited impact of normative

information from an outgroup on behaviour (Smith & Louis, 2008). Qualtrics was used to collect data.

In the questionnaire, items about past individual and past group behaviour are based on the 9 R’s of

circular economy by Kirchherr et al. (2017), as consumers must engage in multiple types of circular

behaviour (e.g., buying second-hand clothes, recycling old clothes) to facilitate a sustainable circular

economy. Items measuring future pro-environmental behaviour are divided into easy and difficult

items, because ease of adoption to sustainable behaviour influences an individual's likelihood to

engage in that particular behaviour in the future (Lauren et al., 2016). Easy items target promoting,

and difficult items focus on organising an hypothetical clothes swap event.

Participants

The students of the research team recruited a population sample of 149 students by

approaching people in their personal network, and in study spaces at the University of Groningen, and

asking them if they wish to fill in a short questionnaire as part of our research project. To take part in

the questionnaire, participants are required to be older than 16 years, and to be a current student at the

University of Groningen. Participants are not compensated for their participation. The survey is

completed online on people’s own personal device (e.g., phone, laptop, or tablet). To access the

Qualtrics hosted questionnaire, participants type a link into their browser or scan a QR code. All items

on the questionnaire are presented in English. We had to exclude 21 participants for not completely

finishing either the past behaviours, or the future behaviour part of the questionnaire, leaving a sample

of 128.



Design and procedure

This study was fast-tracked for ethical approval by the ethical committee at the University of

Groningen; due to the low risks the study received ethical approval. Before the start of the study,

research documents describing the study were registered, but not reviewed. This study conformed to

the guidelines set by the ethical committee for low-risk studies, and was carried out in accordance

with the corresponding codes and regulations. This experiment used a between-subjects design, with

past pro-environmental behaviour as independent variable, and future pro-environmental behaviour as

dependent variable. Before starting the questionnaire, participants actively gave their informed

consent on participation and data processing. Participants could withdraw at any moment, without

penalty.

First, participants report the extent to which they see themselves as an environmentally

friendly person on the environmental self-identity scale (Van der Werff et al., 2013). Secondly, they

are randomly assigned to one of two conditions of the independent variable. In the individual

condition (n=58) participants are asked about their (sustainable) clothing consumption over the past

three months. In the group condition (n=66) participants are asked the same questions, but about how

often their friends in the past 3 months conducted environmentally aware clothing consumption.

Subsequently, for the final part of the questionnaire, all participants answer the same questions on

their willingness to engage in a hypothetical circular economy event. In this final part we alternated

easy questions with difficult questions that require more time and effort. Easy items regard sharing

about the event on social media, and difficult items regard actively participating in the organisation of

the event. Overall participation in the survey study takes approximately 5 minutes.

Measures

Past circular behaviour

We measured past circular behaviour in regard to the fast fashion industry, because

consumption of past fashion has widespread negative environmental impacts to such an extent that the

fast fashion industry is considered one of the most environmentally destructive production systems

(Nguyen & Johnson, 2020; Patti et al., 2020). We gave participants a list of seven past circular

behaviours they could have behaved in, and we asked participants to report on a scale from 1 (never)



to 7 (always) how often they had acted in these consumption behaviours over the last three months.

We report the descriptive statistics for the past circular behaviour scale in Table 1. We took the mean

of these items to calculate a past circular behaviour score in the individual condition (M = 4.39, SD =

0.96), and in the group condition (M = 3.96, SD = 0.85). Cronbach’s alpha of .71 in the individual

conditions indicates an acceptable internal reliability for the past behaviours scale. The internal

reliability of the past behaviours scale in the group condition was also acceptable, α = .71.

Table 1

Descriptive statistics past circular behaviour items and scale.

M SD

Refusing to buy fast fashion clothing 3.98 1.70

Choosing organic materials 3.24 1.33

Choosing recycled materials 3.17 1.29

Choosing from sustainable shops or brands 3.59 1.35

Buying second hand 4.60 1.66

Only buying what needed 4.95 1.45

Not buying different sizes to find the right size and return the other sizes (R) 5.63 1.66

Past circular behaviour scale 4.16 0.93

Note. Reverse-coded items are denoted with an (R).

Circular economy intentions

We asked participants to imagine an event where students can meet to swap clothes, because

swapping clothes helps to reduce the amount of new clothes people buy (Farrant et al., 2010). With

this in mind, we first asked people if they would share information about the hypothetical event on

their social media channels, followed by a question to report on how this would make them feel.

Secondly, we asked participants if they would actively participate in the organisation, running, and

management of the hypothetical event (e.g. organising a venue, ensuring it runs smoothly, cleaning up

afterwards), again followed by a question to report on how this would make them feel. Participants

report how strongly they agreed on statements to engage (i.e. promoting or organising) in the

hypothetical event on a seven-point likert scale, ranked from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 7 (‘strongly



agree’). The follow-up questions on how this type of engagement would make them feel are reported

on a scale from 1 (‘strongly negative’) to 7 (‘strongly positive’).

The two questions about promoting the event are considered as easy items, while the two

questions about organising are considered as difficult items, since organising is a more time

consuming behaviour compared to promoting. The mean score for the easy future pro-environmental

behaviour items was 4.33 (SD = 1.67). Cronbach’s alpha of .82 indicates a good internal consistency

for this scale assessing easy behaviours. The scale formed from averaging the scores (M = 4.51, SD =

1.52) of the two difficult future pro-environmental behaviour items also demonstrates a good level of

internal consistency, α = .88.

Results

We found a positive correlation between past individual behaviour and easy items of future

behaviour, r (58) = .47, LLCI = 0.25, ULCI = 0.65, p < .001. We also found a positive correlation

between past individual behaviour and difficult items of future behaviour, r (58) = .28, LLCI = .02,

ULCI = .50, p < .001. Thus in support of Hypothesis 1, we found an overall positive correlation

between past individual and future behaviour. This means the more people engaged in

pro-environmental behaviours in the past, the more likely they were to engage in pro-environmental

behaviours in the future.

In support of Hypothesis 2, we found a positive correlation between past group behaviour and

easy items of future behaviour, r (66) = .40, LLCI = .18, ULCI = .58, p < .001. In addition, the

relationship between past group behaviour and difficult items of future behaviour is also positive, r

(66) = .24, LLCI = .01, ULCI = .45, p < .05. Thus, the more individuals perceived their in-group

members engaged in pro-environmental behaviours in the past, the more likely they were to engage in

pro-environmental behaviours in the future themselves.

The third hypothesis anticipated that willingness to contribute to a hypothetical clothing

sharing event would be higher in the group condition than in the individual condition. This was

analysed with an independent sample t-test. On easy future behaviour items, the mean in the

individual condition (M = 4.24, SD = 1.71, N = 60) and the mean in the group condition (M = 4.40,

SD = 1.64, N = 68) did not indicate a significant difference, t (126) = .55, p = .58. The effect was



small (d= 0.10), suggesting a relatively minor practical significance. Therefore, this data does not

provide evidence to presume a difference in the influence of group behaviours compared to individual

behaviours on engagement in easy future behaviours.

On difficult future behaviour items, the mean in the individual condition (M = 4.44, SD =

1.52, N = 60) and the mean in the group condition (M = 4.56, SD = 1.53, N = 68) did not indicate a

significant difference either, t (126) = .46, p = .65. The effect was small (d= 0.08), suggesting a

relatively minor practical significance. Therefore, this data does not provide evidence to presume that

either group or individual behaviour has a greater influence on engagement in difficult future

behaviours. Thus contrary to Hypothesis 3, no significant difference was found between the mean of

individual past behaviour with future behaviour, and the mean of group past behaviour with future

behaviour.

Overall, we found a positive correlation between past individuals' pro-environmental

behaviour and future behaviour. The more individuals engaged in pro-environmental behaviours in the

past, the more willing they were to act pro-environmental in the future. Also, we found an overall

positive correlation between past group pro-environmental behaviour and future behaviour. Thus, the

more individuals perceived their in-group members engaged in pro-environmental behaviours in the

past, the more willingness they had to act on pro-environmental behaviours in the future. On both easy

and difficult future items, the mean in the group condition appears to correlate higher with future

behaviour than the mean in the individual condition, but since these results were not significant, this

data does not support the idea that positive spillover from past behaviour to participating in a

hypothetical clothing sharing event was more influenced by groups than by individuals.

Discussion

It is important for individuals to uptake their engagement in pro-environmental behaviours,

since today’s climate actions are insufficient to reach the set climate targets (IPCC, 2023). However,

there are contradictory findings regarding the question of whether acting in a pro-environmental way

increases or decreases a person's likelihood to perform pro-environmental behaviour in the future

(Berger, 1997; Sachdeva et al., 2015; Penz et al., 2019). Previous research has shown that an

individual’s behaviour significantly impacts their tendency to engage in pro-environmental behaviour



in the future (Berger, 1997; Cornelissen et al., 2008; Lanzini & Thøgersen, 2014; Lacasse, 2017).

However, the social groups individuals associate with, and the resulting group identities, also play an

important role in shaping future pro-environmental behaviour (Fielding & Hornsey, 2016). Therefore,

we compare the influence groups have on intentions to behave sustainably in the future, with the

influence individual behaviour has on future pro-environmental behaviour. This study was conducted

to contribute to a better understanding on when either positive or negative behavioural spillover in the

environmental domain occurs, as well as to obtain insight into the potential influence of group

variables on individual engagement in pro-environmental behaviours.

Theoretical implications

In support of our reasoning, in both the individual and the group condition, we found a

positive behavioural spillover effect from past pro-environmental behaviour to future

pro-environmental behaviour, in which we used easy and difficult items to measure future behaviours.

Thus, our findings support the idea that groups have an impact on people’s intentions to act

pro-environmental in the future. Nevertheless, our research showed no evidence that either individual

behaviour or group behaviour had a greater influence on intentions to engage in pro-environmental

behaviour in the future.

In line with our expectations, we found a significant positive behavioural spillover effect from

past individual pro-environmental behaviour to future pro-environmental behaviour on both easy, and

difficult future behaviours. The more individuals engaged in pro-environmental behaviours in the

past, the more willingness they had to share about, or engage in the organisation of a hypothetical

clothing swap event. This is a result in line with the findings of Lanzini & Thøgersen (2014), in which

past sustainable behaviour also influences future sustainable behaviour. Self-perception theory offers

reason for these outcomes, as it suggests that people form their attitudes by deducing them from

observations of their own past behaviours (Bem, 1972). Likewise, engagement in past behaviour

fosters an individual’s environmental self identity (Van der Werff et al., 2013, 2014), and

consequently, a strong environmental self-identity is associated with subsequent pro-environmental

actions (Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010; Gatersleben et al., 2012; Stets and Burke, 2014). Future

research could build on our findings by conducting a longitudinal study to investigate whether the



time passed since an individual last engaged in pro-environmental behaviour impacts the strength of

their intention to engage in similar actions in the future.

We also expected to find a positive spillover effect from past group engagement in

pro-environmental behaviour to future individual engagement in pro-environmental behaviour on both

easy and difficult items. Our data confirmed our expectations, demonstrating that individuals were

more inclined to share about, or participate in the organisation of a hypothetical clothing swap event if

they perceived their in-group members to have done so in the past. Social Identity Theory provides

reason for these outcomes, suggesting that an individual's desire for a positive social identity within a

group can lead to patterns of behaviour that are consistent with those of the group. Hence, past

pro-environmental group behaviour influences environmental social identity, and environmental social

identities in turn promote individual pro-environmental action (Owens et al., 2010; Fielding &

Hornsey, 2016; Wang et al., 2021).

The finding that people tend to align their identities with their group identities, provides an

additional explanation for these outcomes (Owens et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2021). In essence, the

influence of past group behaviours extends to promoting more environmentally friendly behaviours at

the individual level, because individuals derive their environmental social identity from their group

memberships. Building on these results, future research can conduct a longitudinal study to determine

the extent to which past group behaviour increases an environmental identity over time, as well as

whether inheriting an environmental self-identity through past group behaviour is durable and

contributes to an increase in individual sustainable behaviour over time.

Looking at the descriptive data, higher means in the group condition on both easy and

difficult future behaviour items would suggest a small influence of group factors. However, as these

values do not significantly differ from each other, there is no reason to assume a greater effect of

groups on engagement in future circular economy behaviours. Therefore, against our expectations, our

data does not indicate past group pro-environmental behaviour to be more influential on future

pro-environmental behaviour than past individual pro-environmental behaviour. The lack of

significant difference may be due to the fact that an individual's self-identity and group-identity

correlate with each other. In other words, the extent to which one sees oneself as someone who acts



environmentally friendly might be strongly related to their affiliation with sustainable social groups,

and therefore, regarding pro-environmental behaviour, the influence of groups is not stronger than the

influence of the individual.

To develop a deeper understanding of the influence of group factors on individuals'

engagement in environmental behaviour, future studies must further investigate the relationship

between an environmental self-identity and environmental social identity. This could be done by

replicating the current study, and adding a measure on environmental social identity, to examine the

extent to which environmental self-identity and environmental social identity correlate with each

other. Insights from such studies are important, because understanding of the dynamics between

personal and social environmental identities is required to develop pro-environmental interventions

that appeal to individuals on both personal, and collective levels.

Practical implications

The finding of positive spillover effects in the context of circular behaviours related to the fast

fashion industry in both the individual, and group condition, presents an opportunity for policymakers

to design and implement targeted interventions to promote pro-environmental behaviours. However,

we found no evidence indicating that past group behaviour influences future behaviour to a greater

extent than past individual behaviour. Based on these results, there is no need for policymakers to

limit their attention to policies that exclusively target the individual or the group. For instance,

policymakers could promote and support initiatives (e.g. workshops to educate individuals and groups

on sewing techniques) that encourage both individual and group participation in circular behaviours,

and introduce structures to reward individuals that encouraged their friends to engage in circular

behaviour as well.

Limitations

Although this study contributes to the current literature on environmental behavioural

spillover by reaffirming positive behavioural spillover, and by finding results that suggest an influence

of groups on environmental intentions, it is not without limitations. Because the scope of this bachelor

thesis did not allow for the measurement of real-life behaviours, this experiment employed a survey to

measure future environmental behaviours. Therefore, future behaviours are measured by future



behavioural intentions, instead of directly observed behaviour individuals actually acted on. Despite

this, interventions are proximal predictors of behaviour (Fishman, 2020), and therefore intentions are

nevertheless valuable tools to guide the development of strategies to promote pro-environmental

behaviour. Keeping in mind that past behaviour does influence future intentions, future research could

build on these results and measure real life behaviours by organising an actual clothing swap event

and ask individuals to share about the event or to take part in the organisation.

Another limitation considers the fact that the observed positive behavioural spillover effects

in the individual and the group condition may be limited in duration. Our experiment might not have

captured intentions on longer-term uptake of pro-environmental behaviours, as future environmental

intentions were only measured on the base of one hypothetical event set at only one time point. Future

research on positive behavioural spillover could therefore address the sustained effects of past

environmental behaviour on engagement in future environmental behaviour, through conducting a

longitudinal design.

Conclusion

In summary, we found that individuals who acted pro-environmental in the past, are more

willing to engage in pro-environmental behaviours in the future. Likewise, we found that individuals

who perceived their in-group members acted pro-environmental in the past, are more willing to

engage in pro-environmental behaviours in the future too. Against expectations, we find no indication

of groups being more influential on positive behavioural spillover within the environmental domain

compared to individuals themselves. Therefore, future research on positive behavioural spillover

within the environmental domain should remain focused on both the individual and the group path.
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