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Abstract: The academic literature on consumer engagement and sustainable consumption has
developed gradually over the last two decades. The body of knowledge related to the role of
food and non-food retailers in this context, however, is only beginning to develop. The purpose
of this systematic review is to analyse the existing literature on how retailers fulfil their role in
engaging consumers in sustainable consumption. The need for a study with this purpose is proven
by the fact that academic literature lacks a systematic review on this topic, despite the ascending
trend in the number of published articles in the field. This systematic review is based on a five-
step process to ensure quality, replicability, transparency, and reliable conclusions. The reviewed
articles were published relatively recently in academic journals from different domains. This review
identified seven distinct types of retail marketing interventions (involvement of retailers in marketing
actions with the aim to engage consumers in sustainable consumption), 30 types of retail marketing
mechanisms (consisting in marketing strategies, techniques, tools, and channels used by retailers),
and 14 distinct types of consumer engagement in sustainable consumption patterns. The review
suggests an agenda for further research and identifies practical implications for retail management.

Keywords: sustainable consumption; retail marketing; consumer engagement; consumer behaviour;
food retailing; retail stores; marketing communication; systematic literature review

1. Introduction

The emergence of the term sustainable consumption occurred during the Earth Sum-
mit of 1992 [1]. The research into sustainable consumption topics developed within the
wider context of sustainability transitions, a research field that has evolved in the last
20–25 years [2]. A sustainability transition refers to a large-scale and long-term transforma-
tion of production and consumption systems. In this context, the aspects related to agency
(the roles of firms and industries) were insufficiently addressed, particularly those related
to food systems [3].

The research on sustainable consumption has evolved significantly from practice-
oriented research focused on a single topic to the study of a range of inter-related topics
(such as sustainability, consumption behaviour, energy utilisation, and environmental
impact) [4]. Terminology-wise, the concept of sustainable consumption includes a contra-
diction between the terms “sustainable” and “consumption” [5]. The research literature
is divided between a predominant weak approach (focused on the enhanced efficiency
of consumption, mainly by means of technology) and a much-needed strong approach
(centred on the changes in consumption levels and patterns) [6].

Researchers have discussed the “discursive struggles” to clarify the meaning of sus-
tainable consumption, which have generated confusion among consumers and produced a
“knowledge-to-action gap” in consumer behaviour [7]. Researchers have also identified and
studied the “attitude–behaviour gap” that is reflected by the difference between attitudes
towards sustainable consumption and actual purchase behaviours at retail stores [8–11].

A wide field of research has emerged in relation to sustainable consumption be-
haviour, addressing topics such as the influencing factors of sustainable consumption

Sustainability 2021, 13, 96. https://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su13010096 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5108-6196
https://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su13010096
https://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su13010096
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su13010096
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/1/96?type=check_update&version=3


Sustainability 2021, 13, 96 2 of 25

and purchasing [12–14], consumer perceptions [15,16], motivational drivers [17], attitudes
towards sustainable consumption [18–20], willingness to pay and its predictors [21–23],
and sustainable and pro-environmental purchasing behaviours [24–27].

Consumer engagement is considered an important concept for research in marketing
and service management [28]. Two distinct streams have developed in this field [29].
The first considers the behavioural nature of customer engagement [30,31] and the second
considers the psychological nature of customer engagement [32,33]. Researchers have
focused primarily on consumer engagement in a virtual environment [34–36] and recently
added an omnichannel perspective [37]. Nevertheless, specialists have identified a “lack of
research” on the theoretical meaning of consumer engagement in sustainable consumption
and its empirical relationship with other relevant constructs [31].

A distinct field of research encompasses the role of retail in influencing consumers
towards sustainable purchases and consumption. The research in this field is evolving,
with the number of published articles experiencing an ascending trend [38–60]. Despite this
evolution, the academic literature lacks systematic reviews on this specific subject, a fact
that underlines the need for such a review.

The purpose of this review is to analyse the existing research literature on how retailers
fulfil their role in engaging consumers in sustainable consumption. The research question
is the following: “In what context and by means of what marketing strategies, techniques,
tools and channels does retail engage consumers in sustainable consumption?”.

The definition of the research question stems from the fact that consumer engagement
is essential to support sustainable consumption and that retailers need to fulfil their role in
engaging consumers in this direction. The buying and consumption decisions made by
shoppers and consumers determine the content, intensity, directions, and costs of the flows
of goods within the supply chains for consumer goods. Orientation towards sustainable
consumption is not possible in the absence of rational and emotional support from the
consumers’ side. The expected change towards sustainable consumption patterns will
become a reality only if the behaviours of consumers, not only their attitudes and stated
intentions, consistently indicate such an orientation.

Retailers need to play an active role to engage consumers in this direction. A major
reason for this role is the position held at the interface with shoppers and consumers
in the distribution channels. The multifaceted role of retailers is related to the need to
guide consumers through a sequence of stages leading to sustainable consumption. Thus,
retailers must accompany consumers and shoppers during the following stages: becom-
ing aware of the need to engage in sustainable consumption; development of favourable
opinions relative to this approach; expressing preferences for sustainable products and
sustainable consumption; sustainable purchase behaviour; sustainable consumption and
waste reduction; becoming influencers who are able to encourage other persons to change
their consumption patterns. To play such a role, retailers have a large range of tools at their
disposal to engage consumers, such as product assortment, merchandising techniques, as-
sistance provided by the store personnel, information available at point of sale, educational
programs focused on such topics, etc.

This systematic literature review had two major research objectives. The first ob-
jective is to obtain a descriptive perspective of the existing literature as reflected by the
years of publication and the journal titles. The second objective is to obtain a thematic
perspective that relies on the following categories: retail context, retail marketing inter-
vention (involvement of retailers in marketing actions that aim to engage consumers in
sustainable consumption), retail marketing mechanisms (including the marketing strate-
gies, techniques, tools, and channels used by retailers to engage consumers), and consumer
engagement in sustainable consumption.
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2. Methodology

The elaboration of this article is founded on the requirements for high-quality literature
reviews. According to Hart, the quality of a review relies on “appropriate breadth and depth,
rigour and consistency, clarity and brevity, and effective analysis and synthesis” [61] (p. 1).

The approach presented in this article is specific to systematic literature reviews.
For Petticrew and Roberts, such reviews “are a method for making sense of large bodies
of information” [62] (p.2). Greenhalgh defines a systematic review as “an overview of
primary studies, which contains a statement of objectives, sources and methods” and which
“has been conducted in a way that is explicit, transparent and reproducible” [63] (p. 116).

By being systematic, such reviews meet the specific requirements of original empirical
research [64] (p. 2). In comparison to other types of literature reviews, systematic reviews
provide the advantage of limiting the bias in the identification and rejection of studies
(due to the explicit method used), as well as the advantage of more reliable and accurate
conclusions [63] (p. 118).

The academic literature underlines that systematic reviews must be elaborated accord-
ing to a specific protocol that consists of several steps or tasks [61–66]. Following these
requirements, the current systematic literature review was conducted in a sequence of five
distinct steps:

(1) Defining the purpose of the review, the research question, and the research objectives
The purpose of this review was to analyse the existing literature on how retailers

fulfil their role in engaging consumers in sustainable consumption. The research question
was formulated as follows: “In what context and by means of what marketing strategies,
techniques, tools, and channels does retail engage consumers in sustainable consumption?”.

The systematic literature review aimed to achieve two main research objectives.
The first was to develop a descriptive perspective of the existing literature, as reflected by
the years of publication and the journal titles. The second was to obtain a thematic perspec-
tive that relies on the following categories: retail context, retail marketing interventions
(involvement of retailers in actions that aim to engage consumers in sustainable consump-
tion), retail marketing mechanisms (including the marketing strategies, techniques, tools,
and channels used by retailers to engage consumers), and consumer engagement in sus-
tainable consumption. The thematic categories were defined based on the logic suggested
by Denyer, Tranfield, and van Aken for research synthesis [67].

(2) Identifying studies
Based on the objectives of this review, several key search terms were defined and ap-

plied in the following string: (retail OR retailer OR store OR hypermarket OR supermarket)
AND consumption AND (sustainable OR environmental OR green). The search was car-
ried out during the period 10–13 February 2020. Using this search string, relevant studies
were identified in four databases: Emerald Insight, Science Direct, Scopus, and Web of
Science Core Collection. The selection of these databases was determined by the access
they provide to high-quality and relevant literature.

This step of the review process led to a comprehensive list of documents for each
searched database.

(3) Selecting and evaluating studies
Several explicit criteria for the inclusion and exclusion of documents were defined and

applied to ensure the transparent selection of studies from among the list of documents
corresponding to each database. These criteria are highlighted in Table 1.

A total number of 45 articles remained after application of the selection criteria and the
elimination of duplicates. An overview of the document selection is presented in Table 2.
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Table 1. Criteria for the inclusion and exclusion of documents.

Criterion Reason for Criterion Use Inclusion Exclusion

Type of published
document

To focus on quality
published documents

Article published
in a scientific

peer-reviewed
journal

Article published in
non-scientific and

non-peer-reviewed
journal, review article,

editorial article, in
press article,

conference paper,
book chapter, etc.

Language of the
document

International language
most widely used by

researchers
English Any language other

than English

Document format Appropriate analysis and
synthesis Full text

Either abstract only or
no full text and no

abstract

Relevance to the
purpose and to the

objectives of the
review

To focus on relevant
research

Document
relevant to the
purpose and to
the objectives of

the review

Document not
relevant to the

purpose or to the
objectives of the

review

Source: Criteria defined by the author of this review.

Table 2. Number of documents selected from the databases.

Number of Documents
Databases

Emerald Insight Science Direct Scopus Web of Science

Total number of documents
identified during the search

in each database
35 772 2219 2356

out of which:

1. The number of
documents excluded based

on the criterion: type of
published document

- 127 281 139

2. The number of
documents included based

on the criterion: type of
published document

35 645 1938 2217

out of which:

2.1. The number of
documents excluded based
on the criterion: language

of the document

- 4 64 58

2.2 The number of
documents included based
on the criterion: language

of the document

35 641 1874 2159

out of which:
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Table 2. Cont.

Number of Documents
Databases

Emerald Insight Science Direct Scopus Web of Science

2.2.1. The number of
documents excluded based
on the criterion: document

format

- 7 14 32

2.2.2 The number of
documents included based
on the criterion: document

format

35 634 1860 2127

out of which:

2.2.2.1 The number of
documents excluded based
on the criterion: relevance

to the purpose and
objectives of the review

28 612 1815 2088

2.2.2.2. The number of
documents included based
on the criterion: relevance

to the purpose and
objectives of the review

7 22 45 39

Total number of documents
included from each
database before the

exclusion of duplicates

7 22 45 39

Number of duplicates
among the databases 68

Total number of documents
included from all the

databases after the removal
of duplicates

45

Source: Based on research conducted by the author of this review.

No criteria were applied to further evaluate the quality of the remaining 45 articles.
(4) Analysing studies and engaging in synthesis
Data extraction forms in electronic format were used to analyse the information

present in the pool of articles and prepare a comprehensive summary. The information
extracted from each article was registered in Excel worksheets according to the descriptive
and thematic categories presented in Table 3.

In this step, the analysis and synthesis had an explanatory nature to underline the re-
lationships between the categories applied to the thematic analysis of the reviewed articles.
Based on explanatory logic, this review suggests that each retail marketing intervention is
able to produce different forms of consumer engagement in sustainable consumption based
on different types of marketing mechanisms applied by retailers in specific retail contexts.

(5) Reporting and using the results
The results of the review process are presented in the next section of the article.

This review facilitated the development of a research agenda, including suggestions for
new directions of study. Several implications for retail management were also identified.

Diminishing bias was a priority during the design and implementation of the sys-
tematic review process. Compared to traditional approaches, this systematic literature
review is replicable, scientific, and transparent, thus meeting the requirements underlined,
among others, by Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart [68]. Several methods were applied to
diminish bias, such as using the same key terms for the search in each database, engaging in
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a comprehensive search of relevant articles, and using explicit and reproducible criteria for
article selection.

Table 3. Descriptive and thematic categories.

Category Type Category Name Information on the Category

Descriptive Year Year of the official publication of
the article

Journal Journal that published the article

Thematic

Retail context

Context within which the retail
marketing intervention takes

place and is described by
contextual factors

Retail marketing intervention

Involvement of retailers in
marketing actions with the aim to
engage consumers in sustainable

consumption

Retail marketing mechanism

Marketing strategies, techniques,
tools, and channels used by

retailers to engage consumers in
sustainable consumption

Consumer engagement in
sustainable consumption

Form of consumer engagement in
sustainable consumption as a
result of the retail marketing
intervention and of the retail

marketing mechanism

Source: Based on research conducted by the author of this review.

3. Results

This section presents the results of the systematic literature review. The analysis
and synthesis of the selected articles revealed how retailers fulfil their role in engaging
consumers in sustainable consumption.

This section of the article consists in two subsections that explore the results obtained
in the review process, in accordance with the two major objectives. The first subsection is
dedicated to the results corresponding to the first objective of the review, while the second
subsection details the results related to the second objective.

3.1. Results Corresponding to the First Objective of the Review

The first objective of the systematic literature review was to obtain a descriptive
perspective of the existing literature on how retailers fulfil their role in engaging consumers
in sustainable consumption. The categories used for the descriptive analysis of the pool of
articles were the year of publication and the journal title.

The distribution of articles by year of publication is shown in Table 4. The articles were
published during the 2007–2019 period. In total, 82.22% of these articles were published
between 2014 and 2019. This distribution reveals that the researchers focused on the
reviewed topic relatively recently.

The distribution of the reviewed articles by journals is presented in Table 5.
The articles selected for review were published in 27 distinct journals. Out of these, two

titles (Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services; International Journal of Retail & Distribution
Management) ranked first, holding a share of 20.00% of the total number of reviewed
articles. The data from Table 5 also show that a significant share of journals (42.22%)
only occasionally published articles on the topics addressed by this review.
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Table 4. Distribution of the reviewed articles by year of publication.

Year of Publication Number of Articles Share of the Total Number
of Reviewed Articles (%)

2007 1 2.22
2011 2 4.44
2012 2 4.44
2013 3 6.67
2014 7 15.56
2015 7 15.56
2016 5 11.11
2017 4 8.89
2018 4 8.89
2019 10 22.22
Total 45 100.00

Source: Based on research conducted by the author of this review.

The journals that published the included articles are diverse in terms of their research
domains. The journals dedicated to the retail domain were not the only ones that explored
how retailers engage consumers in sustainable consumption. A wide array of journals
include such articles. This situation was favourable for the development of this research
topic, which was approached from multiple perspectives.

3.2. Results Corresponding to the Second Objective of the Review

The second major objective of this review was to obtain a thematic perspective of the
existing literature on how retailers fulfil their role in engaging consumers in sustainable
consumption. The analysis and synthesis of the information available in the relevant
articles were based on the following categories: retail context, retail marketing intervention
(involvement of retailers in actions that aim at engaging consumers in sustainable con-
sumption), retail marketing mechanisms (including the marketing strategies, techniques,
tools, and channels used by retailers to engage consumers), and consumer engagement in
sustainable consumption.

The results obtained from this thematic perspective are presented hereafter for each of
the above-mentioned categories that were analysed.

Table 5. Distribution of the reviewed articles by journal.

Journal Titles
Number of

Articles Published
Per Journal Title *

Number of
Reviewed
Articles

Share of the
Total Number of

Reviewed
Articles (%)

Journal of Retailing and
Consumer Services 5 5 11.11

International Journal of Retail
& Distribution Management 4 4 8.89

Appetite; British Food Journal;
Journal of Business Research;

Journal of Cleaner Production;
Journal of Fashion Marketing

and Management

3 15 33.33

Business Strategy and the
Environment 2 2 4.45
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Table 5. Cont.

Journal Titles
Number of

Articles Published
Per Journal Title *

Number of
Reviewed
Articles

Share of the
Total Number of

Reviewed
Articles (%)

Australasian Marketing
Journal (AMJ); Clothing and

Textiles Research Journal;
Ecological Economics; Food
Policy; Foods; International

Journal of Consumer Studies;
International Journal of

Quality and Service Sciences;
Journal of Consumer Culture;

Journal of Environmental
Economics and Management;

Journal of Environmental
Psychology; Journal of

Interactive Marketing; Journal
of Public Policy and Marketing;
Journal of Retailing; Journal of

Rural Studies; Journal of
Strategy and Management;
Marine Policy; Resources,
Conservation & Recycling;

Social Responsibility Journal;
Sustainability

1 19 42.22

Total 45 100.00

Source: Based on research conducted by the author of this review. Note: * Number of articles from
those selected for review.

3.2.1. Results: Retail Context

The thematic analysis and synthesis of the information presented in the reviewed
articles uncovered several categories of factors that define the retail context: type of product,
country where the research was carried out, consumer profile, retail format, size of the
retailer or store, shopping environment, and environmental issues.

The contextual factors related to the type of product refer to food and non-food prod-
ucts, as well as to the ecological, green, and sustainable nature of the products. Examples of
food products considered in the reviewed articles are grocery products [59,69,70], cof-
fee [57], plant-based food [71], carrot [43], fish [46], seafood [55], poultry products [45],
and meat products [45]. Examples of non-food products are sportswear [72], fashion
products [44,73], clothing [39], fashion, beauty, and home décor [74], laundry detergent,
and sanitizing wipes [75]. Researchers studied ecological, green, and sustainable products,
such as ecological food products [76], eco-friendly products [77], grocery products with
an eco-label [49], eco-labelled food [78], eco-fashion [79], green food and groceries [80],
green fashion products [52], green products [81], sustainable seafood [38], apples from the
sustainable food categories [40], sustainable household and personal care products [58], en-
vironmentally sustainable apparel [82], sustainability certified food products [41], and local
food products [50].

One category of factors was related to the country where the research was carried
out. The number of countries covered and the geographic areas differed between studies.
Most articles were limited to one country. The rest of the articles considered/compared two
or more countries: seven [38], five [54], four [41,73], and two countries [46,50,55,60].

The contextual factors related to the geographic areas are diverse, reflecting the Euro-
pean, American, and Asian markets. Most articles focus on European markets, especially the
UK [38–41,46,53–55,60,70,83–85] and Sweden [41–43,46,47,54,59,72,74,76,77,86]. Other European
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countries considered by the reviewed articles include Austria [41], Belgium [45,73,78], Den-
mark [41,54], France [38,49,54], Finland [87], Germany [38,54,60,73], Italy [38,50], Nether-
lands [51,73,88], Norway [38], Poland [38], Spain [38], and Switzerland [69,73]. Ameri-
can markets are represented only by the USA [50,55,75,81,82,89] and Canada [71]. The Asian
markets that were studied include Australia [80,90], Hong Kong [79], Japan [48], Ko-
rea [44,52], Taiwan [57], and New Zealand [58].

The contextual factors also belong to the category of “consumer profile”. The reviewed
articles focused on either a large mass of consumers or only some groups and used different
variables to define the profiles of consumers. Some of the articles reflected a large mass of
consumers between 18 and 70 years old [38], shoppers aged 16–78 [43], consumers aged
18+ [90], or consumers that shop in malls [79]. Other articles considered specific groups of
consumers, such as undergraduate students, university students [49,75], non-student adults
from the Amazon Mechanical Turk [75], young adult consumers of fashion products aged
23–30 [44], women [74], women aged 65+ [82], consumers aged 20–49 [52], and children
aged 7–10 along with their parents [51]. Membership to a loyalty program of a retailer was
one of the variables defining the studied groups of consumers. Some researchers referred
to loyalty card holders [40], while others focused on specific subgroups of consumers
from among the large mass of shoppers that use the loyalty cards of a major supermarket
chain [70] or on the long-term members of a loyalty reward program [80].

The category “retail format” includes several types. Many reviewed articles referred to
supermarkets [43,48,88] and supermarket chains [40,41,45,46,51,53,70,71,80]. A distinct ap-
proach focused on the supermarket of the future [56]. Numerous articles focus on specialty
retail formats such as coffee chain stores [57], food retailers [47], food retail chains [54], gro-
cery retailers [69], specialist food retailers as alternative food networks [87], ecological food
stores [76], fashion clothing retail stores [79], and apparel retailers [72]. Other retail formats
addressed by the articles are department store [74] and discount store [46].

Another category of factors is related to the size of the retailer or store. The small
retail size was exemplified by a butchery within a supermarket [45], an experimental food
market within a supermarket [78], a specialist store in a shopping mall [79], and a small
specialized green-product supermarket chain selling food and groceries [80]. Medium-
sized supermarkets were also studied [48]. Many articles referred to operators of larger
sizes like a major grocery retailer [64], the largest supermarket chain in the country [70],
large supermarket chains [40,41], major supermarket chains [71], major retail chains with
a significant market share [86], major supermarket retailers [46], food retail chains with
the largest market share in terms of sales or number of stores [54], chain of more than 70
department stores [74], and the top 10 retailers in a country [83].

The contextual factors related to the shopping environment referred to “brick-and-
mortar” stores, online stores, and retail mock-up stores. Most research articles referred
to an offline shopping environment, while other researchers focused on online retail [49]
or explored both offline and online retail environments [58]. A retail mock-up store was,
moreover, used for eye-tracking research [77].

The contextual factors also encompass environmental issues. Such examples in-
clude the high levels of clothing disposal and rapidly diminishing landfill space [79],
as well as the fish species that are becoming endangered due to industrial-scale overfish-
ing practices [46,89].

The categories of factors identified in the articles provide a diverse context for re-
search that investigates how retailers fulfil their role in engaging consumers in sustainable
consumption. However, the analysis revealed the tendency of researchers to investigate,
to a greater extent, the contextual factors related to food products, European markets,
supermarket formats, larger retail operators, and offline shopping environments.

3.2.2. Results: Marketing Interventions and Marketing Mechanisms for Consumer
Engagement

Several types of marketing interventions were identified based on a thematic analysis
and synthesis of the reviewed articles. Each type of marketing intervention consisted of
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a distinct action deployed by retailers to engage consumers in sustainable consumption.
The main types of retail marketing interventions that were identified during the thematic
analysis and synthesis were the following: providing sustainable choices for consumers; stag-
ing shopping experiences that enable consumers to make sustainable choices in store; editing choices
in favour of sustainable consumption; reshaping norms to foster sustainable consumption; educat-
ing consumers about sustainable consumption; informing consumers about sustainability-related
aspects; promoting sustainable shopping and consumption behaviour. Each type of marketing
intervention was made possible via a marketing mechanism that consisted of specific
strategies, techniques, tools, and channels. In this section, the types of marketing interven-
tions and the corresponding marketing mechanisms for each marketing intervention are
systematically presented.

Providing sustainable choices for consumers is a major type of retail marketing interven-
tion to engage consumers in sustainable consumption. This marketing intervention consists
of placing a range of goods and services, besides the conventional options, at the disposal
of consumers to allow them to make sustainable choices. Several types of marketing
mechanisms are able to support this type of marketing intervention through the following
strategies: providing an assortment of products with different levels of sustainability;
consistently ensuring the availability of sustainable products on store shelves; includ-
ing self-made/private eco-brands of retailers in the store assortment; providing consumers
with a range of sustainable services (e.g., recycling, reuse, repair, and rental) related to the
tangible products.

Providing sustainable clothing options within the product assortment is a retail strat-
egy aimed at encouraging more sustainable consumer behaviour [39].

The availability of sustainable apples and product variety in a store, for example,
could be part of the mechanism that provides sustainable choices [40].

The strategy of offering an eco-friendly product assortment is also a way to increase
the green premium applied by a retailer [77].

The eco-brands of retailers are a relevant way to connect with consumers who are
preoccupied with environmental problems. These brands focus on underserved consumer
niches related to health, product safety or superior food taste. They may complement the
overall supply when the eco-brands of the manufactures do not meet the existing market
demand either in terms of third-party certified eco-products or in terms of affordability [41].

The strategy of providing consumers with a range of sustainable services (e.g., recy-
cling, reuse, repair, and rental) is relevant for sportswear-specialised retailers. By means of
“re-projects”, such a retailer can encourage consumers to donate their worn-out polyester
clothes to be recycled into new garments, thus extending the product’s life-cycle by means
of repair services, to rent outdoor cloths instead of owning them, and to reuse products by
buying second-hand items [72].

Retailers can combine several tools and communication channels (such as in-store mag-
azines, e-newsletters, Facebook, websites, product stickers, and in-store demonstrations)
to convey waste reduction messages [85].

Staging shopping experiences that enable consumers to make sustainable choices in store is
another type of marketing intervention. This approach is represented by all the actions that
create a shopping environment that is conducive to engaging consumers in sustainable
choices. This marketing intervention relies on various types of marketing mechanisms,
such as: a strategy to create a memorable shopping experience; techniques that create a
store atmosphere and layouts that entice consumers to make sustainable product choices;
merchandising techniques; the strategy of assigning sustainability ambassadors from
one’s own staff; the strategy of providing customer support via shop assistants who are
knowledgeable about sustainability topics; the strategy of answering the questions about
sustainability raised by shoppers in store; the technique of providing positive feedback to
the shoppers who have made sustainable product choices in store.

These types of marketing mechanisms are presented in many of the reviewed articles.
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Retail stores apply various strategies to influence consumers to engage in sustainable
consumption behaviour [42], while adapting to the local understanding of sustainability
and the local logic of sustainable consumption [86].

A technique able to create a store atmosphere that influences consumers to choose
sustainable product alternatives consists of playing a sound from nature (such as a bird
song) in a food retail setting [43].

The strategy of creating a memorable shopping experience must be centred on the
consumer, especially in the case of sustainable fashion products [44].

Arranging green shopping trails is another technique applied to create a store atmo-
sphere and a store layout able to stimulate consumers’ sustainable choices. Such trails
facilitate the identification of sustainable products by means of appropriate placement and
signage in the store area [74].

The merchandising techniques that aim to increase the visibility of sustainable prod-
ucts in the store influence the shopping experience and enhance buying intentions. Con-
sumers are often influenced by changing the size of the display area dedicated to sus-
tainable products. Thus, consumers will engage in sustainable choices without deliberate
thought [45]. In the case of plant-based protein items, common positioning is in the grocery
aisles of supermarkets. Merchandising techniques used by stores to increase the value of
plant-based protein item purchases include the following: augmentation of the number
of product facings on shelves; locating plant-based meat substitutes away from meat to
respond to the concerns of vegetarians and vegans; displaying plant-based protein items in
the natural sections of the store, where price premiums are applied [71].

The store-related attributes that facilitate sustainable choices include customer service,
store displays and environments, a store’s ethical practices, and shop convenience [79].

Another retail strategy involves assigning sustainability ambassadors from among
the staff in each store of a retail chain. Such ambassadors receive special training in
sustainability and are responsible for training and informing the other staff members about
sustainability topics [74].

A distinct strategy is based on shop assistants who are knowledgeable about sustain-
ability topics and provide customer support consisting of specific sustainability information.
These shop assistants are trained by special educational programs on sustainability issues
and make use of IT systems for providing sustainability services to consumers [74].

Another strategy consists of answering the questions raised by consumers in stores.
Shop assistants and customer service personnel answer questions related to the sustainable
product range supplied by the store, the material content of the sustainable products,
and the conditions under which these products were manufactured [74].

Another example of marketing mechanism is the provision of positive feedback to
shoppers who make sustainable product choices in store. This technique aims to reas-
sure shoppers and make them feel good about their choices “by putting green words in
their bags” [74].

Editing choices in favour of sustainable consumption is a marketing intervention that has a
corrective influence on existing consumption patterns, driving consumers towards more
sustainable purchasing decisions. In contrast with other types of marketing interventions,
editing existing choices has a disruptive effect, not a stimulating impact, on the habitual
behaviours of shoppers and users. In this respect, retailers use various mechanisms
such as the strategy of limiting choices of unsustainable products by delisting some of
these products from their retail assortment; the strategy of reducing packaging related
to shopping to a “package-free” level; a psychological interventional approach to reduce
resource consumption (e.g., the use of plastic bags).

The strategy of limiting consumers’ choices of unsustainable products could consist in
providing alternative food choices alongside unsustainable products. For example, alterna-
tive fish species may be supplied alongside endangered cod species [46]. This strategy can
also take the form of selling only sustainable labelled seafood [38]. Several food retailers
have also stopped selling eel and giant tiger prawn [47].
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Removing packaging as an artefact of shopping requires retailers to apply a strategy
to reinvent the consumer practice of purchasing in stores. Package-free shopping entails
practice reframing, the reskilling of shoppers, and changing store layouts [76].

The use of a psychological interventional approach to reduce resource consumption is
based on a verbal prompt from the supermarket cashier that asks shoppers whether they
want plastic bags [48].

Reshaping norms to foster sustainable consumption is a type of marketing intervention
that involves actions aimed at transforming the attitudes and behaviours of consumers
towards sustainable consumption. The effects can become visible in the long-term and
potentially in the medium-term. The types of marketing mechanisms that support this
marketing intervention are the strategy of developing descriptive norms and the strategy
of shaping new ideal norms.

To encourage pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., the purchasing of green products), retail-
ers can use realistic descriptive norm information about a minority behaviour [49]. The strategy
of making reference to social norms in the marketing communication of retailers (e.g., “Join the
millions of Italians that buy local” or “Join the Millions of Americans in Buying Local Produce”)
is a way to instil such norms related to sustainable consumption [50].

Retailers have a significant role in reshaping norms related to food consumption and in
guiding that transformation process to new norms centred on transparency and the human
scale, valuing food, enjoying real food as part of a good life, and intelligent and aware
consumption. This role is founded on positive claims, reality tests (new interpretations of
accepted norms), and denunciations [87].

Educating consumers in sustainable consumption is a necessary marketing intervention in
the present state of consumer awareness, attitudes, and behaviours related to sustainable
consumption. This type of marketing intervention consists in developing new and relevant
knowledge and attitudes related to sustainable consumption among consumers. Examples
of marketing mechanisms applied in such a marketing intervention include the strategy to
establish partnerships between businesses and non-governmental organisations to accom-
plish educational objectives; the strategy to increase consumer awareness of environmental
educational programs via green campaigns; the technique of using verbal information cues.

A strategy based on a partnership between a company and a non-governmental
organisation was implemented between a major supermarket chain in Europe and the
World Wide Fund for Nature. Aiming to educate consumers on sustainability topics,
these organisations collaborated in the project “Animal Cards”, through which shoppers
were able to receive cards for every € 10 spent on groceries [51].

Educational videos shown in store provide another tool to increase consumer aware-
ness of environmental topics [73].

Green campaigns based on environmental education programs (such as the “Envi-
ronmental Camp for Children” and “Green Ladies and Gentlemen Campaign” for adults)
can be run by a fashion retailer [52].

Educational programs of retailers can also use verbal information cues to orient
shopper behaviour towards green products [81].

Informing consumers about sustainability-related aspects is a type of marketing interven-
tion that develops the consumer’s awareness and knowledge of product sustainability and
sustainable consumption. Examples of marketing mechanisms applied to implement this
marketing intervention include the following strategies: informing consumers about product
sustainability; developing and using own responsible-choice label; using eco-labels on products
with brands owned by the retailer; using environmental labelling schemes; using third-party
certification labels; voluntary disclosure of sustainability information by retailers; providing
sustainability information on the packages of products with organic logos.

An example of a retail strategy of informing consumers is the provision of transparent
information on labour standards and material sourcing for fashion products [73]. Retail-
ers also use brochures and magazines to provide consumers with information on food



Sustainability 2021, 13, 96 13 of 25

and climate [54]. Using digital displays and interactive screens, retailers communicate
information on the origin and sustainability of products [56].

The strategy of retailers developing and using their own responsible-choice label al-
lows consumers to identify products that meet the high environmental and social standards
of the retailer [74]. The use of eco-labels on products with brands owned by the retailer is a
strategy to shift demand towards lower-carbon products [70]. Researchers have studied
the use of eco-labels for the promotion of the eco-friendly consumption of food [78].

The strategy of using environmental labelling schemes indicates that retailers have
begun to inform consumers via carbon footprinting and carbon labelling [53]. For example,
the green, yellow, and red colours of eco-labels indicate the sustainability and healthiness
of fresh seafood products [89]. Nevertheless, retailers must explain the meaning of seafood
eco-labels to consumers [55].

Retailers voluntarily disclose sustainability information using special labels with scale
ratings that help consumers to assess the sustainability performance of the products [75].

The strategy of providing sustainability information on the packages of products with
an organic logo focuses on promoting food production methods that can contribute to
more sustainable agriculture [88].

Promoting sustainable shopping and consumption behaviour is a type of marketing in-
tervention that encompasses a wide array of communication actions that encourage and
motivate consumers to adopt positive attitudes towards sustainable consumption and
engage in purchasing and consumption behaviours that support sustainability. Examples
of the types of marketing mechanisms that contribute to this marketing intervention are
the following: the strategy of positioning the retailer as a corporate brand focused on sus-
tainability; the communication strategies and tools used to foster sustainable consumption
behaviour; various types of marketing communication messages; the use of social media
channels (e.g., Facebook and Instagram) for promotion.

The strategy of positioning the retailer as a corporate brand focused on sustainability
consists of building an authentic image of an “eco-warrior” who is trustworthy and clearly
committed to sustainability [58].

Communication strategies that foster sustainable consumption behaviour rely on
the influence of opinion leaders and influencers such as bloggers [73]. One such public
relations tool is the organisation of events for bloggers that cover sustainability topics [73].
An online newsletter is another public relations tool used by retailers to inform consumers
about an online store [73].

Communication strategies using question-based verbal or written communication
can be applied to influence consumer behaviour towards more environmentally friendly
choices [59].

The promotion of an ethical lifestyle linked to moral motivations or healthy food
consumption differs among the types of marketing communication messages that foster
responsible consumption [73]. Emotions can play an important role in motivating people
to change towards sustainable behaviour, but experts do not have a common viewpoint on
the types of emotions (positive feelings of pride or negative feelings of guilt) that trigger
responsible consumption [73]. Storytelling is a modern approach that is more effective in
attracting consumers than assigning guilt [73]. Green claims (such as “ethical sourcing”,
“energy and water savings”, and “cup recycling”) are used, for example, to influence con-
sumers’ purchase intentions for coffee [57]. The positioning of the self-produced eco-brands
of retailers is based on the products’ relationship to market trends and lifestyles, as well
as on the communication of personal benefits (e.g., health benefits) from the purchase of
sustainable products [41]. Examples of pro-environmental claims include organic claims
and carbon-neutral claims [60]. The range of advertising messages includes positive and
negative appeals, with or without reference to the environment [82]. The retailers can
communicate information on the sustainability-related attributes of products to influence
consumer willingness to make value-differentiated choices [69]. Several retailers currently
promote smarter food choices for the climate [47].
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Social media are communication channels that help retailers not only to promote
messages on sustainable consumption but also to obtain feedback from consumers [68].
Communication in social media is combined with retailer’s reward programmes to boost
green retail sales [79].

The present systematic literature review revealed that retailers can apply several types
of marketing interventions to engage consumers in sustainable consumption. From a port-
folio of goods, services, and brands to the shopping experience and from reshaping norms
to educating and informing consumers, as well as promoting sustainable consumption,
retailers are able to intervene using a relatively large range of marketing mechanisms.

3.2.3. Results: Consumer Engagement in Sustainable Consumption

The marketing intervention and marketing mechanisms applied by retailers can gen-
erate different types of consumer engagement in sustainable consumption. Nevertheless,
research shows that sometimes retail marketing interventions and mechanisms do not
succeed in engaging consumers.

The thematic analysis and synthesis of the reviewed articles identified the follow-
ing types of consumer engagement: consumer awareness of sustainable products; green con-
sciousness; consumer responsibility; consumer beliefs; consumer attitudes; psychological variables;
purchasing intentions; consumer attention in store; willingness to buy and willingness to pay for
green and organic products; choice of sustainable products in store; consumer purchase behaviour;
sustainable consumption routines; packaging usage behaviour; consumer behaviour related to
food waste.

One type of consumer engagement consists of consumer awareness of sustainable products.
Staged experiences enable fashion consumers to acquire practical knowledge about sus-
tainable fashion. In this way, consumers become more open to adopt the use of sustainable
fashion products [44].

Researchers have identified consumer engagement under the form of green conscious-
ness. The more favourable consumers’ perceptions are of retailers’ green products and green
campaign activities, the greener the persons’ consciousness and behaviour will become.
Higher values perceived by consumers about products will thus have a more positive
impact on encouraging consumers’ eco-friendly behaviour [52]. In this way, retailers can
influence consumers to be more environmentally conscious in their consumption. The in-
fluence of retailers mediates the relationship between concern for the environment and
sustainable consumption [90]. The sustainability information provided through the digital
displays in a store influences consumers to think more about environmental concerns [56].

Retail actions can augment consumer responsibility related to sustainable consumption.
In the fashion sector, retail intervention enhances the responsibility of consumers and
makes them want to change their own shopping behaviour [73].

On-package information can help to develop favourable consumer beliefs. In the case
of food products, information related to production standards on a package is favourably
perceived by consumers. The combined presentation of both an organic logo and informa-
tion has a greater effect on consumers’ beliefs about the product than an organic logo alone.
Consumers consider such products to be more animal friendly, better for nature and the
environment, and healthier than the ones with just the logo. However, a product with both
a logo and details was considered to be more expensive, although the prices were actually
similar [88]. Providing more detailed attribute information improves consumers’ beliefs
about the quality of a green product [81].

Consumer engagement can have a positive influence on consumer attitudes. Social norm
messaging can, for example, positively influence consumers who are not inclined to pur-
chase food locally. The effectiveness of messages increases with an unfavourable attitude
towards local buying [50]. Many consumers have a positive attitude towards the use of car-
bon labels on food products and consider them to be useful to compare the environmental
credentials of different food products [53].
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Consumer engagement can be identified at the level of several psychological variables.
Green claims develop a green image for the retailer’s brand and have a positive impact
on green psychological variables such as green trust, green satisfaction, green brand
equity, and green purchase intentions. The claim of employing “ethical sourcing” has a
greater impact on such variables than the claims of employing “energy and water savings”
and “cup recycling” [57].

Another type of consumer engagement relates to purchasing intentions, which are
positively influenced by the actions of retailers. There is research evidence that verbal
information (in contrast to numerical information) has a positive influence on the purchase
intentions for green products [81]. Other findings revealed that both rational and emotional
advertisements with environmental messages targeting elderly female consumers more
strongly encouraged purchase intentions for environmentally sustainable apparel than
advertisements with no environmental messages [82].

Consumer engagement may take the form of consumer attention in store, which can be
positively influenced by retailers. Research findings show that the use of a green colour has
a strong influence on a consumer’s visual attention because this colour tends to indicate
organic and natural characteristics [77].

Another type of consumer engagement refers to the willingness to buy and willingness
to pay for green and organic products. Playing nature sounds in a store has a direct and
positive influence on the willingness to buy organic foods among groups of customers
(men) that have relatively low initial intentions to buy [43]. The amount of money a
consumer would pay for a green product increases when more detailed information on
that product is provided, thus reducing the barrier to purchase [81]. The use of a retail
mechanism to make consumers look longer at eco-friendly products positively influences
the shopper to pay a higher green premium [77].

Consumer engagement also refers to the choice of sustainable products in store. Commu-
nication strategies that involve influencing consumers with a question increase the choices
of environmentally friendly offerings compared with non-environmentally friendly alter-
natives. Verbal questions addressed by a store employee are more effective in influencing
consumer behaviour than written forms of communication such as a written sign [59].
Visual cues can also create a shift in consumer purchasing behaviour, leading to sustainable
meat choices. The sales of these products increase when the size of the display area and the
quantity of the displayed products are increased [45]. The detailed information provided
on a package also enables consumers to choose more in accordance with their personal
values [88]. The presentation of full information on all sustainability-related attributes of a
product influences consumers to make price/benefit trade-offs, resulting in the selection
of higher priced, more value-differentiated products. If a retailer provides sustainability-
related information for some products and not for others, consumers will not purchase the
non-sustainable option [69].

The marketing interventions of retailers can lead to a major type of engagement that
influences consumer purchase behaviour. There is a positive relationship between social me-
dia posts (communicating messages relative to health, environmental benefits, and price)
and green retail purchases made by longer-term members of loyalty reward programs.
The impact of green product social media posts was shown to be stronger for customers
who are long-term members of the loyalty rewards program of a given retailer [79]. In com-
parison to a default label, the use of easy-to-interpret but comprehensive environmental
information label increases the overall purchases of eco-friendly food products [78]. Find-
ings suggest that consumers’ likelihood to buy sustainable seafood increases when the
meaning behind the certification of such products is explained. However, it is not clear if
consumers resonate with eco-labels [55]. The store-related attributes also positively influ-
enced the eco-fashion consumption decisions of consumers. Nevertheless, the premium
level of eco-fashion price negatively moderated this relationship [79]. The availability and
variety of sustainable apples in stores positively influenced purchasing behaviour [40].
Reference to descriptive norms is also an effective incentive tool for the online shopping of
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green products. Consumers presented such norms were willing to add, on average, one
eco-product to their grocery basket and spend 10% more money [49].

Retailers positively influence consumption by consolidating sustainable consumption
routines. Easy-to-follow sustainable consumption cues provided by retailers (e.g., eco-labels
and brands, product origin, various dietary ingredients, and seasonality), high visibility
of products, and in-store marketing actions reinforce established sustainable consump-
tion routines [42].

Another type of consumer engagement is related to packaging usage behaviour. The re-
tailer’s intervention can lead to package-free shopping. However, this result is possible
only by reinventing shopping practices [76]. Moreover, the voice prompt of a cashier can
lead to pro-environmental changes in behaviour, materialised as the decreased usage of
plastic bags. This mechanism relies on discouraging unintentional usage and encouraging
an intentional reduction in usage [48].

Consumer behaviour related to food waste complements the list of consumer engagement
types. Retailers can positively influence consumer behaviour towards food waste reduction.
Combined communication channels and repeated messages over time have a significant
effect in this respect [85].

Besides the above-mentioned types of consumer engagement in sustainable consump-
tion, there is evidence that retailers sometimes do not succeed in engaging consumers.
Such examples of unfulfilled roles are reflected by the following outcomes: scepticism about
a retailer’s intervention; sales decline; undermining sustainable consumption; negative impacts on
perceptions, buying intentions, and purchasing behaviour.

There is also the problem of scepticism among consumers. Some people expressed
doubts that large mainstream retailers can be sustainable and “natural”. According to these
individuals, green retailers are of a small scale [74].

Retail interventions aiming to engage consumers in sustainable consumption some-
times led to the negative outcome of a sales decline. Choice editing led to overall sales
losses because shoppers were not provided with the desired level of access to low-price
products [46]. Research findings have shown that information provided about the sustain-
ability and healthiness of fresh seafood products lead to an overall statistically significant
decline in seafood sales, determined especially by a decline in the sales of “yellow”-labelled
seafood products (yellow means a “good alternative”, as the species come from fisheries
or farms with good quantities, but some environmental concerns still exist). No statis-
tically significant difference in the sales of green (“best choice”) or red (“worst choice”)
labelled seafood has been identified [89].

Some types of mechanisms undermined sustainable consumption. Cross-sector partnerships
focused on educational programs had the potential to improve environmental awareness
among consumers. However, programs based on “animal cards” encouraged card collection
and product purchases, thus undermining responsible and sustainable consumption [51].

The actions of retailers sometimes generated a negative impact on perceptions, buying in-
tentions, and purchasing behaviour. Few consumers thought that carbon footprint labels on
products indicate better food quality. Moreover, most consumers agreed or strongly agreed
that understanding carbon footprint information and comparing carbon footprints are
difficult and confusing tasks [53]. The effect of the presentation of a large number (e.g., six)
of numerical cues negatively influenced purchase intentions [81]. Price was shown to
have a strong and negative influence on consumer’s purchase behaviour for sustainable
apples [40]. In another study, the strategy of a retailer to sell only sustainable seafood and
increase prices by more than 8% made shoppers switch to another store [38].

For each retail marketing intervention, the actual engagement of consumers in sus-
tainable consumption depends on the choices made by the retailer in terms of marketing
strategies, techniques, tools, and channels. The types of retail marketing intervention
and mechanism must be applied after an evaluation of the potential results in terms of
consumer engagement in sustainable consumption.
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4. Discussion

The purpose of this review was to analyse the existing literature on how retailers fulfil
their role in engaging consumers in sustainable consumption. The research question was the
following: “In what context and by what marketing strategies, techniques, tools, and channels
does retail engage consumers in sustainable consumption?”. The findings of this systematic
literature review led to several discussion points, which are presented below.

The first point refers to the existence of similar ascending trends in research and busi-
ness with regard to the engagement of consumers in sustainable consumption. Both the
academic and business communities show increasing interest in this topic. The scientific
literature reveals that scholars are devoting ever-greater attention to studying how retailers
engage consumers in sustainable consumption. Thus, the academic research is in line with
the emerging business practice focused on enhancing sustainable consumption. The differ-
ent types of marketing interventions and marketing mechanisms applied by retailers to
engage consumers in sustainable consumption are an integral part of a new trend in the
practices of companies involving business-led sustainable consumption initiatives [91].

The second discussion point focuses on the growing interest shown by scholars and
practitioners in the role of retailers as a new paradigm for thinking about the responsibilities to
ensure sustainable consumption within the wider framework of the debate on sustainability
topics. The role of developing sustainable consumption cannot be assigned to consumers
only, making them responsible for putting pressure on producers and retailers to orient them
towards sustainable production and offering [92]. Retailers must also play a major role due to
their position in the supply chain at the interface with shoppers and consumers.

The third discussion point underlines the current development stage of the academic
literature. The number of articles that were the object of this systematic literature review
demonstrates that research literature on this topic is only at the beginning of its growth
stage. The research on how retailers fulfil their role in engaging consumers in sustainable
consumption has real development potential in the near future, in parallel with the increasing
interest of researchers and practitioners in the wider domain of sustainable consumption.

The fourth discussion point relates to the available knowledge on the potential types
of retail marketing interventions and mechanisms for consumer engagement. The findings
of this review demonstrate that retailers can select from a relatively wide range of different
types of marketing interventions and marketing mechanisms to fulfil their role in engaging
consumers in sustainable consumption. The intermediary position held by retailers in
the supply chains between producers/manufacturers and consumers will help retailers to
drive sustainable consumption.

Ultimately, another discussion point underlines the consumer engagement stages
explored by the relevant research. The definition of the sustainable consumption process
encompasses three distinct stages—the acquisition, usage, and disposal of goods and ser-
vices [93]. According to this systematic review, the different types of consumer engagement
practices determined by the retail intervention and mechanism relate predominantly to
the purchasing (acquisition) stage. The reviewed articles did not focus, as their main
research topics, on the stages involved in the usage and disposal of goods for the marketing
interventions of retailers.

5. Conclusions

This systematic literature review aimed to analyse the existing literature on how
retailers fulfil their role in engaging consumers in sustainable consumption. The decision
to conduct a review of a systematic nature was based on the need to ensure an appropriate
level of quality, transparency, and reproducibility, as well as to generate reliable conclusions.

This systematic literature review has some limitations. Only articles published in
scientific peer-reviewed journals were considered, while other types of published docu-
ments were excluded. The reason for this selection was to ensure the inclusion of relevant
research that reached the stage of publication in such journals. The articles published
after the completion of the database search were also not considered for the review. Four
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databases were searched: Emerald Insight, Science Direct, Scopus, and Web of Science Core
Collection. These databases were selected because they hold leading positions in terms of
the high-quality and peer-reviewed journals they index and the abstracts or to which they
provide access.

More than 80% of the 45 articles that were selected after the application of clearly
specified inclusion and exclusion criteria were published from 2014 onwards. This fact
shows that research on how retailers fulfil their role in engaging consumers in sustainable
consumption is relatively recent and that development opportunities exist.

The articles were published in journals focused on various research domains, including
retailing, distribution, production, business research, business, food products, fashion, etc.
The multidisciplinary nature of this topic adds further value to the applied research approach.

The thematic analysis of the reviewed articles was based on the following four categories:
retail context, retail marketing interventions (the involvement of retailers in marketing actions
that aim to engage consumers in sustainable consumption), retail marketing mechanisms
(marketing strategies, techniques, tools, and channels used by retailers to engage consumers
in sustainable consumption), and consumer engagement in sustainable consumption. The re-
lationship between these categories can help explain how retailers fulfil their role in engaging
consumers in sustainable consumption. Indeed, each retail marketing intervention has the
potential to generate different forms of consumer engagement in sustainable consumption on
the basis of the retail mechanism applied in a specific retail context.

The review results indicated the retail contexts in which the retail marketing interven-
tions and retail marketing mechanisms for consumer engagement are applied. The analysis
and synthesis of the reviewed articles uncovered the tendency for researchers to study, to a
greater extent, the retail context factors that are related to food products, European markets,
supermarket formats, large retail operators, and offline shopping environments. These re-
sults reveal the need for further studies in more diverse contexts, including different food
and non-food product categories, markets from geographical areas other than Europe,
retail formats and operators of different sizes, and online stores/marketplaces.

This systematic literature review identified several types of retail marketing interven-
tions, retail marketing mechanisms, and types of consumer engagement in sustainable
consumption, which are summarised in Appendix A.

The findings of this systematic literature review will facilitate the identification of new
directions of study for the future research agenda, which is presented hereafter.

The main directions suggested for the future research agenda relate to the following
aspects: concept of retailer’s role in engaging consumers in sustainable consumption,
application of the service and systems approach, stages of the engagement process, prod-
uct categories, omnichannel perspective, drivers of the involvement of retailers in engag-
ing consumers in sustainable consumption, influencing factors and moderating factors,
and measurement of the consumer response to the engagement actions of retailers.

The concept of retailer’s role in engaging consumers in sustainable consumption must be
clarified. Lately, a significant body of academic literature has addressed the consumer
engagement, but mainly in relation to social media and brands, not in relation to retailer
involvement in engaging consumers in sustainable consumption.

Another direction of future research should address the need for a paradigmatic change
in the retail marketing thinking relative to consumer engagement in sustainable consumption.
This transformation should involve the application of the service and systems approach to retail
marketing [94]. Scholars must integrate the interactions and relationships between retailers
and consumers, as well as value co-creation, in the service and systems approach.

The stages of the engagement process are another potential direction of research. The stage
consisting in the creation of consumer awareness and knowledge related to sustainable
consumption should be studied alongside the stages of acquisition, use, and disposal.

As regards the product categories, to date, mostly food products and fashion/clothing prod-
ucts have been investigated. Further research should consider the consumer’s engagement
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in the sustainable usage of non-food products such as electronics, household appliances,
and furniture.

A distinct direction of research could study the role of retailers in engaging consumers
that have omnichannel behaviour based on the joint use of conventional and online stores
alongside traditional and social media channels.

Another research direction could identify the drivers of the involvement of retailers in
engaging consumers in sustainable consumption. An in-depth analysis is required to identify the
existence of other drivers besides profitability, environmental policy, and stakeholder pressure.

An important direction of research consists of the identification and study of the
various influencing and moderating factors. There is a need for information on the factors
that influence the level of consumer engagement, the factors that determine the duration
of consumer engagement in sustainable consumption, and the factors that moderate the
relationship between the marketing mechanism chosen by the retailer and the level of
consumer engagement.

A major direction of research consists in understanding and measuring consumer
response to each type of engagement intervention and mechanism applied by retailers. There is a
need to measure the reactions of consumers to information and promotion campaigns for
sustainable consumption, as well as to new store experiences and new norms.

The findings of this systematic review have direct implications for retail management.
Retail operators must balance two distinct decision areas related to their environmental

impact—corporate environmental sustainability and the engagement of consumers in
sustainable consumption. At present, the sustainability agendas of retailers are dominated
by strategies and measures aiming mostly at conserving energy, reducing greenhouse gas
emissions, and sometimes recycling packaging materials and reducing waste. In the future,
the societal expectations of retailers will be higher in terms of their expected contributions
to the promotion of sustainable consumption.

A direct implication of retail management consists in measuring additional key per-
formance indicators. The measurement of successful performance could integrate metrics
assessing the contributions of retailers to the promotion of sustainable consumption among
consumers besides metrics that are focused on profitability.

Retailers must disseminate specialised knowledge among all their employees, espe-
cially among the frontline employees. Periodic training programs are, therefore, necessary.
Retailers can assign “sustainability ambassadors” responsibilities for the diffusion of sus-
tainability knowledge among store employees. Another priority for retailers could be to
enhance the customer-driven abilities of vendors and customer care employees to provide
customer information on sustainable consumption topics.

Another direct implication for retail management is the need to involve consumers in
the crowdsourcing of ideas able to generate positive shifts towards sustainable consumption
patterns. Retailers must develop new programs for the promotion of sustainable consump-
tion in direct collaboration with consumers. The involvement of consumers in designing
product and service offerings, store experiences, and information and communication
campaigns focused on sustainable consumption could introduce innovative ideas and
increase the likelihood of achieving a high impact.

The academic literature on how retailers engage consumers in sustainable consump-
tion is only at the beginning of its growth stage. In-depth studies are thus necessary to
answer ten crucial research questions:

• What is the most accurate definition of a retailer’s role in engaging consumers in
sustainable consumption?

• How can systems thinking contribute to the identification of effective ways to engage
consumers in sustainable consumption?

• What stages of the consumer engagement process are most critical to successful
involvement in sustainable consumption?

• What would be the most reliable retail marketing mechanisms that are able to engage
consumers in the sustainable consumption of specific product categories?
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• How could retailers design a seamless omnichannel experience that is able to success-
fully engage consumers in sustainable consumption over the long-term?

• What marketing drivers can generate the highest level of retail involvement in engag-
ing consumers with sustainable consumption?

• What factors influence the level of consumer engagement?
• What factors determine the duration of consumer engagement in sustainable con-

sumption as a result of the retail marketing mechanism?
• What factors moderate the relationship between the marketing mechanism chosen by

the retailer and the level of consumer engagement?
• What, and how, should retail marketers measure to evaluate the level of consumer

engagement in sustainable consumption and the effectiveness of the retail approach?

These research questions reveal the need for reliable and valid answers, as well as the
numerous opportunities for further studies.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.

Appendix A

Table A1. Types of retail marketing interventions, retail marketing mechanisms, and consumer engagement in sustain-
able consumption.

Retail Marketing Interventions Retail Marketing Mechanisms Consumer Engagement in
Sustainable Consumption

Providing sustainable choices for consumers

• Providing an assortment of products
with different levels of sustainability

◦ Consumer awareness of
sustainable products

◦ Green consciousness

◦ Consumer responsibility

◦ Consumer beliefs

• Consistently ensuring the
availability of sustainable products
on the store shelves

• Including own/private eco-brands
of retailers in the store assortment

• Providing consumers with a range
of sustainable services (e.g.,
recycling, reuse, repair, and rental)
related to the tangible products

Staging shopping experiences that enable
consumers to make sustainable choices in store

• Creating a memorable shopping
experience

• Creating a store atmosphere and
store layout enticing consumers to
make sustainable product choices
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Table A1. Cont.

Retail Marketing Interventions Retail Marketing Mechanisms Consumer Engagement in
Sustainable Consumption

• Applying merchandising techniques

• Assigning sustainability
ambassadors from own staff

• Providing customer support via
shop assistants who are
knowledgeable about sustainability
topics

• Answering the questions about
sustainability that are raised by
shoppers in store

• Providing positive feedback to the
shoppers who made sustainable
product choices in store

◦ Consumer attitudes

◦ Psychological variables

◦ Purchasing intentions

◦ Consumer attention in store

◦ Willingness to buy and
willingness to pay for green
and organic products

◦ Choice of sustainable
products in store

Editing choices in favour of sustainable
consumption

• Limiting choices of unsustainable
products by delisting some of these
products from the retail assortment

• Reducing packaging related to
shopping to a “package-free” level

• Applying a psychological
interventional approach aiming to
reduce resource consumption (e.g.,
plastic bags)

Reshaping norms to foster sustainable
consumption

• Developing descriptive norms

• Shaping new ideal norms

Educating consumers for sustainable
consumption

• Establishing partnerships between
businesses and non-governmental
organisations to accomplish
educational objectives

• Increasing consumer awareness of
environmental educational
programs by green campaigns

• Using verbal information cues
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Table A1. Cont.

Retail Marketing Interventions Retail Marketing Mechanisms Consumer Engagement in
Sustainable Consumption

Informing consumers about
sustainability-related aspects

• Informing consumers on product
sustainability

• Developing and using own
responsible-choice label

• Using eco-labels on products with
brands owned by the retailer

• Using environmental labelling
schemes

• Using third-party certification labels

◦ Consumer purchase
behaviour

◦ Sustainable consumption
routines

◦ Packaging usage behaviour

◦ Consumer behaviour related
to food waste

• Disclosing voluntarily sustainability
information

• Providing sustainability information
on the package of products with an
organic logo

Promoting sustainable shopping and
consumption behaviour

• Positioning the retailer as a
corporate brand focused on
sustainability

• Applying communication strategies
and tools to foster sustainable
consumption behaviour

• Using appropriate types of
marketing communication messages
(e.g., rational/emotional and
positive/negative appeals)

• Using social media channels (e.g.,
Facebook, Instagram) for promotion

References
1. Cohen, M. The international political economy of (un)sustainable consumption and the global financial crisis. Environ. Polit. 2010,

19, 107–126. [CrossRef]
2. Markard, J.; Raven, R.; Truffer, B. Sustainability transitions: An emerging field of research and its prospects. Res. Policy

2012, 41, 955–967. [CrossRef]
3. El Bilali, H. Research on agro-food sustainability transitions: A systematic review of research themes and an analysis of research

gaps. J. Clean. Prod. 2019, 221, 353–364. [CrossRef]
4. Liu, Y.; Qu, Y.; Lei, Z.; Jia, H. Understanding the evolution of sustainable consumption research. Sustain. Dev. 2017,

25, 414–430. [CrossRef]
5. Peattie, K.; Collins, A. Guest editorial: Perspectives on sustainable consumption. Int. J. Consum. Stud. 2009, I33, 107–112. [CrossRef]
6. Lorek, S.; Fuchs, D. Strong sustainable consumption governance – Precondition for a degrowth path? J. Clean. Prod. 2013,

38, 36–43. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09644010903396135
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2012.02.013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.02.232
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/sd.1671
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1470-6431.2009.00758.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2011.08.008


Sustainability 2021, 13, 96 23 of 25

7. Markkula, A.; Moisander, J. Discursive confusion over sustainable consumption: A discursive perspective on the perplexity of
marketplace knowledge. J. Consum. Policy 2012, 35, 105–125. [CrossRef]

8. Terlau, W.; Hirsch, D. Sustainable consumption and the attitude-behaviour gap phenomenon – Causes and measurements
towards a sustainable development. Int. J. Food Syst. Dynam. 2015, 6, 159–174. [CrossRef]

9. Perry, A.; Chung, T. Understand attitude-behavior gaps and benefit-behavior connections in eco-apparel. J. Fash. Mark. Manag.
2016, 20, 105–119. [CrossRef]

10. Jacobs, K.; Petersen, L.; Hörisch, J.; Battenfeld, D. Green thinking but thoughtless buying? An empirical extension of the
value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy in sustainable clothing. J. Clean. Prod. 2018, 203, 1155–1169. [CrossRef]

11. Park, H.J.; Lin, L.M. Exploring attitude-behavior gap in sustainable consumption: Comparison of recycled and upcycled fashion
products. J. Bus. Res. 2020, 117, 623–628. [CrossRef]

12. Bove, L.L.; Nagpal, A.; Dorsett, A.D.S. Exploring the determinants of the frugal shopper. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2009,
16, 291–297. [CrossRef]

13. Cervellon, M.-C.; Carey, L.; Harms, T. Something old, something used: Determinants of women’s purchase of vintage fashion vs
second-hand fashion. Int. J. Retail. Distrib. Manag. 2012, 48, 956–974. [CrossRef]

14. Chang, H.J.; Watchravesringkan, K. Who are sustainably minded apparel shoppers? An investigation to the influencing factors of
sustainable apparel consumption. Int. J. Retail. Distrib. Manag. 2018, 46, 148–162. [CrossRef]

15. Binnekamp, M.; Ingenbleek, P. Do “good” food products make others look “bad”? Br. Food J. 2008, 110, 843–864. [CrossRef]
16. Normann, A.; Roding, M.; Wendin, K. Sustainable fruit consumption: The influence of color, shape and damage on consumer

sensory perception and liking of different apples. Sustainability 2019, 11, 4626. [CrossRef]
17. Chekima, B.; Wafa, S.A.W.S.K.; Igau, O.A.; Chekima, S.; Sondoh, S.L. Examining green consumerism motivational drivers:

Does premium price and demographics matter to green purchasing? J. Clean. Prod. 2016, 112, 3436–3450. [CrossRef]
18. Edbring, E.G.; Lehner, M.; Mont, O. Exploring consumer attitudes to alternative models of consumption: Motivations and barriers.

J. Clean. Prod. 2016, 123, 5–15. [CrossRef]
19. Panzone, L.; Hilton, D.; Sale, L.; Cohen, D. Socio-Demographics, implicit attitudes, explicit attitudes, and sustainable consumption

in supermarket shopping. J. Econ. Psychol. 2016, 55, 77–95. [CrossRef]
20. Cuomo, M.T.; Foroudi, P.; Tortora, D.; Hussain, S.; Melewar, T.C. Celebrity endorsement and the attitude towards luxury brands

for sustainable consumption. Sustainability 2019, 11, 6791. [CrossRef]
21. Xu, P.; Zeng, Y.; Fong, Q.; Lone, T.; Liu, Y. Chinese consumers’ willingness to pay for green-and eco-labeled seafood. Food Control

2012, 28, 74–82. [CrossRef]
22. Michaud, C.; Joly, I.; Llerena, D.; Lobasenko, V. Consumers’ willingness to pay for sustainable and innovative products: A choice

experiment with upgradeable products. Int. J. Sustain. Dev. 2017, 20, 8–32. [CrossRef]
23. Powell, P.A.; Jones, C.R.; Consedine, N.S. It’s not queasy being green: The role of disgust in willingness-to-pay for more

sustainable product alternatives. Food Qual. Prefer. 2019, 78, 103737. [CrossRef]
24. Park, J.; Ha, S. Understanding pro-environmental behavior: A comparison of sustainable consumers and apathetic consumers.

Int. J. Retail. Distrib. Manag. 2012, 40, 388–403. [CrossRef]
25. Goh, S.K.; Balaji, M.S. Linking green skepticism to green purchase behavior. J. Clean. Prod. 2016, 131, 629–638. [CrossRef]
26. Moser, A.K. Consumers’ purchasing decisions regarding environmentally friendly products: An empirical analysis of German

consumers. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2016, 31, 389–397. [CrossRef]
27. Minbashrazgah, M.M.; Maleki, F.; Torabi, M. Green chicken purchase behavior: The moderating role of price transparency. Manag.

Environ. Qual. 2017, 28, 902–916. [CrossRef]
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