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Abstract 

 
Manuscript type: Research paper  
Research Aims: This study aims to fill the research gap from previous research regarding personal norms 
in explaining pro-environmental behavior, which does not involve awareness of consequences and 
ascription of responsibility as antecedents to activate personal norms. Therefore, this study tries to 
examine personal norms based on norm activation theory in explaining behavior.  
Design/methodology/approach: The final sample size is 300 respondents selected through purposive 
sampling technique. Primary data is collected through a closed-end questionnaire. Data analysis consists 
of two stages, namely the confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation model.  
Research Findings: Awareness of consequences and ascription of responsibility significantly form a 
personal norm as a core factor of the norm activation theory. Consumers feel that they have a moral 
obligation concerning the environment. Active personal norm, successfully forming both intention and 
actual behavior in the context of sorting out waste. In the downstream stage of consumer behavior, it will 
lead to becoming pro-environmental consumer behavior based on altruistic values.  
Theoretical Contribution/Originality: Personal norm is proven to be activated by awareness of 
consequences and ascription of responsibility. Active personal norm will lead to affect behavior, with or 
without being preceded by intention.  
Practitioner/Policy Implication: Social marketers can encourage consumers to behave pro-
environmentally by activating the personal norm from their target audience first.  
Research limitation/Implications:  This study was conducted in a cross-sectional period. Therefore, 
future studies will be more robust if the actual behavior is measured in a longitudinal period.. 
 
Keywords: Personal norm, norm activation theory, social marketing, pro-environmental 
consumer behavior, waste sorting behavior 

 



 

INTRODUCTION  

 

The daily behavior of consumers is a good 

starting point in contributing to 

environmental sustainability. This is related 

to consumers' routine behavior in choosing, 

using (consuming), and disposing of products, 

which have a significant proportion of impact 

on environmental sustainability (Benedetti & 

Laureti, 2017; Moser, 2015).  

There are at least seven clusters related to 

pro-environmental consumer behavior, 

namely: waste reduction, eco-shopping and 

eating, regular water and domestic energy 

conservation, one-off domestic energy 

conservation actions, eco-driving, political 

actions, dan reducing car use and flights 

(Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010). 

In this context, social marketing has emerged 

as a popular and straightforward approach to 

promoting pro-environmental behavior 

(Jesson, 2009; Takahashi, 2009). Social 

marketing principles and techniques can 

benefit society in general and targeted 

audiences, particularly in comprehensive 

ways. Four main domains have been the 

focus of social marketing efforts over the 

years: health promotion, injury or accident 

prevention, environmental protection, and 

community mobilization (Kotler & Lee, 

2008). Sorting out waste is one of the 

behaviors that become a primary concern in 

social marketing. The results of a literature 

study conducted by Kim et al. (2019) 

revealed that waste sorting is the most 

commonly targeted behavior in research that 

focuses on pro-environmental behavior. 

Therefore, on the downstream side of 

consumer behavior, waste sorting behavior is 

a specific behavior from consumers 

concerned about the environment. 

There are various theoretical perspectives on 

which the researchers base their study of pro-

environmental consumer behavior from 

multiple contexts. One of them is a 

theoretical perspective that focuses on the 

role of consumers' moral obligation to act 

that will benefit others. In this perspective, 

the personal norm will be active when a 

consumer is aware of the consequences of the 

behavior and the feeling of being responsible 

for the action. This perspective is based on 

the concept of Norm activation theory by 

Schwartz (1977).  

Previous research found that in the context of 

sorting and managing household waste, 

personal norms were shown to influence 

intentions significantly (Botetzagias, Dima, 

& Malesios, 2015; Fan, Yang, & Shen, 2019; 

Ma, Hipel, Hanson, Cai, & Liu, 2018; 

Nguyen, Zhu, & Le, 2015; Wan, Shen, & 

Choi, 2017; Wang, Wang, Zhao, & Yang, 

2019; Zhang, Lai, Wang, & Wang, 2019). 

The research gap that arises is awareness of 

the consequences and ascription of 

responsibility, not yet involved as 

antecedents to activate personal norm in 

explaining intentions and behavior. 

Therefore, this study aims to fill the research 

gap by examining the role of personal norms 
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based on norm activation theory in 

explaining behavior. Waste sorting behavior 

becomes a focus of this study as one of the 

central clusters of pro-environmental 

consumer behavior.   

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Awareness of Consequences 

In the early stages of activation, a person's 

personal norm will be triggered by an 

awareness of the consequences of not 

behaving pro-environmentally. This will then 

produce a person's feelings of moral 

obligation formed by personal norms 

(Schwartz, 1977). Awareness of 

consequences is a condition when a person 

realizes negative consequences for others or 

other things that a person values when they 

do not behave altruistically (Bamberg, 

Hunecke, & Blo baum, 2007; De Groot & 

Steg, 2009). Awareness of the consequences 

is also the level of a person's belief that 

actions (which he/she does or does not do) 

can worsen a problem (Lauper, et al. 2016).  

Awareness of the consequences is often 

used as a term that describes a person's 

instrumental attitude, measured from a 

utilitarian perspective, referring to the 

difference between the benefits and costs 

related to behavior outcomes (Tonglet et al., 

2004; Wan et al., 2017). 

H1: Awareness of consequences has a 

positive and significant effect on the personal 

norm 

Ascription of Responsibility 

Besides being activated by awareness of the 

consequences, the personal norm is also 

activated by an ascription of responsibility. 

When these two conditions meet, a person's 

personal norm will become active, thus 

forming a feeling of personal obligation that 

guides behavior (Schwartz, 1977). Initially, 

the ascription of responsibility is defined as a 

feeling of responsibility from the negative 

consequences of not behaving in a pro-social 

manner (Bamberg et al., 2007; De Groot & 

Steg, 2009). Therefore, when someone 

realizes the negative consequences of not 

behaving pro-environmentally, that person 

will prefer to attribute these adverse 

consequences to himself as a consumer and 

assume responsibility for not having concern 

for the environment. 

Referring to research from Bamberg et al. 

(2007) and Zhang et al. (2017), it is known 

that community members will believe that 

they have a moral obligation to sort waste 

when they feel that they have a shared 

responsibility for the negative consequences 

of not sorting waste. Conversely, when 

community members do not assign negative 

consequences for themselves and deny 

feeling responsible, their personal norms will 

not be formed (Bamberg et al., 2007; 

Echegaray and Hansstein, 2017; Zhang et al., 

2017). This argument provides a strong 

foundation that taking responsibility for the 

negative consequences does not sort out 

household waste, is positively related to 

personal norms. Besides, when consumers 
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feel that they have a moral obligation to sort 

waste, they are more likely to sort waste in 

their daily lives (Saphores et al., 2012; 

Echegaray and Hansstein, 2017). 

H2: Ascription of responsibility has a positive 

and significant effect on the personal norm. 

Personal Norm 

Personal norm is a core component in the 

NAT model, defined as a feeling of a moral 

obligation to perform or refrain from a 

specific action (Schwartz, 1977). The term 

personal norm is used to signify self-

expectations based on internalized values, 

personalities, and habits, for particular 

activities in certain situations developed by 

individuals, as a feeling of a moral obligation 

to behave. Therefore, this personal norm is 

different from subjective norms that focus 

more on the normative influence of other 

people and groups considered important.  

Besides, personal norms play a role as an 

intrinsic factor that influences waste sorting 

intention and behavior (Park & Ha, 2014). 

The research synthesis results also show that 

personal norms play an important role as an 

intrinsic factor that encourages the behavior 

of sorting and recycling household waste 

(Matthies, Selge, & Klöckner, 2012; 

Saphores, Ogunseitan, & Shapiro, 2012). 

H3: Personal norm has a positive and 

significant effect on waste sorting intention 

H4: Personal norm has a positive and 

significant effect on waste sorting behavior 

 

Waste Sorting Intention and Behavior 

The intention is an indication or reflection of 

a person's readiness to display a certain 

behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). Intention 

as readiness to behave can be expressed by a 

consumer in several statements, as a 

measurement indicator representing the 

intention to behave. 

When someone intends to display a 

behavior, this person will prefer to continue 

the next step, namely actual behavior, and 

vice versa (Tweneboah-Koduah et al., 2019). 

In the context of actual waste sorting 

behavior, the intention has been proven to 

have a positive effect on the actual behavior 

of sorting and managing waste (Aktas et al., 

2018; Heidari et al., 2018; Khan, Ahmed, & 

Najmi, 2019; Li, Zuo, Cai, & Zillante, 2018; 

Liao & Li, 2019; Ma, Hipel, Hanson, Cai, & 

Liu, 2018; Russell, Young, Unsworth, & 

Robinson, 2017; Visschers, Wickli, & 

Siegrist, 2016; Xu, Ling, Lu, & Shen, 2017).  

H5: Intention has a positive and significant 

effect on waste sorting actual behavior 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Research model 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Sampling Frame 

The target population that is the unit of 

analysis for this research is individuals in 

three major cities in Indonesia, namely 
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Jakarta, Bogor, and Depok. The final sample 

size of this study was 300 respondents with 

purposive sampling as the sampling 

technique. The primary data gathered from 

these respondents successfully passed from 

the initial questionnaire screening. Therefore, 

statistical data analysis was then conducted 

to rely on these 300 data. 

In the main study, the respondents are 

generally aged 41 to 50 years old, have a 

profession as private employees and 

entrepreneurs, have a formal high school 

education and undergraduate, and have a 

monthly income of approximately 4 - 5 

million rupiah. Respondents were selected 

with two main criteria: a residential area 

where a waste bank is available and adequate 

facilities to conduct waste sorting.  

 

Data collection and analysis 

Measurement of each research variable is 

as presented in Table 1. Primary data is 

collected through a closed-end questionnaire. 

Data analysis consists of two stages, namely 

the confirmatory factor analysis and 

structural equation model. Lisrel version 8.80 

is used as statistical tool to test the 

hypotheses.  

Table 1. Measurement 

Variable Item Source 
Awareness 
of conse-
quences 
(AC) 

I aware of a serious 
health threat to me and 
my family at home 
(AC1) 

Nguyen et 
al (2015) 

I aware of a serious 
environmental problem 
(AC2) 

Nguyen et 
al (2015) 

I aware of serious social-
environmental problems 
(AC3) 

Nguyen et 
al (2015), 
modified 

I aware of the adverse 
impact on the lives of 
generations of 
descendants (AC4) 

Zhang et al 
(2019) 

Ascription 
of 
responsi-
bility (AR) 

I feel responsible for 
sorting out waste in my 
daily life (AR1) 

Wang et al 
(2019) 

I feel responsible for the 
negative impact on social 
interactions as a result of 
not conducting waste 
sorting (AR2) 

Wang et al 
(2019) 

I feel responsible for the 
problem of 
environmental damage 
from not conducting a 
waste sorting (AR3) 

Wang et al 
(2019) 

I should take 
responsibility if the 
waste is not properly 
sorted (AR4) 

Zhang et al 
(2019) 

Personal 
norm (PN) 

I feel I have a moral 
obligation to protect the 
environment by 
conducting a waste 
sorting (PN1) 

Wang et al 
(2019), 
Onwezen et 
al (2013) 

I feel that I should help 
others by conducting a 
waste sorting (PN2) 

Wang et al 
(2019) 

I feel that I should 
protect the environment 
(PN3) 

Onwezen et 
al (2013) 

I feel guilty for not 
conducting a waste 
sorting (PN4) 

Tonglet et al 
(2004) 

I care about maintaining 
the living environment 
(PN5) 

Tonglet et al 
(2004) 

Waste 
sorting 
intention 
(INT) 

I intend to sort organic 
waste (INT1) 

Zhang 
(2019) 

I intend to sort out the 
waste that can still be 
reused (INT2) 

Zhang 
(2019) 

I intend to sort out non-
organic waste which has 
economic value  (INT3) 

Zhang 
(2019), 
modified 

I intend to sort out 
hazardous/toxic waste 
(INT4) 

Zhang 
(2019) 

Waste 
sorting 
behavior 
(WSB) 

Sorting out organic waste 
(WSB1) 

Zhang 
(2019) 

Sorting out waste that 
can still be reused 
(WSB2) 

Zhang 
(2019) 

Sorting out non-organic 
waste which has 
economic value (WSB3) 

Zhang 
(2019), 
modified 

Sorting out hazardous/ 
toxic waste (WSB4) 

Zhang 
(2019) 
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RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

Results 

In the first stage, a confirmatory factor 

analysis test was carried out. This test is 

carried out to ensure that all measurement 

items are valid and reliable to measure the 

latent variable. As referring to Table 2, it is 

known that all measurement items have a 

standardized loading factor (SLF) value that 

exceeds the threshold. Thus, all measurement 

items at each latent are valid to be used as 

measurements. The value of construct 

reliability (CR) and the average variance 

extracted (AVE) of each latent have also 

shown that the value exceeds the threshold. 

Therefore, there is an internal consistency of 

each measurement item on the latent variable. 

 

Table 2. Validity and reliability test 

Latent Item SLF CR AVE 
AC AC1 0.96 0.88 0.65 

AC2 0.97   
AC3 0.94   
AC4 0.80   

AR AR1 0.96 0.88 0.65 
AR2 0.94   
AR3 0.96   
AR4 0.82   

PN PN1 0.96 0.92 0.70 
PN2 0.98   
PN3 0.96   
PN4 0.78   
PN5 0.81   

INT INT1 0.97 0.88 0.65 
INT2 0.92   
INT3 0.94   
INT4 0.85   

WSB WSB1 0.90 0.88 0.65 
WSB2 0.92   
WSB3 0.96   
WSB4 0.86   

 
The next step of the validity test related to 

the measurement phase is discriminant 

validity. This step is required to test whether 

the latent variables are different from one 

another. The discriminant validity is 

conducted by comparing the Square Root of 

average variance extracted of a particular 

construct with the correlation between that 

construct with other constructs. The results of 

the discriminant validity test are presented in 

Table 3. 

Table 3. Discriminant validity 
Latent AC AR PN INT WSB 
AC 0.81     
AR 0.59 0.81    
PN 0.60 0.59 0.84   
INT 0.59 0.58 0.59 0.81  
WSB 0.60 0.60 0.59 0.60 0.81 

After successfully passed the confirmatory 

factor analysis stage, the next stage is testing 

the hypotheses. The goodness of fit test was 

conducted formerly before testing the 

hypotheses. Each type of fit index, namely 

absolute fit index, incremental fit index, and 

other fit indexes, reveals satisfactory results. 

The complete results of the goodness of fit in 

the CFA stage and structural stage are 

presented in Table 4. 

Table 4. Goodness of Fit 

Parameter CFA Structural 
X2 296.28 

(p = 0.00) 
330.14 

(P = 0.00) 
GFI 0.79 0.77 
SRMR 0.036 0.11 
RMSEA 0.047 0.052 
NNFI 0.99 0.99 
NFI 0.99 0.98 
RFI 0.98 0.98 
IFI 0.99 0.99 
CFI 0.99 0.99 
CN 229.01 209.69 

 

After successfully met all the 

requirements, the hypothesis test is now 

ready to conduct.  The results revealed 

empirical data support for all the t-value of 
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each path. Therefore, all research hypotheses 

(H1, H2, H3, H4, and H5) are accepted or 

adequately supported by empirical data. The 

complete results of the hypotheses results are 

presented in Table 5. Personal norms of the 

consumers that been activated previously 

succeed to form both intention and behavior. 

Table 5. Hypotheses test results 

 Path Estimates S.E. t-value 
H1 ACPN 0.38 0.073 5.25 
H2 ARPN 0.37 0.074 5.06 
H3 PNINT 0.60 0.057 10.46 
H4 PNWSB 0.37 0.072 5.16 
H5 INTWSB 0.38 0.072 5.20 
 

The information regarding how much the 

endogenous variable's variability can be 

explained by its exogenous variable(s) can be 

found through the coefficient of 

determination. The results are as presented in 

Table 6. 

Table 6. Coefficient of determination 
Exogenous Endogenous R2 

AC, AR PN 0.45 
PN INT 0.36 

PN, INT WSB 0.45 
 

As referring to Table 6, it is revealed that 

45% variability of the personal norm can be 

explained by awareness of consequences and 

ascription of responsibility. Consumers' 

intention of sorting out waste can be 

explained through personal norm by 36%. 

Meanwhile, the consumers' actual behavior 

to sorting out waste can be explained through 

the personal norm and waste sorting intention 

by 45%. 

Discussion 

Awareness of consequences has a 

significant effect on personal norm (b = 0.38, 

S.E. = 0.073, t-value = 5.25). Therefore, 

when a consumer is aware of the negative 

consequences that can arise as the result of 

not sorting out waste, it will create a personal 

norm within him. Products that have been 

consumed certainly leave packaging waste 

that is disposed of in the trash. Consumers 

realize that if the waste is not sorted first, it 

will be detrimental to themselves, their 

families, and their environment. This 

awareness succeeds in activating the personal 

norm of consumers to have an environmental 

concern. 

Ascription of responsibility has a 

significant effect on personal norm (b = 0.37, 

S.E. = 0.074, t-value = 5.06). When a 

consumer ascribed that he/she is responsible 

for protecting the environment, the 

internalized values will be active as a 

reflection of moral obligation. Consumers 

feel responsible for sorting out waste in their 

daily lives as consumer behavior concerning 

the environment. Therefore, consumers feel 

they should take responsibility if the waste 

from various products they bought is not 

properly managed. 

Personal norm has a significant effect on 

waste sorting intention (b = 0.60, S.E. = 

0.057, t-value = 10.46). 45% of the personal 

norm variability can be explained by 

awareness of consequences and ascription of 

responsibility. Consumers' feeling of moral 

obligation successfully predicts the intention 

of consumers to sorting out waste. The 

personal norm can explain 36% of the 

variability of intention. Personal norm also 
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has a significant effect on waste sorting 

behavior (b = 0.37, S.E = 0.072, t-value = 

5.16). Therefore, an active personal norm can 

directly influence behavior, with or without 

being preceded by intention. This finding is 

supporting the conceptual model from 

Setiawan, Afiff & Heruwasto (2020) 

regarding to pro-environmental behavior. 

They states, from norm activation theory 

perspective, waste sorting behavior is a 

shared function of intention and personal 

norm. 

Waste sorting intention has a significant 

effect on waste sorting behavior (b = 0.38, 

S.E. = 0.072, t-value = 5.20). Therefore, 

consumers intend to sort out waste from the 

products they bought, successfully translated 

into actual behavior. Simultaneously with the 

personal norm, waste sorting intention can 

explain the variability of waste sorting 

behavior by 45%. The intention has a power 

that a little bit bigger than the personal norm 

in explaining behavior. Nevertheless, these 

two variables are significant in predicting 

waste sorting behavior. Consumers who feel 

moral obligation will be driven to sort out 

waste from the product they have bought. 

Simultaneously, the feeling of moral 

obligation and the intention of sorting out 

waste is realized to become actual behavior. 

There are a large number of antecedents 

of the pro-environmental consumer behavior 

that have been researched previously. It was 

revealed that the antecedents are commonly 

relly on environmental values, knowledge, 

concerns, and attitudes (Ertz, Karakas, & 

Sarigöllü, 2016). This study relies on the 

theoretical basis of norm activation theory 

(Schwartz, 1977) to link personal norm to 

pro-environmental consumer behavior. This 

study proves that personal norm as a core 

factor of norm activation theory can be 

applied to explain pro-environmental 

consumer behavior in the downstream stage. 

Consumers' personal norm successfully 

explains waste sorting behavior as a 

particular action in pro-environmental 

consumer behavior. 

The increasing value of the consumer's 

personal norms will be followed by 

increasing intention and behavior in the 

waste sorting context. Even though personal 

norms significantly affect intention and 

behavior, it is revealed that personal norm is 

much more robust in explaining intention. 

Therefore, to create pro-environmental 

consumer behavior related to disposing waste 

from the products they have already bought, 

it needs intention and personal norm 

simultaneously. 

  

CONCLUSION 

This study aims to fill the research gap by 

examining the role of personal norms based 

on norm activation theory in explaining 

behavior. This study's findings have provided 

empirical evidence regarding the personal 

norm's role in explaining pro-environmental 

consumer behavior. Awareness of 

consequences and ascription of responsibility 
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significantly affect consumers' personal 

norms. Consumers feel that they have a 

moral obligation concerning the environment. 

Active personal norm, successfully forming 

both intention and actual behavior in the 

context of sorting out waste. The downstream 

stage of consumer behavior will lead to 

becoming pro-environmental consumer 

behavior based on altruistic values. Personal 

norm is proven can be activated through 

awareness of consequences and ascription of 

responsibility. Active personal norm will 

lead to affect behavior, with or without being 

preceded by intention. 

This study's findings can have an essential 

theoretical contribution to applying norm 

activation theory in explaining pro-

environmental consumer behavior. 

Consumers' personal norms will be active 

when they aware of the consequences and 

have an ascription of responsibility related to 

waste sorting behavior. An active personal 

norm can directly affect behavior without 

being preceded by intention. 

The finding of this study also brings up an 

essential practical contribution. Social 

marketers concerned with influencing their 

target audience's behavior to behave more 

environmentally can apply this approach. 

Social marketers can encourage consumers to 

behave pro-environmentally by activating the 

personal norm from their target audience first. 

This active personal norm will lead 

consumers to manage waste from the 

products they already bought more 

appropriately. 

The finding of this study also stimulates 

an implication regarding to managerial 

perspective. Marketing manager, for instance, 

can integrate their promotion program by 

stimulating the customers personal norm 

regarding to the environmental concern. 

Marketing manager can embedded it in their 

product package by adding symbol that can 

encourage customer awareness and 

responsibility to the environment. An 

embedded message, a feeling of moral 

obligation in protecting the environment, for 

instance, can also be considered in order to 

activating customers personal norm. 

Even though this study already has a 

robust basis for all the measurements, it still 

opens for further research to expand and fill 

the gap that exists. This study was conducted 

in a cross-sectional period. Therefore, future 

studies will be more robust if the actual 

behavior is measured in a longitudinal period. 
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