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Summary 
 

 

 

The world is burning, literally, due to dry heat waves caused by global warming. But 

the wildfires are not the only consequence of climate change people are facing today. 

Pollution, floods, hurricanes, water deprivation, and biodiversity loss are other 

examples that affect living on earth. Scholars in a broad range of fields acknowledge 

the fact that humans are the main cause of climate change and that it is of paramount 

importance to enhance people’s sustainable behavior. However, changing people’s 

behavior in the sustainability domain is easier said than done. There is often a big 

difference between people’s intentions to behave sustainably and their actual 

sustainable behavior, referred to as the sustainability related intention-behavior gap.  

The current dissertation tries to explain the intention-behavior gap from the 

understudied evolutionary perspective. People have evolved innate behavioral 

tendencies, such as the propensity to prioritize individual interest over collective 

interest and to value the present over the future, which often hinder them to act 

sustainably. This happens even when people have positive sustainable attitudes and 

behavioral intensions, as they are typically unaware of these strong innate drivers. For 

instance, consciously people might want to act sustainably as they feel guilty about 

their own non-sustainable actions (e.g., making holiday flights), but are unaware of 

their innate motivation to desire relative status, holding them back from actually 

behaving sustainably.    

More importantly, the main goal of this dissertation is to provide solutions that 

can help narrow the sustainable intention-behavior gap. In four empirical chapters it 

shows the effectiveness of four different strategies in promoting actual sustainable 

behavior and not merely sustainable attitudes or behavioral intentions (although the 

dissertation tests both). Each strategy is derived from a distinct premise that evolved 

through natural selection: (1) humans are self-interested by nature, (2) humans are 

driven by relative status motives, (3) humans are temporal myopic (i.e., people are 

oriented towards the here-and-now), and (4) humans are biophilic (i.e., people love and 

admire nature). It is argued, in the theoretical overview provided in Chapter 1, that the 



 

    

effectiveness of the strategies is due to the fact that they match these ancestral 

behavioral tendencies. 

Chapter 2 empirically tests the effectiveness of a strategy that matches the self-

interested nature of people to enhance sustainable behavior. It proposes that 

competition can be used as a driving force to promote people’s sustainable behavior, 

as it offers self-interest benefits and ties with humans’ innate competitiveness. In Study 

2.1 (lab experiment) participants were exposed to a fictitious sustainability competition 

versus no competition. More specifically, participants had to read and write about 

joining either a sustainability competition (“students compete to become the most 

sustainable student of the business school”) or a sustainability discussion group 

(“students participate in discussions about sustainability issues at hand”) organized by 

the university’s Green Office. Findings show that joining a competition resulted in more 

intentional sustainable grocery shopping, monetary donations to WWF, and actual 

recycling behavior, as compared to no competition.  

Furthermore, results demonstrate that the positive effect of competition is more 

evident among people who are concerned with maximizing their own outcomes (pro-

selves) than those who are concerned with maximizing outcomes for the common good 

(pro-socials). Particularly, Study 2.2 (lab experiment) and Study 2.4 (experimental field 

study using economic and psychology students as a proxy for pro-selves and pro-

socials, respectively) find that competition increases sustainable behavior among pro-

selves, whereas pro-socials act sustainably independent of competition. In addition, 

Study 2.3 (online experiment) demonstrate that pro-selves are motivated by the 

competitive process itself (e.g., the prospect of winning a contest), whereas pro-socials 

are motivated by the outcome of the competitive process (e.g., sustainability). 

Importantly, these results show that a sustainable competition, which matches 

humans’ self-interested nature, even fosters sustainable behavior among pro-selves, 

who are typically less concerned with serving the common good. By doing so the 

strategy valuably reaches out to a broader public: both pro-socials  pro-selves. 

Chapter 3 tests the effectiveness of a strategy that matches humans’ innate 

desire for relative status, but also reveals a paradoxical side-effect. An observational 

field study looked at the shopping behavior of customers of Marqt (representing a high-



 

    

status sustainable grocery chain) and EkoPlaza (representing a lower-status sustainable 

grocery chain), showing that customers of Marqt buy sustainable groceries for status 

reasons. Specifically, a comparison among more than 400 customers showed that 

customers of Marqt bought more new branded shopping bags (21%) compared to 

customers of EkoPlaza (2%), enabling them to publicly display their sustainable 

behavior. These results indicate that high status-oriented customers (customers of 

Marqt) buy ten times more branded shopping bags, which is in itself a non-sustainable 

and wasteful act. In other words, people who act sustainably for status motives, show-

off their sustainable behavior to others at the expense of the environment. It is 

therefore important to take these negative consequences into account when matching 

policy or marketing strategies to people’s innate status motives for the promotion of 

sustainable behavior. 

Chapter 4 empirically tests the successfulness of a strategy that matches 

humans’ temporal myopic nature – people value the present over the future – to 

increase people’s sustainable behavior. More specifically, it demonstrates the 

importance of emphasizing the immediate benefits of sustainable behavior during 

uncertain times. In Study 4.1 (lab experiment) participants read a paragraph about the 

world being either depicted as certain (e.g., “almost everything in the world is stable” 

and “the future is affected by expectable world events”) or uncertain (e.g., “nothing in 

the world is stable” and “the future is affected by coincidental world events”) and wrote 

about a corresponding situation that happened in their lives. Results show that 

uncertainty decreases people’s sustainable behavior. Study 4.2 (online experiment) 

replicates the finding and provides evidence for the underlying mechanism of temporal 

discounting (the preference for smaller immediate rewards over bigger future ones). In 

particular, people become more immediate oriented and display higher levels of 

temporal discounting during uncertainty. Since sustainable behavior is inherently 

associated with a future orientation, this increased level of temporal discounting 

hinders people from acting sustainably. 

Even though uncertainty decreases sustainable behavior, it does not mean that 

the promotion of sustainable behavior during uncertain times is destined to fail. As an 

example, Study 4.3 (lab experiment using the economic crisis as uncertain event) and 



 

    

Study 4.4 (experimental field study using the terror attack at Brussels’ international 

airport and subway system on March 22, 2016 as uncertain event) tested a strategy that 

could reverse the negative effect of uncertainty on sustainable behavior. In particular, 

the studies find that highlighting immediate benefits of sustainable behavior yields a 

more positive valuation of sustainable products and higher sustainable monetary 

donations, respectively. This is of significant importance, as people currently face many 

highly uncertain events, such as terror attacks, volatile economies, intensive migration, 

and the unpredictable impact of climate change itself. 

In Chapter 4 it was shown that temporal discounting is an important predictor 

of non-sustainable behavior. Following up on this finding, Chapter 5 tests whether 

people’s biophilic nature – people innately love and admire nature – could decrease 

this discounting of the future. In Study 5.1 (lab experiment) participants were exposed 

to either city or nature pictures and were thereafter asked to indicate their preference 

for 100 euros now (i.e., immediate reward) or a bigger amount in 90 days (i.e., delayed 

reward; ranging from 110 to 170 euros with 10 euros increments). A choice for a lower 

delayed reward indicates lower temporal discounting. On average participants exposed 

to nature pictures already chose for the future amount from 125 euros, whereas 

participants exposed to city pictures chose for the future amount from 138 euros.  

Importantly, Study 5.2 (lab experiment) measures temporal discounting after 

exposure to nature or city pictures or directly (without exposure), and demonstrate 

that nature exposure lowers temporal discounting levels. Furthermore, it measures 

people’s valuation of the bigger monetary amount in 90 days, and find that people’s 

choice for a lower delayed reward after being exposed to nature, could be explained by 

an enhanced valuation of the future. Study 5.3 (experimental field study) replicate the 

latter finding in a natural setting in which participants were exposed to either the 

Amsterdam Zuidas or the Amsterdam forest. Overall, these findings indicate that 

nature exposure reduces people’s temporal discounting and, combined with Chapter 4 

showing that temporal discounting decreases sustainable behavior, suggest that a 

strategy matching people’s biophilic nature might be successful in the promotion of 

sustainable behavior as well.  



 

    

 Overall, this dissertation was set out to find ways to enhance people’s 

sustainable behavior and show that an evolutionary perspective could be a valuable 

approach to help narrow the sustainable intention-behavior gap. Chapter 6 ends with 

important recommendations for both practitioners as well as scientists. In accordance 

with the four premises studied in Chapters 2-5, it provides practical and relatively 

easy implementable implications for marketers, public policy makers, and NGOs: (1) 

create sustainability competitions, (2) make sustainability a status symbol (while 

being cautious about the paradoxical side-effect), (3) highlight the immediate benefits 

of sustainability, and (4) expose people to nature scenery. Furthermore, the 

dissertation provides in-depth future research directions – based on an evolutionary 

perspective – that might establish more successful strategies to foster sustainable 

behavior. Hopefully, altogether this dissertation is a valuable step in the quest of 

growing a more sustainable world. 

 


