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Abstract: The challenge of sustainable development and consumption is to meet current wants
without impoverishing future generations and the planet in the long term. Therefore, new patterns
of sustainable practices are increasingly promoted. The purpose of the present study is to realize a
systematic review aimed to analyze the contents and features of articles dealing with new trends in
consumers’ sustainable consumption. One hundred and four papers published in the last five years
were retrieved and analyzed through a lexicographical analysis using the software T-LAB. The results
show that, even if most of the current studies focus almost exclusively on the environmental impact
of sustainability, the social perspective is also recently taking hold. Evidence suggests prevailing
attention towards consumers’ appeal and consumption of eco-friendly food products, together with
a growing interest in the last years in consumers’ practices in other key sectors, such as tourism,
commerce, and clothing. Future research should spotlight the less explored frameworks, looking at
the economic and social sides of sustainability in a variety of contextual settings. At the same time,
consumer-focused research should not forget to look at consumers’ sustainable behavior as a whole
and its impacts from the perspective of planet, people, and profit.
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1. Introduction

Promoting sustainable consumption is a crucial aspect of sustainable development, which depends
on achieving long-term economic growth that could ensure environmental and social needs for both
present and future generations.

To understand what sustainable consumption is, it is advisable to first consider a paragraph from
a guest editorial written by Peattie and Collins [1] (p. 108):

“More than one contributing author, when requested by referees to provide a clear and explicit
definition of sustainable consumption, decline to on the basis that they do not believe attempts to settle
on a single view were genuinely helpful.”

This quote clearly embodies the idea that sustainable consumption represents a many-sided
concept, entailing a large set of factors that can be analyzed from a variety of points of view. Indeed,
a plethora of concepts have been investigated with regard to sustainable consumption, including
responsible consumption, anti-consumption, consumer citizenship, and consumer lifestyles, to name
only a few [1,2].

To further understand what sustainable consumption means, it could be helpful to refer to the
‘Brundtland definition’ of sustainable development, which provides two clear criteria: meeting human
needs and respecting the constraints aimed to preserve the capacity of the environment to respond to
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such needs [3]. In other words, sustainable development and consumption should meet current wants
without impoverishing future generations and the planet in the long term [2]. The same concepts are
also valid if applied to sustainable consumption. Indeed, the Oslo Symposium in 1994 provided a
definition of sustainable consumption that recalls the principles expressed in the Brundtland Report,
referring to the use of products and services responding to basic wants and minimizing resource
depletion, in order to preserve the needs of future generations.

Considering evidence from different research fields suggesting that the demand of natural resources
for human activities is beyond what is sustainable for the planet [1], the attention given to sustainability
in recent decades by both research and institutions is unsurprising. As current consumption patterns are
no longer sustainable, new patterns of sustainable practices are increasingly promoted [2]. In September
2015, the United Nations Member States adopted and approved the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, a plan of action composed of 17 Sustainable Development Goals [4]. Encouraged actions
involve three specific critical areas: people, planet, and prosperity. Indeed, if it is true that a huge
number of studies focus almost exclusively on environmental aspects [1,5], the concept of sustainability
is certainly broader. The Triple Bottom Line is a sustainability framework developed by Elkington [6],
which focuses on the importance of considering all of the costs of doing business—that is, the ecological,
social, and economic impacts. The environmental dimension concerns the impact of firm activities on
natural resources; the social dimension involves the effect on society and population, enhancing living
conditions and ensuring equal opportunities; and the economic dimension addresses the capacity to
create value and income, improving the quality of life and well-being [7,8].

In this context, sustainable consumer behavior is a key concept that can be analyzed from a variety
of perspectives and methodologies. Stern [9] considers environmentally significant behavior to include
those consumer practices that are characterized by the intention to change the environment—that
is, by how decisions are driven to benefit or hinder their impact on the environment. Consumption
needs to be looked at as a process of decisions and actions, not limited to the moment of purchase,
but considering the whole lifecycle of a product or service [1,2]. Trudel [10] offers a comprehensive
overview of the history of research investigating environmental and sustainable behavior. In the last
decades of XX century, researchers focused on exploring the features of the ‘green consumer’ for
segmentation purposes, although mainly leading to inconclusive results and privileging topics like
energy preservation and recycling. Since 2000, the research agenda has embraced a decision-making
perspective, introducing themes such as cognitive barriers, self-perceptions, social influence, and impact
of product features [10].

The purpose of the present study is to realize a systematic review aimed to analyze the contents
and features of articles dealing with new trends (i.e., development or changes in consumers’ behavior)
in consumers’ sustainable consumption in the last five years through a lexicographical analysis.
By consumption, we refer to the process of decisions and actions involving purchase, use, and disposal
of goods, enacted by consumers [1]. Specifically, the search aims to investigate consumers’ novel
practices, which have attracted researchers’ attention in the field of sustainability after the approval
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The final objective is to detect trends among the
selected articles, differentiating investigated variables and methodological features and disclosing
insights on current tendencies in research. Consumers represent the center of our search, rather than
production processes or sustainable development of industries.

Looking at past systematic reviews, it is clear that the range of investigated topics linked to
consumers’ sustainable consumption behavior is fairly heterogeneous. Among them, we can find
several studies related to sharing economy [11,12], sustainable tourism [13], circular economy [14],
attractiveness of sustainable features of products [15], food and beverage consumption [16], and impact
of labels on purchase decisions [17–19]. All the above-mentioned reviews analyzed sustainable
behavior, focusing on a specific domain. However, there are also a few instances of reviews that
generally treated trends of sustainable practices. For instance, Kumar and Polonsky [20] addressed the
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topic of the ‘green consumer’ in general terms, looking at articles from 1975 to 2012. We can also find a
systematic review concerning new trends of sustainable consumption in Shao [21].

In this research, we aim to collect data about consumers’ trends of sustainable behavior and
practices with no specific distinction of sectors and practices, in order to recognize what features
and tendencies characterize research on sustainable behavior as a whole. Through a lexicographical
analysis, it is possible to support the review throughout the recognition and categorization of concepts
and topics. To our knowledge, this is the first review concerning consumers’ sustainable behavior to
employ a lexicographical analysis methodology.

2. Methodology

The review protocol is based on the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses) statement for systematic reviews and meta-analysis, a checklist composed of
27 items guiding data selection and collection [22].

2.1. Eligibility Criteria

The following inclusion and exclusion criteria have been applied to select the studies:
Inclusion criteria

• Peer-reviewed papers;
• Studies published after 2015, following the global mobilization of the 17 Sustainable Development

Goals approved in September 2015 by the United Nations Members States throughout the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development [4];

• Full-text English written papers;
• Empirical papers;
• Research dealing with trends of sustainable consumption, focusing on consumers and their practices;
• Studies covering trends related to sustainable purchasing behavior as well as to services

(like tourism and mobility).

Exclusion criteria

• Literature reviews, systematic reviews, conference papers (since not peer-reviewed publications),
speculative and position papers, and meta-analysis;

• Studies covering interventions aimed to endorse sustainable behaviors, since our focus is on
consumers’ practices, not on how to endorse them;

• Articles dealing with new processes or methodologies to improve sustainable development
of industries, production processes, and urban landscape development, since our aim is to
concentrate on consumers’ perspective.

2.2. Information Source and Source Terms

We chose to use the electronic database Scopus, which covers a wide range of areas and academic
fields. The database was searched between 10 and 20 March. As noted above, the search included
only studies published after 2015. Indeed, in September 2015 the United Nations Member States
adopted and approved the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, a plan of action composed of
17 Sustainable Development Goals [4].

The search terms were constructed so as to respond to the above-mentioned criteria. It was
mandatory for all studies to describe some trends or practices related to sustainability, with a main
focus on consumers. The following research was conducted:

• Scopus: TITLE–ABS–KEY ((“trend*” OR “pattern*” OR “habit*” OR “profile*” OR “practice*”)
AND (“consumer behavio*r” OR “consumer attitude*”) AND (“sustainability” OR “sustainable
consumption”)).
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2.3. Study Selection

The early selection stage involved screening titles and abstracts by all the authors in order to
reach an agreed-upon initial pool. The remaining articles were searched to download the full-text
version. After all papers were scanned, a definitive selection was made, and the resulting corpus was
categorized for the information levels described in Section 2.4.

During all screening stages, the three authors first independently analyzed the articles and then
confronted. Any doubt or disagreement was conjointly discussed by the authors to reach a common choice.

2.4. Data Collection Process

All the authors participated in the data collection. The data extraction was organized in a
spreadsheet, and the following information was retrieved:

1. Who is(are) the author(s)?
2. What journal published the paper?
3. Which academic field does the journal belong to?
4. When was the study published?
5. How many times was the article cited?
6. Was the study conducted in a cross-cultural context? In which country(ies)?
7. Which methods were used in the research?
8. Which dimension of sustainability does the article investigate?
9. Which sustainability aspect does the study focus on?
10. Which industry sector does the research involve?

The last three information levels deserve a separate mention. In the current analysis, the Triple
Bottom Line was used to distinguish among the three pillars of sustainability—that is, environmental,
social, and economic dimensions [6]. An additional categorization level aimed to discriminate the type of
sustainable practice, habit, or aspect that was mainly explored (e.g., attractiveness towards eco-friendly
food, sustainable practices such as recycling and wasting, consumption of goods produced in sustainable
way). Last, we also encoded the industry sector where the research was handled (e.g., food and beverage,
housing, services). In Section 3, specific information about all the categorization levels is provided.

2.5. Software and Analytical Strategy

A lexicographical analysis was conducted using the software T-LAB, version 9.1 (T-LAB di
Lancia Franco, Roccasecca, Italy), which supports linguistic, statistical, and graphical text analysis [23].
The analysis is based on the occurrences and co-occurrences of lexical units (LU) within a textual
corpus or context units (CU). In the T-LAB database each lexical unit is a classified record with two
fields: words—as they appear in the textual corpus, and lemmas—the dictionary form of a set of words
(i.e., ‘run’ is the lemma of ‘running’ and ‘runs’), whose labels in T-LAB are listed according to linguistic
criteria or by dictionaries and semantic grids defined by the authors. T-LAB allows for exploring and
mapping the significant linguistic elements without a priori interpretative hypothesis. This software
explores the co-occurrence of relationships between key terms within a subset of text. After a prior
conceptualization activity to encode the articles through the variables listed in Section 2.1, two different
analyses were performed on the titles and abstracts of selected papers.

First, a specificity analysis was run to identify specific lemmas and words characterizing the corpus.
We were interested in verifying whether some key elements were typical of the three dimensions of
sustainability (environmental, social, and economic) and whether some others were commonly absent.
The output consisted of a table reporting all significant lexical units together with their occurrence and
chi-square value. Then, a correspondence analysis was conducted to map the relationships between
words and categorical variables [24]. This technique made it possible to organize data in thematic
clusters, which are represented in a two-dimensional chart.
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3. Results

The complete description of the flow process is presented in Figure 1. At the early stage, 207 articles
resulted from Scopus, and no duplicated article was found. The identified papers were screened in
several steps employing the above-mentioned exclusion and inclusion criteria. First, after analyzing
titles and abstracts, 93 studies that did not meet the inclusion criteria were excluded. The remaining
114 studies were scanned in full-text papers. After downloading and scanning the full text of these
114 articles, a final pool of 104 papers meeting all the aforementioned criteria remained (see Box A1,
Appendix A). In the last step, all the authors deeply analyzed and categorized these papers.
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Figure 1. Flow diagram of studies included in the review based on PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) protocol.

3.1. Description of the Final Set

Considering the descriptive data from the final set of papers, we were able to analyze the trends of
studies conducted on recent patterns of consumers’ sustainable habits and practices. Figure 2 provides
information on the number of articles published since 2016, showing a slight increase in 2019 to a peak
of 28 articles. The assumption of increasing academic curiosity remains to be confirmed in the coming
years. Considering that the present search started in March 2020, data for 2020 were only partial, but if
the trend of the first quarter of the year is confirmed (8 published articles), more than 30 studies on this
topic may be published in 2020.

Table 1 shows that publications on this topic in the last five years mainly appeared in Sustainability
(Switzerland) (12% of papers), followed by the Journal of Cleaner Production (11% of papers),
and Appetite and British Food Journal (6% of papers each). The other journals registered inferior
numbers of retrieved articles. Such information could be helpful for future researchers interested in
deepening the topic.
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Table 1. Summary of journals with the highest number of published papers.

Journal % of Published Articles

Sustainability (Switzerland) 12%
Journal of Cleaner Production 11%
Appetite 6%
British Food Journal 6%

As noted above, we encoded the academic field of each journal using the web source www.
scimagojr.com, attributing multiple codes if applicable—that is, if a journal was classified with more
than one academic field. Table 2 offers an overview of the number of publications for academic
fields, basing on the publishing journal, distributed per year. Overall, we can note a predominance of
Business, Management and Accounting and of Environmental Science and Forestry, which retrieved
almost 40% of the total number of articles. Next were Social Science and Energy, with 33% and 28% of
studies, respectively. It is interesting to notice the trend over the years (Figure 3). In particular, papers
published in journals belonging to the Social Science field are increasing, reaching a peak of 54% of
studies published in 2019. On the other hand, the number of studies on journal belonging to Business,
Management, Accounting academic field is getting lower.

Table 2. List of encoded academic fields of journals to which the selected papers belong.

Academic Field % on Total Articles

Business, management, accounting 38%
Environmental science and forestry 37%
Social science 32%
Multidisciplinary 27%
Energy 23%
Agriculture and biological science 18%
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Next, a cross-cultural perspective allowed us to further explore the findings. Indeed, different
cultural contexts could influence and characterize consumers’ trends of sustainable behaviors and
practices, as well as academic curiosity. Looking at the geographical context where the selected studies
have been performed (Figure 4), results show a high predominance of research on the chosen topic in
Europe (55%). Zooming in, Italy shows the largest number of papers (14% of studies), followed by
Germany (9% of studies) and the United States (7% of studies).
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With regard to research methodologies, the majority of studies employed a quantitative approach.
Indeed, 69% of papers conducted quantitative research, whereas 17% of them chose mixed methods
and the remaining 14% were qualitative studies.

As anticipated in the introduction, in our analysis the Triple Bottom Line was used to encode
the selected studies [6]. Drawing from the three pillars of sustainability, we analyzed the papers
searching for cues to the presence of environmental, social, and economic dimensions. Our findings
reveal that 27% of the studies addressed more than one sustainability dimensions. Moreover, a great
majority of articles dealt with the environmental side of sustainability, followed by social and economic
dimensions (88%, 24%, and 22% of studies, respectively).

An additional categorization level was meant to distinguish the type of sustainable practice,
habit, or aspect investigated. Taking inspiration from Hanss and Böhm [8], six different codes were
identified. First, studies focused on exploring consumers’ consumption and attractiveness of food
produced in a sustainable way were differentiated from studies examining the consumption habits of
other eco-friendly goods. The third code refers to sustainable practices, such as recycling, tourism,
and mobility. Fourth, several articles delved into consumers’ identity and values to understand their
attitudes, beliefs, and motives regarding sustainability in general. The last two codes refer to resource
preservation and local production.

As shown in Figure 5, most studies focused on sustainable practices, including household habits,
recycling, reducing waste, sustainable tourism, and sharing economy. Next, many studies dealt with
the food topic, investigating the habits, purchase behavior, and attractiveness of products that contain
organic elements or that are produced through eco-friendly processes. The third most discussed issue
comprised 21% of articles investigating consumers’ behavior and attitude towards products realized in
an environmentally friendly way (excluding food, which was considered separately). Next, studies
exploring consumers’ identity and values towards environment-related issues were found in 20% of
papers. Less treated were the themes of resource preservation and local production (4% and 3% of
articles, respectively).

The last unit of analysis was the industry sector, as shown in Table 3. A “generic” code was used
if no specific sector was reported (e.g., if sustainability was investigated in general terms). The food
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and beverage sector was the focus of more than 42% of all studies. The remaining articles were well
distributed among the other categories.
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Table 3. Segmentation of papers by industry sector.

Industry Sector % of Papers

Food/Beverage 42%
Generic 20%
Clothing 8%
Housing 6%
Commerce 5%
Transport/Mobility 4%
Technology 4%
Energy/Utilities (Water, Gas, Electricity) 4%
Services (Financial, Health, Communication, Professional) 4%
Tourism 3%
Luxury 1%

To sum up, these findings show that the majority of papers explore the environmental impact
of sustainability, with a preference for investigating sustainable practices and consumer appeal
of eco-friendly food products. This is in line with the top-cited studies, as shown in Table 4.
Among them, 45% of studies investigated specific sustainable practices—such as recycling in Echegaray
and Hansstein [25] and car-sharing in Wilhelms et al. [26], followed by exploring sustainable food
consumption, like in Hoek et al. [27] and Thøgersen [28]. In addition, 8 out of the 11 top-cited papers
took into account the environmental dimension of sustainability, overlooking social and economic
aspects. Although research in this field is mostly related to the ecological aspect, cues from this first
descriptive analysis of the articles suggest that the social perspective of sustainability is also recently
taking hold.

3.2. Specificity Analysis

Using the software T-LAB, an initial specificity analysis was performed on all key lemmas
and words present in the corpus, considering abstracts and titles of selected papers. As above
mentioned, a lemma represents the dictionary form of a set of words, labeled in T-LAB according to
linguistic criteria or by dictionaries and semantic grids customized by the authors [23]. Words and
lemmas that occurred more than the minimum threshold and with the highest chi-square values were
included. The chi-square made it possible to detect the lexical units that are defined for over-using
and under-using. The specificity analysis was conducted on three different subcorpi—that is, corpus
subsets as defined by a categorical variable distinguishing among the three dimensions of sustainability.
Therefore, the subcorpus categorized as ‘Environmental Sustainability’ was compared with the rest
of the textual corpus. The same logic was applied to the other two dimensions, social and economic
sustainability. Tables 5–7 show the words/lemmas that are used more frequently or less frequently in
each subcorpus compared to the rest of available text.
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Table 4. List of the top 11 most-cited papers.

Title Author(s) Journal Title Year of
Publication

Number of
Citation

Assessing the intention-behavior gap in
electronic waste recycling: The case of Brazil Echegaray F., Hansstein F.V. Journal of Cleaner

Production 2017 60

Shrinking the food-print: A qualitative study
into consumer perceptions, experiences and
attitudes towards healthy and environmentally
friendly food behaviors

Hoek A.C., Pearson D., James
S.W., Lawrence M.A., Friel S. Appetite 2017 55

Socio-demographics, implicit attitudes, explicit
attitudes, and sustainable consumption in
supermarket shopping

Panzone L., Hilton D., Sale L.,
Cohen D.

Journal of
Economic

Psychology
2016 32

The effects of environmental and luxury beliefs
on intention to patronize green hotels: the
moderating effect of destination image

Line N.D., Hanks L.
Journal of

Sustainable
Tourism

2016 31

To earn is not enough: A means-end analysis to
uncover peer-providers’ participation motives in
peer-to-peer carsharing

Wilhelms M.-P., Henkel S.,
Falk T.

Technological
Forecasting and
Social Change

2017 30

Explicit and implicit attitude toward an emerging
food technology: The case of cultured meat

Bekker G.A., Fischer A.R.H.,
Tobi H., van Trijp H.C.M. Appetite 2017 26

Sustainable food consumption in the nexus
between national context and private lifestyle:
A multi-level study

Thøgersen J. Food Quality and
Preference 2017 26

Self-consumption with PV + Battery systems:
A market diffusion model considering individual
consumer behavior and preferences

Klingler A.-L. Applied Energy 2017 25

Food choice motives when purchasing in organic
and conventional consumer clusters: Focus on
sustainable concerns (the nutrinet-santé
cohort study)

Baudry J., Péneau S., Allès B.,
Touvier M., Hercberg S., Galan

P., Amiot M.-J., Lairon D.,
Méjean C., Kesse-Guyot E.

Nutrients 2017 23

The role of mobile technology in tourism: Patents,
articles, news, and mobile tour app reviews Kim D., Kim S. Sustainability

(Switzerland) 2017 23

Consumers’ willingness-to-pay for sustainable
food products: The case of organically and
locally grown almonds in Spain

De-Magistris T., Gracia A. Journal of Cleaner
Production 2016 23

Table 5. Specificity analysis: more/less frequently used words in papers investigating the environmental
dimension of sustainability.

More Frequently Used Words/Lemmas (Linked to Environmental Sustainability)

Word Subcorpus Total χ2 (p)

Food 245 248 20.01 <0.001
Purchase 76 78 4.29 0.038
Product 132 138 4.16 0.041

Less Frequently Used Words/Lemmas (Linked to Environmental Sustainability)

Word Subcorpus Total χ2 (p)

Bank 0 13 −126.01 <0.001
Ethical 9 23 −72.08 <0.001
Mobile 2 10 −58.85 <0.001
Customer 3 11 −52.10 <0.001
Social 61 85 −36.02 <0.001
Ethic 6 13 −30.35 <0.001
Market 51 69 −22.92 <0.001
Belief 7 13 −20.76 <0.001
Article 6 11 −16.90 <0.001
Research 66 84 −14.55 <0.001
Strategy 15 22 −13.10 <0.001
German 5 9 −13.06 <0.001
Focus 24 33 −12.52 <0.001
Culture 16 23 −12.06 <0.001
Motivate 6 10 −11.07 <0.001
Qualitative 14 20 −10.06 0.001
Value 49 62 −9.91 0.001
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Table 5. Cont.

Less Frequently Used Words/Lemmas (Linked to Environmental Sustainability)

Word Subcorpus Total χ2 (p)

Technology 19 26 −9.47 0.002
Wine 9 13 −7.03 0.008
Society 9 13 −7.03 0.008
Individual 40 50 −6.70 0.009

Note: More (less) frequently used words are words that are used more (less) often in a given subcorpus when
compared to the total. Words in bold are the most relevant for data interpretation. All values are statistically
significant at p < 0.05.

Table 6. Specificity analysis: more/less frequently used words in papers investigating the social
dimension of sustainability.

More Frequently Used Words/Lemmas (Linked to Social Sustainability)

Word Subcorpus Total χ2 (p)

Ethical 22 23 60.19 <0.001
Social 49 85 47.27 <0.001
Fashion 18 23 34.09 <0.001
Regional 13 14 33.75 <0.001
Ethic 12 13 30.83 <0.001
Oil 17 24 26.29 <0.001
Citizenship 10 11 25.00 <0.001
Sustainability 48 103 24.85 <0.001
Dimension 19 29 24.79 <0.001
Conventional 11 15 18.27 <0.001
Mobile 8 10 15.79 <0.001
Palm 12 19 14.37 <0.001
Customer 8 11 13.05 <0.001
Focus 17 33 11.97 <0.001
Information 21 45 10.85 <0.001
Dietary 8 13 9.00 0.002
View 8 13 9.00 0.002
Article 7 11 8.52 0.003
Chinese 6 9 8.12 0.004
Socially 6 9 8.12 0.004

Less Frequently Used Words/Lemmas (Linked to Social Sustainability)

Word Subcorpus Total χ2 (p)

Consumption 34 234 −14.91 <0.001
Meat 0 40 −13.66 <0.001
Waste 1 45 −12.80 <0.001
Variable 0 25 −8.52 0.003
Household 0 25 −8.52 0.003
Eat 0 24 −8.18 0.004
Attitude 13 98 −7.66 0.005
Base 3 41 −7.09 0.007
Public 0 19 −6.47 0.010
Recycle 0 19 −6.47 0.010
Increase 2 32 −6.20 0.012
Laundry 0 18 −6.13 0.013
Energy 5 49 −5.98 0.014
Reduce 1 24 −5.71 0.016
Beef 0 15 −5.11 0.023
Demographic 1 22 −5.05 0.024
Environmental 19 116 −5.01 0.025

Note: More (less) frequently used words are words that are used more (less) often in a given subcorpus when
compared to the total. Words in bold are the most relevant for data interpretation. All values are statistically
significant at p < 0.05.
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Table 7. Specificity analysis: more/less frequently used words in papers investigating Economic
dimension of sustainability.

More Frequently Used Words/Lemmas (Linked to Economic Sustainability)

Word Subcorpus Total χ2 (p)

Oil 22 24 76.31 <0.001
Motive 24 31 63.24 <0.001
Regional 13 14 45.96 <0.001
Dimension 15 29 17.96 <0.001
Economic 12 22 16.16 <0.001
Dietary 8 13 13.82 <0.001
Sustainability 35 103 12.31 <0.001
Evidence 6 9 12.08 <0.001
Generation 6 9 12.08 <0.001
Local 13 28 12.00 <0.001
Innovation 8 14 11.88 <0.001
Transition 8 14 11.88 <0.001
Business 11 23 10.93 <0.001
Development 10 25 6.11 0.013
Economy 7 18 3.91 0.047

Less Frequently Used Words/Lemmas (Linked to Economic Sustainability)

Word Subcorpus Total χ2 (p)

Meat 0 40 −10.17 0.001
Perceive 1 35 −6.55 0.010
Variable 0 25 −6.34 0.011
Household 0 25 −6.34 0.011
Eat 0 24 −6.09 0.013
Ethical 0 23 −5.83 0.015
Fashion 0 23 −5.83 0.015

Note: More (less) frequently used words are words that are used more (less) often in a given subcorpus when
compared to the total. Words in bold are the most relevant for data interpretation. All values are statistically
significant at p < 0.05.

In studies dealing with the environmental dimension of sustainability, researchers use the words
‘food’, ‘purchase’, and ‘product’ particularly frequently, suggesting a strong focus on consumers’ habits
and practices connected to shopping behaviors (Table 5). In addition, almost 50% of papers present in
this subcorpus presented research conducted in the food/beverage sector, investigating consumers’
attractiveness towards products produced using eco-friendly practices. On the other hand, the less
frequent use of words like ‘bank’, ‘ethical’, ‘social’, and ‘market’ reinforces the distinction between the
environmental dimension and social and economic aspects of sustainability.

Table 6 shows the more frequently used words and lemmas in the subcorpus exploring the social
dimension of sustainability. In this case, the more frequent use of words like ‘ethical’, ‘social’, ‘regional’,
and ‘citizenship’ seems to indicate a reference to a communitarian and collective dimension, whose
spotlight is the collective rather than the individual. By contrast, words like ‘consumption’, ‘meat’,
‘waste’, and ‘household’ were significantly less used than in the rest of the texts, suggesting less
attention towards individual practices and behaviors.

Last, with regard to the economic dimension of sustainability, the analysis demonstrated a more
frequent use of words linked to financial profitability and the impact on local economy—words such
as ‘economic’, ‘regional’, ‘local’, and ‘business’ (Table 7). On the other side, it is interesting to notice
that the less frequently used words for economic sustainability are partially the same as those that less
connote social sustainability (Table 6), suggesting a proximity between them.

3.3. Correspondence Analysis

Correspondence analysis was performed to map the relationships between words and categorical
variables. This technique made it possible to organize data in thematic clusters represented in a
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two-dimensional chart. The following variables were actively used in the analysis: year of publication,
industry sector, explored habit and practice, methods, and dimensions of sustainability. For a better
understanding, ‘active’ variables are those that take part in the construction of factorial axes in the
correspondence analysis [23]. First, we examined the words, lemmas, and variables that characterized
the factorial poles of the two resulting factors, identifying the underlying dimensions. Tables 8 and 9
illustrate the lemmas which feature the two factors, whereas Figure 6 shows how the investigated
variables position on the two-dimensional chart.

Factor 1 (horizontal axis, explained inertia = 9.96%) distinguishes among the three dimensions
of the Triple Bottom Line. On the positive pole we can find the social and economic dimensions
of sustainability, while on the opposite edge the ecological aspect emerges. Indeed, the positive
pole—which refers to social and economic dimensions of sustainability—features words like ‘bank’,
‘tourism’, ‘ethical’, ‘identity’, and ‘customer’ (Table 8). Moreover, the period 2019-2020 characterizes
this side of Factor 1, whereas the period between 2016 and 2018 connotes the opposite edge (as shown
in Figure 6). From a methodological point of view, we can find the presence of qualitative methods on
the right side, whereas quantitative research appears on the opposite side. Focusing on the negative
pole, the environmental impact of sustainability holds a strong position, linking aspects like consumers’
attractiveness to eco-friendly food products and resource preservation. Words like ‘meat’, ‘food’,
‘waste’, and ‘energy’ characterize this pole.

Table 8. Lemmas featured on horizontal axis, distinguishing among sustainable dimensions.

Positive Pole of Factor 1 (Horizontal Axis)

Feature Type V-Test

Bank LEMMA 8.94
Ethical LEMMA 7.52
Social LEMMA 6.99
Handicraft LEMMA 6.10
Regional LEMMA 6.00
Customer LEMMA 5.44
Globalization LEMMA 5.19
Mobile LEMMA 5.02
Tourism LEMMA 4.89
Ethic LEMMA 4.83
Ethnocentrism LEMMA 4.38
Hotel LEMMA 4.31
Oil LEMMA 4.22
Destination LEMMA 4.21
Identity LEMMA 4.18

Negative pole of Factor 1 (Horizontal Axis)

Feature Type V-Test

Meat LEMMA −6.30
Food LEMMA −5.77
Waste LEMMA −4.40
Public LEMMA −4.31
Beef LEMMA −4.09
Energy LEMMA −4.02
Household LEMMA −3.82
Dilemma LEMMA −3.70
Aquaculture LEMMA −3.69
Eat LEMMA −3.60

Note: Words in bold are the most relevant for data interpretation. V-Test is a statistical measure used to facilitate the
interpretation of factor polarities.
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Table 9. Lemmas and variables featured on vertical axis, differentiating the research spotlight (food
products vs other types of goods).

Positive Pole of Factor 2 (Vertical Axis)

Feature Type V-Test

Food LEMMA 13.17
Regional LEMMA 9.16
Local LEMMA 7.31
Organic LEMMA 6.42
Eater LEMMA 6.28
Ethnocentrism LEMMA 6.28
Virgin LEMMA 5.73
Olive LEMMA 5.54
Motive LEMMA 5.38
Score LEMMA 5.23
Dietary LEMMA 4.86
Meat LEMMA 4.85
Handicraft LEMMA 4.61
Production LEMMA 4.57
Dimension LEMMA 4.52
Opinion LEMMA 4.42
Chocolate LEMMA 4.33

Negative Pole of Factor 2 (Vertical Axis)

Feature Type V-Test

Laundry LEMMA −7.71
Fashion LEMMA −6.45
Washing LEMMA −6.12
Product-Service-System LEMMA −6.01
Energy LEMMA −5.85
Clothes LEMMA −5.19
Clean LEMMA −5.06
Wash LEMMA −4.67
Detergent LEMMA −4.52
Bangkok LEMMA −4.48
Cotton LEMMA −4.39
Domestic LEMMA −4.36
Wool LEMMA −4.27
Recycle LEMMA −4.14

Words in bold are the most relevant for data interpretation. V-Test is a statistical measure used to facilitate the
interpretation of factor polarities.

Factor 2 (vertical axis, explained inertia = 8.25%) does not distinguish between sustainable
dimensions, whereas it refers to the types of products and practices that are in the spotlight of the
selected studies. Indeed, the top side is composed of the industry sector food and beverage, together
with a focus on consumers’ habits regarding food produced in a sustainable way and supporting
local production (Figure 6). Additional cues enforce the idea that this pole concerns food products,
including words like ‘food’, ‘regional’, ‘local’, ‘organic’, ‘ethnocentrism’, and ‘handicraft’ (Table 9).
On the bottom side, we can instead find words/lemmas like ‘laundry’, ‘fashion’, ‘washing’, ‘energy’,
and ‘clothes’. Looking at the industry sectors, housing, clothing, technology, and luxury characterize
this pole, together with a focus on sustainable practices and the consumption of sustainable products,
excluding food (Figure 6).

In sum, our findings suggest that the vertical axis refers to the products and practices targeted
by selected research, with food products on the one side and other type of goods on the bottom
side; the horizontal axis instead distinguishes between environmental dimension of sustainability
on the left side and economic and social dimensions on the right one. As shown in Figure 6, in the
top left quadrant we can find food-related consumption, with a focus on environmental dimension;
the bottom left quadrant is featured as well by a predominance of the ecological aspect, targeting



Sustainability 2020, 12, 5935 14 of 23

consumers’ practices in industry sectors such as housing and energy. Looking at the right part of
the two-dimensional chart, in the top right quadrant social and economic dimensions can be found,
close-up to the commercial sector. Last, in the bottom right quadrant we can detect habits related to
goods produced in a sustainable way in sectors such as clothing and luxury.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 15 of 25 
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As written above, we also conducted a cluster analysis to map the variables and words and
achieve deeper insights on the papers included in the review. Four clusters emerged, including 37%,
27%, 30%, and 6% of the whole corpus, respectively, as shown in Table 10.

Table 10. Percentage of the corpus included in each cluster.

Cluster %

CLUSTER 1: Consumption of organic products and eco-friendly food 37.02%
CLUSTER 2: Consumers’ practices related to fashion and clothing 27.02%
CLUSTER 3: Sustainable practices related to household and recycling 29.65%
CLUSTER 4: Ethical practices linked to tourism, commerce, and other services 06.32%
TOTAL 100.00%

Cluster 1, ‘consumption of organic products and eco-friendly food’, represents the biggest group.
Looking at the variables and words composing this cluster, we can observe the almost homogeneous
presence of the topic concerning consumers’ interest towards environmentally sound food products,
as well as words like ‘food’, ‘meat’, ‘organic’, ‘diet’, ‘healthy’, and ‘beef’. The environmental dimension
of sustainability also seems to describe this cluster. Considering that 78% of the corpus encoded as
the food and beverage sector is included in Cluster 1, it is feasible to assume that this cluster refers
to consumers’ habits, behaviors, and attitudes towards organic products and food realized in an
environmentally friendly way.

Cluster 2, ‘consumers’ practices related to fashion and clothing’, is characterized by consumers’
attractiveness towards eco-friendly products and words/lemmas such as ‘fashion’, ‘apparel’, and ‘cotton’.
The social dimension of sustainability is particularly typical of this cluster, which includes almost 53%
of the corpus encoded with such variables. If we consider industrial sectors, Cluster 2 is more varied,
collecting luxury, clothing, housing, and mobility. To summarize, it refers to consumers’ practices
related to fashion and clothing, especially targeting their social impact.
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Moving to Cluster 3, ‘sustainable practices related to household and recycling’, it is characterized
by words like ‘energy’, ‘recycle’, and ‘household’ and by the convergence of the industry sectors energy
and utilities. We can also detect the reference to sustainable practices and consumers’ identity and
values that feature in Cluster 3, together with the environmental side of sustainability. Therefore,
we can conclude that it refers to consumers’ sustainable practices related to household and recycling.

Lastly, the fourth cluster, ‘ethical practices linked to tourism, commerce, and other services’,
explains the lowest percentage of variance. We can find words like ‘ethical’ and ‘identity’, as well as
concepts referring to the service sector, like ‘hotel’, ‘mobile’, ‘tourism’, and ‘car-sharing’. As we look at
the sectors converging in this cluster, we can find tourism, commerce, and services. It is interesting
to note that the environmental side of sustainability is less prominent in this cluster, which is more
characterized by the economic dimension.

To sum up, clear differences characterize the four resulting groups. Figure 7 shows the positioning
of the four clusters on the two-dimensional chart defined by factors identified at the beginning of
Section 3.3. Cluster 1 mainly gathers consumers’ interest and habits towards organic products and
food produced in an environmentally sound way, and it is located in the quadrant characterized by
the environmental dimension of sustainability and consumers’ attitude toward eco-friendly food.
In the opposite quadrant, marked by a focus on consumers’ practices and a predominance of social
and economic aspects of sustainability, we can find Cluster 2, which gathers industrial sectors
targeting ‘Fashion’ and ‘Clothing’, and the social dimension of sustainability. With regard to Cluster 3,
its positioning features a prevalence of the environmental side of sustainability, as well as a focus on
consumers’ sustainable practices related to households and recycling. Lastly, Cluster 4, the smallest
group, is positioned on the right side of horizontal axis and corresponds to a spotlight on ethical
practices in sectors such as tourism and commerce, with a marked economic perspective.
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4. Discussion

This paper offers a systematic review of research exploring recent trends in consumers’ sustainable
practices over the period of 2016–2020. Our study provides an innovative perspective, since the
employed lexicographical analysis methodology allowed for delving into the contents and features of
selected papers without being limited to the descriptive level. The aim was to explore recent patterns of
sustainable consumption grasping the perspective of consumers in order to detect trends characterizing
the research on sustainable behaviors over the last five years.
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Our findings suggest that research on consumers and sustainability is solid, covering a wide range
of topics that have been investigated with different methodologies. Indeed, an increase in 2019 of
papers dedicated to trends of consumers’ sustainable behaviors highlights a growing curiosity towards
this theme. Different topics have caught the attention of researchers, from sustainable practices like
household behavior and the circular economy to consumers’ attractiveness to eco-friendly products.
This variety of investigated topics is confirmed by past reviews, whose scope is quite heterogeneous
(e.g., sharing economy in Agarwal and Steinmetz [11]; sustainable tourism in Hall et al. [13]; attractiveness
of sustainable features of products in Bunga Bangsa and Schlegelmilch [15]; food and beverage
consumption in Sanchez-Sabate and Sabaté [16]).

Our study shows a predominance of research focused on the food and beverage industry sector that
accounts for more than 42% of all selected studies, in line with the top-cited papers. The predominance
of research in some specific sectors is in line with the results of the ‘European Environmental Impact
of Products’ Project published in 2005 [29], in which the key sectors for environmental impacts were
confirmed to be food and drink, housing, and transport. There is less variety in the methodological
perspectives, as the quantitative approach dominates in the majority of papers of the present review.

An interesting piece of evidence is the predominance of studies exploring the environmental side
of sustainability, overlooking social and economic dimensions. Assuming that sustainable consumption
is a complex concept, past researchers have already advocated for a more holistic approach to this
topic [2]. Extensive emphasis has already been placed on the environmental impact, together with
a predominant interest in the aspect of purchasing rather than the whole cycle of consumption and
production [1,5]. At the same time, sustainability marketing research also tends to focus only on specific
dimensions rather than on sustainability as a whole [5]. In addition, the vast majority of past reviews
focused mainly on the environmental dimension, although there are some exceptions [15,19]. In most
cases, the dimensions of sustainability are not even a level of analysis; thus, it is difficult to clearly
depict a distinction among the investigated articles. Also, considering the exceptions, both Bunga
Bangsa and Schlegelmilch [15] and Amarando et al. [19] reported a strong predominance of studies
exploring environmental aspects over social or economic aspects.

However, different cues emerging from our review suggest a transition to an increasing interest in
the social perspective of sustainability. Indeed, the trend over years of published searches exploring the
three dimensions of sustainability shows that, besides a constantly growing interest in environmental
aspects, the social impact of sustainable practices also seems to be increasingly in the spotlight.
In addition, papers published in journals belonging to the Social Science academic field increased in
2019, whereas publications in Business, Management, Accounting are decreasing.

Confirming the above-mentioned results, the lexicographical analysis showed the predominance
of the ‘consumption of organic products and eco-friendly food’ cluster, characterized by a preference
for the environmental dimension of sustainability. Nevertheless, while studies published between 2016
and 2018 appear on the same side of the chart, studies from 2019 emerge on the opposite side, placing
them on the pole characterized by the social and economic dimensions of sustainability. On this side
we can also find the clusters ‘ethical practices linked to tourism, commerce, and other services’ and
‘consumers’ practices related to fashion and clothing’, again suggesting an interest in the social impact
of consumers’ practices.

4.1. Research Agenda

The results which emerged from the current analysis indicate some areas to be explored in the
future research agenda. In the following paragraphs, different starting points are provided to stimulate
additional research in the field of consumer’s sustainable behavior.

First, sustainability depends not on a single factor but on multiple sets of factors that conjointly
determine an impact on environmental, social, and economic preservation [2,5,9]. Our findings suggest
that the social dimension of sustainability provides a more communitarian and collective dimension,
whose spotlight is the collective rather than the individual. This is in line with Peattie and Collins [1],



Sustainability 2020, 12, 5935 17 of 23

demanding an in-depth analysis of the other two sides of sustainability with the aim of emphasizing
the connections and highlighting the consequences of individual and collective behavior.

Then, looking at the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 Sustainable Development
Goals [4], further possibilities to broaden the research scope emerge. Indeed, some of the objectives
identified by the United Nations Member States in 2015 seem to be unexplored lands. In particular, good
health and well-being, gender equality, and promotion of peaceful and just societies and institutions
are some of the less-treated themes from the perspective of consumers’ practices.

A broader and more holistic perspective is therefore recommended, in the attempt to preserve the
diversity of sustainability issues and to avoid overshadowing some of their facets [2,30]. In this context,
fostering a deeper understanding of consumers would have a key role in reinforcing sustainable
patterns of consumption in the long term [10]. Indeed, the ownership of sustainable consumption
is not only up to producers, who transfer such responsibility to consumers from the moment of the
purchase [31]. In addition, recent trends of sustainable practices seem to ask for a more active role
of the consumer. Activities such as the sharing economy, sustainable tourism, and ethical banking
imply a more active commitment and participation to favor sustainability, if compared to more passive
consumers who purchase products looking for specific sustainable features. Thus, the responsible
consumer embodies all the different facets of sustainable impacts, including environmental, social,
and economic perspectives [2]. It is necessary to comprehend consumers’ prospects to engage in and
maintain sustainable behavior, looking at sustainability in its entirety. Topics dear to social sciences
and psychology are key to deeply understanding sustainable practices from the actors’ perspective
and reaching a holistic conceptualization of sustainable behavior [2]. In such a framework, qualitative
methods can be key instruments to gain a deeper understanding of consumers’ perspective.

In addition, our study showed that research on new trends of sustainable consumption has
predominantly been conducted in developed countries (e.g., Italy, Germany, and the United States,
as shown in Figure 4). Future studies could deepen this topic in emerging countries and explore how
consumption patterns differ between developed and developing countries.

Finally, results related to the present research study suggest the heterogeneous interest in the topic
of sustainability that continues to evolve over time. This could be significant not only for scholars,
but also for marketers and companies that could look at sustainable consumption with a broader
perspective. For instance, it could be relevant to deepen how the emphasis on the three dimensions
of sustainability is perceived by consumers, to study less explored areas of sustainable consumption,
and finally, to adapt the proposal of services and products according to the current trends of consumers’
sustainable behavior.

4.2. Limitations

Of course, our own research was not without limitations. First, we used a limited number of key
words with the aim of specifically depicting papers investigating new trends of sustainable behavior
with a focus on consumers. The same definition of sustainable consumption is fragmented, and future
studies could widen the search keywords. Second, our search was limited to the Scopus database.
Although Scopus is an exhaustive and broad source, future research could extend the search scope to
other databases. Finally, from a methodological perspective, we respected the guidelines provided
by the PRISMA statement for systematic reviews and meta-analysis, although future research could
also refer to bibliometric indicators that would strengthen the quality of the research providing a
normalization of bibliometric data [32].

To sum up, at the present moment research on consumers and sustainability is strong and
heterogeneous. However, some areas needing further investigation emerge. Future research should
spotlight the less explored frameworks, looking at the economic and social sides of sustainability in a
variety of contextual settings. At the same time, consumer-focused research should not forget to look
at consumers’ sustainable behavior as a whole and its impacts from the perspectives of planet, people,
and profit.
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