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Title: Euros and sense: A case study into the promotion of electricity conservation in the 

Netherlands 

 

Problem: What type of messages can be used to make ‘saving the environment’ more appealing 

to individuals, in order to encourage them to act environmentally friendly? 

 

Purpose: Our focus is the challenge of convincing consumers to save electricity in the 

Netherlands. Using two different types of messages, environmental and financial, our aim is 

to identify which characteristics of marketing messages are more effective when trying to 

encourage individuals to act environmentally friendly. 

Method: Interviews with relevant organizations are held in order to see what professionals say 

about the environment and marketing. Questionnaires are distributed to see what the general 

opinion is and finally a case study is conducted to investigate the effectiveness of several 

messages on people’s electricity consumption.  

 

Conceptual Framework: The theory of social marketing is being used, derived from nonprofit 

marketing. A communication model is applied to the findings, just as the concept of mental 

accounting.  

 

Conclusion: Our research showed a clear preference for rational based messages that provide 

benefit claims, that are one sided messages, which are positively framed, focusing on the 

personal benefits resulting from the change in behavior and finally people should be able to draw 

conclusions on their own, but they should be given enough directions in the message to draw 

their conclusion. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Climate change and the effects 

Climate change is an issue that is hard to avoid hearing about all over the world. You cannot 

pick up a newspaper without discussion of climate change in it. With 180 nations in the world 

who have ratified Kyoto protocol (UNFCCC, n.d.f), Al Gore becoming the spokesman for climate 

change and climate change being at the forefront of public and political debates, it is 

everywhere. But what is climate change exactly?  

 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), climate change is the 

change of climate ‘due to both natural processes and anthropogenic factors’ (IPCC, 2007). That 

means it is caused both by nature itself and by mankind.  

 

Climate change is the change of climate. With some hundred years of industrialization behind 

us, more and more oil, gasoline and coal is being burned (UNFCCC, n.d. a). This burning has 

increased the amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. Although life on earth needs 

these gases, since they function as a blanket (reflecting the warmth of the sun on earth and 

without this it would be cold and barren on our planet), there is too much of these gases. The 

enhanced greenhouse effect is largely caused (for over 60%) by carbon dioxide. Coal, oil and 

natural gas are burned at a rate that is much faster than the speed at which these fossil fuels 

were created. In this fast way of using these fuels the carbon cycle is being disturbed. The 

carbon cannot be exchanged between the air, oceans and land vegetation. This leads to a 

thicker greenhouse gas blanket around our planet which results in the altering of our climate and 

a higher temperature on earth (UNFCCC, n.d. b). The effects of this should not be pushed aside.  

 

According to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) climate 

change will result in extreme weather: droughts, heavy precipitation, heat waves and the 

intensity of tropical cyclones (UNFCCC, n.d. c). One effect is the widespread decreases in 

glaciers and ice caps that have contributed to rising sea levels and one can imagine the 

disastrous results this would have. It is very likely that losses from the ice sheets of Greenland 

and Antarctica have contributed to the rise of the sea level between 1993 and 2003. Between 

1961 and 1993 the sea level rose with an average of 1.8mm per year, between 1993 and 2003 

however it rose with 3.1mm per year (UNFCCC, n.d. c). Of course there are numerous other 
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effects as well. Reports about that can easily be found on the websites of the IPCC and the 

UNFCCC.  

 

For the future the UNFCCC predicts that the consequences will be even worse than the above 

mentioned. More severe storms will harass coastlines everywhere. Food supply will be disrupted 

because of drying of agriculture areas or less rain on them. Because of the rise of the sea level 

the quality and quantity of freshwater supplies will be reduced caused by salt-water intrusion. 

Many of the world’s endangered species may become extinct. The rise of the temperature is 

likely to increase the range of diseases caused by vectors for example malaria (UNFCCC, n.d. 

d).  

 

According to the UNFCCC the industrialized countries of North America and Western Europe 

mainly cause climate change. They have been releasing greenhouse gases in large amounts. 

The effects of climate change however will be felt mostly by the developing world and they will 

have fewer resources to cope with the effects (UNFCCC, n.d. d). Besides signing the Kyoto 

protocol the Western world however should set a good example and try to limit the effects of 

climate change as much as it is in their power.  

 

The Netherlands 

Simply said, climate change will lead to more extremes: hot places getting hotter, dry places 

getting dryer and cold places getting less cold. The latter can have its effect on the Netherlands, 

a small Western European country, with 40% of its surface situated below sea level (hoesnel, 

n.d.). If glaciers and ice caps keep melting, the sea level will continue to rise and for the 

Netherlands this can be devastating. At the moment two third of the country would be suffering 

from regularly flooding without their dikes (hoesnel, n.d.). If the climate change continues and 

the sea level continues to rise, the consequences are disastrous. Since the Netherlands is a 

densely populated area with 468 persons per square kilometer, with a population that grew with 

20% since the 1970s (Nijmeijer, 2000), the consequences for the population of rising water level 

can be disastrous. Especially in this country, action is needed to fight climate change.  

1.2 Reducing the effects of climate change 

According to the UNFCCC there a few things that can be done to slow the rate of climate 

change. First of all is to reduce emissions. This can be done by for example shifting to using 

renewable energy. Another thing that can be done is to expand the forests, since they remove 
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carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Everyday lifestyles of people and laws and regulations 

need to be changed. Habits and regulations can be changed in order to reduce the carbon 

dioxide in our atmosphere (UNFCCC, n.d. e). One example could be to reduce the electricity 

that is being used. To generate electricity, coal, oil and natural gas are being used and since 

they contribute to the greenhouse gases (PEW Center, n.d.), reducing electricity helps reducing 

the greenhouse gases. A starting point for the Netherlands could be to decrease electricity 

usage. Compared to 1990 the electricity usage in the Dutch household increased with 20%. This 

is mainly caused by an increase in electronic equipment such as the energy consuming dryer, 

dish washer and computer (Milieucentraal, n.d).  

 

Michael Jackson sang “If you wanna make the world a better place, take a look at yourself and 

then make the change” in his ‘Man in the mirror’ hit in 1988 (Project 80s, n.d.). But how can 

countries like the Netherlands, with a global issue like this, make the Dutch people understand 

that small changes made in their everyday lives can help. The indifference towards world 

problems is high (Vltchek, 2006). Why do people feel small changes cannot make a difference? 

Maybe the messages that people have been given all along are not the ‘right’ ones. 

1.3 Using marketing for this issue 

At first glance the connection between the issue of climate change and marketing may not be so 

apparent: tree huggers vs. money hungry. To our understanding, marketing has been used over 

the years to influence and even change consumer’s behavior. While the planet is in great need 

of changes, marketing can be a useful tool to influence behavior and create these changes. And 

marketing is indeed becoming more and more important to do this. Take Al Gore for example, in 

our opinion his promotion of climate change issues has created increased awareness around the 

world.  

 

But apparently the message that people, and even you, can make a difference did not get 

across yet. Otherwise the promotion tour of Al Gore would not be so widely covered, if things are 

that obvious and everybody is doing it already, there is no need for any campaign, Just to give 

an example: “you should not jump in front of a car, you might die!“ does not need a campaign 

since everyone in a right mind knows this. It is evident that people must begin making changes 

in their daily habits and understand the severity of the changing climate. But why are people not 

responding to the information being provided nowadays? Perhaps the message of climate 
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change might be in need for some changes. What if the message contained benefits rather than 

focusing on what people have to give up? 

 

George Marshall, founder of Climate Outreach Information Network, argues for changing the 

message. ‘Saving the planet’ does not appeal, make the people understand that it concerns their 

lives and they will respond better, is Marshalls opinion (2007). Also Bishop (2008) says that 

making sure that a product satisfies the customer first, but the environment at the same time, will 

help the environment more than the current green marketing. This green marketing aims at 

satisfying green customers foremost, but according to Bishop (2008) that is not such a good 

idea. Another source says making the message personal is the key: people do care, but about 

things that they are connected to and to things they feel they have control of (Beavan, 2007). 

 

These authors bring similar arguments that are tightly connected to marketing: marketing 

includes knowledge of the customer and creating messages that are appropriate and appealing. 

If customer needs are fulfilled and the environment is helped at the same time, than marketing 

and the environment does seem like a fruitful relationship after all.  

 

Looking around we have noticed that something is not working with the way people are informed 

or that they are not receptive to messages concerning the environment. In our view the 

conventional messages have a broad view of ‘saving the environment’ and they rarely target the 

individual. It is evident that these messages are in need of a “face-lift and we need to find 

reasons why these messages are not creating the changes in behavior they should. This is 

where we come in, we have been inspired to investigate if there are other messages that can be 

more effective. We want to investigate how messages can be better designed to appeal to 

people and encourage them to change for their benefit and the benefit of the environment. We 

will work with the definition from dictionary.com (2008) that defines message as “a 

communication containing some information, news, advice, request, or the like, sent by 

messenger, radio, telephone, or other means”.  
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 1.4 Problem Statement 

What type of messages can be used to make the “save the environment” message more 

appealing to individuals, in order to encourage them to act environmentally friendly? 

1.5 Purpose 

Our focus is the challenge of convincing consumers to save electricity in the Netherlands. Using 

two different types of messages, environmental and financial, our aim is to identify which 

characteristics of marketing messages are more effective when trying to encourage individuals 

to act environmentally friendly. 

Environmental and Financial messages 

We have distinguished between ‘environmental’ messages and ‘financial’ messages about 

saving electricity. An example of an environmental message is “Save energy and in two years 

the carbon dioxide will be on this level” (a more broader scope; from now on: environmental 

message), an example of the financial message could be “switch of your computer and printer at 

night and at the end of the year you have saved XX amount of money” (focusing on personal 

benefits; from now on: financial message). In this way we can identify which kind of message 

creates more positive results on the environment, in this case the specific point of saving 

electricity. 

1.6 Target Audience 

This research can be interesting for several organizations, and even everyday consumers. 

Governments, marketing agencies, environmental agencies could benefit from our research. 

Governments could implement our approach to inform and encourage people to save energy in 

order to reach the desired levels of carbon dioxide of the country. Environmental and marketing 

agencies can learn from our investigation of consumer behavior and what styles of messages 

are more effective in encouraging people to take action. Everyday consumers can benefit from 

the information provided concerning climate change and see the minimal changes in their 

personal habits to make a difference on a global scale.  

1.7 Limitations 

The questionnaires that we used were designed in English and translated to Dutch. Although 

Jelske is a native Dutch speaker, minor problems with the translating could occur. We took care 
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of this by discussing the translated parts thoroughly, to make sure no words could be 

misunderstood.  

The messages in our case study (sent by Short Message Service (SMS) and email) were in 

English, and not translated to Dutch. This was being done to make sure all the information was 

available for Krista who does not understand Dutch. Messages in English should not be a 

problem for the participants, since the level of English is relatively high: 87% of the Dutch people 

state that they can have a conversation in English (Algemene Directie Statistiek, 2006).  

The case study participants were randomly selected. The participants consisted of persons with 

different ages, sexes, residences and educational background. It could be that the participants 

responded differently to the messages because of their different background. Unfortunately this 

could not be taken into account because of time limitation. 

Different parts of the social marketing theory are omitted because they are not relevant to our 

research. Policy and partnership cannot be used for our research and therefore we will not have 

a look at that.  
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2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

2.1 The choice of topic 

The following are relevant factors, suggested by Fisher (2007, 31), which we fulfilled while 

selecting our Master Thesis topic. 

 

a) Interest and relevance 

Selecting a topic that is interesting to both authors was essential in order to maintain the interest 

and motivation throughout the whole process. Our intention was to select a topic that was 

contemporary and that is relevant and measurable and that can be useful for a variety of readers 

and organizations. Nowadays climate change is an issue that is difficult to avoid hearing about 

all over the world and there seems to be an urgency to make changes to avoid catastrophic 

future outcomes. Since marketing is used to encourage people to change their behavior 

(commonly by buying a product) and it is also more and more used to create awareness of 

global issues we decided to combine these topics.  

 

b) Durability 

The topic is suitable for research since the information and outcome of our research will still be 

valuable in a one years’ time. Governments, marketing agencies, environmental agencies and 

everyday consumers can still benefit then from the outcome of our research. Since the research 

is limited to approximately 15 weeks further research can be conducted on the topic in the 

future. 

 

c) Breadth of research questions 

Because of the time for the research it was necessary to narrow our research. There is a large 

amount of information on the increasing climate changes. We decided to narrow our research to 

electricity consumption in the Netherlands. We choose electricity consumption, because the 

effects of marketing on using electricity measurable. Measuring the effects of marketing can 

often be a problem, but with a focus on something concrete as saving electricity, this problem is 

easy to overcome. We choose the Netherlands because the predicted state would be disastrous 

for this country. Therefore our focus is on the usage of electricity and creating behavior change 

using marketing. 
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d) Topic adequacy 

Based on the course requirements this topic satisfies the criteria that will be used to mark the 

thesis. Our topic allows us to examine and research various areas in marketing including 

material introduced during the academic year and some new areas of marketing. The 

prerequisite courses for the degree have had a large focus on commercial information. Using 

knowledge gained we applied this to a nonprofit situation. This allowed us to show our ability to 

apply knowledge to a different situation and to demonstrate our ability to analyze and apply 

appropriate theories. 

 

e) Access 

Access to information is essential throughout our research. After deciding to focus on the 

Netherlands we formulated how we would obtain access to information. We decided that we 

needed to use a variety of ways to access information to enable the research to be reliable. We 

decided that it would be to our advantage to visit various cities in the Netherlands in order to 

conduct our research. It is advantageous that one of the authors is from the Netherlands and 

can communicate with our case study and questionnaire participants in Dutch if necessary. 

Some minor problems could occur while translating from English to Dutch, but this was being 

taken care of by thorough discussion of the translated parts, to make sure no words could be 

misunderstood. 

 

f) Resources 

The amount of literature on the various areas that we are researching is far more abundant than 

scarce. This was the main reason for our decision to narrow our research to specifics for 

example global issue (climate change), targeted energy consumption (electricity) and location 

(the Netherlands) and how marketing is used and can be improved within these areas.  

 

Two environmental agencies were willing to cooperate and provide us with information about 

their organizations and how they are using marketing. This could be because the organizations 

that we were interested in traditionally were nonprofit and are functions for the purpose of 

creating awareness and change in behavior. 
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2.2 The chosen theory 

To answer our problem statement we used different theories.  

 

Commercial marketing is used to encourage people to buy products or services (Ward, 2008). 

The commercial marketer also wants a change of behavior. However, the change of behavior is 

usually relatively minimal, mostly shift from one product to another. Therefore the commercial 

marketing is not sufficient to conduct our research. We wanted to research how people can 

make a change that has more impact on their lives than switching cereal brand for example. 

Therefore social marketing is more suitable, hereby the marketer is more concerned with getting 

an idea across that will help improve the society. And this is the background of our global issue: 

if people cut down on their electricity usage, the environment and the society will benefit from 

this. The background of this is therefore social marketing. The theory of social marketing is 

derived from nonprofit marketing. 

 

Social marketing can help us understand how to make people aware of a social issue. The parts 

of social marketing that are relevant to our research are the background of a behavior change 

and how to specify a social marketing message. The concept of the background of a behavior 

change told us what kind of behavior change we want to encourage and what strategies can be 

used to do that. In order to do that we needed to consider the message we are sending. Social 

marketing provided us with the essential information for that as well. The different elements of a 

‘social’ message were taken into account, for example drawing conclusions in a message. Our 

research benefited from this information, because it provided a theoretical background to the 

design of our messages that has proved credible after experience from organizations with this. 

 

Of course social marketing does not only consist of these two elements. But because we are 

concerned with marketing messages used in save the environment/save electricity, other 

elements are less relevant. For example the marketing mix that social marketing uses, is only 

partly relevant. Elements such as partnerships and policy are not related to our research, for the 

reason that we focus on the individual person to change. We do not have the focus of an 

organization and therefore partnerships are no topic to look at. Policy is also not an interesting 

topic, because of our focus on the small changes that everybody can make.  

 

It can be discussed that green marketing or environmental marketing can be used as well in this 

thesis. Green marketing however aims at marketing environmentally safe products, according to 
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the American Marketing Association (2008). This is foremost to satisfy ‘green’ customers. We do 

not focus on products, we want to make people feel that their little differences can make a 

difference. Besides that the green customers are not our main focus, they are already aware and 

probably a step further than most people in the environmental friendly behavior. Green 

marketing is therefore not useful in this research.  

2.3 The choice of collecting information 

In our research we made use of two different kinds of data, primary and secondary.  

2.3.1 Primary data 

The primary data came from interviews, questionnaires and a case study. The interviews provide 

us with inside in-depth information from organizations that are familiar with our field of research. 

This information is needed to give us a clearer view of how marketing is used by these 

organizations right now. By analyzing this data the base for our research is more profound. The 

data from the questionnaires provide us with a quantitative outcome, while the case study 

provides a more qualitative approach. By combining this we can analyze the results from our 

research and see not only how the experts commented on altering messages, but also the 

opinion of the people about what kind of messages they prefer, and most of all how this effects 

their actual behavior.  

 

Throughout the research we try to identify characteristics of messages that create a change in 

the behavior. It was not feasible to have a variety of messages because of time and resources. 

Although certain messages will be more effective than others, we are trying to identify the 

characteristics of messages that have the greatest effect on the majority of people. Research 

showed that 75% of the Dutch people are interested in climate change (Milieu en Natuur 

Planbureau, 2007) and therefore we can state that the majority, to some extent, is interested in 

this issue.  

 

Interviews 

We contacted several organizations concerned with the environment to aid in building the 

foundation for our research. They were selected to contact after a search on Google.com with 

the words “environment”, “communication” and “climate change” and considered to be able to 

give reliable information for our research. Some organizations that were contacted said they 

were not able to offer us any assistance. Because of this we contacted several organizations 

and where feedback was offered we accepted. This led us to two organizations that responded 
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positively to our questions. Our objective in contacting these organizations was to get a better 

understanding of how they use marketing to create awareness about global issues. We 

communicated with them via email and we were fortunate to have a personal interview with one 

organization. Both of the organizations are located in The Netherlands. These organizations are 

trying to convince people about the issues of the climate change. We used semi-structured  

interviews to allow us to guide the interview and to allow the interviewee to provide their own 

opinion on the questions. The semi-structured interview approach allowed us to remain on topic 

and retain information that was essential to our research with minimal influence to their 

responses. (Fisher 2004, p.133). By interviewing them, we wanted to get more information about 

how they use marketing and what is their perspective on how marketing can be used to make a 

change in people’s behavior. The organizations are not focusing only on saving electricity, but 

more on saving the environment in general. The questions for the interviews can be found in 

Appendix I. 

 
Below is an outline of the communication between the various organizations contacted.  

 Organization  Contact Info Log  

1. Personal 
Interview 
 
Stichting 
Milieunet 
 

Ondiep Zuidzijde 2-d 
NL 3551 BW Utrecht,NL 
 
erik@stichtingmilieunet.nl 

• Sent information about thesis work on March 
27

th
  

• Received response on March 28
th
 and 

agreed to cooperate and help with our work 

• Meeting at Erik’s office on April 19
th

 

2. Email 
Interview 

Stichting 
Natuur en 
Milieu 

Hamburgerstraat 28a 
3512 NS Utrecht, NL 
 
Automatic email 

• Emailed questions on April 14
th
 

• Received response on April 28
th
  

Figure 1: Outline of communication with organizations  

 
Questionnaires 

One way of measuring what kind of message can be more effective is using a questionnaire. 

The aim of the questionnaire was to see what kind of message is more effective in changing 

people’s behavior. The questionnaire contained three distinct parts. The first and second part of 

our questionnaire referred to environmental and financial messages illustrated in an 

advertisement (see Appendix II). The participants were asked to select the response which best 

reflected their opinion of the seven statements provided. The third part included three 

demographic questions. These were used to categorize the participants and identify the various 
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provinces they are from to ensure we have a proper representation of the country. The 

questionnaire can be found in Appendix III.  

 

We planned to distribute our questionnaires during our stay in the Netherlands from Thursday 

April 17 – Sunday April 19, 2008. Before distributing it, we conducted a pretest on the morning of 

Thursday April 17th. We conducted a pre-test of the questionnaire. We asked 4 Dutch students 

to provide feedback upon completing our questionnaire. This was helpful in order to design our 

questions to be clear and understandable to the reader. Another benefit was that we made sure 

we identified the opinion we wanted to collect. It also provided us with the confirmation that the 

task was doable in a short amount of time. This was important to know while trying to convince 

people to cooperate in our research.  

 

After making sure that the questionnaire was suitable, we distributed 102 questionnaires during 

our stay. The Netherlands has a population of approximately 16.5 million (Centraal Bureau voor 

Statistiek, 2008) and we are aware that the numbers of our participants is not a complete 

representation of the population. By traveling to various cities in different provinces we 

attempted to cover as much as possible during a short period of time. Since the messages are 

targeting all Dutch residences and there is no exception for age, sex, etc., all the participants 

were properly suited to our research.  

 

We approached people by asking them to complete a short questionnaire. We decided to 

conduct most of the questionnaires at local libraries, universities, canteens and trains. Although 

some refused, most were willing to participate in our questionnaire. We managed to conduct our 

questionnaire in three cities but because of our strategy to look for participants on the train we 

managed to cover many provinces of the country. To optimize the amount of respondents we 

had two versions of the questionnaire and the messages, both in English and Dutch. Since our 

native languages are English and Dutch the translation reduced the risk of misunderstanding 

and unclearness. In the appendix however only the English messages and questionnaire are 

provided.  

 

Question Format 

The following is an outline of the questions being asked in the questionnaire and the reasoning 

behind the selected style of questioning.  
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The aim of the statements was to identify the clarity of message in the ad, if it would motivate the 

participant and their opinion if it would motivate others to take action. We used 4 messages in 

advertisements, two ‘environmental’ ones and two ‘financial’ ones. A message with an 

environmental scope for saving electricity was for example “XX amount of carbon dioxide was 

released in year XXXX, what are you doing to reduce emissions?” (with a more broad scope of 

the effects of the preferred change of behavior; as stated in the introduction: environmental 

message). A message with a financial scope was for example “If you turn off XX amount of lights 

you can save XX” (with a focus on the personal benefits that occur after changing behaviors; as 

stated in the introduction: financial message).  

 

During the pre-test of the questionnaire we realized that providing information on 4 ads would be 

too time consuming and limit our ability to attract participants. For this reason we decided to use 

2 ads per participant. Since we used two types of ads we classified them into separate groups. 

We identified group A, who received environmental and financial ad 1 and group B, who 

received environmental and financial ad 2. Each participant was asked to provide responses for 

two ads, one environmental and one financial. In this way if the responses would judge harsh or 

mild, each ad would be given the same attention.  

 

After asking the participants’ response on the clarity of the ad, we thought it was essential to 

discover if there was a difference between the participants’ opinion whether they would be 

influenced to take action and if they thought others would take action. In this way we could 

identify the effects on motivation. Finally, statement 4 in the second part investigated the 

participants’ opinion if saving money influences people’s actions. 

 

It seemed logical to us to show the environmental message ad first because this would identify 

their opinion about environmental messages which tend to be broad in nature. We assumed that 

participants are more familiar with this style of message. After completing the first part they were 

directed to the financial advertisement. We made sure to inform each participant that the focus 

was on the message of the ad and not on the visual appeal of the advertisement. Although 

images are influential, we did not want to distract the participants with funky or fancy design 

because we were more concerned about the message. 

 

Likert scales were used to measure participants’ attitudes and opinions towards the statements. 

This is a common used method when asking people about their opinions and attitudes (Fisher, 
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2007, 195). The Likert scale allowed us to assign a number value to each response with strongly 

agree five points and one point down every time to strongly disagree one point. Using the Likert 

scale makes organizing the data easier and provides a clear overview of the data.  

 

We used dichotomous questions to identify the sex of the participant. Multiple choice questions 

were used to identify the participants’ age and the province where they are currently located in 

the Netherlands. This provides the participants with a range to categorize themselves in. This 

can be more confidential since the precise age and city is unknown. 

 

Case Study 

The aim of the case study was to investigate which kind of message has a positive effect on 

people’s behavior of saving electricity. The case study is designed as follows. We approached 

approximately 140 Dutch residences for their cooperation. These people were selected through 

Jelske’s network. They contacted by email and through a Dutch online social network. The group 

consisted of people with different backgrounds in age, sex, residence and educational 

background. Of the 140 people, 16 responded and agreed to participate in the study. With the 16 

participants we are covering seven provinces of the Netherlands. The sex, age, residence and 

educational background of the 16 participants was still mixed. This could have its influence on 

the response to our messages, but because of time limitations we could not take this into 

account. Without our control each of the participants lived alone in their residence or is the 

“head” of the house or apartment. This helped us to ensure that the one receiving the messages 

could have a significant impact on the electricity consumed.  

 

The participants were asked in mid-March to provide their electricity reading to us. Then we 

waited during what is known as the control month. In this month the participants did not hear 

anything about the research. This month was necessary to measure how much electricity they 

usually use.  

 

After they sent in their electricity reading again our message campaign began. Each participant 

received one message a week: by email or by SMS. The participants were randomly divided into 

two groups. By dividing them into two groups, we want to see if there is any difference in the 

effect of the two messages on the electricity usage of the volunteers. One group received 

messages about saving electricity that had an environmental scope. These are for example 

“Save energy and in two years the carbon dioxide will be on this level” (with a more broad scope 
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of the effects of the preferred change of behavior). The other group received messages with a 

financial scope. These are for example “switch off your computer and printer at night and at the 

end of the year you have saved 15 euro” (with a focus on the personal benefits that occur after 

changing behaviors). We made this distinction between environmental and financial messages 

after observing promotion campaigns for the environment. It showed that conventional 

messages have a broad view of ‘saving the environment’ and they rarely target the individual, or 

give them direction to take action. Another point is informing the audience about possible 

savings which can be earned through action. Through our research we discovered that 

information of this kind is often limited to sites targeting the green customer. People who actively 

search for information about environmental issues / information will find this information and are 

the only ones exposed to it and are likely to have changed habits to better the environment 

already. We feel this is powerful information for everybody, and it also has the potential to create 

change in behavior of everyday people, therefore it should not be limited to environmental 

websites only. Therefore we made a distinction between messages with an environmental scope 

and messages with a financial scope.  

 

After the four weeks of receiving the messages, our case study participants were asked to 

measure their electricity meters once again. This allowed us to compare the month where they 

received messages with the control month and see the difference if any. Also we compared the 

readings of the two groups and identified if there is a difference in the amount of electricity used. 

Below is a brief outline of the case study process. 

 

 Date Step 

1. March 15-18, 2008 Emailed 140 Dutch residences information about thesis  

2. March 15-24, 2008 First electricity meter reading 

3. April 12-21,2008 Second electricity reading 

4. April 14-May 13,2008  Messages sent to participants once a week for 4 weeks 

5. May 10-19,2008 Final electricity reading 

Figure 2: Case study time frame 

 

Weekly Messages 

Each week for four weeks the 16 case participants received messages about the environment 

and how reducing their electricity consumption can help the environment and/or their wallets. 

Depending on which group they have been classified in they will receive the “environmental” 
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messages which are more focused on the big picture or the “financial” messages, which are 

more tailored to saving money for everyday people.  

 

Message Delivery 

Throughout the study each participant received 2 SMS messages and 2 email messages. This 

allowed us to use a modern way of delivering our message. By combining these two channels 

we avoid the “spam” factor of emailing and we can introduce SMS as a relatively new way of 

advertising.  

 

Email is for obvious reasons more environmentally friendly than regular post or newspapers 

inserts. Besides that most people are checking or using this type of communication on a daily 

basis. Although emails can be easily lost in heaps of spam, in our opinion, it is an effective way 

to get messages across and since our participants were aware that we would be in contact with 

them this channel seemed appropriate.  

 

A survey showed that in 2007 online consumers spend 87% of their online time on reading email 

and 73% of the respondents of the research stated that they use email daily (Emaillabs, 2007). 

Email marketing is concerned with the matter of permission. As Brownlow (2008) points out that 

email marketing relationships with customers can only be a long-term success if they are based 

on permission. According to the American CAN-Spam Act (2003) an email marketing message 

sent without permission is considered spam (Ellison, 2006, 37). 

 

SMS messages are also an environmentally friendly alternative to traditional post and are 

difficult to avoid. We feel SMS messag0es are particularly useful for communicating our 

messages since it is rare to receive “SMS spam” and people have a tendency to read SMS that 

are sent to their phones. Therefore we assume our messages were given the appropriate 

attention and were a useful channel for our research.  

 

SMS marketing is effective in reaching target groups according to Dickinger et al (2004). The 

response rate of consumers to mobile campaigns is higher compared to campaigns through 

other media. Customers even often respond to the messages instantly. SMS messages however 

should not be the sole of the campaign, because of its limitation with the 160 characters 

(Dickinger, et al 2004, 3-4). 
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Permission is also an important matter with SMS advertisements: mobile phones are a part of 

the private atmosphere and sending SMS advertisement without permission is a violation of 

privacy (Bamba and Barnes, 2007, 816). It was important to almost 90% of the respondents of a 

research to give permission before receiving SMS messages and around 83% of the 

respondents showed this importance by saying that they delete unsolicited ads (Bamba and 

Barnes, 2007, 825). 

 

Message Content 

Since the case study participants were divided into two groups we had to send out 2 different 

types of messages each week. The messages that were sent to the “environmental” group were 

derived from information from former campaigns. The “financial” participants received messages 

that were based on comments from experts about environmental messages. We made sure to 

use credible sources for the content of the messages. In the table below the schedule and 

content of the messages can be found. The corresponding advertisements that were sent by 

email can be found in Appendix II.  

 

 
Time 

 
Channel 

Sort of message  

  Environmental Financial 

Week 1 
(14/4 – 
23/4) 

SMS “Hi! Doing your part for the 
environment has never been easier. 
Electronic devices still use energy 
when they are turned off. Unplug 
un-used electronics. By doing this 
you can reduce carbon dioxide.” 
(Stopglobalwarming, 2008) 

Hi! Doing your part for the environment 
has never been easier. Using the dryer 
only if necessary. Without your average 
use of twice per week you would save 52 
euro at the end of the year.” (Europese 
commissie, n.d. a) 

Week 2 
(21/4 –
28/4) 

Email “Nearly three times as much carbon 
was released in 2004 as in 1960. 
What are you doing to reduce your 
part?” (Metro, 2008; see Appendix II 
for image with this text)  

“Use energy efficient bulbs. One can save 
you up to 55 euro during the lifetime of 
the bulb. They will last 10 times as long 
as a normal bulb.“ (Europese commissie, 
n.d. a; see Appendix II for image with this 
text) 

Week 3 
(28/4 – 
6/5) 

SMS  “Hi! Doing your part for the 
environment has never been easier. 
Replace your common lights with 
LED bulbs, and reduce CO2 
 emissions with 114 kilo at the end 
of the year.” (Carbonrally, n.d.) 

 “Hi! Doing your part for the environment 
has never been easier. By unplugging 3 
electronics while they are not in use, you 
can save at least 33 euro a year.” 
(Energielastenverlager, n.d.) 

Week 4 
(5/5 – 
13/5) 

Email “You have the power!” (see 
Appendix II for image with this text) 

 “With turning off 10 lights in rooms if you 
are not there you can save up to 120 euro 
at the end of the year.” (Europese 
commissie, n.d. a; see Appendix II for 
image with this text) 

Figure 3: Messages used in the case study 
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After the study was completed we sent a post card in the mail to each of the participants to thank 

them for their help with our study. We also decided to include how much electricity they saved 

during the 4 weeks of the message month, compared to the control month. With this post card 

we hoped to remind and encourage the participants to be aware of how much saving is possible 

with small changes in behavior. And hopefully joining in our case study will have a continuing 

influence on their electricity usage. 

2.3.2 Secondary data 

 
The secondary data was coming from Internet and relevant books and articles. Relevant 

information was used while designing our questionnaire to give it a theoretical background. The 

findings from the primary and secondary sources were analyzed separately but combined in our 

conclusion and recommendation. Although our main focus was marketing, in addition we used 

theories and data from various fields of study such as communication and psychology. We felt 

this was necessary because a change in behavior cannot only be looked at from marketing 

perspective. We needed to explore other areas that are influential to behavior change in order to 

bring more credibility to our research.  

 

We are dealing with a current topic and therefore many individuals and organizations are voicing 

their opinions about how to influence people to change their behavior. This leads to an overload 

of information with many believing they have the answers to change the world. We have 

gathered theories, opinions and research outcomes which provided us information to suggest 

adjustments to the message. Our intention was to gather and sift through secondary data and to 

combine it in order to come up with adjustments or factors to consider while creating these 

messages. We made use of several databases from the Mälardalen University Library such as 

Emerald, ABI/Inform and JSTOR. These databases assisted in locating relevant material and helped 

with our “filtering” process of the secondary data.  

 

While selecting the secondary data from the Internet we tried to focus on experts in the 

environmental communication and marketing sector. Several people in this field use web logs to 

share their opinions with the world. However, the reliability of a web log can be doubted. In order 

to overcome this, we focused on information from organizational websites and when we took 

information from a blog, we made sure it was coming from a person who holds a responsible 
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position in an environmental agency (for example, the founder of the Climate Outreach 

Information Network), and not merely ventilating one’s own opinion.  

2.4 Analysis of information 

The type of research conducted can be identified as realist research which Fisher describes as 

identifying and evaluating options for actions (Fisher, 2007, 41). To illustrate our analysis we 

divided the information gathered into different parts to identify associations among the 

interviews, the questionnaires and the case study.  

 

The secondary data collected from Internet sources formed a base for the collection of the 

primary data. After noticing trends discussed in the secondary data, the questions for the 

relevant organizations were made. The interview with one organization helped us to find the 

confirmation from the “real world” that our questionnaire and the messages for the case study 

were appropriate. We used the information collected through interviews as a foundation for the 

remaining components of the research. 

 

The questionnaires helped us to analyze which messages are clearer to the recipients. They will 

aid us to identify the messages that are most likely to motivate individuals to take action and 

conclude which messages are overall more effective.  

 

To provide a strong base for analysis we used the case study to observe the effect of the 

messages. We compared the amount of electricity consumed while receiving the environmental 

and financial messages compared to the control month. This enabled us to identify which 

message is more effective in creating change in people’s electricity consumption. 

 

The questionnaire provided us with quantitative results, the case study and the interview with 

quality results. The combination of this made sure we were able to investigate the noticed trends 

in a thorough way.  
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
In this chapter the used theories are explained in detail. Since social 

marketing is a part of nonprofit marketing, first the concept of 

nonprofit marketing is described. Following social marketing is 

clarified, the concepts that are used in it (the social marketing 

mix) and the way to design a social marketing campaign. A 

communication model is discussed, just as some background to the 

concept of mental accounting, a useful idea of how people view money.  

 

3.1 Nonprofit marketing 

Nonprofit marketing is marketing for a nonprofit organization. A nonprofit organization is an 

organization that wants a general improvement of society, by allocating appropriate resources 

and/or providing goods and services. They are not after personal profit or gain. They employ 

personnel and engage in activities to create revenue to make them fulfill their mission (Sargeant, 

1999, 4). Nonprofit organizations are concerned with the disadvantaged in a society, or with 

broader issues that may impact the general well-being of a society (Sargeant, 1999, 7).  

 

“Every nonprofit institution exists for the sake of performance in changing people and society. 

Yet, performance is also one of the truly difficult areas for the executive in the nonprofit 

institution” (Drucker 1990, cited by Sargeant 1999, 18). 

 

The biggest difference between profit organizations and nonprofit organizations is the view. With 

nonprofit organization there can occur a tension between mission and customer satisfaction. The 

long-term perspective of a nonprofit (the benefit a nonprofit can bring to society) can clash with 

the short-term customer satisfaction (Sargeant, 1999, 17-20). This is in sharp contrast with a 

profit organization: they earn profits by satisfying the immediate needs of a customer today 

(Sargeant, 1999, 21).  

 

Marketing is “the management process responsible for identifying, anticipating and satisfying 

customer requirements profitably” (Sargeant, 1999, 9).  
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Marketing can give benefit to a nonprofit organization, because it can assist in the attraction of 

resources and it can increase the customer satisfaction (Sargeant, 1999, 17). And since 

nonprofit organizations try to do good to the society, the marketing for nonprofit can be 

described as ‘sensitively serving the needs of society’ (Sargeant, 1999, 21) 

 

Among other things from commercial marketing, such as SWOT analysis, segmentation and 

marketing strategies, nonprofit marketing makes us of a marketing mix. It consists of 

product/service, price, promotion, place, people, process, psychical evidence (Sargeant, 1999, 

95-118). Social marketing has an adjusted marketing mix as well, so it will be discussed then. 

3.2 Social marketing 

Social marketing is used to influence the acceptability of social ideas. The ultimate goal of any 

kind of marketing is to influence behavior (Sargeant, 1999, 259), whether this be buying a 

product or starting to recycle your waste. With social marketing the ‘marketing activity is aimed 

at a society with the aim of inducing a change in the behavior in that society for the good of all’ 

(Sargeant, 1999, 260).  

 

The social marketing mix 

The social marketing makes use of a marketing mix. It consists of the following: 

Product can be seen as the idea a marketer wants to get across to stimulate a change in 

behavior.  

Price is in this case the price that needs to be paid socially (if other members of a social group 

might ridicule the person that does change). It can also be seen as fear (“it is better not to know, 

therefore I do not go to do a test”), or as inconvenience (recycling takes some time for example). 

Sometimes it is good to ask a small price (financial) for contraception for example.  

Place is to a certain extent the same as in commercial marketing: it refers to location and to 

channels of information.  

Promotion is almost the same as well: social marketers also make use of advertising, public 

relations, sales promotion and direct marketing. (Sargeant, 1999, 270-272). 

 

Social marketing mix: promotion 

As said, the promotion mix consists of advertising, sales promotion, public relations and direct 

marketing (Sargeant, 1999, 112). Since our research is mainly concerned with direct marketing, 

the other three parts are not discussed. It could be argued that advertising is relevant too. But 
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because we are for example, not researching the media that should be used, the advertising part 

does not seem relevant for us.  

 

Direct Marketing has a few common forms. Direct mail is, according to businessdictonary.com 

(2008), a method of targeting carefully chosen prospects with custom tailored offers for goods or 

services. This can happen via ordinary mail or email. Nonprofit organizations can also make 

good use of direct mail, thanks to a better use of databases. Telemarketing, door-to-door and 

personal selling are the other common forms (Sargeant, 1999, 115-116). Nowadays SMS and 

email marketing is also in use. 

 

How to change people’s behavior 

Marketing is not the ‘magic solution’, the desired change in behavior can be difficult or even 

impossible (Sargeant, 1999, 262). How difficult it might be to change the target group, is 

dependent on the nature of the behavior:  

* is it high or low involvement? 

* is one-time or continuing? 

* is it individual behavior or group behavior? (Sargeant, 1999, 262) 

 

In the table below examples of the nature of behavior are given.  

  
Low involvement 

 
High involvement 

One time behavior   

Individual Donating money to a charity Donating blood 

Group Voting for a change in a state 
constitution 

Voting out restrictive membership rules in 
a club 

 
 
Continuing behavior 

 
Low involvement 
 

 
High involvement 

Individual Not smoking in elevators Stopping smoking or drug intake  

Group Driving 55 mph Supporting the concept of an all-
volunteer army 

Figure 4: Nature of behavior, taken from Andreasen & Kotler, 2003, 331 

 

Andreasen and Kotler (2003, 331) emphasize that it is more difficult to change behaviors that 

are 1) high involvement 2) group decisions 3) continuing or a combination of these.  
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Involvement is not a clear defined term according to Sargeant (1999). Usually people are more 

involved if they perceive it as having immediate and personal relevance to themselves. The 

more involved somebody is the more thought he will give to possible other solutions and the 

costs and benefits of each. Low involvement can be seen as having low impact on one’s 

lifestyle. Changing of low involvement behavior is therefore somewhat easier than that of high 

involvement behavior. An example would be to let car drivers switch from regular beer to non 

alcoholic beer instead of switching to soft drinks (Sargeant, 1999, 262-263).  

 

One time behavior is usually easier to change than continuing behavior. The easier it is for a 

person to take the desired action, the more likely it is that they will actually do it. Therefore not 

only telling what benefits can arise from a change in behavior is important, emphasizing on the 

easiness of the change should also be done. Changing someone habits permanently is more 

difficult: people do things without really thinking about it. Besides that they also have found 

justification of their behavior in their value system. So it is harder to change continuing behavior 

than one time behavior. Convince people about the need for them to change and about the 

benefit that will come with this change, is the key here (Sargeant, 1999, 263-264). 

 

Group behavior is more difficult to change than individual behavior. Changing group behavior 

might have the effect of perceived as disloyal to the group. Opinion leaders, opinion formers and 

opinion followers are the key words for group behavior (Sargeant, 1999, 264-265). 

 

Design a social marketing campaign 

Another component to consider is how to design a communications campaign. Only the parts 

directly connected to creating messages is discussed in detail. The steps of the design are the 

following: 

• specification of the target audience 

• communications objectives  

• specification of promotional message 

• media selection (television, print, radio, outdoor, electronic) 

• schedule 

• budget 

• monitoring/control (Sargeant, 1999, 272-279). 

 



                                                                                                                                                                                               

 

 
24 

Only two steps are related to our research: communications objectives and the specification of 

promotional message. The other steps are therefore not discussed.  

 

With the communications objectives you should consider that if you want an idea to be 

effectively communicated, the following five stages should be passed by the targeted audience: 

unawareness, awareness, comprehension, conviction, action (Sargeant, 1999, 273). These 

stages are taken from the DAGMAR (Defining Advertising Goals for Measured Advertising 

Results) model from Colley and can be described as follows:  

• from unawareness to awareness: make people aware of the existence of the product, 

service 

• to comprehension: the customer recognized the brand/trademark and understands what 

the product or service is about, based on information from advertisement or an 

information search 

• to conviction: the customer has a firm attitude and preference for a brand 

• to action: action is being taken upon the advertisement to purchase the product/service 

(Lancaster, n.d.) 

 

According to Lancaster (n.d) these stages show a change of mind leading towards action, but 

can usually not being reached by a single advertisement. Advertisement can be judged on their 

effectiveness to move people along these stages.  

 

The third step in the design is the specification of the promotional message. This is especially 

relevant for our research. In this part you should look at the level of involvement, the content of 

the message and the manner in which it will be conveyed.  

 

In the table below you can find the appropriate style of bringing information with each kind of 

behavior. If the change concerns high involvement behavior, detailed information about the 

available alternatives and their benefits is needed since the decision to change will require 

cognitive functions and more rational decision making. A central route to persuasion consists of 

strong, well-documented and supported arguments in favor of the idea. Change in low 

involvement behavior requires less thought of the targeted audience and messages will 

therefore be more effective if they concentrate on imagery. A peripheral route can follow an 

emphasis on non-content message ingredients, such as music, lighting, scenery or the use of 

celebrities (Sargeant, 1999, 274).  



                                                                                                                                                                                               

 

 
25 

High involvement  
Rational product attribute appeal 

Central route Information provision 
Benefit claims 
 

Peripheral route  
Emotional image-based appeal 
Social, ego, hedonic orientation 

Low involvement  

Figure 5: Style of bringing information, taken from Sargeant, 1999, 274 

 

Content of the message 

The content of the message should be considered too. First, there are one- and two-sided 

messages. One-sided messages contain only the positive side of the wanted behavior change. 

Two-sided messages have a balanced view on the change, they describe the advantages and 

the disadvantages of the change of behavior. When the targeted group already has a favorable 

view of the behavior change or when their level of education is low, one-sided messages are 

more effective. Two-sided messages are more successful when the recipient group is highly 

educated or when the desired behavior has a very negative image (Sargeant, 1999, 275). 

 

Another point is if the message should already draw conclusions about the need for the behavior 

change or if this is left for the recipient of the message to do. It depends on: 

• the level of education of the recipients (higher educated people prefer to draw their own 

conclusions, and may feel patronized otherwise; lower-educated people might not be 

able to draw a conclusion on themselves) 

• level of complexity (if an idea is technically complex, multi-faced or completely new, 

recipients might be less able to draw the conclusion on their own) 

• when action is required (if there is a need for immediate action, for example call the 

national emergency number, the conclusion should be drawn quite forcefully) 

• level of involvement (high involvement behavior changes need to be taken on one’s own 

and therefore drawing conclusions is likely to be counterproductive (Sargeant, 1999, 275-

276). 

 

Framing the presentation is the third point to consider while specifying the content of the 

promotional message. There is the possibility to frame the message in a positive or in a negative 

way. Positively framed messages pay mainly attention to the benefits of the desired behavior 
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change, while the negatively framed messages are more focusing on what happens if the 

change of behavior is not adopted (Sargeant, 1999, 276). Positively framed messages are more 

appropriate for low involvement behavior change where an individual does not need to process 

information, negatively framed messages fit more to high-involvement decisions when a detailed 

level of information processing is needed (Maheswaran & Meyers-Levy 1990, cited by Sargeant, 

1999).  

 

Nature of the appeal 

Last but not least, attention should be paid to the nature of the appeal. As said with high 

involvement behavior change or a high educated target audience a factual approach is best 

suitable. Low involvement decision or lower-educated recipients are better off with an emotional 

appeal. Within these approaches there is also room for other appeals, a social marketer can 

make use of humor (Sargeant, 1999, 276).  

Research done by Weinberger and Gulas (1992, cited by Sargeant, 1999) showed the following 

about using humor in advertisements. Humor attracts attention, comprehension of the message 

is not damaged, it is not more effective at increasing persuasion than other promotional 

messages, it boosts the likeness of the advertisement, humor that is relevant to the product is 

better than not relevant humor, humor is more effective with existing products than with new 

ones, audience characteristics affect the response to humorous appeals, humor is more 

effective with low involvement decisions than with high involvement decisions (Weinberger & 

Gulas, 1994, cited by Sargeant, 1999, 277). 

 

3.3 Communication  

 
To do promotion for a social issue, it 

must be decided how you can get a 

message across (Sargeant, 1999). 

Simply transmitting it is not enough: 

people react in different ways to different 

messages and some may think it is not 

them that is addressed. Therefore a 

message needs to be encoded 

(Sargeant, 1999). In the next model it is 

shown how this transmitting works:             Picture taken from www.vtaide.com/lifeskills/verbalC.htm  
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Wong (2003) explains that it is an essential requirement of communication to have an idea to 

deliver and assure that you formulate your message for your target audience. It is the 

responsibility of the idea transmitter to encode the message in order for the recipient to 

understand the message. The encoder may encounter internal noises (i.e. attitude about your 

position and your feelings) which can affect the message being transmitted. Being aware of 

these noises can help to avoid the possibility of tarnishing the message. In addition to the 

internal noises that can interrupt the transmitter there are also noises that can affect the 

message in the transmission and decoding stages such as sights and sounds in the surrounding 

environment. This can be distracting and affect the communication process. Communicators that 

are aware of these noises are less likely to have these noises distort the message or the 

communication process (Wong, 2003). 

 

It is important for both the encoder and the decoder to fulfill their communication roles otherwise 

the message can be lost in transmission. It cannot always be sure that the message will be 

decoded the way the transmitter intended. The recipients encoding can also be affected by 

internal and semantic noises which can alter the message. Like the transmitter, the decoder also 

must deal with internal noises such as their attitudes and feelings. In addition they can also 

encounter semantic noises which are unintended meanings brought on by certain symbols that 

can affect the precision of decoding (Wong, 2003). 

3.4 Mental accounting 

Mental accounting was established by Thaler as ‘the set of cognitive operations used by 

individuals and households to organize, evaluate, and keep track of financial activities’ (Thaler, 

1999, 183). According to Thaler (1999) it therefore differs from financial and managerial 

accounting. Mental accounting is based on the fact that people do not think the same way about 

every krona, euro, dollar and therefore the spending of them differs as well. Davies (2003) gives 

a good example of this. Image you want to go to the cinema and you bought a 100 kronor ticket. 

On the evening of the screening, in front of the entrance, you discover you lost the ticket. Would 

you buy another 100 kronor ticket to see the movie? And then, the same event. You plan to go 

the cinema and plan to buy a 100 kronor ticket to see the movie. On the evening of the 

screening, in front of the entrance, you notice you have lost a 100 kronor bill. Would you still buy 

the 100 kronor ticket to see the film? Although it is the same amount of money that is lost, most 

people answer ‘no’ to the first question and ‘yes’ to the second question (Davies, 2003, 21). 

Apparently the money is looked at in a different way.  
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One concept, derived from mental accounting, is called coupling (Davies, 2003, 23). Coupling is 

concerned with the attachment of paying and consuming to each other. The consumption 

benefits can be perceived as less if the payment is far in the future (Davies, 2003, 24). Another 

example when decoupling occurs is when a payment ties different consumptions types together, 

then it is hard to distinguish between the different consumptions (Davies, 2003, 25). It turns out 

that customers who remember less of a past payment are likely to spend more now because of 

an underestimation of their recent spending. If a payment is disassociated with benefits, the 

spending is likely to increase (Davies, 2003, 25).  

 

Szabo (1996) explains that a mental accounting barrier occurs with electricity bills. People could 

be more accurate when looking at their electricity bill and get more value for the electricity 

payments, but because of this mental accounting barrier, we do not do that. It is too much little 

things that we do not want to go through, the adding up of all electricity we use is too much for 

our brain, according to Szabo (1999, n.p). 

 

The nonprofit marketing, the social marketing, the communication model and the concept of 

mental accounting can be used for our research. In the next chapter relevant findings are 

presented. In the analysis part these findings come together with the just described theoretical 

framework. 
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4. FINDINGS 

 

In this chapter findings from different sources are discussed. First we will take a look at how 

experts from the environmental communication field comment about the used marketing so far. 

Then we will present the findings of our questionnaire, to have a look what ‘ordinary people’ say 

about the different messages. Afterwards we will see in the presentation of our case study data 

how people react to these messages, and if and how they changed their behavior. Finally we will 

discuss opinions about traditional marketing campaigns for the environment and suggestions for 

adjustments, this is coming from our secondary data.  

4.1 Primary data I: Interviews 

The following is completely based on the interviews with the organizations Stichting Natuur en 

Milieu (Foundation Nature and Environment) and Stichting Milieunet (Foundation Environmental 

Net). Both the organizations are committed to a healthy natural environment. In order to reach 

this better environment they communicate with Dutch people how they can change their 

behavior. How this communication is being designed is the most relevant for our research.  

 

Stichting Natuur en Milieu is an independent environmental organization with strength in 

influencing the policy making process. They are continually trying to raise the level of priority of 

conserving energy on the political agenda. The organization is committed to securing a healthy 

natural environment and is helping to build a sustainable society in which nature, the 

environment and the landscape are treated with care and respect. They want to ‘seduce’ 

individuals who do not care about the environment to care about it. And the one thing they want 

to get across is that it is actually quite easy to save energy. However, the process of “converting” 

the individual is the difficult task (Den Hartog, pers.comm., April, 2008).  

  

When asked the biggest challenge working in this field, Mari den Hartog replied that people that 

are not interested are difficult to convince to make changes. The organizations goal is to make 

individuals interested. What people do not realize is how easy it is to save energy, for example 

using LED-lighting. It may cost more up front but it will save you money and will require less 

work than changing traditional bulbs. The organization provides information by selling copies of 

funny and colorful guides which offer tips on how to save energy in everyday life. These guides 

contain cartoons from over 100 illustrators. People can purchase the literature via Internet and 
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the guide is sent by mail. This guide has been successful and they have sold over 200,000 

copies (Den Hartog, pers. comm., April 2008).  

 

Stichting Milieunet is an independent organization focusing on environmental communication. 

With their communication they want to open the eyes of people on issues effecting the 

environment. It is about changing attitudes and habits. Former environmental campaigns / 

advertisement were more about taking care of the environment and saving the world. This 

implied that it would cost money to take care. Taking care is therefore not the right message 

because a better climate is not about investing money. People can actually save 20-30% on 

their electricity bill if they would change habits. Saving energy however is also not the right 

message. It should be more something as save money, save energy, or even: saving energy = 

saving money = saving the environment = saving the climate. According to Stichting Milieunet 

traditional campaigns did not work because people do not want to take care of anything that is 

costing money (Van Erne, pers.comm. April 2008).  

 

Another critism on former environmental campaigns/advertisement was that they were not 

explicit enough. Stichting Milieunet feels that if the audience does not know what to do, they will 

not do it. Former campaigns did not really tell people what to do. The current communication of 

Stichting Milieunet is based on the idea that the audience needs to make the decision to take 

action on its own. Show them pictures and then let them take action, instead of saying “you must 

do X” (Van Erne, pers.comm. April 2008).  

 

Recently, Stichting Milienet has been producing products such as birthday calendars with energy 

saving tips and colorful graphics, card games which provide information about energy usage and 

information magazines for companies to use when trying to be more environmentally friendly. 

You can find the same cartoon characters in all their published items (Van Erne, pers.comm. 

April 2008). 

 

To Stichting Milieunet it is important to trigger a person with something that is familiar to him/her 

or that he/she can recognize. It is difficult to reach people that are not interested by themselves, 

but if you can connect to their interest (for example football) than you are already halfway. So 

the organization is now focusing on football, or Christmas and other holidays, to connect to 

people’s everyday life more. They attract attention with the interest and then provide information 

about the environment (Van Erne, pers.comm. April 2008).  
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To inform people Stichting Milieunet started a web log and this attracted a huge amount of 

visitors for the blog and the organizational website. It is essential for Stichting Milieunet to get 

attention. But it is also important for the organization to create target groups and design 

messages according to that. The biggest challenge for the organization when delivering the 

message is that everyone understands that they have to change and that they have to start 

doing something. If people could only know one thing about the environment it should be that it 

‘starts with yourself’ (Van Erne, pers.comm., April 2008). 

4.2 Primary data II: Questionnaires 

There were 102 questionnaires completed by residences of the Netherlands. Of the participants 

62% was female and 38% male. There were 4 categories for participants to identify their age. 

Our results showed that 25% of the participants was under the age of 25, 26% was between 26-

30 years of age, 26% was between the ages of 31-50 and finally, 26% of the participants was 50 

of above. Each participant was asked to identify what province he/she was currently living in. 

Below is a graph illustrating the various provinces that the participants were currently situated. 

The numbers are illustrating the percentages from each province. Please note that two 

provinces were not represented in the questionnaire and therefore they are not shown in the 

chart. 

 
Figure 6: Provinces of respondents questionnaires 

 

The following is a compilation of the results which were generated from the questionnaires. Each 

participant was given two ads in order to conduct the questionnaire, one financial and one 

environmental. We created two examples of environmental messages and two of financial 

messages and therefore we have separated the responses. Group A refers to the questionnaire 
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respondents who were given the environmental and financial ad 1 and group B for those who 

were given the environmental and financial ad 2. Below you can identify the response 

breakdown by percentages. There is one graph for each statement which participants were 

asked to provide their opinion on. The responses of both the environmental messages are 

shown, afterwards the responses of both the financial messages. Refer to Appendix II for the 

messages. Please note that the following is a presentation of the results, in the next chapter the 

analysis of these results can be found. 

 
Environmental Messages 
 

  
            Environmental Ad 1                                Environmental Ad 2 

 
Statement 1- Environmental                      
 

The message in the ad is clear Environmental Ad 1/Group A 
“You have the Power”  

Environmental Ad 2/Group B 
“Nearly three times as much 
carbon…”  

Strongly Agree 4% 22% 
Agree 37% 59% 
Neutral  12% 6% 
Disagree 35% 14% 
Strongly Disagree 12% 0% 

 
Statement 2- Environmental 
 

The ad motivates me 
personally to take action 

Environmental Ad 1/Group A 
“You have the Power”  

Environmental Ad 2/Group B 
“Nearly three times as much 
carbon…”  

Strongly Agree 2% 2% 
Agree 12% 12% 
Neutral  31% 45% 
Disagree 45% 39% 
Strongly Disagree 10% 2% 
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Statement 3- Environmental  
 

This ad is likely to motivate 
others to take action 

Environmental Ad 1/Group A 
“You have the Power”  

Environmental Ad 2/Group B 
“Nearly three times as much 
carbon…”  

Strongly Agree 2% 2% 
Agree 10% 29% 
Neutral  47% 41% 
Disagree 37% 25% 
Strongly Disagree 4% 2% 

 
Financial Messages 

   
                      Financial Ad 1                                                                                                     Financial Ad 2 
 
Statement 1- Financial 
 

The message in the ad is clear Financial Ad 1/Group A 
“Burning lights uselessly…” 

Financial Ad 2/Group B 
“Turn off your lights…” 

Strongly Agree 27% 24% 
Agree 51% 49% 
Neutral  12% 4% 
Disagree 10% 24% 
Strongly Disagree 0% 0% 

 
Statement 2- Financial 
 

The ad motivates me 
personally to take action 

Financial Ad 1/Group A 
“Burning lights uselessly…” 

Financial Ad 2/Group B 
“Turn off your lights…” 

Strongly Agree 2% 8% 
Agree 51% 31% 
Neutral  22% 29% 
Disagree 24% 31% 
Strongly Disagree 0% 0% 
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Statement 3 - Financial 
 

This ad is likely to motivate 
others to take action 

Financial Ad 1/Group A 
“Burning lights uselessly…” 

Financial Ad 2/Group B 
“Turn off your lights…” 

Strongly Agree 8% 2% 
Agree 59% 47% 
Neutral  24% 33% 
Disagree 10% 18% 
Strongly Disagree 0% 0% 

 
 
 

Statement 4 - Messages including actual saving from a change in behavior encourages 
me to make changes (general statement) 
 

Combined Response of both Questionnaire Groups 

 
Figure 7: Combined response of both questionnaire groups  

4.3 Primary data III: Case Study 

There were 16 people who participated in our case study which ran from March 15 to May 19, 

2008. There were nine female and seven male participants living throughout the Netherlands 

covering seven of the twelve provinces in the Netherlands. Their ages ranged from 23-60 years 

of age and their education ranged completion of high school to university degree. Each 

participant is either living on their own or is one of the main contributors to electricity 

consumption in the household. As mentioned in the methodology, we divided the participants 

into two groups: environmental and financial. This corresponded with the messages they 

received. The environmental group contained 9 participants and the financial group had 7 

participants. The reason the groups are divided unequally is that one person could not continue 

participating in our case study. This person was a member of the financial group. Each case 

study participant can be identified by a number which corresponds to the group they are in for 

example: E1 means Environmental group-participant 1 and F2 means Financial group-

participant 2. Below you can see a breakdown of the data collected. See Appendix IV for details. 
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Please note that the following is a representation of the data collected and the analysis will 

follow in the next chapter. 

 

Environmental  

 

 
Figure 8: Kilowatts used in environmental group (control month and message month) 

 
Figure 9: Percentage saved during message month (environmental) 
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Financial 
 

 
Figure 10: Kilowatts used in financial group (control month and message month) 

 

 

 
Figure 11: Percentages saved during message month (financial) 
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4.4 Secondary data  

This section is a combination of opinions concerning the conventional messages about the 

environment followed by suggestions that individuals have expressed on the topic. Finally, there 

is information about electricity consumption in the Netherlands and the relationship between 

money and electricity.  

 

Environmental message 

According to George Marshall (2007), the message of ‘save the planet’ is not the right one. 

People have no emotional connection with the planet, they are attached to their friends, family, 

their own little world. And the less people feel connected, the less likely they are to take action 

for it. Then the word ‘save’ is also not well chosen, argues Marshall. It has the connotation of a 

struggle, of sacrifice: you have to give up something. And ‘telling people they have to give 

something up is an unproductive way to change their behavior’. It is better to talk about the 

benefits of the saving. The slogan as a whole is also not effective: the global issue is too big for 

people to be motivated to take action (Marshall, 2007).  

 

Schultz and Zelezny agree on this, according to them environmental messages often have 

references to ‘saving’, ‘helping’ and ‘protecting’. Therefore it is connected to doing something for 

the benefit of another, things that would cost something (money or other costs). They consider 

environmental messages altruistic (Schultz and Zelezny, 2003, 131). Another point they put 

forward that corresponds to Marshall is that people concern less about ‘the broadest problems 

with the least direct personal effects, like acid rain and global warming’ (Schultz and Zelezny, 

2003, 131). Barr (2003, 228) agrees on this, campaigns focusing on global environmental issues 

are not likely to cause a change in behavior. 

  

Environmental messages usually contain information about the harmful consequences to future 

generations, however research showed that this does not have change behavior or attitudes 

(Schultz and Zelezny, 2003, 131).  

 

Beavan (2007) termed the climate change the ‘biggest marketing problem in history’. According 

to him it is the difference between a message about something abstract and far away and a 

message about something close that people feel they have power over, that could make the 

difference.  
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Ottman (2002) discusses that energy efficient terms are not so familiar for people. Also benefits 

that derive from environmentally friendly behavior are often intangible and difficult to identify for 

people (Ottman, 2002). Bishop (2008) agrees on this. He argues that it is not appealing to 

people to be only environmental friendly, there have to be something in it for them as well. They 

have to profit from it (Bishop, 2008). 

 

Suggestions for change 

The following is suggested by people in the field to improve the ‘save the environment’ message. 

Beavan (2007) suggests that the issue when promoting the environmental message is that 

people only care about things that they can see and hear, more specifically the things that are 

around them personally. People care about things that they have some sort of connection to and 

they care about things that they have the power over. Beavan believes that he question is, how 

do we get people to see that they have the power to help?  

Marshall (2007) suggests that when creating messages, using the following principles will be 

more effective: 

• People want to make things better: people need an optimistic vision. People are not 

motivated to make changes that simply result in less bad things. 

• People want personal gain: financial, health, happiness or status 

• People never want to live with less: although people are willing to life differently if the 

benefits are persuading enough.  

 

Meerman (2008) argues that Al Gore has become the best PR agent the world can have. He 

believes there are many factors which contribute to his success and becoming the face of 

climate change. For example, when he is delivering his message he tailors his presentations 

accordingly. He also creates presentations which personally appeal or are familiar to his 

audiences. Meerman (2008) believes that many people can learn from Gore’s tactics in building 

a strong message and promoting it.  

 

Bishop (2008) describes that is has become a difficult task to market to the green consumer. He 

states that it is better to focus on green behaviors everyone can aspire. This is because 

consumers have a tendency to purchase products that satisfy their needs before the needs of 

the planet. Bishop (2008) suggests that marketing should be done to satisfy day-to-day 
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problems that also make sense for our environment. This corresponds with Wigder (2007): 

people might be more willing to act on environmental messages if it is relevant for their context.  

 

Schultz and Zelezny show a similar argument. Environmental appeals should be consistent with 

self-interest (Schultz and Zelezny, 2003, 132). On the case of using less energy in households 

Schultz and Zelezny suggest that the message ‘using less energy saves money’ is a good one, 

since it appeals to the not environmental friendly self-interested individual and the environmental 

friendly one as well (2003, 133).  

 

It showed from Danckers research that tailored messages to current behavior are more likely to 

cause environmentally friendly behavior than untailored messages. These tailored messages 

were just as effective with or without information about common environmentally friendly 

behavior. It showed as well that untailored messages are hardly more effective than no message 

at all (Dancker, 2001, 229).  

 

According to Grist it is important to tell people how they can cooperate to fight climate change. 

That is why the Al Gore Alliance for Climate Protection designed a new marketing campaign that 

focuses on the ‘how to-aspect’ of helping the environment. According to them most people think 

they cannot do anything about it, or that it should be someone else doing something about it. 

Instead ‘it has to become easy and normal’ to do something good for the environment (Grist, 

2008).  

 

Cialdini mentions a research that showed that if you make people aware of the money they lose 

by doing something, or not doing something (insulating their house for example), they will 

respond by doing the suggested thing. If you direct them to what they will gain by doing 

something, they are less likely to respond and do it. He calls it the principle of scarcity, we 

respond better to things that are scare, and that is what losing money is (Cialdini, 2007, 4). 

Another principle of his is the principle of consensus: people want to behave as the others. A 

research showed that when asked for reasons to save energy people rated environmental 

reasons as the most important one and what the neighbors do the least important. However, 

when researched on a deeper level, it turned out that what the neighbors do has a far bigger 

effect on saving energy. ‘Everybody is doing it’ seems to be a good reason for doing something, 

according to Cialdini (2007, 8-9). People want to cooperate and this can also be used for 

environmental reasons. For example a research that showed that hotel guests are more likely to 
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recycle their towel if the hotel shows cooperation between the guest and the hotel, as opposed 

to only help the environment, or to help the hotel save energy. Even more responded if the 

consensus was being brought up as well: if they were told that most people who stayed in ‘their’ 

room recycled, they recycled as well (Caldini, 2007, 10). According to Caldini social behavior 

can be shaped, by bringing it in the right message with help of some of the above mentioned 

things (Caldini, 2007, 15).  

 

According to Caldini it is better to not talk about unwanted behavior practiced by many. This will 

encourage people to also do it: since everybody else is doing it already, they might do it as well. 

Instead focusing on ‘descriptive norms (what people typically do) with injunctive norms (what 

people typically approve or disapprove of) can optimize the power of normative appeals (Caldini, 

2003, 105). This also shows from research from Cornelissen et al (n.d.): promoting common 

behavior is more likely to make people behave in an environmentally friendly way.  

 

Electricity and money  

According to Milieucentraal (n.d.) 20 to 25% of the emission of the CO2 gasses by the 

Netherlands is caused by households. It is the usage of gas, electricity and motor fuel that 

causes 51 billion CO2 gasses. Electricity usage is responsible for 26% of this. Compared to 1990 

the electricity usage in the Dutch households increased with 20%. This is caused by an increase 

in electronic equipment such as the energy consuming dryer, dishwasher and computer. Another 

reason is the increase in single households. Single households use around ⅓ more electricity 

than a household with two people. There is also an increase of households with two working 

partners. These households use more time saving equipment, such as a dryer and dish washer 

than the average household(Milieucentraal, n.d).  

 

The Dutch Ministry of Environment (VROM) calculated that an average Dutch household uses 

3230 kWh (kilowatt hour) per year. If fossil fuel is used to make this electricity, then almost 1700 

kilo of C02 gasses is released (VROM, n.d.). An average household in the Netherlands consists 

of 2.3 persons (De Beer and Verweij, 2008). If we calculate this 3230 kWh for four weeks, we 

come down to 248 kWh per four weeks ((3230/365) * 28 = 248). 

 

Chambers (2005) writes about the impact of pay as you go electricity in provinces of Canada 

that is an alternative to regularly billed electricity. The idea is simple: a meter shows you exactly 

how much you have used and when you need to buy more. It is described as an ideal alternative 
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since it is difficult to tell how much electricity is being used by the outside meter and you never 

know how much you are spending. Alternatively, the pay as you go system shows you how 

much you have used and how much you are paying per kilowatt of electricity. With this way of 

monitoring electricity people can become more aware of how much they are spending and using 

each day, month and year. Chambers describes it as buying energy like buying gasoline. The 

whole process is described as easy and has resulted in customers saving an average of 15-20% 

a year. In an interview a newly converted stated that “he is much more aware of how much 

energy costs now, thanks to the meter”. Other said that they were “wasting money for no good 

reason” and has changed habits. The savings come from a better understanding of usage. One 

user described that the minute he puts a pot on the stove and turns the burner on high, the cost 

per kilowatt per hour jumps on his in-home display. This system is described as an eye opener 

which is allowing the consumer to have more control and more information about the cost of 

electricity consumption.  
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5. ANALYSIS 

 

In the previous chapter relevant findings were presented. In this chapter these findings are 

analyzed. The structure of the findings is used to make it more clear to the reader what 

corresponds with what. To give it a theoretical background, the theoretical framework is used 

while analyzing. Not every part of the theoretical framework is relevant for every part of the 

findings. Therefore the nonprofit and social marketing is discussed while analyzing the primary 

data from the interviews. While analyzing the primary data from the questionnaire and the case 

study social marketing is used as well. The analysis of the secondary data however makes not 

only use of the social marketing, but also of the communication model and the concept of mental 

accounting. In this way all the material presented in the theoretical framework is used throughout 

the analysis.  

5.1 Primary data I: Interviews 

Stichting Natuur en Milieu and Stichting Milieunet are organizations that are trying to improve 

society. This makes them typical nonprofit organizations. Each organization has a mission that 

they are trying to accomplish while serving customer needs and society needs at the same time. 

This mission is connected to the environment and has a long term view of creating awareness.  

 

Both organizations rely on marketing to deliver their messages and create awareness. Both are 

selling items to promote the conservation of energy. These items keep the operations running 

and they work towards the mission as well.  

 

The social marketing mix 

For both organizations a social marketing mix can be identified. It contains the following. 

Product: influencing people to take action and care about the environment 

Price: inconvenience, ridicule, and effort 

Place: websites, blogs and office locations 

Promotion: items such as the guides, calendars and games with information about saving 

energy. 

 

How to change people’s behavior  

When trying to change behavior attention should be paid to what type of behavior the desired 

behavior is. Behavior can be classified as high or low involvement, one time or continuing and 
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group or individual behavior. Classifying the desired behavior makes designing a promotional 

message easier.  

 

Stichting Natuur en Milieu does not classify what type of behavior saving electricity is. They want 

to get across that the action of saving energy is easy but they acknowledge that to reach the 

ongoing behavior is a challenge. In addition, during our interview with Stichting Milieunet we 

learned about their attempts to change people’s habits. This leads us to classify this electricity 

saving behavior as continuing. Stichting Natuur en Milieu directs their promotion to the individual 

just as Stichting Milieunet does and therefore the saving electricity behavior can be categorized 

as individual behavior. However, we can argue that people living in a house together could be 

influential to each other and therefore we see the behavior as both individual and group 

behavior.  

 

Since we cannot derive the information needed to categorize the behavior as high or low 

involvement we assume the following. The process of converting may seem as high involvement 

although once your behavior had changed so does the classification. In our opinion, before you 

take action saving electricity may seem like a hinder to your lifestyle although after your behavior 

changes you will notice that your lifestyle has not suffered. Because making the change seems 

difficult for most people, we classify it as high involvement behavior. 

 

Design a social marketing campaign  

Both organizations want their idea to be effectively communicated and to reach that the 

audience needs to go through 5 stages. Since both organizations are mostly concerned with 

creating awareness we can see that they are still in the early stages turning unawareness into 

awareness.  

 

Style of bringing information depends on the type of behavior. Since we categorized the 

behavior as high involvement there should be emphasis on the rational side of the change of 

behavior, information should be provided and benefit claims. This corresponds with the opinions 

of the organizations concerning providing information. Stichting Natuur en Milieu focuses on 

providing information through their guides. Stichting Milieunet is also concerned with providing 

information but they also acknowledge the importance of mentioning the benefits of the change 

of behavior (i.e. money). Another approach which they are using is linking the interests of 

individuals (ex. football) with environmental information. In this way they are using emotional 
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image-based appeal. This appeal is more connected to low involvement behavior. This 

corresponds well with trying to get the uninterested individual interested: his/her involvement is 

low and therefore this emotional-based appeal is more effective with these types of persons. 

However, since we target the interested majority, as said in the methodology 75% of the Dutch 

people are interested in climate change, this is not relevant for our research.  

 

Using one and two sided messages are also connected to the type of behavior. One sided 

messages that only focus on the positive side of the wanted behavior change is suitable for low 

educated people or if the targeted group already has a favorable view of the behavior change. 

Two sided messages describe the advantages and the disadvantages of the behavior change 

and are appropriate for highly educated people or for behavior that has a negative image. 

Stichting Natuur en Milieu makes use of the two sided messages by informing people that 

energy saving light bulb are indeed more expensive but in the long run they save you money. 

Stichting Milieunet uses more of a benefit approach, this can be seen through their description of 

saving energy = saving money = saving the environment = saving the climate. Here you can 

only identify the benefits of changing and not the disadvantages of the change. Stichting 

Milieunet explicitly says that a better climate is not about investing. In our opinion it might need 

some investment (money or otherwise) to achieve changes and therefore there is a downside to 

it. Stichting Milieunet however does not communicate the disadvantage of being environmentally 

friendly.  

 

Stichting Milieunet is framing the presentation in a positive way by focusing on the benefits of the 

desired behavior change. Positively framed messages are more appropriate for low involvement 

behavior change where an individual does not need to process information, negatively framed 

messages fit more to high-involvement decisions when a detailed level of information processing 

is required. Stichting Natuur en Milieu does not provide us with any information which lead us to 

make assumptions whether they use positive or negatively framed presentations. Negatively 

framing the message should not be confused with identifying the disadvantages in a two sided 

message. The difference is that a negatively framed message focuses on what happens if the 

behavior is not adopted whereas two sided messages discuss the downsides of the preferred 

adopted change in behavior. 

 

Although it depends on the classification of the behavior, drawing conclusions when the behavior 

requires high involvement is not favorable. This is because conclusions should be made on 
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one’s own. Stichting Milieunet agrees and states that people cannot be told what to do (since 

they should decide on their own) rather they have to be suggested what they can do and decide 

for themselves to take action, essentially drawing their own conclusion. This was one of the 

critiques Stichting Milieunet held concerning the traditional environmental campaigns. It 

corresponds with their comment about the former campaigns not being explicit enough and fail 

to letting people know what they can do by providing direction for action. When targeting the 

uninterested individual however, who is more attracted by emotional-based appeal, drawing 

conclusion is favorable, since the involvement is low. This is a point to consider while targeting 

individuals: when they are uninterested, a different approach may be needed.  

 

Nature of the appeal is the last item to consider while specifying your message. Humor is a way 

of creating appeal. Both companies make use of humor in their approach. Stichting Milieunet 

makes use of humor in their published items by having the same characters appear which not 

only are appealing to the eye but they also create a sense of familiarity when new information is 

published. Stichting Natuur en Milieu also uses humor in their communication which is shown 

through the text and cartoons in their guide.  

5.2 Primary data II: Questionnaires 

The advertisements we used with our questionnaire can also be defined along the lines of social 

marketing. First we will define our own advertisement according to the specifics of designing a 

promotional message. After that we will analyze the results from the questionnaire and identify 

which kind of design resulted in more positive responses. Please note that we do not use the 

demographic data from the questionnaire because the sole purpose of the demographic 

information was to verify that the results could be representative of the whole country. If this was 

not the case then we would not be able to state that the results were representative.  

  

Concerning the advertisements we can identify that the environmental message has more of an 

emotional-based appeal, which is connected to low involvement behavior, because of an 

illustration in the message. The financial messages provide more information and ask the viewer 

to think more rationally and therefore it is more connected to high involvement behavior. This is 

a consequence of the provided facts in the financial message.  

 

Another difference between the environmental and the financial messages is to the extent they 

drew conclusions. When creating the environmental messages we made sure conclusions were 
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not drawn while in the financial messages conclusion were clearer. In the environmental 

messages we provided no direction to the viewer whereas in the financial messages people 

were provided with possible actions to take. This was done in order to identify which was more 

effective and how it affected the results.  

 

In the financial ad we positively framed the message by talking about the benefits of adopting 

the change in behavior. In environmental ad we did not positively or negatively frame the 

message because we feel that environmental messages do not provide this type of information 

and have a more broad scope. In the results we will identify the effects of framing the messages.  

 

The following is the analysis of the questionnaires conducted. The section is divided into the four 

statements of the questionnaire. We will breakdown the results for each type of message 

(environmental and financial) and then the results for both the environmental and financial group 

are discussed, with the help of the above comments. As previously stated, group A refers to the 

questionnaire respondents who were given the environmental and financial ad 1 and group B for 

those who were given the environmental and financial ad 2. If the results in the environmental or 

financial section are similar, the results are analyzed at the same time.  

 

Statement 1: The message in the ad is clear 

Environmental (You have the power / Nearly three times as much carbon…) 

In group A 41% agreed that the message is clear although 47% of the participants thought the 

message in the ad lacks clarity. Apparently there is a problem with the clarity of the message 

since the amount of people agreeing and disagreeing is almost the same. It could be divided like 

this because some people have seen this kind of message in the past and therefore it could be 

clearer to some. Also, others may not look beyond the message and fail to understand what it is 

telling them.  

 

For group B 81% agreed that the message is clear while 14% disagreed with the statement. It is 

interesting to notice that none of the respondents strongly disagreed with the statement. These 

results are more concrete and show a clear distinction in the responses. More people agreed 

that this message clear could be because of the text which provided a fact and a direct question 

to the reader about their behavior. This could have led the participant to agree that the message 

is clear.  
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Financial (Burning lights uselessly / Turn off your lights…)  

A large majority of the participant from group A (78%) agreed with the statement that the 

message is clear. A total of 51% agreed with the statement while 27% strongly agreed with the 

statement. Among the statements referring to the ads, this statement generated the highest 

amount of agreeing participants and one of the lowest amounts of disagreeing participants. 

Group B shows similar responses with 49% agreeing with the statement, 24% strongly agreeing 

that this message is clear, making a total of 73% of the respondents agreeing. Disagreeing 

respondents totaled 24%. It is notable to see that none of the participants in both groups strongly 

disagreed with the statement. The reason for the large amount of participants agreeing with the 

statement could be attributed to the information and the direction given to the reader.  

 

We can identify that the rational-based ads appear to be more clear to the viewer since the 

financial message generated a larger positive response rate. The results show that drawing 

conclusions is more effective in creating clarity in the ad, this being evident through the positive 

result from the financial advertisement. We cannot make a distinction between the framing of the 

financial and environmental ad but we can see the effects of positive framing used in the 

financial ad resulting in the higher perceived clarity of the message.  

 

Statement 2: The ad motivates me personally to take action 

Environmental (You have the power / Nearly three times as much carbon…) 

Most of the respondents of group A (55%) disagreed that the ad motivated them personally to 

take action. Almost ⅓ of the participants held a neutral response to the statement. This could be 

because the ad does not give direction for the reader, although it attempts to inspire to change 

something, but the reader does not know what this something is.  

 

In group B most of the respondents (45%) have a neutral stance towards the statement, while 

41% disagreed that the ad motivates them personally to take action. The reason why most 

participants held a neutral response or disagreed with the statement could be because although 

the reader was addressed personally, it was not specifically. They were asked what they are 

doing to lower emission but they were not given direction how to lower these emissions. Perhaps 

people do not know how they are contributing so naturally they respond neutrally or disagreed.  
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Financial (Burning lights uselessly / Turn off your lights…) 

The majority of group A (53%) agreed with the statement that the ad motivates them personally 

to take action. The responses resulted in 24% of the participants disagreeing with the statement 

while 22% hold a neutral response to the statement. In group B, the majority (39%) agreed with 

the statement while 31% disagreed and 29% hold a neutral response to the statement. In both 

groups none of the respondents strongly disagreed. The use of money in the ad could make the 

reader feel that it is a more personal message and provide them with an incentive to take action. 

The message provides a textual and visual clue to change behavior and this could be the reason 

for the high positive response rate. 

 

We can clearly see that financial ads generate far better personal motivation than the 

environmental ads. Both environmental messages received a high amount of disagreeing 

participants. These results can be derived from the fact that the environmental ads are more 

emotional based and if the ad is not clear it is hard to take action. Giving directions to draw 

conclusions and positively framing the message therefore have a positive effect on people’s 

motivation.  

 

Statement 3: This ad is likely to motivate others to take action 

Environmental (You have the power / Nearly three times as much carbon…) 

Most of the respondents in group A (47%) provided neutral responses to the statement about the 

message motivating others to take action. Of the participants 41% disagreed with the statement. 

For group B, the majority of participants (41%) selected the neutral response and almost ⅓ 

agreed with the statement that it would motivate others to take action while 27% disagreed. The 

reason for the high amount of neutral responses could be because no direction is giving. People 

may feel hesitant to judge or comment on the action of others or they may tend to think that 

others will be motivated to make changes more than themselves. 

 

Financial (Burning lights uselessly / Turn off your lights…) 

For group A the majority (67%) agreed with the statement that the ad is likely to motivate others 

to take action while a low 10% disagreed. Of the participants 24% selected a neutral response. 

In group B the majority of the participants (49%) agreed with the statement while 18% disagreed 

that the message would motivate others to take action. The results show that 33% of the 

participants hold a neutral response. In both groups none of the participants strongly disagreed 

with the statement. Since direction is being provided participants may feel that it is easy to take 
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action so other people will do it (too). Perhaps if they are motivated they feel that other people 

will be motivated as well.  

 

The financial ad is not only superior compared to the environmental ad when it comes to 

personal motivation but also the perceived motivation of others. Again, this can be caused by the 

use of rational-based messages, directions given to draw conclusions and positively framed 

messages. The thinking behind these responses could be that the message is clear and 

appealing to the respondent and therefore they might feel it will have the same effect on others.  

 

Statement 4: Messages including actual saving from a change in behavior encourages me 

to make changes 

For the general statement, we decided to combine the results and analyze the results as a 

whole, since it is a general question. The majority of the participants (60%) agreed with the 

statement while only 17% disagreed with the statement. A neutral response was held by 23% of 

the participants. The responses of the statement could be attributed to the fact that for many 

people money is essential for living. They might feel more encouraged to answer “agree” to this 

statement after reading the previous financial message since it was dealing with money. One 

responds added spontaneously to this statement that there is much more to changing behavior 

than only the money factor. Maybe more respondents thought the same way while disagreeing 

or providing a neutral response.  

 

This statement can be classified as a positively framed message because it is showing the 

benefits. Evidently respondents think that this is appealing since most participants responded 

positively. Because we did not actually create a message based on this statement, it is difficult to 

identify possible theoretical causes for the responses.  

5.3 Primary data III: Case Study 

The following is an analysis of the case study findings and the theory collected. We have broken 

down the analysis into an environmental and financial section. These sections refer to the case 

study groups that received environmental and financial messages throughout the case study. 

The average use of our participants (during the control month) was 217kWh, which corresponds 

with the average Dutch household using 248kWh for a duration of four weeks. Several 

participants replied to our messages with greetings and/or facts about their electricity 

consumption. Just as with the questionnaire, we do not use the information about the 
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demographics any further. Unfortunately, because of time limitation, we did not have the time to 

ask the case study participants for their response to the research. Luckily the results speak for 

itself what messages are more effective in saving electricity.  

 

Environmental  

The environmental group received a total of four messages during the course of four weeks. 

Two messages were sent by email and two by SMS. One participant did not receive any SMS 

messages since she does not use her mobile phone regularly. These messages were sent by 

email then. The (regular) messages sent by email contained an ad, these were the same ones 

used for the questionnaire. During the analysis of the questionnaire the environmental ads were 

already defined. We discovered that the environmental messages had an emotional-based 

appeal and they did not draw clear conclusions. Both the email messages and the SMS 

messages contained a broad scope, looking at the (consequences for the) world. In contrast to 

the email messages, the SMS messages however were positively framed, they pointed the 

receiver to the positive effects of a behavior change. The email messages were neither 

positively nor negatively framed. The environmental SMS messages were one-sided messages, 

since they focused on the positive side of the behavior, and the positive effects on the 

environment.  

 

All participants in the environmental group, expect for one, reduced their use of electricity during 

the message month. The percentages of saved electricity during the message month ranged 

from 7%-51% and the average percentage of savings was 12%.  

 

Savings Environmental (for the whole group combined) 

 Kilowatts Money CO2 

Per 4 weeks 106kWh €21 69 kilograms 

Per year 1378kWh €273 897 kilograms 
(calculation based on €0,20 per kWh and 650 gram CO2  per kWh, numbers taken from respectively Dugoshop, n.d. 

and Europese commissie, n.d. b) 

 
The reason why we calculated the combined savings for the whole year is to make the long-term 

results of changes in behavior more evident. Since we had limited time for the study we were 

only able to conduct a short case study.  
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Financial 

Just as the environmental group, the financial group received a total of four messages during the 

course of four weeks. Two messages were sent by email and two by SMS. Also in this group 

one participant did not receive any SMS messages, because she does not use her mobile phone 

regularly. Again, these messages were sent by email then. The (regular) messages sent by 

email contained an ad, these were the same ones used for the questionnaire. In the analysis for 

the questionnaire we already defined some characteristics for these messages. The financial ad 

had a rational based appeal and direction was given to the viewer to easily draw their own 

conclusions. The financial ads were also positively framed, by talking about the benefits of 

adopting the change in behavior. The SMS messages contained the same pattern: they were 

framed positively and provided personal benefit in exchange for the change in behavior. Also in 

the SMS messages directions were given for the reader to easily draw conclusion on their own. 

Facts provided in the SMS messages asked the viewer to think more rationally and change their 

behavior and had therefore also a rational based appeal. Finally, the financial messages were 

one-sided messages, by focusing on the positive side of the wanted behavior change.  

  

All participants in the financial group reduced their use of electricity during the message month. 

The percentages of saved electricity during the message month ranged from 4%-42% and the 

average percentage of savings was 17%. 

 

Savings Financial (for the whole group combined) 

 Kilowatts Money CO2 

Per 4 weeks 349kWh €69 227 kilograms 

Per Year 4537kWh €897 2949 kilograms 
(here counts the same as above: per kWh is €0,20 and 650 gram CO2  calculated) 

 
As mentioned above, we wanted to make the long-term results from the changes in behavior 

more evident, which is why we calculated the savings for a year. The actual savings might not 

look as impressive as they are, but saving more than €100 a year per household can make a 

difference in people’s wallet, especially if this can already be reached by minor changes in 

behavior. And if such a large difference can already be reached by saving electricity, the effects 

of a similar campaign for saving energy in general can be imagined.  

 

With making people more aware of these actual savings, the mental accounting barrier 

weakens. This barrier causes people not to pay attention to details about the cost of electricity. 
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For example, they may avoid exploring the minor details of the cost of electricity used by 

household goods. However, with concrete numbers such as the case study provided, 

participants might be more aware of the small changes in behavior that causes big changes in 

their wallets. Our messages focused on the cost of electricity for the household goods. These 

messages were regularly sent and therefore were a constant reminder which actually resulted in 

them using less electricity. The mental accounting barrier therefore can be weakened with 

messages such as these financial ones. 

 

The numbers clearly show that the financial messages have more positive effect on peoples’ 

behavior. People have a preference for rational based appeal and if directions are given they 

positively react to the message. Positively framed messages and personal benefit claims 

reduced the use of electricity use in the households. Apparently, the messages were clear 

enough to draw their own conclusions to reduce their electricity use. Finally, one sided 

messages proved to be effective when trying to change the participants’ behavior.  

 

General comments on case study 

We can clearly see that 15 of the 16 participants have reduced their electricity consumption 

during the message month of our case study. Although both groups reduced their electricity 

consumption and positive effects can be seen from both messages, we can also identify that the 

financial group decreased much more. We can contribute this to the fact of the differences in the 

messages. Therefore we can say that the financial messages used in this case study were more 

effective than the environmental ones used. Although the reduced amount of electricity could be 

attributed to the warmer weather which is approaching, it is important to note that these houses 

are all heated by gas (as is common in the Netherlands) and not by electricity. We acknowledge 

that day light savings time should be considered and that people might be using fewer lights in 

their home because of the increased time of sunlight. However, there are several reasons not to 

give this too much importance. First of all, in our opinion this is a gradual process, the light 

changes slowly. The control month and the message month are also close to each other, and 

should therefore not show such a big difference. Finally, the extra light counts for both the 

environmental and the financial group and can therefore be ruled out as a factor to consider: 

both groups will have the same amount of saving already and if there is one group saving more, 

this can be attributed to the effect of the type of messages. So, despite these facts, the results 

lead us to believe that continuous attention and motivating reminders can have great effects on 

the electricity consumed by the individual, especially if they are designed similar to our financial 
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messages. A rational based appeal, positively framed messages, personal benefit claims 

(resulting in one sided messages), and clear directions for the case study participants to draw 

their own conclusion, clearly have had more positive effect on our participants. Above, in the 

analysis of the questionnaire, we already discussed reasons why people have a preference for 

these different styles of messages. The same reasons could be applied here, and above all: 

their behavior says in this case more than words.  

5.4 Secondary data  

The reason inspiring this research was our suspicion that the environmental message is in need 

of some attention. Below we analyze opinions of researchers and environmentalists about why 

this message has been so ineffective in the past. After discussing that, we come to analyze their 

possible answers how to improve this message. 

 

Environmental message 

Traditional environmental messages have the following characteristics according to the 

researchers and environmentalists. They say the message is too broad and research showed 

that people care less about broad problems, since they feel they do not have the ability to control 

it and they also do not feel connected to it. And the less people feel connected, the less likely 

they are to take action. The messages are often connected to giving up something.  

 

Based on the description of the communication model we can see that there is discrepancy 

between the idea and decoded message. The idea to act environmentally friendly has not been 

encoded in the ideal way for the viewers (decoders) to receive the message as intended. There 

could be a problem with the encoding of the idea if the messages are being created by people 

who hold a great interest in the environment. Therefore the messages might lack the right 

stimulation for others, less environmentally friendly ones perhaps. Another reason for the 

ineffectiveness could be because of the decoding process, since that is just as important. The 

decoder could be thinking that the message is too broad and is not “speaking” to them directly. 

They may feel that since it is a global issue it is not concerning them and it is not their issue. The 

idea to act environmentally friendly does not come through the decoding process of the viewers, 

they do not feel it is connected to them to act environmental friendly. In the whole process noise 

(internal and semantic) can cause more difficulties since it makes the message less clear. Noise 

in this case can consist of environmental friendly attitudes and feelings, or of certain symbols 

that can affect the precision of decoding. The planet as symbol is often used in traditional 
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message about the environment, this could have its effects on the decoding process because 

people lack a connection with the planet a whole. The feelings of the decoder can be numerous 

which can affect the way they perceive messages. This can include habits that are passed down 

from parents or people’s feeling that they are too small to make a difference etc. This all effects 

the way the idea to act environmentally friendly has come across.  

 

The former campaigns usually contained negatively framed messages and this does not change 

behavior or attitudes. It is better to talk about the benefits of the change in behavior and 

therefore positively framing the message is more effective. The self-interest factor is important in 

this case since the ones who are targeted should gain from it as well. It is important to specify 

these benefits since they can be intangible and difficult to recognize.  

 

Suggestions for change 

What shows from the secondary data is that people tend to only care about things they are 

connected to and feel they have the ability to influence and control. A personal appeal or familiar 

approach can therefore be more successful in trying to make people adopt a change in behavior. 

Tailored messages proved to be more effective to change behaviors.  

 

An optimistic vision is essential and the viewer needs to be able to identify the benefits of 

changing their actions. If the personal benefits are persuading enough people are willing to 

change their lifestyle since people are more likely to satisfy their needs before those of the 

planet. ‘Using less energy saves money’ is a suggested message because it connected to the 

self-interest of the people. Benefit claims should be directed to the individual and not to the 

benefits of the planet. This is the appropriate style of bringing information concerning high 

involvement behavior. Creating a smaller scope creates a message that the individual will be 

more receptive to.  

 

Messages should focus on green behaviors that everyone can aspire to. Since most people do 

not know what they can do to make a difference it is important to provide them with the “how- to” 

and make it relevant in people’s day-to-day routines. Actions that easy fit into people’s lives 

should be encouraged. Just as appeared in the interview with Stichting Milieunet, it is important 

to tell people what they can do and not what to do. Providing the viewer with the “how-to” gives 

them the ability to draw their own conclusion and easily make a change in behavior. Throughout 

our research we did not find suggestions to use two sided messages. In fact research showed 
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reasons why using disadvantages is not favored, such as people tend to dislike ‘living with less’ 

or sacrificing parts of their lifestyle. One sided messages that focus on the advantages of the 

wanted behavior change are more appropriate if they can complement the day-to-day routines of 

the viewer. 

 

While framing the message attention should be paid to the principle of consensus and the 

principle of scarcity. People want to behave as others so if the message says ‘everyone is doing 

it’ people are encouraged to join. It follows from this that it is also better not to talk about 

common unwanted behavior because this encourages people as well. Telling people what they 

lose will increase effectiveness and make them adopt the behavior. This obviously shows a 

preference for negatively framed messages: focusing on a loss is more effective than only 

talking about the benefits. As previously stated, negatively framing the message should not be 

confused with identifying the disadvantages in a two sided message. Above we discussed the 

dislike for negatively framed messages, since they do not result in a change in behavior. The 

difference in this situation is that if the behavior is not changed in the wanted way, the losses 

that will occur are personal. It is directed to the individual and his surrounding, or wallet, not to 

the big picture. In this way the personal attention is considered to be more effective, although it 

is coming from a negatively framed message.   

 

Money and electricity 

An alternative to traditional electricity billing is offered in some part parts of Canada which has 

proven to reduce electricity usage. Users are more aware of the amount of electricity they use 

and the cost of it and they are using less as result. The system has resulted in 15-20% saving on 

their electricity bill per year. These Canadians are learning about the costs of electricity and the 

savings they gain by using less energy.  

 

The theory of mental accounting can be applied to this billing concept, especially the concept of 

coupling. The common way of using/paying for electricity can be classified as decoupling which 

means that paying and consuming is connected to a smaller extent. The consuming happens all 

the time, throughout the whole year, while the paying is concentrated once a month, or once a 

year. In this way the consumption of energy is not connected to the paying for it. And if you do 

not remember a last payment you are likely to spend more just as when you disassociate 

payment with benefits of the consumption. In the common billing system this is what happens: 

people are not aware of what electricity cost because the payment is not connected to the 
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consumption. The pay as you go system can be classified as coupling which means paying and 

consuming is attached to each other. In this way the consumer is likely to spend less because 

he/she is more aware of the costs and this is obviously shown in the system with people saving 

15-20% on their electricity bill. The usage of electricity is connected to the actual costs of it and 

the paying for it and this results in a higher awareness of electricity usage and a decrease in 

that. Being more aware of what electricity costs you or being more aware of how much you can 

save by using less electricity does have an influence on behavior is something that is clearly 

shown from this pay as you go system. 

 

The pay as you go system also shows the mental accounting barrier that occurs with electricity 

bills. If the payment is divided into smaller pieces, as is the case with this billing system, people 

are more aware of the adding costs of electricity. Therefore they are more aware of the smaller 

picture, instead of the large payment at the end of the year or month, and this saves them 

money.   

5.5 Specification of the promotional message 

The following is clarifying what the data shows and suggests about specifying the message. 

Since we are seeking improvements for the message we will focus on the requirements for 

designing the message provided by social marketing theory. The numbers used in the first 

column  in figure 12 refer to those in the legend.  

 
Legend 

1 Style of Bringing Information 

2 One/Two sided Messages 

3 Framing the Presentation 

4 Drawing Conclusions 

5 Nature of the Appeal 
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Interviews Questionnaires Case Study Secondary Data 
 

1 Focus on providing 
information and benefit 
claims 
 
One organization also 
uses emotional image-
based appeal while 
trying to reach the 
uninterested individual 
that has a low 
involvement 
 

Rational based ads 
appear more clear and 
result in higher personal 
motivation and perceived 
motivation others  
 

Rational based appeal 
resulted in more 
savings, personal 
benefit claims proved 
more effective 

Focus should be on 
benefit claims directed 
to self-interest of the 
viewer 

2  One organization uses 
two sided perceived 
 
The other organization 
uses one-sided 
messages 

N/A 
 

One sided messages 
proved effective, two 
sides messages 
however, were not 
tested 

One sided messages 
are more appropriate to 
create a change in 
behavior ; two sided 
messages are not 
favored 
 

3 One organization uses 
positively framed 
messages 

 

Positively framing the 
message creates more 
personal motivation and 
perceived motivation 
others  
 
It is appealing to 
respondents if the 
message is positively 
framed message 
 

Positively framed 
messages proved 
effective, negatively 
framed messages 
however, were not 
tested 

Positively framed 
messages are effective 
when referring to 
personal gains 
 
Negatively framed 
messages are not 
favored when a broad 
scope is used. When 
referring to personal 
losses it is favored 
 

4 One organization feels 
they cannot tell people 
what to do, you must 
tell them what they 
can do 

Directions given to draw 
conclusions creates more 
clarity and also creates 
more personal motivation 
and perceived motivation 
others  
 

Clear directions 
provided to let the 
reader draw own 
conclusions proved 
more effective than no 
direction for drawing 
conclusion 
 

After telling people what 
they can do they should 
be able to draw their 
own conclusion 

5 Both organizations use 
humor in their 
communication 

N/A N/A N/A 

Figure 12: Outline of analysis according to the specification for promotional messages 
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6. CONCLUSION 
 
In this master thesis we tried to investigate how environmental messages could be adjusted to 

be more appealing to people and how the message could be more effective in changing their 

behavior. We tried to promote electricity conservation in the Netherlands. Electricity 

conservation, because this has a large effect on the climate change and it is easy to measure; 

the Netherlands, because this country could suffer severely from the effects of climate change. 

With suggestions from researchers and environmentalists and some theory we identified and 

designed two types of messages, an environmental one (with a broader scope, looking more at 

the world) and a financial one (with a focus on personal benefits that can occur if environmental 

friendly behavior is adopted). These two types of messages were used in a questionnaire and a 

case study. The case study consisted of 16 households, divided into two groups. One group 

received the environmental type of messages, the other group received the financial messages. 

Besides collecting these primary data we also interviewed two environmental organizations 

about the different types of messages. Based on our primary data and complemented by our 

secondary data we are able to draw several conclusions how the ‘save the planet’ message 

could be made more appealing and effective. Before we come to that, it is relevant to see that 

the desired behavior change could be defined as continuing, group or individual and high 

involvement.  

 

After analyzing our results we can clearly see a preference for the following style of messages. 

 

• rational based messages and benefit claims (used by both organizations; resulting in 

more clarity, higher personal motivation and higher perceived motivation of others in our 

questionnaire; proved to save more in the case study; favored by the findings from the 

secondary data) 

 

• one sided messages (used by one organization; proved to save more in the case study; 

favored by the secondary data findings) 

 

• positively framed messages, focusing on the personal benefits resulting from the change 

in behavior (favored by one organization; given positive results in our questionnaire – 

especially when actual savings are mentioned; proved to save more in the case study; 

favored by the findings from the secondary data) 
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• people should be able to draw conclusions on their own, but they should be given 

enough directions to draw their conclusion (favored by one organization; resulting in 

more clarity, higher personal motivation and higher perceived motivation of others in our 

questionnaire; proven to save more in the case study; also favored by the secondary 

data findings) 

 

More suggestions were provided by our secondary data. A personal appeal is needed, it shows 

the connection that people have with their surrounding, it is important to make people care and 

change. Therefore, tailored messages are more effective. Besides that, it is important to note 

that telling people what they will lose if they do not adopt the wanted behavior change is an 

effective message. Although positively framed messages are favored, considering our data, this 

is a negatively framed message that has proven effectiveness. The difference here is that it is 

focusing on personal losses. In addition it should be mentioned that it is important to note that if 

messages mention common behavior, people are more likely to react in the preferred way on 

this messages. ‘Everybody is doing it’ seems a good reason to adopt behavior. Finally, making 

people aware of what the costs of electricity actually are makes them save on their usage. 

 

These are the suggestion for the adjustments of the environmental messages. In the next 

chapter recommendations examples of actual messages can be found.  
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
In this chapter the suggestions from the secondary data and the results from the primary data 

come together. Our recommendations consists of several examples of adjusted messages, all 

based on the preference showed in our data. These recommendations can serve as inspiration 

and guidance for environmental agencies when they are trying to come up with effective 

messages. How the environmental agencies should get their messages across, is not something 

we can recommend, since the scope of our thesis was the content of messages. Therefore we 

cannot recommend specific channels, however we did find out that SMS and email are effective 

channels of delivering messages if permission is granted. We can also not suggest target groups 

since we did not focus on one target group but the majority of the people. 

 

In the conclusion, various characteristics that should be considered when creating a message 

were provided. Below you can find specific examples of messages using these characteristics.  

 

• By turning off XX you save this amount of money (rational based and benefit claims) 

 

• You will benefit with this amount of money if you do not use your XX (one sided 

message) 

 

• If you always turn off your XX in the night, you will benefit with this amount of money 

(positively framed messages, focusing on the personal benefits resulting from the change 

in behavior) 

 

• Turning off lights can save one this amount per year (people should be able to draw 

conclusions on their own, but they should be given enough directions to draw their 

conclusion) 

 

• Residences of Groningen can fight the climate change and the effects, and you can do 

this by... (personal appeal to people who are living in this city, make the connection with 

people’s surrounding) 
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• Both tired after a hard day’s work? Relax while doing the dishes by yourselves. If you do 

not use the dishwasher, you save XX amount of money (tailored message for a family 

with working partners and children)  

 

• If you keep 5 lights on in unused rooms, you lose this amount per year (negatively 

framed messages focusing on personal losses) 

 

• XX percentage of people in your hometown uses LED-lights. When do you change to 

these energy and money saving lights? (mention the preferred behavior as common) 

 

• Using the dryer twice a week costs 52 euro on a yearly basis (making people aware of 

what the costs of electricity actually are) 

 

Further study 

Limited in time and resources, our research was done on a small scale. Further research with a 

similar case study could be done on a much larger scale. More households should be included 

in the case study and they should be monitored for a longer period of time. If the research is 

done for a longer period of time, the effects of the change to day light savings time and a 

possible decreasing demand for electricity because of that could be ruled out. In this larger 

scaled research there should not only be place for a control month or period, but also for a 

control group that does not receive any messages for example. The messages in further 

research should also be investigated more, to create a more profound theoretical background for 

the different messages. The participants in the case study should be divided equally, every 

group an even amount of heavy and light users, an even amount of persons in the households, 

etc. This can be done through a ‘qualifying questionnaire’ before the study to identify 

characteristics of the participants before dividing them into groups. The channels of delivering 

the messages could be explored further as well. For example, SMS and email could be used 

and investigated for effectiveness. Research should be conducted to investigate if modern 

channels such as the social network Facebook could be useful tools. Further research could 

also focus on specific target groups for example youth or new home owners. Finally, the 

participants should be asked on forehand and afterwards about their attitude towards the 

environment. In this way it can be seen how the different attitudes might affect the effectiveness 

of the messages.  
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APPENDIX I: Interview questions 
 
 
 Questions for organization Stichting Natuur en Milieu 
 

• What is your organizations purpose? (objective: to find out more about the background of 
the organization) 
 

• What channels of marketing are you currently using to improve the environment? 
(objective: to find out more about ‘place’ in the marketing mix) 
 

• What are the biggest challenges when trying to deliver your message? (objective: to find 
out more about what to pay attention to when designing messages) 
 

• How do you get your message to those not being “environmentally friendly”? (objective: 
to find out more about reaching the uninterested individual) 
 

• If people could know only one piece of information about electricity consumption what 
information would you provide them? (objective: to find out key information to put in 
messages) 

 
 
 Questions for organization Stichting Milieunet 
 

• What is your organizations purpose? (objective: to find out more about the background of 
the organization) 
 

• What channels of marketing are you currently using to improve the environment? 
(objective: to find out more about ‘place’ in the marketing mix) 
 

• What are the biggest challenges when trying to deliver your message? (objective: to find 
out more about what to pay attention to when designing messages) 
 

• How do you get your message to those not being “environmentally friendly”? 
(objective: to find out more about reaching the uninterested individual) 
 

• If people could know only one piece of information about the a) environment and b) 
electricity consumption what information would you provide them? (objective: to find out 
key information to put in messages) 
 

• What do you think about current/traditional environmental campaigns? How would you 
improve these? (objective: to find out more about ‘mistakes’ in traditional environmental 
messages and suggestions for adjustments) 
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APPENDIX II - Advertisement  

 
 
 
Environmental Ad 1 
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Environmental Ad 2 
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Financial Ad 1 
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Financial Ad 2 
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APPENDIX III - Questionnaire 
 

1. The message in the ad is clear   AD: Environmental ______ 

□ strongly agree    □ agree    □ neither agree or disagree    □ disagree    □ strongly disagree 
 

2. The ad motivates me personally to take action 

□ strongly agree    □ agree    □ neither agree or disagree    □ disagree    □ strongly disagree 
 

3. This ad is likely to motivate others to take action 

□ strongly agree    □ agree    □ neither agree or disagree    □ disagree    □ strongly disagree 
 

 
1. The message in the ad is clear   AD: Financial_______  

□ strongly agree    □ agree    □ neither agree or disagree    □ disagree    □ strongly disagree 
 

2. The ad motivates me personally to take action 

□ strongly agree    □ agree    □ neither agree or disagree    □ disagree    □ strongly disagree 
 

3. This ad is likely to motivate others to take action 

□ strongly agree    □ agree    □ neither agree or disagree    □ disagree    □ strongly disagree 
 

4. Messages including actual saving from a change in behavior encourage me to 

make changes 

□ strongly agree    □ agree    □ neither agree or disagree    □ disagree    □ strongly disagree 
 
 

A. Which gender are you: 

□ female 
□ male  

 

B. Age 

□ ≤ 25 □ 26-30 □ 31-50 □ ≥51 
 

C. Which province do you currently live in? 

□ Drenthe       □ Flevoland       □ Friesland       □ Gelderland       □ Groningen       □ Limburg  
□ North Brabant    □ North Holland    □ Overijssel     □ South Holland     □ Utrecht   □ Zeeland 
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APPENDIX IV – Case Study Data 
Case # Name City of Residence Date 1st Reading Date 2nd Reading

E1 Auke/1 Zeist (Utrecht) 15-mar 41796 12-apr 41892

E2 Jeroen/1 Maastricht (Limburg) 15-mar 48403 12-apr 48554

E3 Marijn/1 Groningen (Groningen) 15-mar 54039 12-apr 54136

E4 Susanne /2 Hilversum (N-H) 16-mar 10081 13-apr 10244

E5 Carin /1 Groningen (Groningen) 17-mar 17875 14-apr 17937

E6 Trieneke /2 Arnhem (Gelderland) 17-mar 64497 14-apr 64677

E7 Winnifred/1 Arnhem (Gelderland) 18-mar 94184 15-apr 94407

E8 Frits/1 Spaarnwoude (N-H) 18-mar 78505 15-apr 78589

E9 Tineke /1 De Bilt (Utrecht) 19-mar 19345 16-apr 19501

F1 Yvonne/4 Ijmuiden (N-H) 17-mar 42657 14-apr 43056

F2 Nick /3 Haarlem (N-H) 17-mar 48421 14-apr 48551

F3 Jan Anne/1 Rotterdam (Zuid-Holland) 18-mar 6668 15-apr 6756

F4 Antje/2 Roden (Drenthe) 19-mar 99651 16-apr 99859

F5 Esther/3 Beverwijk (N-H) 20-mar 3868 17-apr 4327

F6 Anne/5 Arnhem (Gelderland) 21-mar 7623 18-apr 8270

F7 Jan Vonk/5 Haarlem (N-H) 24-mar 51258 21-apr 51593

Case # Message 1 (SMS) Message 2 (Email) Message 3 (SMS) Messsage 4 (Email) Date 3rd  Reading

E1 send on 14/4 send on 23/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 10-maj 41978

E2 send on 15/4 send on 23/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 10-maj 48672

E3 send on 14/4 send on 23/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 10-maj 54219

E4 send on 14/4 send on 23/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 11-maj 10475

E5 send on 14/4 send on 23/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 12-maj 17967

E6 send on 14/4 send on 23/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 12-maj 64813

E7 mailed on 20/4 send on 26/4 mailed on 2/5 send on 6/5 13-maj 94615

E8 send on 19/4 send on 26/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 13-maj 78667

E9 mailed on 20/4 send on 26/4 mailed on 2/5 send on 9/5 14-maj 19637

F1 send on 19/4 send on 26/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 12-maj 43393

F2 send on 19/4 send on 26/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 12-maj 48671

F3 send on 19/4 send on 26/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 13-maj 6835

F4 send on 19/4 send on 26/4 send on 2/5 send on 9/5 14-maj 99980

F5 send on 19/4 send on 26/4 send on 2/5 send on 9/5 15-maj 4750

F6 send on 19/4 send on 26/4 send on 2/5 send on 9/5 16-maj 8888

F7 send on 23/4 send on 2/5 send on 6/5 send on 9/5 19-maj 51812  


