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In this study, we conducted an experimental panel survey in Norway, Germany and Portugal to explore consumers' willingness to pay more for products that are certified microplastic free. This is placed within the context
of private certification schemes and private governance as mechanisms to increase consumer conscientiousness,
establish a higher environmental standard in terms of microplastic and reduce marine pollution. We find that
consumers in general are very conscious about the issue, would generally prefer products that are microplastics
free, but would seldom choose these when there is a price premium on the label. This had a geographical offset
though, with the results aligning with that of political trust in the nation, with Norwegians being less likely to
purchase items with price premiums for private governance labels, and Portugal being most likely to – even with
a price premium.

1. Introduction
The environmental concern regarding marine plastic pollution has
emerged as a pressing global issue, with much media attention and
public outcries for global solutions (Tiller et al., 2019). The issue area
has emerged as a global environmental issue affecting all of the world's
oceans (Auta et al., 2017; Barboza et al., 2018; Ivar do Sul and Costa,
2014; Andrady, 2011), with estimations of plastic debris among this
ranging from 60% in some areas and upwards of 95% in others (Auta
et al., 2017; Xanthos and Walker, 2017; Derraik, 2002; Suhrhoff and
Scholz-Böttcher, 2016). This is because, on a global scale, the production of plastic has increased drastically the past decades, and the use
and production of plastic is increasing as a result of consumer-use
patterns and demographics (Auta et al., 2017), and at the same time,
proper waste management is still lacking in many countries. In addition
to the large pieces of plastics that often dominate the imagery of plastic
pollution, the prevalence of plastic debris in the form of microplastics or

nanoplastics also affects marine habitats and biodiversity, and is currently assessed as a pressing concern towards the marine ecosystem
(Gall and Thompson, 2015; Clark et al., 2016).
From a governance perspective, options to mitigate and prevent the
dispersion and accumulation of plastic debris of any size in the marine
ecosystem is perceived as a complex task (Chen, 2015). The transboundary marine pollution of microplastic brings further complexity to
the issue due to its integral part in the social-ecological system, and its
cumulative effect as a consequence of the practices of various actors –
most of which is within state borders (Kerber, 2017). Private regulations in the form of certification schemes, initiated by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or firms with the intent to convey responsible production practices (Auld, 2014; Gulbrandsen, 2006), is
considered for some as a possible solution to a variety of predicaments
related to environmental governance issues that cross nation-state jurisdictions (Glasbergen, 2013; Vatn, 2018) such as that of marine plastics.
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Such certification schemes may open up for market incentives, like
customer loyalty, market access, or price premiums, for the firms that
choose to participate, encouraging a more social and environmental
shift in their production practices (Auld, 2014) through the construction of economic incentives that may allow them to make a given environmental friendly shift (Daugbjerg et al., 2014). Codes of conduct
and voluntary standards are considered to be motivating factors for
businesses and organizations in order to convey information about their
environmental consciousness to consumers, thereby securing their reputation around contested environmental issues and in turn arguably
obtain a competitive edge/advantage in the sale of products that are
marked as such (Gulbrandsen, 2006). From a political consumer perspective, the market acts as an arena where consumers can express their
political activism, and not only as an arena for economic transaction
(Gulbrandsen, 2014). This also includes the consumer's ability to
communicate political and ethical preferences through practices like
“buycotting”, or choosing to buy, or not buy, a selection of products and
brands based on their political or environmental preferences
(Gulbrandsen, 2014).
When do consumers choose to purchase based on their conscience of
socio-political and environmental issues, though, especially when there
is a price premium associated with such a choice? In this context, the
present study examines deliberate consumer behaviour through an
experimental Internet panel survey, whereby we gain knowledge regarding consumer preferences related to private third-party certification schemes related to microplastic pollution and prevention thereof.
We first discuss the environmental challenge itself, and its place in the
spectrum of environmental issues that the consumer considers important to govern. We then discuss the theoretical framework, and the
methods used to assess to what degree consumer behaviour is steered
by such private governance schemes, followed by the results of a threecountry experimental panel survey with respondents from Norway,
Germany and Portugal where we explored this issue.
2. Background
A common definition of microplastics are fragments or particles of
plastic material smaller than 5 mm in diameter (Rainieri and Barranco,
2018; Auta et al., 2017; Mendenhall, 2018; Barboza et al., 2018; Frias
and Nash, 2019; Gall and Thompson, 2015; Clark et al., 2016) and
originated from anthropogenic activities include several common consumer products (Andrady, 2011) such as cosmetics (Galloway et al.,
2017), cleaning and personal hygiene products (Fendall and Sewell,
2009; Cole et al., 2011), and the washing of synthetic clothing, which
results in a significant source of microplastic fibers (De Falco et al.,
2018; Mendenhall, 2018; Cesa et al., 2017). Existing literature on the
subject of microplastics differentiate between primary and secondary
microplastic, with the former being manufactured with the purpose of
being applicable in domestic or industrial products (Auta et al., 2017),
while the latter consist of pieces of originally larger plastic materials,
such as bottles or plastic bags, that has deteriorated into smaller plastic
fragments after disposal in the marine ecosystem (Rainieri and
Barranco, 2018; Thompson, 2015; Cole et al., 2011; Andrady, 2011;
Clark et al., 2016). Mitigating and solving the problem with microplastic pollution spans over various policy areas, though, from coastal
management, product design, waste management and consumer protection (Auta et al., 2017) – and governance at both the private and
public levels (Vince and Hardesty, 2018).
Currently, there is increasing concern on the subject of microplastic
in the international community, as a result of increased scientific literature and global media attention (Frias and Nash, 2019; Tiller et al.,
2019), and the efforts of NGOs and individual actors (Mendenhall,
2018). Several initiatives and instruments have been proposed to

mitigate the challenge with microplastic, including the implementation
of economic and market-based policy instruments (Vince and Hardesty,
2018), including the utilization and implementation of certification
schemes and auditing by third-part actors, so called “new markets of
governance” (Vince and Hardesty, 2018; Foley and Hébert, 2013). The
theoretical perspectives on these new governance structures and state
orchestration placed within the context of certification schemes centre
on globalization, and how this functions as a catalyst in terms of generating demands for new forms of global environmental governance
(Bartley, 2007). This governance structure has become more diverse
and complex due to increasing polycentricism (Green, 2013), economic
globalization (Vatn, 2018), and different systems of rules beyond
hierarchical direction and sovereignty of states (Pattberg, 2005b).
Global environmental governance now encompasses both formal and
informal institutions, which arrange interactions between state and
non-state actors, through the formulation, development and implementation of rules and regulations in global environmental politics
(Bäckstrand and Kuyper, 2017). In all sections of global politics,
though, states and intergovernmental organizations are becoming interlinked with a comprehensive and complex variety of different actors
and institutions (Hale and Roger, 2014).
Private governance, as a result of economic globalization, has
thereby caused a shift in power and authority from public to private
sectors, as it functions as the linkage and interaction among private
actors and civil society and state actors (Falkner, 2003). As a consequence, the regulatory role and authority of state actors concerning
the governing of transnational production has subsequently become
altered, meaning that the state is no longer always the major and sole
contributor to regulatory processes (Abbott and Snidal, 2009a). Private
regulations illuminate the rise of a more heterogeneous and polycentric
global governance structure, reflected through the “governance triangle”, which exemplifies a shift in the distribution of global regulatory
authority away from states (Vogel, 2010; Abbott and Snidal, 2009a). In
parallel with this growth in the inclusion of the private sector at the
global governance level is the development of certifications systems,
which has become a transnational instrument for environmental standard setting in the global economy (Bartley and Smith, 2010). The
current governance structures related to marine pollution applies a
polycentric approach, which effectively combines these schemes.
Polycentric effects, in form of distributing power and authority away
from state and to non-state actors instead through certifications, as
opposed to just including them in the governance process, can be
beneficial in terms of generating more efficient solutions to the problem
with microplastics, as opposed to the complex and time consuming
negotiation processed on a global level (Kerber, 2017).
Orchestration as a term means the flexible combination and application of a variety of directives, and facilitates measures with the intention of assemble, empower, support and direct public and private
organizations involved in regulatory practices (Abbott and Snidal,
2009b). Therefore, orchestration can be comprehended as a way in
which states and international organizations (IOs) mobilize intermediates (private actors, NGOs, civil society etc.) to direct targets with
the purpose of achieving a common goal (Bäckstrand and Kuyper, 2017;
Abbott and Snidal, 2013; Abbott et al., 2018), and can be conceptualized in terms of an Orchestrator-Intermediary-Target (O-I-T)
relationship (Bäckstrand and Kuyper, 2017; Abbott et al., 2016). Due to
the complexity of global environmental governance, states and international organizations (IO) are therefore seen as implementing orchestration as a mechanism to solve some collective governance issues
on the global arena (Bäckstrand and Kuyper, 2017). As such, the concept constitutes an indirect form of governance that is implemented on
a voluntary basis (Abbott et al., 2016). In light of this, certification
schemes can be regarded as a transnational private regulation, as its
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practices transcends nation-state boundaries, and is emancipated from
governmental restrictions while establishing and enforce standards
(Bartley, 2007). The role of the state is however still relevant, and is
evolving from a centralized traditional regulator to a more downplayed
role as a coordinator and supporter of diverse regulatory practices
(Abbott and Snidal, 2009a).
Decline in state power (Falkner, 2003), dissatisfaction with established regulatory mechanisms on a global and national level, and the
perception of state and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) of
structural inadequacy to address concerning social and environmental
issues (Abbott and Snidal, 2009a; Vogel, 2010), are factors contributing
to the emergence of private governance actors. From a functional perspective, the primary objective of private institutional structures is to
govern a specific issue area through formation and implementation of
regulations directed at the activities of various actors (Pattberg, 2005a;
Falkner, 2003). Given this, private governance, such as certification
schemes, can be conceptualized as both an organization and an institution, with the latter usually defined as norms, values, beliefs and
ideas, but also consisting of formally written rules (Auld, 2014). As
such, these institutions act as humanly constructed rules that entails
securing specific interest and values while also facilitating coordination
of governance efforts. Moreover, inherently in institutions lies the
normative aspect of what is right to do, reflecting society and consumers´ influence on the governance efforts of a given private scheme
(Vatn, 2015). As such, institutions, organizations and initiatives such as
certification schemes are all factors that are incorporated in transnational private governance and global civil society (Auld, 2010), with the
latter being essential in the interactions between decision-makers and
the society (Vatn, 2018).
For the purposes of this paper, we will focus on certification and
labelling as representatives of such private governance efforts, and
apply these to an experimental panel survey to assess its efficacy in this
setting. We chose this as a representation because of its large representation in the market, and its proliferation, which has been linked
to the expansion in market mechanisms in neoliberal globalization
(Foley and Hébert, 2013). As such, certification can for some be considered a result of economic globalization and the weakening of state
power (Vatn, 2018), or political trust (Newton et al., 2018; Levi and
Stoker, 2000). Certification programs thereby reflect an emergence of
interest in market-oriented policy instruments that may attend to issues
of concern to the global civil society (Cashore et al., 2004) where more
traditional governance methods are inadequate to deal with the issue at
a level that some consider is sufficient. Certification, in this context, can
be defined as the process in which a third party provides formal assurance that a product or process adheres to established and specific
standards through an auditing practice (Bass, 2001). Firms choose to
subscribe to these schemes despite often strict environmental standards
attached to it, since these are considered to not necessarily constitute a
competitive disadvantage, but rather is perceived to result in a competitive advantage (Vogel, 1997).
Such market incentives naturally play a pivotal role in the development of certification schemes. Market-based instruments in the form
of certification act as voluntary price signals, in which the producers
communicate to the consumers that the environmental impacts related
to the production process are positive, which in turn should warrant
them to gain a price premium for it (Pirard, 2012). As a result, producers utilize the existing market to promote and communicate what
they consider virtuous activities (Pirard, 2012). Moreover, certification
also reflect the practice of product labelling as market communication
tool (Bass, 2001). Certification therefore becomes a way for organizations and firms to communicate directly to consumers that the product
or production process conforms to specific standards related to environment, health and social aspects (Vatn, 2018). An important aspect

related to certification is therefore how producers convey information
to the conscientious consumers, especially in relation to price premiums, particularly when in this case the standard price mechanism is
deprived of its status as an information device (Bartley, 2007). The role
of environmental labelling is to convey relevant information to consumers (Roheim and Wessells, 2001), but the efficiency and legitimacy
thereof is contingent on the consumer's knowledge related to the
standards underpinning labels (Daugbjerg et al., 2014). Knowledge is
therefore vital in purchasing decisions as it operates or functions as a
precondition in order to recognize and comprehend the label
(Daugbjerg et al., 2014). Labelling schemes share the same assumption
that consumer choice are not merely motivated by price and mandatory
product information, but they also relate to environmental and ecological objectives (Roheim and Wessells, 2001).
3. Material and methods
3.1. Methodological approach: experimental online panel survey
In light of this, the following results were based on an experimental
methodological approach to assess the impact of third-party certification labels on consumer purchasing behaviour under the assumption of
consumer motivations around both price and product and label information around this objective.
Experimental methodologies have gained significant traction the
last decades (Morton and Williams, 2008; Druckman et al., 2011), and
are defined in comprehensible terms as two equivalent groups, whereby
one is an experimental group which is subjected to manipulation and
intervention (a treated state) while the other is the control group (untreated state) (Lijphart, 1971; Druckman et al., 2011). Key elements in
this methodological approach are manipulation, control and random
assignment (Stoker, 2010a). The most salient component incorporated
in this methodology lies in the facilitation and implementation of
“treatments” with the purpose of isolating and delineate the causal
elements of interest (Shadish et al., 2002; Kinder and Palfrey, 1993). As
researchers possess control over the extraneous influences in the constructed artificial setting, they are able to delineate biased observations
(Cook et al., 2002). This means that the researchers deliberately manipulate and control the presumed cause, making this approach applicable when examining causal relationships (Cook et al., 2002).
Moreover, the strength of experiments is the descriptions of the consequences in deliberately varying/modifying a treatment, which is defined as causal descriptions (Cook et al., 2002). Experimental method
thereby distinguish itself from other social science methods by providing more clarity to the cause-and-effect relations, a feature which is
regarded as a major advantage (Kinder and Palfrey, 1993), especially
since endogeneity (two-way causation) has remained problematic for
researchers in the field of political communication (Vavreck and
Iyengar, 2013). Also, the capacity to translate experiments into policy is
one of the strongest statements related to experiments (Stoker, 2010b).
Advances in technology has altered the ways of conducting experiments, by making the distinctions between field, laboratory and
survey experiments vaguer (Stoker, 2010a; Gaines et al., 2017). Utilization of information technology and the Internet is attributed as one of
the most prominent causes to the increasing use of experimental
method in social sciences (Morton and Williams, 2010). One of the
primary benefits in the development of information technology is the
construction of an arena, which provides and enables the researcher(s)
with the ability to measure several constructs of interest, especially the
exposure to information (Vavreck and Iyengar, 2013). Furthermore,
technology enables researchers to overcome statistical and methodological issues previously associated with experimental designs, such as
administering treatments to large number of representative samples
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Fig. 1. Overview of the distribution of respondents by gender and age in each country.

(Vavreck and Iyengar, 2013). A variety of research designs is now made
achievable through the wide range of possibilities in the intersection
point between technology and experimental methodology. Online
survey research refers to the utilization of internet technology as a tool
to conduct surveys to groups of respondents on a variety of subjects
(Twyman, 2008). By administering surveys through channels like the
Internet, elements like sound, images and video can be incorporated in
the survey (Gaines et al., 2017). In this study, we carried out the experimental panel survey with the intention to examine to causal relationship in consumer purchasing behaviour related to certification
schemes using YouGov Omnibus, an UK based online polling company,
in the collection of data.
The study was conducted in Norway, Germany and Portugal.
Respondents in each country were randomly assigned to two identical
panels with 500 respondents on each panel, resulting in a total of 3000
respondents. The respondents included in the panels were between 18
and 74 of age, and had similar demographical background in regard to
age, gender and educational background, hence identical panels. Fig. 1
gives an overview over age and gender of the respondents in the panels.
Fig. 1 shows the number of respondents within age category in

Portugal

36.1

26.4

addition to gender. Due to the use of active sampling from existing
Internet panels the number of respondents in each category (gender and
age) is almost identical. The respondents are sorted into five age range
categories; 18–29, 30–39, 40–49 and 60+.
Fig. 2 shows the education level of the respondents in each country.
The Norwegian and German survey also included the category “ have
not completed any education” and “some high school, no degree”,
which have been excluded due to low response rate. In addition, due to
different school systems, two of the Portuguese categories were merged
into “elementary school”. As the figure shows, there is some variability
in the respondent's education level between countries. The Norwegian
and Portuguese respondents have fairly similar educational level, while
German respondents are more uneven in the distribution. A large
number of German respondents (36%) have only finished junior high or
high school compared to Portuguese (7.7%) and Norwegian (6.5%)
respondents.
The experimental survey was distributed online to the respondents
and the respondents had to be invited by YouGov Omnibus to participate. Respondents could thereby answer the experimental survey by
using their computer at home. Participation in the survey is voluntary
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Fig. 2. Education level of the respondents in each country.
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as the respondents sign up to be a part of YouGov's panels. In exchange,
the participants receive points when they participate in a survey which
they collect and can spend on gift cards.
Critique related to experimental research has generally been directed towards the issue to generalizability due to the construction of
an artificial setting and the issue of unrepresentativeness of the respondent groups (Iyengar and Vavreck, 2012). However, the use of
internet technology has enabled researchers to overcome such limitations due to access to larger samples, which provides a substantial increase in the sample size. Nationwide opt-in Internet panels has
therefore strengthened the generalizability (Iyengar and Vavreck,
2012), and thereby also reinforced the external validity of the experiment. The latter being a factor which depends on the extent of generalizability of the results. The survey was designed with the intention
of describing the differential consumer preferences when presented
with different options related to the price on certified products. The
survey design consisted of a total of 14 questions, where 1 to 9 consisted of identical demographical questions directed to both panels.
This includes age, gender, level of education income and purchasing
behaviour in regard to organic products. The majority of the survey
questions were designed as forced-choice, while some questions were
presented with the option to fill in an answer under the category
“other”. Two questions were ordinal rating scales ranging from 1 to 10,
with the intent to measures political preferences (left-right axis) and
attitudes towards certified products (very unimportant-very important).
From question 9 to 14 the questions differentiated between the two
panels (see Appendix A for survey questions). In order to gain insights
in the causal mechanisms, the test panel was exposed to a survey
containing images of both certified and conventional products. The test
group was given the opportunity to select between products with
identical pricing, the only difference being that one of the products
were labelled with certification, either Aquaculture Stewardship
Council (ASC), “microplastic free”, the Swan or BlueSign. The only
difference between the panels was that the control group was given a
questionnaire with different pricing between the products that were
labelled and those that were not. In the survey the respondents were
presented with pictures of these different products, where one option
came with a certification label attached and one without any label.
Products with certification labels were here priced higher than conventional products, a price premium for the label, with exception of one
product where the prices were fairly similar. The products selected to
be included in the survey were products that were produced with, or
could be contaminated with, microplastic. These were 1) salmon filets,
2) fleece jacket, 3) facial scrub, 4) bottle of water and 5) toothpaste.
4. Results
As mentioned, Panel 1 (test group) was presented with a questionnaire where the price on certified products were significantly
higher than for conventional products without certification, except for
the last question where the price was only slightly higher between a
certified and conventional product. Panel 2 (control group) on the other
hand was presented with a questionnaire where the price between
certified and conventional products had been the same. The main
purpose behind implementing this experimental design was to explore
to what degree consumers want certified products and to what degree
they not only say that they are willing to pay more for it, but also do
this experimentally. Within this context, it is important to emphasize
that this is an experimental study. The respondents still only say they
would, as they actually do not pay. As such, it is a stated preference, not
a revealed preference we report on.

The number of respondents on each panel is summarized in the
table below. The total number of 3018 respondents participated in this
study is divided into panels consisting of approximately 500 respondents in each. Due to the use of Internet panels there are no missing
cases (Fig. 3).
Preliminary questions in the experimental survey were directed
towards consumer attitudes and preferences towards certified products
in general and thus, control and test groups responses were combined
for the analysis. As each country sample (panel) are identical it will
provide the analysis with a satisfactory and valid comparisons of the
population both within and between the countries. In the survey the
respondents were asked how important it was that a product was certified on a scale from 1 to 10 (Fig. 4).
In the survey the respondents were asked how important it was that
a product was certified on a scale from 1 to 10. The majority of the
respondents are found in the mid-range and upwards to the higher
range, indicating that consumers in all cases (Germany, Norway,
Portugal) place above average importance on certified products. It is
also important to emphasize that a relatively large number (11.5% in
Norway and 10.5% in Germany) of respondents' do not know what
stance to take regarding the importance of product certification.
Portugal placed in the higher range when it came to the importance of
certified products though. In this case, 23% of the panelists responded
that it was very important that a product was certified, while 18.9% and
21.4% placed 7 to 8 importance on the scale. This indicates that people
in Portugal care more about product certification, when compared to
people from Norway and Germany, from the results of this study.
However, there are a wide range of product, which are marked or include certification labels with the intent of conveying information to
consumers about a variety of sustainable, healthy or environmentally
friendly production practices.
What type of product certification is most important to consumers
provides us with an indication of what environmental or social issue is
prioritized, especially in light of what appears to be an emergence of
marine plastics and plastic pollution as top priority conscientious issues
with the public (Fig. 5).
In terms of microplastic certification, only 6.3% of respondents in
Portugal, 10.9% in Norway and 10.3% in Germany considered that type
of certification as important. This was surprising, in that the extent to
which a given type of product certification is important to consumers
may depend and be influenced by factors like media attention and
political prioritization. In recent years, the media has given ample attention to microplastics, and as such, it was expected that there would
be more interest in this type of certification from the panels. In fact,
among the respondents in both Germany and Norway, it was animal
welfare (22.1% in Germany and 22.3% in Norway) that was stated as
being the most important aspect of product certification for the respondents in addition to sustainable production (23.7% in Portugal,
16.4% in Norway and 15.5% in Germany) and ecological (32.3% in
Portugal, 12.9% in Norway and 16.4% in Germany).
A part of the survey also emphasized the conscientious purchasing
behaviour of the respondents. This concept includes a moral aspect, as
conscience denotes the ethical side of consumer preferences, while
signalling the current trends and values related to consumer behaviour.
In this case the panelists were asked if they had purchased any certified
products deliberately because of their conscience in the past 12 months.
We used this terminology to consider the more emotional reasonings
people may have for choosing something that is certified, such as
wanting to save the turtles from straws or giving the coffee farmers in
Costa Rica better wages (Fig. 6).
A considerable number of respondents in both Germany (31.7%)
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Test Group (Panel 1)

Control Group (Panel 2)

Total (N)

3018

1508 1510
1011

1005

506 505

1002

502 503

Norway

500 502

Germany

Portugal

Total

Norway
Germany
Portugal

Fig. 3. The total number of respondents in the experimental study.

and Norway (33.1%) answered that they in fact never purchased anything based on their conscience. Only 12% of the respondents in the
Portuguese panels answered the same though. In fact, a substantial
number of respondents from Portugal (30.4%) answered that they
purchased products with conscience almost every time they shopped,
and 16.8% always purchased when presented with the choice. On the
other side of the spectrum, only 9.7% of the German and 7.6% of the

Norway

Norwegian panelist responded that they had deliberately purchased
certified products when presented with the option as a result of their
conscience. In fact, only 15.8% of the German and 15.7% of the
Norwegian panelist answered that they purchased certified product
almost every time they bought something.
However, one of the main objectives of the experimental panel
survey was to examine the consumer's willingness to pay more for

Germany
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23
21
19

17 17
14

13
11

10
7
6

4 4
2

7

6 6

13
9

9

10

12

11

9
5
4

1

2

2

9

10

6
3

Fig. 4. Comparing the importance of certified products by country as a percentage of total (Norway N:1011, Germany N:1005, Portugal N:1002).

A. Misund, et al.

Norway
32

Germany

24

Portugal

22 22
19
16

16 16
12

13

13

11 10

10 10

17

6

6

8
5

3 3

3
1

Fig. 5. What type of certification is most important to consumers by country (Norway N:1011, Germany N:1005, Portugal N:1002).

products certified by private organizations than for conventional products that are “certified” only in terms of having passed the inspections
and regulations associated with it from the traditional governance
mechanisms in that country. As such, the respondents were asked “To
what degree are you willing to pay more for products that are certified by
private organizations, than for products that are not”. Here too, the
Portuguese respondents were more inclined to say they were willing to
pay more for certified products than both the Norwegian and German
respondents. In the Portuguese case 21.9% responded that they were
willing to pay more as opposed to the Norwegian panels (7.1%) and
German panels (15.3%). Also, 28.8% of the Portuguese panelists

33.1

Norway
31.7

responded that they were a little willing to pay more for products
certified by private organizations. A large number of the respondents in
Norway and Germany took a more neutral stance on this subject as they
choose to answer, “neither nor” or “don't know”.
We then compared these results with both that of panel 2 – where
prices between the products were zero, and the test panels – where
prices were different - in each country to map out and compare the
actual conscientious consumer behaviour of respondents, in terms of
whether they would choose the certified product with a price difference
over the regularly priced item in each country. Here, we found that in
the control panel, where the prices of certified and non-certified

Germany

Portugal
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27.1
22.3

21.4

19.8
16.8
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Almost everyme
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Fig. 6. Comparing conscientious consumer behaviour by country (Norway N:1011, Germany N:1005, Portugal N:1002).
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Fig. 7. Comparison between consumers in Norway (N:506), Germany (N:502) and Portugal (N:500).
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Fig. 8. Respondents willingness to pay for certified salmon by country.

products were identical, the majority of respondents in either country
would select the certified products. The relevant information here is the
comparison of test and control group to see, what effect the price
premium has on the stated willingness to buy the certified product
(Fig. 7).
In all cases, we see that Portugal has a higher number of respondents choosing willingness to pay when faced with actual choices as
well, with the highest percentage in the toothpaste category. What was

interesting from a microplastics perspective, was that in Norway, despite the price difference being slim for a “microplastics free” label in
the bottled water compared to a non-labelled one, less than 40% of
Norwegians would purchase it when there was a price difference at all.
This was the theme throughout for the Norwegian case, which in nearly
all cases had the lowest percentage in willing to pay more for a labelled
product. Looking at salmon, for example, in the Norwegian test panel,
59% of the respondents would select the conventional salmon rather
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than the certified one, while in the German and Portuguese panels only
39% and 25% of the respondents selected the conventional, respectively (Fig. 8).
We then compared each country's test panel (where the price was
different) to their earlier stated willingness to pay more for certified
products (Q6), which covered both panels. In the comparison between
each country, Portugal stood out, as 50% of respondents who answered
they were willing to pay also selected the ASC certified salmon for
example. Not surprisingly, 30.6% of Norwegian respondents who were
reluctant to pay more for certified products, also selected the lower
priced conventional salmon. In fact, 9.1% of the Norwegian test panel
who answered that they were indeed willing to pay for certified products, still chose the cheaper option when faced with an actual choice.
Only 30.6% of the German respondents who stated that they were
“willing to pay more” did select the certified product.
5. Discussion and conclusion
In this study, we have explored stated willingness to pay for certified products while considering private governance mechanisms as
tools for governing the increasing amounts of marine plastics, and
microplastics specifically. We have discussed how dissatisfaction with
established regulatory mechanisms have resulted in some cases in the
perception of structural inadequacy to address issues around social and
environmental issues such as plastics at the public level (Abbott and
Snidal, 2009a; Vogel, 2010). Are we turning away from the institutions
that were built to fight for the good of society and that may be able to
ensure more systematic and large-scale changes, by choosing to be a
conscientious shopper – or deliberate buyer - and placing our trust in
private actors as performing regulatory practices, thereby shifting the
responsibility to the private sector from the public? Or are we just reflecting a lack of trust in said institutions by choosing private governance mechanisms instead?
Earlier studies from the US (Citizenship, Involvement, Democracy
(CID)) and Europe (the European Social Survey (ESS)) have found that
only 29% of respondents “boycott” – or purchased products for conscientious reasons (Bartley et al., 2015). In our study, however, we
found that these numbers were substantially higher when it came to
self-reporting. In Portugal, for example, 86% reported on having purchased products from conscience reasons in the last 12 months, and
Norway and Germany somewhat lower at 58 and 59% respectively.
When it came to the experimental part, however, where the respondents were divided into two panels and were asked to state their
preferences for labelled and non-labelled products when prices were the
same or different, the results differed. Results from the experimental
panel survey in three countries showed that in general, the private
governance mechanism (certification) did influence consumer behaviour, with the majority choosing products that had some sort of private
governance certification label attached to it. However, consumers in
Germany and Norway chose certified products only if they had the same
price or were only slightly more expensive than the non-certified alternative. This is in line with findings that show that there are differences between the Scandinavian countries and southern Europe – the
former of which in their study had a higher rate of boycotting than the
latter. In fact, other studies have found that when controlling for economic opportunities, countries with high levels of political trust still
chose conscientiously more often than those from less trusting countries
in southern Europe (Bartley et al., 2015). This was in contrast to the
findings from the experimental study we did, though, as Portugal was
much more likely to purchase and pay a premium for a label than respondents from Germany or Norway. Bartley et al. also reported on
findings that showed that price mattered as well, and that when items

have identical prices, certified wood for example far outsold wood that
was not certified. However, with only a 2% increase in price, the certified product fell dramatically (Bartley et al., 2015), which we validated in our experimental study as well for Norway and Germany.
However, the Portuguese respondents still overwhelmingly were
willing to buy certified products – even with a high price difference.
We argue that this can be reflected back to the discussion on the
weakening of state power (Vatn, 2018) and lack of political trust in
some countries (Newton et al., 2018; Levi and Stoker, 2000). We argue
that in these cases, a propensity for supporting certification schemes,
even in light of price premiums, reflects concern around traditional
governance methods being inadequate to deal with the issue in question
at a level that constituents consider sufficient (Cashore et al., 2004).
High trust levels in the traditional governance structures of a given
country reflects institutions that are perceived as functioning effectively
and reduces the need for external factors and private governance
schemes receiving much support. One study found that Nordic countries, for example, score high on political trust levels because of their
economy as well as a high score of the Human Development index,
which reflects good living conditions (Listhaug and Ringdal, 2008). A
study on political trust in Portugal and Spain however, showed that the
perception of the public institutions not being responsive to their constituents demands and concerns challenges their trust. A high perception of institutional corruption also contributes to this low level of
political trust (Torcal, 2014), which could explain their propensity for
accepting private governance of environmental challenges even when it
comes at a premium. For the more politically trusting Norway, on the
other hand, consumers do not place much interest in paying a premium
for conscientious shopping. Boycotting in these cases is therefore not as
much a reflection of consumer consciousness, as it is a reflection of, or a
proxy for, the level of political trust in a given country. Using private
governance and certification labels as a method for attempting to mitigate marine plastics is therefore arguably not necessarily effective.
Choosing more top-down governance methods, where states work in
collaboration towards developing regulatory frameworks with capacity
building and technology transfer mechanisms in place may be a more
effective way of ensuring that plastic pollution is mitigated, and a clean
sea is within reach, than shopping ourselves in that direction.
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Appendix A. English questionnaire
Q1: Do you live at or near the coast?
1. Yes
2. No
Q2: What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? (If you're currently enrolled in school, please indicate the highest degree
you have received.)
1. Elementary school (1–7th grade or similar)
2. Junior high school (8th–10th grade or similar)
3. High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent (for example GED)
4. Trade/technical/vocational training
5. Some college credit, no degree
6. Bachelor's degree
7. Master's degree
8. Doctorate degree
9. Some high school, no diploma
10. No schooling completed
Q3: On a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 represent left and 10 represent right, where do you place yourself politically?
1 Left
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10 Right
11 Don't know
Q4: How often have you purchased a certified product because of your conscience the past 12 months? (Fairtrade, Ecological labelled, Swan
labelled, ASC etc.)?
1. Have not bought anything because of my conscience the past 12 months
2. Less than 5 times
3. Almost every time I shop
4. Always purchases if it is a choice
5. Don't know
Q5: On a scale from 1 to 10 (where 1 means very unimportant and 10 means very important), how important is it for you that products are
certified?
1 Very unimportant
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10 Very important
11 Don't know
Q6: To what degree are you willing to pay more for products that are certified by private organizations, than for products that are not?
1. Very reluctant
2. Reluctant
3. A little reluctant
4. Neither nor
5. A little willing
6. Willing
7. Very willing
8. Don't know
Q7: Which type of product certification is most important to you?
1. Sustainable
2. Fair (like coffee etc.)
3. Ecological (without chemicals)
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4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Microplastic free
Animal welfare
Energy efficient
Other
Don't know

Q8: Which labels are you most familiar with?
1. The Swan label
2. ASC (Aquaculture Stewardship Council)
3. MSC (Marine Stewardship Council)
4. Debio
5. Fairtrade
6. Demeter
7. EU label
8. FSC (Forest Stewardship Council)
9. UTZ
10. Other
11. Don't know
Q9: What type of products are you most likely to purchase with a certification label over one that does not have this label?
1. Seafood
2. Vegetables
3. Fruit
4. Coffee
5. Water
6. Cleaning products
7. Furniture
8. Meat (chicken, bovine, pork)
9. Clothes
10. Other
11. None of the above
10. If you were to choose, which of these salmon pieces would you most likely purchased?
1. Salmon with ASC certification, price 70,- NOK/kg

2. Salmon, price 50,- NOK/kg

Q11. If you were to choose, which of these scrub creams would you most likely purchased?
1. Scrub cream with microplastic certification, price NOK 70,-
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2. Scrub cream, price NOK 50,-

Q12: If you were to choose, which of these fleece jackets would you most likely purchased?
1. Fleece jacket guaranteed to not release “Microfibres/microplastics” into the ocean, price NOK 899,-
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2. Fleece jacket, price NOK 699,-

Q13: If you were to choose, which water bottle would you most likely purchased?
1. Water with microplastic certification, price NOK 30,-
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2. Water, price NOK 20,-

Q14: If you were to choose, which of these toothpastes would you most likely purchased?
1. Toothpaste with Swan label, price NOK 21.99,-
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2. Toothpaste without Swan label, price NOK 19.99,-
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