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Abstract. Labeling refers to the behavior that a person uses specific words to label and tends to describe 
according to the label. For example, when labeled as “environmentally-conscious”, one will enhance his/her 
pro-environmental behaviors. Thus that will strengthen his/her environmental self-identity, which, in turn, 
will promote pro-environmental behaviors. This paper looks into the effects of four labels on pro-
environmental behaviors. The study into elephant protection found that negative labels can significantly 
encourage elephant protection and discourage the consumption of elephant-related products. This research 
will provide a policy tool for environmental organizations and relevant governmental departments.   

1 Introduction  

Wild animals play an important role in stabilizing the 
ecosystem. They used to live in the wild for a long time. 
However, as human society evolves, they have become 
indispensable strategic resources in our daily life and 
production. Although elephants are an important member 
of the wildlife family, more than 20,000 of them are 
hunted and killed in Africa every year to meet people’s 
demand for ivory. 

When it comes to elephant protection, we need to 
understand what factors play a role in such a pro-
environmental behavior. Some scholars believe that 
environmental self-identity is an important predictor. 

Self-identity is defined as self-description through 
certain labels [1]. It is associated with certain behaviors 
[2]. Studies have shown that there is a link between self-
identity and its corresponding environmental intentions 
and behaviors, such as recycling [3], environmental 
behaviorism [4], and the purchase of genetically modified 
food [1]. In other words, certain self-identity (e.g. 
recycling identity) is positively related with certain 
behaviors (e.g. recycling). Recent studies even suggest 
that environmental self-identity can be separated from 
self-identity and help predict pro-environmental behaviors. 
For example, Whitmarsh and O'Neill (2010) [5] found that 
green identity is related to water and energy saving, waste 
reduction, and eco-friendly purchasing.  

Environmental self-identity can be defined as the 
degree to which people regard themselves as environment-
friendly. Studies have demonstrated that enhanced 
environmental self-identity will increase pro-
environmental behaviors, which means that 
environmental self-identity serves as an important 
predictor of pro-environmental behavior. 

Labeling people to remind their environmental 
consciousness can promote pro-environmental behaviors 

and strengthen environmental self-identity. For example, 
the identity of being a green consumer can significantly 
increase green consumption. Sparks and Shepherd (1992) 

[6] found that people who identify themselves as green 
consumers are more likely to buy organic food than those 
who do not. A large number of studies have revealed that 
identity may rule over attitude when our role identity 
determines our behaviors, no matter how we feel about the 
behavior [7]. Some studies suggest that identity is a good 
predictor of pro-environmental behaviors. 

For instance, people who have a strong environmental 
identity are more likely to save energy, reduce waste, and 
pursue eco-shopping [5]. They are also more likely to 
engage in pro-environmental behaviors, recycling, 
purchase fair trade products, and avoid flying to holiday 
destinations [8]. They are economical in energy and paper 
use and are keen on green energy and sustainable products 
[9-10]. 

Labeling refers to the description of individuals 
through words or passages [11]. When one is labeled, due 
to self-verification, self-identity, self-image management, 
and cognitive or emotional reasons, one tends to behave 
as the label describes, as observed in the labeling theory 
[12]. Labeling, no matter whether it is positive or negative, 
weighs heavily on self-perception and guides individual 
behaviors [13]. In this research, the purpose is to look into 
the effects of different types of labels on pro-
environmental behaviors. The hypothesis that enabling 
decision-makers’ emotion labels (positive/negative), 
personality labels, and behavior labels can improve 
elephant protection will be tested.  

2. Research Methodology  

2.1 Research participants 

The questionnaires were made on Wenjuanxing, an online 
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questionnaire-making platform, and distributed through 
WeChat, a messaging application, to 301 participants, 44% 
of whom were women and 57% of whom were aged 31-
40. 

2.2 Questionnaire Design 

All subjects (N=301) were randomly assigned to five 
experimental scenarios: positive emotion (N=61), 
negative emotion (N=59), personality label (N=61), 
behavior label (N=63) as well as the control group (N=57). 
The only difference between these five scenarios lied in 
background materials.  

In this study, the subjects were divided into five groups 
with four experimental groups: negative emotion group, 
positive emotion group, personality group, behavior group, 
and one control group. In a between-subject design, the 
formal experiment required subjects in the experimental 
groups to read the corresponding background materials 
first, read the prominent environmentalism text label for 
30 seconds (the font in bold), and then finish other 
questions. 

1. Background  
In the late 1970s, about 1.3 million elephants lived on 

the African continent, but today their numbers have 
plummeted to about 400,000, a decline of nearly 70 
percent within 40 years. More than 20,000 elephants are 
illegally hunted and killed in Africa each year due to the 
demand for ivory. 

2. Babel Design 
Negative emotion label: elephants, credited as 

"engineers" of nature, are indispensable members of the 
terrestrial ecosystem. Their daily activities affect their 
own habitats and also the living conditions of other species 
in the same area. You must be as saddened as we are to see 
elephant populations plummet over the past few decades 
due to illegal poaching. 

Positive emotion label: elephants, credited as 
"engineers" of nature, are indispensable members of the 
terrestrial ecosystem. Their daily activities affect their 
own habitats and also the living conditions of other species 
in the same area. You must be as happy as we are to see 
elephant populations recover in the past two years due to 
reduced poaching. 

Personality label: elephants, credited as "engineers" of 
nature, are indispensable members of the terrestrial 
ecosystem. Their daily activities affect their habitats and 
also the living conditions of other species in the same area. 
We are about to launch a global elephant protection 
campaign, and we invite you to join us. You will one of 
our elephant guardians. 

Behavior label: elephants, credited as "engineers" of 
nature, are indispensable members of the terrestrial 
ecosystem. Their daily activities affect their habitat and 
also the living conditions of other species in the same area. 
We are about to launch a global elephant protection 
campaign, and we invite you to join us and say “No” to 
ivory products. 

The questionnaire of willingness to buy ivory products 
included eight items:  

• What do you think of the use of ivory products by 

others? 
• What do you think of the purchase of ivory products 

by others? 
• What do you think of the purchase of elephant-related 

products? 
• To what extent do you agree that ivory products are a 

symbol of wealth, identity, and status? 
• To what extent do you agree that “if the purchase of 

ivory products is legalized and unregulated, I will buy 
them in the next 12 months?” 

• To what extent do you agree that “if I see ivory 
products on sales in the local market during overseas 
travel, I will buy them?” 

• To what extent do you agree that “only strict laws and 
punishments can prevent people from buying ivory 
products?” 

• What do you think of the purchase of ivory products?  
All items were answered on a seven-point scale from 

“strongly disagree/very unwilling” to “strongly agree/very 
willing”. Finally, the average scores were calculated. The 
larger the value, the stronger the desire to protect elephants. 
The Cronbach's alpha stood at 0.785. 

The questionnaire of the willingness to engage in the 
elephant protection activities included three items: 

• Are you willing to participate in elephant protection 
activities held by relevant organizations? 

• Are you willing to publicize relevant information and 
knowledge of elephant protection? 

• Are you willing to report to relevant authorities if you 
find others peddling ivory products?  

All items were answered on a seven-point scale from 
“very unwilling” to “very willing”. Finally, the average 
scores were calculated. The larger the value, the stronger 
the desire to protect elephants. The Cronbach's alpha stood 
at 0.840. 

The questionnaire of willingness to donate for elephant 
protection included two items: 

• Are you willing to donate money to non-profit 
organizations that engage in elephant protection? 

• If you had 100 yuan, how much would you like to 
donate to a project for the protection of elephants and their 
habitats launched by a credible organization. The two 
items measured the willingness to donate and the specific 
amount.The questionnaire is also internally consistent, 
proved by Cronbach’s alpha test.  

2.3 Research Design  

A between-subjects design was adopted in this study. 
During the formal experiment, participants first read the 
corresponding background materials and then completed 
the questionnaires. They included “willingness to buy 
ivory products”, “willingness to engage in elephant 
protection activities”, “willingness to donate for elephant 
protection”, “willingness to follow elephant protection 
knowledge and information” and demographic 
information was required. 
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3. Results  

3.1 Descriptive Statistics: 

The analysis of descriptive statistics shows that the 
willingness to consume ivory products is kept at a low 
level. Meanwhile, the willingness to protect elephants, 

donate money, and follow elephant protection information 
is high. The donation amount is reasonable. Consumption 
willingness is negatively related with protection 
willingness, donation willingness, donation amount, and 
willingness to follow elephant protection information. 

(1=consumption willingness; 2=protection willingness; 
3=donation willingness; 4=donation amount; 
5=willingness to follow elephant protection information) 

Table1. The mean and standard deviation of elephant protection 

Variables M SD Group1 Group2 Group3 Group4 Group5 

1 1.69 0.89 1.00     
2 5.62 1.32 -0.42** 1.00    
3 5.02 1.84 -0.56** 0.66** 1.00   
4 58.29 37.58 -0.46** 0.48** 0.65** 1.00  
5 5.49 1.61 -0.33** 0.61** 0.54** 0.42** 1.00 

Note: N=301. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01. 

3.2 ANOVA:  

One-way ANOVA was used to test the statistical 
significance among the four experimental groups and the 
control group. The results reveal a statistical significance 
between the two groups in terms of the willingness to 
consume ivory products, the willingness to engage in 
elephant protection, the willingness to donate money, and 

donation amount. However, no statistical significance is 
shown in the willingness to follow elephant protection 
information. 

In addition, another test shows that the negative 
emotion group shows a lower willingness to consume 
ivory products than the positive emotion group (ΔM=-0.32, 
P<0.05). The results of the ANOVA are shown in Table 2 
below. 

Table 2. Statistical Significance Test of Variables in Different Label Groups 

Variables 
Consumption 
willingness 

Protection 
willingness 

Donation 
willingness 

Donation 
amount 

Willingness to follow 
information 

Negative emotion 
group 1.40 5.69 5.20 66.29 5.44 

Positive emotion 
group 1.71 5.87 5.46 67.07 5.54 

Personality label 
group 1.63 5.62 5.03 61.97 5.49 

Behavior label 
group 1.62 5.82 5.24 54.59 5.81 

Control group 2.09 5.05 4.11 40.77 5.14 

F 4.87 3.74 4.96 5.16 1.32 

p 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.26 
Note: N=301. 

3.3 Statistical Significance in Demographic 
Groups:  

Based on demographic statistics, we found that gender, 
consumption frequency, monthly income, educational 
background, types of occupation, work status affect the 
results, but there is no statistical significance in age and 
city where participants are based. 

Women show higher donation willingness (t=-2,27, 
P<0.05) and willingness to follow elephant protection 
information (t=-2.64, P<0.01) than men. 

Participants who used to buy elephant-related products 
show higher consumption willingness (t=3.50, P<0.05) 
and lower protection willingness (t=-2.01, P<0.05). 

Participants whose monthly income is less than 8000 
yuan donate a significantly lower amount of money than 
those whose monthly average income is 8000 yuan to 
19999 yuan (ΔM=-12.04, P<0.05) or those whose monthly 
average income is more than 20000 yuan (ΔM=-19.03, 

P<0.01). 
The consumption willingness of those with master 

degrees and above is significantly lower than those with 
associate or bachelor degrees (ΔM=-0.29, P<0.05). 

Students' willingness to follow elephant protection 
information is significantly lower than that of company 
employees (ΔM=-1.24, P<0.01), staff of government 
agencies and public institutions (ΔM=-1.20, P<0.01) and 
the self-employed (ΔM=-1.57, P<0.01). 

The protection willingness of full-time employees is 
significantly higher than that of full-time students 
(ΔM=0.58, P<0.05) and the retired (ΔM=2.23, P<0.05), 
while the protection willingness of company owners is 
significantly higher than that of the retired (ΔM=2.13, 
P<0.05). 

The willingness to follow elephant protection 
information of full-time employees is significantly higher 
than that of full-time students (ΔM=-1.08, P<0.01) and the 
retired (ΔM=2.64, P<0.05), while such willingness of 
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company owners is significantly higher than that of full-
time students (ΔM=1.22, P<0.05) and the retired 
(ΔM=2.78, P<0.05). 

4 Conclusions  

The study found that reading background materials 
reduces the willingness of participants to consume ivory 
products, but increases their willingness to participate in 
elephant protection, their donation willingness and 
amount. The negative emotion label can reduce more 
consumption willingness. The female group shows higher 
donation willingness and willingness to follow elephant 
protection information. Participants who used to buy 
elephant-related products show a stronger desire to make 
another purchase. The high-income group is willing to 
donate more money, while the group with better 
educational background shows lower consumption 
willingness. Staff of government agencies and public 
institutions, company employees, and business owners 
have stronger protection willingness. Full-time workers 
have a stronger interest in following elephant protection 
information. However, age and city where participants are 
based do not significantly affect elephant conservation.  

5 Discussions 

This study suggests that positive emotional labels play an 
important role in pro-environmental behavior while 
negative emotional labels can enhance environmental self-
identity, which has been proven in previous studies. This 
paper can guide the design of effective social marketing 
activities. Traditional campaigns often emphasize how 
poor the targets perform on a specific topic, which may 
lead to aversions to requests, or guilt, resistance and 
resentment [14]. 

Traditional campaigns also implicitly tell the targets 
that they are following what others are doing (i.e., they are 
not making responsible pro-environmental choices), a 
strategy that has been proven to reinforce undesirable 
behaviors [15]. 

When social descriptive norms do not expect targets to 
engage in what society desires, our alternative plan can 
serve as an effective supplement to the arsenal of social 
marketers. This is significant for charitable events and 
advertisements for public goods in the future. For example, 
during the fundraising for public goods, negative emotion 
labels can be leveraged as slogans to raise donations. 

Besides, in campaigns such as wildlife protection, 
publicity should target women organizations such as 
Women's Federation and fundraising should be oriented 
towards high-income groups. In the publicity of 
campaigns for public goods, people aged 31-40 should be 
the focus. 
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