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What influences your purchasing decision?

Individual preferences?!

Social norms, too.
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SOCIAL NORMS are shared rules of conduct partly sustained by (dis)approval. 

2.  Social Norms – Theoretical Underpinnings

Social Norms Defined

INJUNCTIVEDESCRIPTIVE

(Elster, 1989)

“what most people do” “what most people 
approve of doing” (Farrow et al., 2017) (Farrow et al., 2017)

PERCEIVED
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2.  Social Norms – Theoretical Underpinnings

Social Norms and Pro-environmental Behavior

SOCIAL 

NORMS

Empirical studies’ previous focus: 
Positive effects of social norms 
on pro-environmental behavior

Existing social norms frequently 
do not support sustainability 
transformations

(e.g. [3-33])
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3. The Transport Sector – A “Stocktaking”

Global CO2 Emissions by Sector in 2017 (GtCO2) (IEA, 2019)
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3. The Transport Sector – A “Stocktaking”

The SUV – The World’s New Favorite Among Cars

“SUVs are becoming ever more 

popular in Germany” 

– Handelsblatt, 05/07/2019

“The World Is Embracing SUVs. 

That's Bad News for the Climate.”

– New York Times, 03/03/2018

“SUVs second biggest cause of 

emissions rise, figures reveal” 

– The Guardian, 25/10/2019

A general 
trend towards 
larger, 
heavier, more 
fuel-intensive 
cars
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4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
Stated motives for buying a car clustered according to their underlying share

of self-interest and normative social influence
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4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
– The Sinus-Milieus characterizing Germany’s population in 2018

(Sinus-Institut, 2019)

The heterogeneity of actors
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4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
The heterogeneity of actors – Two examples from the Sinus-Milieus 

Performers

❯ Age concentration: 30 to 50 years of age; average: 43.
❯ Men are slightly over-represented.
❯ High percentage of couples; frequently with children.
❯ Frequently have higher educational qualifications.
❯ Mostly full-time employees; many in senior positions;

high net household income.
Social Ecologicals

❯ Wide age range from 30 years of age; average: 52.
❯ Mostly married.
❯ High level of formal education.
❯ Many are part-time employees; many qualified 

employees and senior civil servants, some self-
employed; middle income bracket.

IT-minded individuals with a 
global economic outlook

Socially engaged individuals 

with normative notions about 
ecology and society

(BMU et al., 2018; Sinus-Institut, 2019)
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Sinus-Milieu Four most desirable car segments

Traditionals Medium cars; Small cars; Large cars; Mini cars

Precarious Small cars; Medium cars; Mini cars; Large cars

Hedonists Small cars; Medium cars; Large cars; Mini cars

Modern Mainstreamers Medium cars; Large cars; Small cars; SUVs

Adaptive Navigators Medium cars; Large cars; SUVs; Small cars

Social Ecologicals Medium cars; Large cars; Small cars; SUVs

Established Medium cars; Small cars; Large cars; SUVs

Liberal Intellectuals Large cars; Medium cars; SUVs; Off-road vehicles

Performers Off-road vehicles; SUVs; Large cars; Medium cars

Cosmopolitan Avant-gardes Medium cars; Small cars; Large cars; SUVs

4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
The four most desirable car segments for each Sinus-Milieu

(VuMA Touchpoints, 2019)

Performers:    Off-road vehicles; SUVs; Large cars; Medium cars

Social Ecologicals:    Medium cars; Large cars; Small cars; SUVs



12/12/2019 – Lisa Hanna Broska 12

Car segment

Mini cars Small cars Medium cars Large cars Executive cars Luxury cars SUVs Off-road vehicles Minivans

Example selected for 

illustration *
Volkswagen up! Volkswagen Polo Volkswagen Golf

Volkswagen 

Passat

Volkswagen 

Arteon
Audi A8

Volkswagen    T-

ROC

Volkswagen 

Tiguan

Volkswagen 

Sharan

Share in car sales (04/2019) 6.8 12.9 20.5 10.4 3.4 0.9 19.5 9.4 3.5

Price-performance ratio 2.5 1.8 1.9 2.2 2.9 2.8 2.0 2.1 3.1

Comfort 2.6 3 2.1 1.7 2 1.3 2.5 2.2 2.8

Safety 2.2 2 1.9 1.4 1.5 2.1 2 1.7 1.3

Price**
2.1 2.4 2.9 3.8 5.0 5.0 2.9 3.5 4.2

(14000 Euro) (17200 Euro) (24000 Euro) (35000 Euro) (52000 Euro) (74500 Euro) (24000 Euro) (31000 Euro) (39600 Euro)

Fuel consumption***
2.3 2.5 2.9 3.2 3.3 5.0 3.6 4.2 4.4

(5.2 l/100 km) (5.4 l/100 km) (5.8 l/100 km) (6.1 l/100 km) (6.2 l/100 km) (7.8 l/100 km) (6.5 l/100 km) (7.0 l/100 km) (7.2 l/100 km)

Space**** 3.6 3.1 2.8 2,2 2.8 2.6 2.9 2.4 2.0

Resale value***** 3.1 2.3 2.3 2.2 2.3 1.9 1.8 2.2 2.9

Image / Prestige 4.0 4.0 3.0 3.0 2.5 1.0 1.5 1.5 4.0

Environmental friendliness 

****** 

2.4 2.6 2.9 3.2 3.8 4.9 3.9 4.3 4.4

(119 g CO2/100 

km)

(125 g CO2/100 

km)

(135 g CO2/100 

km)

(145 g CO2/100 

km)

(161 g CO2/100 

km)

(196 g CO2/100 

km)

(165 g CO2/100 

km)

(177 g CO2/100 

km)

(182 g CO2/100 

km)

Family friendliness 4.5 3.3 2.8 1.8 2.7 2.4 2.6 2.4 1.3

4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
The heterogeneity of cars – Car segments and their characteristics

(ADAC, 2019a; KBA, 2019b; mobile.de 
GmbH, 2019; European Commission, 2002)
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4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
Quantifying the importance of the different motives for each Sinus-Milieu
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Share of population 11% 9% 15% 13% 11% 7% 10% 7% 8% 9%

Age – core group >60 >50 <50 >40 <50 >30 >50 40-60 30-50 <30

Type of household
women/ 
widowed

single/ 
widowed/ 
divorced

Single
married/ 
children

married/ 
children

women/ 
married and 

divorced
married

married/ 
children

single single

Profession pensioners
blue-collar 
workers/ 

employees

blue-collar 
workers/ 

employees

mid-level 
workers/ 

employees

mid-level/ 
qualified 
workers/ 

employees

qualified 
employees/ 
freelancers

qualified 
employees/ 
freelancers/ 

clerks

qualified 
employees/ 
freelancers

qualified 
employees/ 
freelancers

qualified 
employees/ 
education

Price-performance ratio 3,3 2,0 2,0 2,1 3,5 3,5 3,0 1,3 2,9 2,0

Price 2,2 3,0 2,1 1,8 2,1 1,9 3,0 1,1 1,0 2,6

Resale value 1,3 2,0 2,2 1,3 1,3 1,3 2,0 0,7 0,9 2,5

Environmental friendliness 2,3 2,3 2,6 2,0 1,0 2,9 1,6 1,4 2,0 2,6

Fuel consumption 2,8 2,8 3,5 2,5 1,5 2,2 2,3 2,1 1,2 2,6

Image/Prestige 0,7 0,6 1,0 1,2 1,2 1,4 0,9 2,0 4,0 1,5

Family friendliness 0,8 0,7 1,1 0,7 1,0 1,0 1,0 1,0 1,0 0,5

Comfort 3,0 1,5 1,1 1,5 2,0 2,3 2,0 2,0 2,0 1,4

Space 0,8 1,0 1,1 1,4 1,2 1,1 1,2 2,0 3,0 2,5

Safety 0,5 0,5 0,5 2,0 1,7 1,8 1,7 2,0 1,8 1,0

4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
The importance of the different motives for each Sinus-Milieu assessed

0 5
Least 
important

Most 
important

Source: Authors’ conception based on own MCDA 
calculations, data on milieus from BMU et al. ( 2018)
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4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
Stated motives for buying a car clustered according to their underlying share

of self-interest and normative social influence
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Lower / lower-
middle classes

Middle classes Upper classes
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Share of self-interest 74 % 74 % 71 % 69 % 75 % 68 % 76 % 65 % 58 % 68 %

Share of normative 
social influence

26 % 26 % 29 % 31 % 25 % 32 % 24 % 35 % 42 % 32 %

4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
How much is each milieu influenced by social norms in their car-buying decision?

Source: Authors’ conception based on own MCDA calculations
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4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
Changes in the car segments’ ranking when normative social influence is excluded (1)

Source: Authors’ conception based on own 
MCDA calculations

All factors 

included

Without      

prestige

All factors 

included

Without any   

social norms

Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars

Small cars Small cars Small cars Small cars

Large cars Large cars Large cars Large cars

Mini cars Mini cars Mini cars Mini cars

… .. … ..

Small cars Small cars Small cars Small cars

Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars

Mini cars Mini cars Mini cars Mini cars

Large cars Large cars Large cars SUVs

… .. … ..

Small cars Small cars Small cars Small cars

Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars

Large cars Mini cars Large cars Large cars

Mini cars Large cars Mini cars Mini cars

… .. … ..

Medium cars Small cars Medium cars Small cars

Large cars Medium cars Large cars Medium cars

Small cars Large cars Small cars Large cars

SUVs Mini cars SUVs SUVs

… .. … ..

Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars

Large cars Large cars Large cars Small cars

SUVs Small cars SUVs Large cars

Small cars SUVs Small cars SUVs

… .. … ..

Traditionals

Precarious

Hedonists

Modern Main-

streamers

Adaptive 

Navigators

Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars Medium cars

Large cars Small cars Large cars Small cars

Small cars Large cars Small cars Large cars
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… .. … ..
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Small cars Medium cars Small cars Medium cars
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SUVs Small cars SUVs Small cars
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Off-road vehicles Large cars Off-road vehicles Large cars

SUVs Medium cars SUVs Medium cars
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Large cars Large cars Large cars Large cars
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Ecologicals

Established

Cosmopolitan 

Avantgardes

Liberal 
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4. The Influence of Social Norms in Car-Buying Decisions   

Quantified
Changes in the car segments’ ranking when normative social influence is excluded (2)
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4. Discussion of Results and Policy Implications

Our approach:

❯ Theoretical approach via multi-
criteria decision analysis
→ next steps: Validation via surveys

❯ Exclusion of brands Our results:

❯ Normative social influence
differs among milieus.

❯ Large cars are status goods 
among high-income milieus.

Policy Implications:

❯ Price-based policy
mechanisms likely to backfire 
due to society’s heterogeneity

❯ milieu-tailored non-price-based 
social norm interventions a possible 
solution
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4. Discussion of Results and Policy Implications
Outlook: Cars and the power of marketing
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4. Discussion of Results and Policy Implications
Outlook: Cars and the power of marketing

WHY NOT AGAIN?
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