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The Gap between Attitudes and Behavior in 
Ethical Consumption: A Critical Discourse

Abstract

Background: Although consumers are increasingly concerned with ethical 
factors when forming product opinions and making purchase decisions, recent 
studies have highlighted significant differences between consumers’ ethical 
consumption intentions and their actual buying behavior. Various dimensions 
concerning how consumers make purchase and consumption decisions and the 
driving forces behind them have been identified through this study. 

Objectives: This paper aims to explore the factors leading the gap between 
attitudes and behavior of consumers in relation to ethical consumption.

Methods: The desk review carried out on various related studies reflects that 
the factors that obstruct the process of ethical consumption and thereby be-
ing responsible in forming attitude-behavior gap, which can be helpful in the 
course of management decision implications worth encouragement of ethical 
consumption behavior. Moreover, conceptual framework that has been devel-
oped for ethical consumption also indicates the factors responsible for creating 
ethical intention-behavior gap.

Findings: This study derives concepts on ethical consumption from literature 
survey and identifies consumers’ understanding level on ethical consumption. 
Likewise, the study also provides a comprehensive picture of factors impeding 
ethical consumption among consumers while providing some theoretical and 
analytical applications.

Conclusions: Price, quality, taste, brand image of products and convenience 
are some of the considerable issues while buying, due to which consumers’ eth-
ical concerns towards society and environment are not transformed into their 
consumption behavior.
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Introduction
A few researchers have specifically addressed the issue concerning consumer perception on 
ethics since the mid-1990s. Ethical consumption is a form of consumer activism that is ex-
pressed when consumers purchase goods and services from socially responsible companies 
and refrain purchasing from unethical companies (Giesler & Veresiu, 2014). Ethical con-
sumption is composed of five steps that include recognition of a need, searching for informa-
tion, evaluation of alternatives, purchase decision and evaluation of purchase (Akehurst et al, 
2012). Oh & Yoon (2014) have stated that emotional manifestations like self-esteem related 
with doing good for the society may lead to ethical consumption. At present, consumers’ fo-
cus from quality and price of product is shifting towards ethical values, transforming them 
from rational consumers to ethical consumers. These ethical consumers advocate for the 
consumption of ethical products and services that do not involve any kind of labor exploita-
tion and pose no harms on animals, humans and the environment as a whole (Huh, 2011). In 
this way, ethical consumption may be defined as the process of conscientious consumption 
that includes purchase decisions based on personal values and moral beliefs by taking into 
consideration not only self-interest but the well-being of society and natural environment too 
(Oh & Yoon,2014).

According to Thompson (2009), due to the development in information and commu-
nications technology, consumers’ concern for society and environment has increased and 
encouraged ethical consumption. Another study conducted by De Pelsmacker et al. (2005) 
depicts that apart from individual consumers, community and the natural environment ben-
efits through ethical consumption. This study further suggests that people or the environ-
ment locally as well as globally may benefit through ethical consumption.  Likewise, study 
findings of Griskevicius, Tyber & Van den Bergh (2010) provide evidences that ethical con-
sumption has a positive impact on individual consumer’s self-identify and their health. 

A study conducted by Carrigan & Attalla (2001) showed that the major predecessor of 
ethical consumption is the price of ethically produced goods. In the same way, the findings of 
another study conducted by Shaw & Shui (2002) indicate that subjective norm, attitude, per-
ceived behavioral control, ethical identity and ethical obligation influence ethical consump-
tion. Whereas, factors like perceived behavioral control and subjective norm were found to 
be less influential. Oh & Yoon (2014) found that ethical obligation, self-identity and altruism 
had been predominantly used as the effective antecedents of previous research to predicting 
various types of ethical consumption. This paper aims to explore the factors leading the gap 
between attitude and behavior of consumers in relation to ethical consumption.

The paper is organized as follows. In the next section, we provide a short review of the 
related literature. Section 3 presents a discussion. The final section concludes the study.

Review of Literature

Consumer’s buying behavior
Consumers’ buying behavior is the study of how individuals make decision related to their 
consumption activities by making use of available resources namely, time, effort and mon-
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ey. It is concerned with understanding various dimensions concerning what consumers buy, 
how they buy, why they buy, when they buy, from where they buy and how often they buy 
(Kumar, 2016). The buying behavior of consumer passes through five stages beginning from 
recognition of problem, followed by searching information, evaluating the alternatives, pur-
chase of goods and ending with post-purchase behavior (Rani, 2014). Consumers' buying 
behavior is influenced by five factors namely, psychological, social, economic, and cultural 
and personal factors (Ramya & Ali, 2016). Paudel et al. (2018) observed that such buying 
behavior is largely influence by socio-cultural and economic factors. 

In the present context, consumers have shown considerable interest for consumption of 
products with high nutritional value and produced without any harm to the society and envi-
ronment (Sharma, Uprety & Phuyal, 2016). Trustworthy information about the food content 
is an important determinant of consumption behavior. The display of relevant information 
in the product label increases the product’s likelihood of being purchased (Kraus, Annunzi-
ata & Vecchio, 2017). Most of the consumption decisions especially in the grocery items are 
guided by the need to be satiated and fed with nutrients. Various allergies and intolerances 
towards food products have encouraged consumers to consider healthier options in relation 
to food consumption (Asioli et al., 2017). Consumers are increasingly concerned about the 
components used in the food products due to the recent trends of health consciousness and 
sustainability (Rana & Paul, 2017). Organically produced and environmentally sustainable 
are the major factors taken into consideration by ethically concerned consumers to make 
consumption decisions (Sebastiani, Montagnini & Dalli, 2013). Consumers’ ethical concerns 
towards society and environment are not only transformed into their consumption behav-
ior. Other factors like price, quality, ingredients, brand image of products and convenience 
play more significant role in consumption behavior (Ghvanidze, Velikova, Dodd & Oldew-
age-Theron, 2016).

Theories on consumer’s buying behavior
In order to conduct this study, various theories on ethical consumption have been used, name-
ly: theory of reasoned action, theory of planned behavior, modified theory of planned behav-
ior, theory of ethical consumerism and norm activation model theory. The theory of reasoned 
action explains that consumers’ intention to behave in a certain manner is influenced by their 
attitude and subjective norms (Macovei, 2015). The theory of planned behavior presents a 
cognitive progression that attitudes are determined by beliefs, the determined attitude leads 
to intentions and those intentions from behavior (Chatzidakis, Hibbert & Smith, 2007); (De 
Pelsmacker & Janssens, 2007).  In the same way, intentions and behavior are moderated by 
social norms and behavioral control. Similarly, modified theory of planned behavior explains 
that self-identity of consumers plays an important role in explaining their ethical purchasing 
intention (Shaw, Shiu and Clarke, 2000). Therefore, for explaining the ethical purchasing 
intention of consumers more effectively, it includes two additional measures ‘ethical obli-
gation’ and ‘self-identity’, not included in the original theory of planned behavior. Theory of 
ethical consumerism deals with understanding the roles played by demographics, attitudes 
and psychographics of consumers in ethical consumption behavior (Cho & Krasser, 2011). 
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A variety of factors that can provide an in-depth reasoning behind ethical consumption in-
tention and behavior, not included in previous models, have been considered in this theory. 
Likewise, according to the norm activation model theory, when an individual becomes aware 
of the adverse consequences and attribution of responsibility for not acting in favor of the 
environment, norm activation begins. The individual then makes an analysis of the problem 
identified and the consequences of his behavioral action with motivation, after evaluating the 
abilities to make a difference (Bliesner et al., 2013).

Empirical studies on consumer’s buying behavior
Studies on ethical consumption carried out by different researchers during different time 
periods and nations were reviewed. During the 1990’s, consumers were inclined towards 
ethical consumption due to pressure group support and communication media (Strong, 
1996). Despite this, consumers’ ethical behavior was not guaranteed at all times due to their 
consideration towards product taste (Grankvist & Biel, 2001). The reason was lack of ser-
vice providers’ concern towards interpersonal issues concerning empathy, assurance and re-
sponsiveness (Thomas et al., 2002). McGoldrick & Freestone (2008); Bissinger & Leufkens 
(2017) argue that consumers are willing to pay premium price for ethical products. Table 1 
illustrates empirical studies in different regions covered by this study:

Table 1: Empirical Studies

Author Study Method Result/ Findings Conclusion/ 
Recommendation

Creyer (1997), USA Perspective 
of customers 
regarding the 
corporate behavior

Descriptive 
Analysis

Customers pay higher 
prices for ethical 
products.

Ethical behavior rewards 
sellers and unethical 
behavior harms their 
business.

Abratt & Penman 
(2002), South 
Africa

Salespersons’ 
ethics and factors 
affecting them.

Inferential 
Analysis

Controversial practices 
against customers 
were considered as less 
ethical than against 
competitors.

Salespersons bear a deep 
sense of loyalty towards 
their employers as 
compared to customers 
when dealing with them.

Uusitalo & 
Oksanen (2004), 
Finland

Consumers’ 
perspective 
on ethical 
consumerism

Descriptive 
analysis

Majority of consumers 
consider ethics as 
an important part of 
business.

Ethics influences the 
consumers’ purchasing 
and consumption 
decisions.

Eckhardt et al. 
(2010), 

Why don’t 
consumers 
consume ethically?

In-depth 
interview

Using moral appeals 
and information to 
evoke ethical purchasing 
behavior doesn’t work at 
all times.

In order to promote 
ethical consumption, it 
needs to be mandated 
by institutions and the 
government itself.

Megicks et al. 
(2012), England

Factors responsible 
for influencing 
the intended 
and actual 
consumption 
behavior of 
consumers

Focus 
groups

Four major drivers of 
ethical consumption 
are local support and 
provenance, intrinsic 
quality, shopping 
benefits, buying 
inconvenience and 
product distracters.

Local support and 
provenance should be 
incorporated into all 
in-store, external and on-
pack messages.
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Author Study Method Result/ Findings Conclusion/ 
Recommendation

Pezhman et al. 
(2013), Iran

How ethical 
behavior impacts 
consumer loyalty 
and satisfaction in 
Persian Insurance 
Company

Structural 
equation 
modeling 

Ethical sales behavior 
has a significant impact 
on customer satisfaction, 
customer trust and 
customer satisfaction 
has a significant impact 
on customer trust and 
loyalty.

To increase customer 
trust and loyalty, 
ethical behavior should 
be increased by the 
company.

Sharma (2015), 
India

Impact of retailing 
ethics on customer 
satisfaction in 
Indian retail 
sector.

Exploratory 
and 
confirmatory 
factor 
analysis

Honesty, respect 
and recognition, fair 
treatment from retailers 
is a determining factor 
of satisfaction.

When retailers behave 
honestly, it enhances 
customer satisfaction 
leading to increased 
sales, positive word 
of mouth, customer 
retention and strong 
reputation in the market. 

Tuan (2015) Impact of ethical 
sales behavior on 
customer loyalty

Structural 
equation 
modeling

Ethical sales behavior 
has a positive impact 
on customer trust and 
customer commitment, 
leading to customer 
commitment and loyalty

Customer commitment 
has direct effect on 
customer loyalty but 
ethical sales behavior 
only has an indirect effect 
on customer loyalty.

Iglesias et al. 
(2019)

Impact of 
customers’ 
perceptions of 
brand ethicality on 
the brand equity.

Structural 
equation 
modeling

Customer perceived 
ethicality has a positive 
and indirect impact on 
brand equity

Brand heritage, brand 
image and recognition 
benefits have a role in 
determining customer 
perceptions of brand 
ethicality. 

Zollo et al. (2018), 
USA

Role of moral 
intuition in ethical 
purchase and 
consumption 

Correlation 
coefficient, 
scale 
reliability 
and 
descriptive 
statistics

Inferential intuition has 
significant influence 
on ethical concerns as 
compared to affective 
intuition.

Moral reasoning is 
complemented by moral 
intuition in ethical 
decision making.

Ferrell et al. (2019) Relationship 
between 
corporate social 
responsibility, 
ethics and brand 
attitude.

Structural 
equation 
modeling

Ethics has more impact 
on brand attitudes 
than corporate social 
responsibility.

Efforts should be made 
by companies to maintain 
ethical behavior in 
addition to emphasizing 
corporate social 
responsibility.

Negassa (2015) has emphasized that the likelihood of the brand to function increases and 
has a positive impact on organizational performance (Fernández & Pinuer, 2016) when custom-
ers perceive a company to be ethical. However, factors like lack of information and credibility of 
the existing information create barriers in ethical consumption (Carrigan et al., 2004); (Bray et 
al. 2011); (Clever & Felix, 2014); (Wiederhold & Martinez, 2018). Therefore, emphasis should be 
given to encourage ethical consumption by identifying the factors that impede the process.
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Conceptual Framework
Consumers are increasingly concerned with ethical factors when forming their opinions 
about products and making purchase decisions (Brayet al., 2010). Several previous studies, 
Shaw  Shiu (2002) and Zollo (2018) have revealed that consumers are actively considering 
factors related to supporting fair trade, labor rights, environment protection, welfare of ani-
mals, organically produced food products, boycotting products from unethical producers and 
others before making their purchasing and consumption decisions. 

Macovei (2015) stated that consumers' intention to behave in a certain matter is influ-
enced by their actual behavior. Their behavior in turn is guided by attitude and subjective 
norms. According to Fishbein & Ajzen (1980), three core determinants of consumer behavior 
are perception of social norms, attitude and perceived behavior control upon which the con-
sumer behavior models are built. The theory of planned action explains the inter-linkages 
between beliefs, attitude, intention and behavior of consumers. It has been stated that atti-
tude of consumers is guided by their beliefs which determines their behavior and purchase 
intentions. Likewise, Harrison et al. (2005) have stated that in addition to these previously 
mentioned variables, other variables like ethical obligation and self-identity of consumers 
play a significant role in determining their ethical consumption behaviors. Ethical consum-
erism was emerged as a part of social activism under which consumers' purchasing and con-
sumption behavior are not guided solely by their personal motives but are in consideration 
with the well-being of society and environment as a whole. The figure depicts the conceptual 
framework related to ethical consumption by consumers.

In the present context, the intention of consumers to purchase ethically produced prod-
ucts is more driven by their sense of ethical obligation and identity rather than other self-mo-
tivated concerns (Shaw et al., 2000). During the decision making process, consumers’ values 
play a much important role than product price and brand choice (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006).

Consumers were found to be less guided by post-purchase consequences than their val-
ues and principles when making decisions related to ethical purchasing (Vitell et al., 2001). 
Likewise, consumers who display characteristics related to benevolence, honesty, self-direc-
tion, idealism and universalism are more inclined towards ethical consumption as compared 
to consumers placing higher values to security, conformity, power, ambition and hedonism 
(Vermeir & Verbeke, 2004).

Furthermore, clear and reliable information has a great significance in guiding the 
consumers’ purchase decisions (Paudel et al., 2018) as lack of information regarding ethical 
products and their resulting benefits often act as barrier to ethical consumption (Dickson, 
2001). Different patterns of consumption are displayed by consumers belonging to differ-
ent socio-demographic segments as their views towards products and their consumption are 
shaped by their age, gender, occupation and income (Essoo & Dibb, 2004). However, with a 
large number of research mostly concentrated on qualitative and conceptual research, empir-
ical and explanatory perspectives are lacking in the area of ethical consumption of products.
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Discussion
Ethical consumption has emerged as an important subject matter of study as it deals with eth-
ical production, consumption and disposal activities minimizing the amount of harm posed 
on communities, animals and environment as a whole. Due to the development in informa-
tion and communications technology, consumers’ concern for society and environment has 
increased and encouraged ethical consumption (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001). Paudel and Devko-
ta (2018) opined that effective level of communication makes purchase much better. Firms 
are also getting engaged in ethical management of their production and distribution activities 
due to their impact on company’s goodwill in the long run (Oh & Yoon, 2014). Another study 
conducted by Pelsmacker et al. (2015) depicts that apart from businesses, consumers, com-
munity and the natural environment also benefit through ethical consumption. However, the 
understanding and implementation of ethical production and consumption activities in the 
context of developing countries is still slow-paced due to several factors like political instability, 
increasing corruption and poor of implementation of laws encouraging healthy business envi-
ronment (Baseline Study Report, 2013). This is also due to the differences in buying behavior 
of people in different countries that is largely influenced by five factors, namely: psychological, 
social, economic, and cultural and personal factors (Ramya & Ali,2016).  

Source: Modified from Hamelin et al. (2013)

Socio-demographic 
Factors

• Age
• Sex
• education
• Occupation
• Income
• Marital status

Ethical Product  
Attributes

• Healthy
• Organic
• Bio-degradable
• Environment friendly

Consumers' Ethical 
 Motives

Ethical Consumption

Personal Factors

Environmental Factors

Sustainable Consumption Factors

Social Factors

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for Ethical Consumption
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Price, lack of information and quality perception are the factors responsible for obstruct-
ing ethical consumption of products (Bray et al., 2011). Likewise, consumers give more pref-
erence to issues related to well-being and health than other factors for ethical consumption 
(Burke et al., 2014). Other related studies have found that ethical consumption behavior is 
influenced by price, lack of information, credibility of existing information, ethical self-iden-
tity and moral norms (O'Connor et al., 2017). The studies further emphasize that in order 
to encourage ethical consumption, consumers need to be provided proper information on 
the need for ethical consumption, resulting benefits and clear any misconceptions regarding 
price and quality of ethical products. There should be constant improvement in information 
flow with the consumers to remove the attitude-behavior gap (Wiederhold, 2018).

Conclusion
The literature review carried out on various related studies reflects on several factors that 
obstruct the process of ethical consumption. The difference between consumers’ attitude to-
wards ethical products and their actual consumption behavior, which is known as the ethi-
cal gap, is also understood through the review. Various studies have found that consumers 
attitude towards ethical consumption and actual behavior differs across countries resulting 
from the differences in terms of psychological, social, economic and other personal factors. 
Because of this, the same factors are not found to be influential towards ethical consump-
tion. In this regard, factors like price of products, subjective norms, and attitude were found 
to be the drivers of ethical gap in several countries. Whereas, lack of products’ information, 
unavailability of products, lack of convenience were found to impede ethical consumption in 
some other countries. Several studies have been carried out to identify these factors imped-
ing ethical consumption of products globally. However, despite the increasing concern for 
ethical production and distribution practices around the globe, there seems to be a research 
gap in this area in context of developing countries. This implies that ethical consumption is 
still a subject of study that is to be explored. 
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