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Abstract

This study investigates the impact of consumers’ ethical buying intentions on their buying behavior. Using a
survey approach, the findings suggest the link between ethical buying intentions and behavior depends on
consumers’ awareness of the brand’s general corporate social responsibility activities. Only when consumers
with ethical purchase intentions are aware of the brand’s CSR activities can their intentions translate into
behavior.
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1. Introduction

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has gained increasing attention from individual consumers, policy makers,
and companies. CSR represents the deliberate engagement of the company to allocate resources to social or
ethical actions beyond the financial and shareholders’ obligations (Brown & Dacin, 1997), and has become part
of the corporate image which influences consumers’ product choice (Brown & Dacin, 1997). Because of its
potential in influencing consumers’ purchase decision, companies are encouraged to spend significant resources
on socially responsible causes in the hope to achieve an increase in their profits (Drumwright, 1996). Although
many studies speculates a positive relationship between financial performance and firms’ CSR involvement
(Brown & Dacin, 1997; Ehrich & Irwin, 2005; Luo & Bhattacharya, 2006; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001), the
effects of CSR on financial performance have been disappointing as the relationship they found was either weak
(Pava & Krautz, 1996, Waddock & Graves 1997) or non-existent (Freedman & Jaggi, 1982). To understand the
reason why the relationship between CSR and financial performance is weak, it is necessary to unravel the
relationship between ethical buying intentions and actual ethical buying behavior from consumers’ point of view.
While most studies use experimental approaches to study ethical buying behavior, an approach that is able to tap
into consumers’ ethical intentions and actual behavior is necessary to understand this relationship. Therefore,
using a real case from animal-testing evidence in shampoos, we investigate the relationship between ethical
buying behavior and actual buy intention.

According to Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behavior, a positive relationship exists between purchase
intention and purchase behavior. However, Sproles et al. (1978) argue that “efficient decision making requires
consumers to be fully informed regarding ethical issues.” That is to say, for consumers with less or no ethical
commitments, this does not transmit into ethical buying when they possess sufficient ethical information
(Papaoikonomou & Ginieis, 2011). However, committed ethical consumers actively seek ethical information and
act accordingly (Ehrich & Irwin, 2005). For those committed ethical consumers, CSR knowledge guides their
ethical behavior. As a result, CSR knowledge is a prerequisite for ethical buying, but does not necessarily cause
ethical buying.

Existing CSR studies have taken the position that consumers have enough knowledge of the company’s CSR
engagement (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Ehrich & Irwin, 2005; Luo & Bhattacharya, 2006; Sen & Bhattacharya,
2001). However, this assumption is problematic because it does not reflect most of the real situations; that is,
consumers are generally not aware of company’s (or a brand’s) CSR engagement. It is possible that the weak
relationship between CSR spending and company’s financial performance is caused by the lack of CSR

102



www.ccsenet.org/ibr International Business Research Vol. 6, No. 7; 2013

engagement information. Limited empirical study has investigated this possibility; therefore, to advance our
understanding of consumers’ ethical buying behavior, the current study examines consumers’ CSR reaction by
using a real situation and a real product; that is, animal testing issues in shampoo and consumers’ actual shampoo
buying behavior.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

CSR can be used as a purely economic tool (e.g. satisfying shareholders) or can take a more proactive social
dimension (e.g. The Body Shop community trade support); therefore, it is broadly defined as an organization’s
obligations to act proactively to protect or improve the welfare of society as a whole (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Sen
& Battacharya, 2001). There are six domains in which social responsibility actions can take place, including
community support, diversity, employee support, environment, non-home country, and product (Table 1; Sen &
Bhattacharya, 2001). These domains show the multifaceted aspects of the CSR and emphasize the obligations
that businesses have to society.

Table 1. CSR domains

Domain Example

1. Community support  Educational and housing initiatives for the economically disadvantaged

2. Diversity Race, family and sexual orientations, disability based diversity record and initiatives within and outside the firm
3. Employee support Concern for safety, union relations, profit sharing, employee involvement, job security

4. Environment Environment friendly products, animal testing, hazardous-waste management, recycling, pollution control

5. Non-home country Overseas labour (including sweatshops), operations in countries with human rights violations

6. Product Product safety, research and development/innovation, antitrust disputes

CSR represents the deliberate engagement of the company to allocate resources to social or ethical actions. To
act socially or ethically, a company is able to generate financial benefits as CSR can drive a positive corporate
image; thereby resulting in consumers’ favorable product evaluation (Brown & Dacin, 1997). Companies’
objectives for engaging in spending resources for certain CSR domains go beyond fulfilling external obligations.
Companies allocate resources on social causes mainly to increase competitive advantage, improve stock market
performance, and ultimately enhance profitability (Drumwright, 1996). Unfortunately the effects of CSR on
financial performance have mixed outcomes. Analyzing 21 companies by looking at previous studies, Pava and
Krautz (1996) found that socially responsible firms perform only slightly better than non-socially responsible
firms. But other studies, such as that of Freedman and Jaggi (1982), found no such relationship. These mixed
findings suggest that CSR seems to have ‘at best a weak, positive relationship with financial performance’ Sen
and Bhattacharya (2001, p. 226). So, what makes the weak, if any, connection between CSR and the company’s
performance?

2.2 The Relationship between Ethical Buying Intention and Actual Ethical Buying Behavior

Existing studies have examined the relationship between CSR and product purchase behavior by using situations
in which consumers made purchasing decisions while signifying the concept of CSR (Chandon, Morowitz, &
Reinartz, 2005; Sheppard et al., 1988; Wilson, Mathews & Harvey, 1975). This relationship is logical since
according to Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behavior, a positive relationship exists between purchase intention
and purchase behavior. To be more specific, Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behavior suggests that intention is
determined by three factors: attitudes towards the behavior (favorable or unfavorable evaluation of the behavior),
subjective norms (perceived social pressure regarding the performance of the behavior) and perceived behavioral
control (estimation of performing the behavior reflecting past experience and anticipated obstacles). The
magnitude of the influence of each factor in the prediction of intention varies depending on the behavior and
situations. Furthermore, the theory emphasizes the fact that only a person’s salient beliefs influence a person’s
intentions and actions. These salient beliefs lead to the development of attitudes about the object in question.
These positive relationships have been confirmed in the psychology (Bruvold, 1972) and marketing (Kolodinsky
et al., 2010) literature: both beliefs and behavior are related to attitudes. In other words, people who show more
empathy and care about others also consider CSR as being important in the business environment.

However, what current literature has found is buying intention does not necessarily lead to actual buying
behavior (Freedman & Jaggi, 1982; Pava & Krautz, 1996; Waddock & Graves, 1997). We agree with Ajzen
(1991) that attitudes are an essential source of intention; however, we argue that this intention does not always
lead to behavior. This is because the relationship between purchase intention and actual purchase behavior is
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dependent on the buying situation (Bonfield, 1974). Since a person’s salient beliefs can be reflected in situations
where the attitudes are developed about the object in question (Ajzen, 1991), it is only logical to propose this
relationship. However, criticisms of this type of study indicate that the situation in the previous studies differs
from reality (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). Most consumers are not reminded of CSR
when making a purchase decision in reality, compared with the study contexts where a specific CSR situation is
delineated. Because of this, we propose that while the attitudes towards CSR directly influences ethical purchase
intention (H1a), their ethical purchase intention does not lead to their actual ethical behavior (H1b).

Hla: There is a positive relationship between the attitudes towards ethical behavior and ethical purchase
intention.

H1b: There is no clear relationship between ethical purchase intention and actual ethical buying behavior.

2.3 The Moderating Role of Awareness in the Relationship between Purchase Intention and Ethical Buying
Behavior

A necessary part of the product choice, which occurs before the choice decision is product evaluation, which is
an overall judgment of the product with respect to the existing alternatives. For the product evaluation to take
place, consumers need to possess information about the product or about the company. Being informed about the
company’s CSR implies having some knowledge about the company, which in turn can influence consumers’
product evaluation. If the consumer holds an overall positive evaluation about the company’s CSR, this may
have a positive impact on the product evaluation (Brown & Dacin, 1997).

Information about the company’s social and ethical actions can take the form of product ethical attributes
available on the product packaging. Ehrich and Irwin (2005) define ethical attributes as “attributes that reflect a
person’s conscience” (p.267), and are related to the ethical values that a person holds. Thus, CSR and ethical
attributes are two concepts which are linked. CSR refers to the information about the company regarding social
and ethical issues and ethical attributes refer to the ethical information that is available at the purchasing point
about these ethical issues. Attribute information about the ethical practice of the company is not always easily
available. Chattopadhyay and Alba (1988) show that attitudes about a product are influenced by the product
attributes recalled when the evaluation of the product takes place. Thus, if ethical attributes about a product are
not available in the memory or on the packaging, these cannot influence consumers’ product evaluation.

Existing studies showed that company’s CSR influences customers’ buying decision indirectly by influencing
their perception about the company, which can have an impact on the product evaluation and thus on their
product choice (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). These studies examined the relationship
between CSR and product purchase behavior, using situations in which consumers made purchasing decisions
while being familiar with the CSR (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). More specifically, they
found that CSR activities affect consumers’ purchase intention by establishing the proper context for the
purchasing intentions to occur or for consumers who hold particular CSR beliefs. In a real world situation, when
a purchasing decision is made, information about CSR, such as labour practice, environmental friendliness,
animal cruelty, is not always readily available. This can in turn result in consumers’ purchasing decision being
contradictory to their buying intentions and beliefs. In Ehrich and Irwin’s (2005) study, they found that even for
most consumers who held strong ethical attitudes, they did not seek relevant CSR information prior to purchase.
However when ethical attribute information is readily available, consumers consider it in their purchasing
choice. These findings imply that when ethical attribute information is not available, consumers’ ethical attitudes
cannot influence their purchasing decision. Thus creating a situation in which CSR actions are known by the
participants may not accurately reflect how CSR influences consumers’ product choice in real situations. Since
the awareness of CSR activities in general influence how consumers decide their purchasing choices, we argue
that the ethical buying intentions can be translated into their actual buying behavior only when they are aware of
the CSR activities. If there are unaware of the CSR activities, ethical buying intentions will not lead to actual
buying behavior. Therefore, we hypothesize the moderating role of consumer awareness in the relationship
between ethical buying intentions and their actual buying behavior.

H2: Consumers’ awareness of the company’s CSR activities moderates the relationship between their ethical
buying intention and their actual ethical buying behavior.

Figure shows the summary of our conceptual framework.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework

3. Method
3.1 Context of Study

The context of the company’s animal testing policy was chosen for the current study in relation to the shampoo
brand. The reasons for choosing animal testing policy are threefold. First, companies are not legally bound to
engage in non-animal testing practice. As a result, those which do not test on animals are seen as engaging in an
ethical activity. Secondly, consumers have different opinions about this topic. Some consumers have strong
views against animal tested products while others do not seem to concern much. With a wide range of opinions
regarding this issue, it is assumed that the study is able to examine if consumers’ attitudes coincide with their
behavior. Finally, information about animal testing is not always readily available on the shampoo packages. If
consumers want to know about this information, they are required to undertake extra information search
activities.

3.2 Measures

The questionnaire consists of four scales taken from existing literature and modified to match the animal testing
context via a series of interviews and pilot studies. The scales include (1) seven items of consumers’ buying
intention regarding animal tested products (ethical buying intention) (Bohlen, Schlegelmilch & Diamantopoulos,
1993), and (2) six items of attitudes towards ethical matters (ethical attitudes) (Kinnear & Taylor, 1973; Ehrich &
Irwin, 2005). They were all measured by the nine-point Likert-type scales. The wording was modified to fit the
current study context (animal testing) and refined after a discussion with 10 undergraduate students and one

consumer research professional to ensure they were easy to understand. The details of the scales are displayed in
Table 2.

Table 2. Measurement scales

Measurement scales References

Attitudes towards animal testing issues Kinnear and Taylor (1973) and Ehrich and Irwin
1. All consumers should be interested if the products they purchase are tested on (2005)

animals.

2. Consumers should urge their friends to give up products that are tested on animals

3. Products should not be tested on animals.

4. T would be very disappointed if I find out the product I bought is tested on animals.

5. I would be very angry if I find out that the product I bought is tested on animals.

6. I believe that companies are telling the truth about not using animal testing.

Ethical buying intentions Bohlen, Schlegelmilch and Diamantopoulos
. I am in general aware of shampoos being tested on animals. (1993)
. I'am aware of my shampoo being tested on animals.
. I seek information if products are tested on animals prior to purchase.

. When shampoos brands are similarly priced I choose the one not tested on animals.

. I choose the shampoo brands which are not tested on animals, regardless of price.

. I am willing to pay a higher price for a shampoo brand, knowing that it does not use
animal testing.

1
2
3
4. I would buy shampoo brands which are not tested on animals.
5
6
7

Two dichotomic (yes or no) questions regarding (1) the consumers’ awareness of the CSR activities in general by
the companies they buy from and (2) their awareness of the companies’ animal testing policy in specific were
asked. These questions were coded into dummy variables, where 0 represents ‘aware of the activities’ and 1
represents ‘not aware of the activities’.
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One open question asked the respondents their currently used shampoo, indicating their actual ethical buying
behavior. This question was coded into a dummy variable, where 0 represents an ‘animal tested brand’ and 1
represents a ‘non-animal tested brand.” We followed Irwin & Naylor’s (2009) study to source from the Caring
Consumer website (http://www.caringconsumer.com) to verify whether or not the brands use an animal testing
practice.

3.3 Sampling Procedures

The questionnaires were distributed to students in a University in northern England. They were distributed
face-to-face to undergraduate students within several accommodation halls in the University. A student sample
was purposefully chosen because students have been exposed to debates about the current environment and
economic situation. They are the future employees and entrepreneurs, with some of them influencing the future
economic policies. Thus their opinion and behavior with respect to CSR actions is important in shaping policies
regarding environmental issues.

4. Results

One hundred thirteen questionnaires were returned, and the sample comprised of 57% females (57%) and 43%
males. Of 113 respondents, 15% claimed that they knew about the company’s general CSR practice, 27%
claimed that they knew about the company’s animal testing policy, and 28% used a shampoo brand which was
not involved in animal testing practices. The results showed that the Cronbach’s alphas were all above .70:
consumers’ ethical buying intention: .89; attitudes towards the company’s CSR: .95; attitudes towards CSR in
general: .87; attitudes towards ethical issues: .91; skepticism: .80. Sex did not suggest much difference in their
awareness, buying intentions, actual buying behavior with regard to ethical issues, except for their attitudes
towards ethical matter: females were shown more concerned about ethical matters than their male counterparts
(Mmale=26.00, SDmale =9.41; Mfemale=32.12, SD female=9.80; t =-3.339, p <.01).

The regression analysis showed a strong positive relationship between the respondents’ attitudes towards the
animal testing policies and their buying intentions of non-animal tested products (R2=.39, F=72.27, p<.01;
B=.63, t=8.50, p<.01). Therefore, Hla is supported. Logistic regression analysis was carried out to examine H1b.
The results showed that there was no significant relationship found between consumers’ buying intention
regarding animal tested shampoos and their actual buying behavior (Model 1 in Table 3). In other words, their
intention of not buying animal tested shampoos did not indicate that they would buy shampoos not being tested
on animals Therefore, evidence for H1b is found. Moreover, the results showed that the specific awareness of the
company’s animal testing policy did not demonstrate any impact to their actual ethical buying behavior. Nor did
it generate interaction effect with their ethical buying intention to influence actual ethical buying behavior
(Model 2, Table 3). Nevertheless, when the respondents claimed that they were aware of the general CSR
activities undertaken by the companies from which they bought their shampoos and that they intended to buy
non-animal tested shampoos, they tended to buy shampoos not tested on animals (Model 3, Table 3). Thus, H2
was supported.

Table 3. Logistic regression models

Dependent variable: Hosmer and Lemeshow Test of
Independent variables Actual ethical buying behavior Model Fit
B(S.E) Wald (df) Exp(B) 2 (dD)
Model 1:
Ethical buying intention .08 (.11) A7 (1) 1.08 523 (8)
Constant -1.25 (.51) 5.95 (1) 29%
Model 2:
Ethical buying intention 17 (21) .66 (1) 1.18 9.22 (8)
Awareness of animal testing policy (s) -.82 (1.38) 35(1) 44
Ethical buying intention x awareness (s) -.15(.25) .36 (1) .86
Constant -1.02 (.57) 3.24 (1) .36
Model 3:
Ethical buying intention .66 (.35) 3.51(1) 1.93 491 (8)
Awareness of general CSR activities (g) -2.78 (2.02) 1.89 (1) .62
Ethical buying intention x awareness (g) -.86 (.38) 5.15(1) 43*
Constant -46 (.55) .68 (1) .63
Note: *p<.05.
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5. Discussion

The current findings contribute to the existing literature on buying intention and buying behavior. They show
that intentions are not correlated with behavior. Self-reported buying behavior is widely used in marketing
research as it is a convenient method. Some companies assess consumers’ buying intention as a means to
forecasting the implementation of new products. This study shows that other factors could intervene between the
buying intention and actual buying behavior (e.g. moral hypocrisy, lack of attribute information, lack of interest,
or habitual buying). Thus, researchers should be aware of the limitations of this relationship when assessing their
products’ market performance.

This study also contributes to the CSR literature, as it found that ethical attitudes correlate with ethical buying
intention and ethical buying intention does not correlate with ethical buying behavior when using a real situation,
as suggested by Sen and Bhattacharya (2001). This relationship occurs when using the whole sample and when
using only the sample where the CSR was known. Previous research investigated CSR’s impact on consumers’
buying intention and product evaluation using experimental methodology (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Sen &
Bhattacharya, 2001; Ehrich & Irwin, 2005). Although these studies could establish causal relationships between
variables, they did not evaluate how consumers react to CSR in a real situation, where habitual buying might
occur.

The current findings could be useful to managers who allocate resources on CSR initiatives, because it shows
that in general consumers are not aware of this practice. Managers should find a better way to communicate their
social actions and place emphasis on the consequences that might occur when they are not involved in these
actions. However, it should be noted that the specific awareness of animal testing policy is not as helpful as the
general awareness of the company’s CSR activities. This is partly due to the consumers’ wrong awareness of
animal testing policy. However, even the company placed an emphasis on their general CSR activities, the link
between their ethical purchase intention and actual purchase behavior is more easily established. Aside from this,
for this particular case (i.e. shampoo products), the results could suggest that managers should concentrate their
efforts on product attributes other than non-animal testing, because this alone does not lead to an increase in
purchasing behavior. These findings could also be used by policy makers, who could encourage people to buy
non-animal tested products. They should increase people’s awareness about animal testing practice and its
devastating effects on animals. This could be done by requiring cosmetics companies which test on animals to
have information about these actions clearly labeled on their products.

6. Conclusion and Future Research

Although the relationship between attitudes and buying intention corresponds to the previous findings (Sheppard
et al., 1988; Wilson et al., 1975), no significant relationship was found between buying intention and actual
buying behavior with regards to their intention of buying animal tested shampoos. However, the significant
relationship reappeared when controlling consumers’ awareness of the company’s CSR activities. These findings
substantiate Ehrichm and Irwin’s (2005) suggestion that consumers did not act on their ethical buying intention
because of their unawareness of the company’s CSR activities.

Three directions for future research are proposed. First is to extend this study into different consumer samples
(e.g. housewives, businessmen, consumers with different socio-economical status) and ethical contexts (e.g.
other CSR activities rather than animal testing). Moreover, comparisons could be made between consumers from
different countries or between groups with extreme views about CSR issues (such as political activist, green
organization member or the skeptical consumers who do not quite believe the use of CSR). Our knowledge of
consumers’ ethical consumption patterns could benefit from a more comprehensive research.

Second, future research could investigate consumers’ emotions with respect to CSR actions. It might help
explain the discrepancy between attitudes and buying behavior, the effect of cognitive dissonance (Festinger,
1957) in their ethical attitudes and behavior, and the reason why consumers’ avoidance to deal with negative
emotions. There are still many areas in real life situations waiting for us to explore and to understand why people
purchase ethically; thereby helping policy makers as well as the businesses to turn CSR activities not just into
legislation, but an economical value.

Third, future research is encouraged to examine how consumers search for product attribute information.
Understanding how consumers search the information is important as it constitutes the basis for product
evaluation. Voss, Spangenbers and Grohman (2003) argue that consumers consider both utilitarian (functional
attributes) and hedonic (sensations associated with the product) product attributes when making purchasing
choices as these influence their cognitive and affective involvement. Alternatively, product evaluation also
depends on consumers’ involvement in the purchasing decision (Olshavsky & Granbois, 1979). More evidence is
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required to understand how consumers engage in extended attribute research prior to purchase with regard to
CSR issues. These many areas await for our exploration.
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