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Introduction
Current global patterns of economic development have created numerous social and 
environmental challenges. The origin and growth of these global problems are largely 
anthropogenic—that is, primarily due to human activities (Laudal 2010). These prob-
lems are also affected by decision-making processes at different stakeholder levels: indi-
vidual, political, organizational, and societal. Individual consumption decisions and their 
antecedents have been extensively addressed in past consumer behavior research. The 
present study addresses factors that affect US consumers’ intentions to patronize retail 
apparel brands engaged in corporate social responsibility (CSR).

Industries play a vital role in the development of contemporary society and, therefore, 
bear a significant responsibility for its well-being. For this reason, sustainable business 
practices have emerged as an important element of corporate strategy (Moosemayer and 
Fuljahn 2010), commonly referred to as CSR. The practice of companies addressing and 

Abstract 

This study provides understanding of factors that affect US consumers’ intentions to 
patronize retail apparel brands engaged in corporate social responsibility (CSR). The 
study utilizes a dual theoretical framework comprised of the theory of reasoned action 
(TRA) and Schwartz’s value theory. Data were collected via a web-based survey from 
a national sample of 407 US consumers. Findings revealed that moral norms, subjec-
tive norms, and attitudes were all important predictors of US consumers’ intentions to 
patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR. Overall, the results of this study provide 
important theoretical implications for extending the TRA to include measures of self-
transcendent values (universalism and benevolence) and moral norms in the context 
of consumers’ ethical decision making. The findings also provide important practical 
implications for retail apparel brands planning to incorporate CSR policies in their 
corporate agenda. It is proposed that retail apparel brands should integrate CSR related 
information in their strategic marketing activities to increase consumer awareness of its 
socially responsible business practices, which in turn may enhance brand image.

Keywords:  Corporate social responsibility, Values, Norms

Open Access

© The Author(s) 2017. This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and 
indicate if changes were made.

RESEARCH

Diddi and Niehm ﻿Fash Text  (2017) 4:5 
DOI 10.1186/s40691-017-0086-0

*Correspondence:   
sonali.diddi@colostate.edu 
1 Department of Design 
and Merchandising, College 
of Health and Human 
Sciences, Colorado State 
University, Fort Collins, CO 
80523, USA
Full list of author information 
is available at the end of the 
article

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Crossref

https://core.ac.uk/display/205939991?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40691-017-0086-0&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 20Diddi and Niehm ﻿Fash Text  (2017) 4:5 

reporting sustainability-related issues has grown steadily over the past several decades. 
According to a KPMG survey (2015) of corporate sustainability reporting, 90% of the 
Global Fortune 250 (G250) and 75% of the 100 world’s largest companies by revenue 
(N100) currently report corporate responsibility using global reporting initiative (GRI) 
standards.

From a consumer perspective, concerns regarding the environmental and social 
impacts of companies’ actions are also increasing. According to a 2012 survey of 4000 
managers and executives worldwide (Knut et  al. 2012), 70% of firms have placed sus-
tainability on their management agenda. Interestingly, 41% of the survey respondents 
cited consumer preferences as the most common reason for providing sustainable 
products and services (Simmons and Becker-Olsen 2006). Research pertaining to CSR 
and its influence on consumer purchase decisions has been conducted in numerous 
industry sectors and distribution channels including organic food, health, energy, and 
water (Dodd and Supa 2011; Arvola et al. 2008; Godin et al. 2005). A growing stream of 
research has also investigated sustainable apparel consumption (Dickson 2000; Kang and 
Hustvedt 2014a, b; Kozar and Connell 2013) with a focus on consumers’ environmental 
concern, knowledge, attitudes and behaviors.

The retail apparel industry is particularly impacted by the issue of sustainability, as the 
global apparel supply chain contributes significantly to pollution and ecological hazards 
(Peterson et al. 2012). Globalization has also contributed to the (un)sustainability of the 
retail apparel industry. Additionally, poverty prevalent in developing and under-devel-
oped countries, contributes towards the availability of cheap labor leading to exploita-
tion of the workforce. Apparel companies increasingly outsource production to take 
advantage of such cheap labor in these countries, where people are willing to work in 
sweatshop conditions. Furthermore, women in developing countries are more vulner-
able to working in poor conditions because there are few other legitimate opportunities 
for them to earn income (Laudal 2010). Also, lax regulations in many developing coun-
tries mean that chemical wastes need not be disposed of in an environmentally friendly 
way (Laudal 2010). As apparel is manufactured in response to consumer demand, it fol-
lows that growing apparel consumption contributes to increased pollution, shortages of 
clean water, and depletion of fossil fuels and raw materials (Chan and Wong 2012).

Consumers are increasingly taking into account retail brands’ CSR practices when 
making purchase decisions. Previous research in other domains (e.g. Arvola et al. 2008; 
Brown and Dacin 1997; Poortinga et al. 2004) has shown that consumers value CSR and 
feel good when they buy from brands associated with socially responsible behaviors. 
Scholarly research pertaining to CSR in the retail apparel sector has focused primarily 
on topics related to social issues (e.g. sweatshops, fair trade, social responsibility label-
ling) prevalent in apparel companies (Dickson 2000; Dickson and Eckman 2006; Hus-
tvedt et al. 2008; Kozar and Connell 2010); marketing and promotion (Hyllegard et al. 
2012; Kim et al. 2012; Phau and Ong 2007) and environmental impacts of textiles and 
apparel production (Brosdahl and Carpenter 2010; Hustvedt and Bernard 2010). A lim-
ited number of studies have focused on CSR in the apparel industry from management 
and supply chain perspectives (de Abreu et al. 2012; Dargusch and Ward 2010; Laudal 
2010); transparency and social responsibility (Kang and Hustvedt 2014a, b; Bhaduri 
and Ha-Brookshire 2011). Further, the findings of consumer behavior studies focusing 
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on apparel and textiles and social responsibility are often contradictory. For instance, 
scholars including Dickson (2000), Kang and Hustvedt (2014a, b), Kozar and Connell 
(2013), among others, have found an attitude-behavior-gap that often exists in consum-
ers’ knowledge and attitudes of social and environmental sustainability and apparel pur-
chasing intentions.

To date, minimal research has investigated the influence exerted by individual’s val-
ues and moral norms on consumers’ attitudes and intentions to patronize retail apparel 
brands’ engaged in CSR practices. The lack of research in these areas warrants further 
investigation to determine the behavorial antecedents of consumer intentions to patron-
ize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities. The objective of the present study 
was to understand the role of consumers’ personal normative influence (values and 
norms) on their attitudes and patronage intentions of retail apparel brands engaged in 
CSR. Specifically, this study builds on research by Conner and Armitage (1998) and Fer-
rell et al. (2013), to include values and norms in behavioral theories to better understand 
consumers’ ethical decision making. An ethical decision making model encompassing 
consumers’ personal normative influences was proposed and empirically tested (see 
Fig. 1). This study is also among the first to test the relationship between Schwartz’s self-
transcendent values (universalism and benevolent), moral norms, and elements of the 
TRA, providing a unique theoretical perspective concerning consumers’ ethical decision 
making in the retail apparel context.

Literature review
Theoretical background

A dual theoretical framework comprised of the theory of reasoned action (TRA) and 
Schwartz’s value theory was employed for this study. This framework facilitated exami-
nation of consumer attitudes, their antecedents, and the influence of each on consum-
ers’ intentions to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR. In addition, this study 
explored the role of personal values and moral norms in consumers’ ethical decision-
making, specifically in an apparel purchasing context.

Theory of reasoned action (TRA)

TRA has been extensively used in consumer behavior studies (Ajzen 1991). The TRA 
focuses on theoretical constructs concerned with factors that determine the likelihood 
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Fig. 1  Research model of consumers’ ethical decision-making showing relationship between values, norms, 
attitudes, and patronage intentions
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of performing a specific behavior. An individual’s intention to engage in a specific behav-
ior is a function of his/her attitude and subjective norms. Behavioral beliefs act as under-
lying influence on individual’s attitude and normative beliefs influence the subjective 
norms which in turn towards performing a behavior and. Attitudes towards a behav-
ior is based on individuals evaluation of performing the behavior. The TRA takes into 
account only behaviors that are under an individual’s volitional control (Ajzen 1991). 
Some studies have used the TRA in an apparel purchasing context (Kozar and Marcketti 
2011; Summers et  al. 2006; Yan et  al. 2010). Kozar and Marcketti (2011) explored the 
influence of ethical and materialism values as antecedents to young consumers’ inten-
tions to purchase counterfeit apparel products. Summers et  al. (2006) found that atti-
tude towards performing the behavior, subjective norm, social acceptance, and fashion 
involvement were significant predictors of consumers’ purchase intention of luxury alli-
gator leather products. Yan et al.’s (2010) study also found that attitude toward brand, 
subjective norm, attitude toward advertisement, eco-fashion involvement, and environ-
mental commitment were strong predictors of intention to purchase an environmentally 
friendly apparel brand. Studies using TRA in apparel purchasing context have primarily 
focused on subjective norms, attributing much less importance to personal moral norms 
(i.e. an individual’s belief or perception about what is right or wrong). To address the gap 
in research, the present study proposes an extension of the TRA to include a measure of 
moral norms based on personal values as antecedents to attitude and purchase inten-
tions. Justification for the addition of this construct is based on its central role in a num-
ber of ethical frameworks (Hunt and Vitell 1986; Rest 1983).

Schwartz value theory

Schwartz’s (1992) theory differentiates between different value types and posits that val-
ues are a continuum of shared motivational emphases. The different values identified by 
Schwartz (1992) are broadly organized in two dimensions underlying four broad higher-
order values, based on their motivational similarities and dissimilarities. One dimension 
contrasts openness to change (self-direction, stimulation, hedonism) and conservation 
values (conformity, tradition, security). The other dimension contrasts self-enhancement 
and self transcendence values. Self-transcendent values (universalism and benevolence) 
emphasize equality and concern of others welfare whereas, self-enhancement values 
(power and achievement) focus on individual’s own success and domination over others. 
This study explored the role of self-transcendence values as they are especially relevant 
to consumers’ ethical decision-making processes. The self-transcendence dimension 
encompasses values that “motivate people to transcend selfish concerns and promote 
the welfare of others, close and distant, and of nature” (Schwartz 1992, pp. 43–44). The 
self-transcendence dimension includes both universalistic and benevolent values.

Corporate social responsibility (CSR)

This study utilized the International Organization for Standardization’s (ISO) defi-
nition of CSR as it is adopted by most of Fortune 500 companies. According to the 
ISO 26000:2010, CSR is defined as an organization’s responsibility for their decisions 
and actions that can impact society and the environment. Their new standard, ISO 
26000:2010, audits a firm’s socially responsible performance (ISO, n.d.) on various 
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parameters like human rights, labor practices, social performance, environmental foot-
print, product responsibility and economic viability.

Previous research has shown a positive relationship between a company’s CSR activi-
ties and consumers’ attitudes towards that company and its products (Lee and Shin 
2010; Lii and Lee 2012). Consumers are increasingly taking into account company’s 
CSR record in their decisions to purchase their products (Marin et al. 2009; Groza et al. 
2011). According to a Global CSR study conducted by a leading market research com-
pany (Cone Inc. 2013), one in three consumers feel businesses should address social and 
environmental needs in their business operations.

The retail apparel industry has received immense media attention with regard to 
issues of fair treatment of workers, use of sweatshop labor, poor working conditions 
and ethical decisions about buying or sourcing raw materials and production (Laudal 
2010). Consumer reactions to these issues gained impetus in the 1990s due to Nike’s 
poor labor practices prevalent in its overseas apparel manufacturing factories. This 
fueled many retail apparel brands to explicitly communicate their CSR policies on their 
websites. With the recent collapse of an apparel manufacturing company in Bangla-
desh that resulted in loss of more than 1000 lives, retailers like Gap and Walmart faced 
immense consumer criticism for not signing a labor-backed plan to provide safe work-
ing conditions (USA Today, May 21, 2013). Consumers are increasingly holding other 
retail apparel brands (e.g. Marks and Spencer, Disney, JC Penney, Ralph Lauren, Tommy 
Hilfiger, Forever 21) accountable for their socially irresponsible business practices con-
cerning environmental and community development issues (Institute of Public and 
Environmental Affairs 2012).

Given increasing consumer concerns regarding retail apparel brands socially respon-
sible practices, there has been added emphasis on research examining the consumption 
of (a) apparel manufactured by brands using sweatshop labor (Dickson 2001; Iwanow 
et al. 2005; Rudell 2006; Shaw et al. 2007); (b) apparel using of organic/recycled mate-
rials (Hiller Connell 2011; Hustvedt and Dickson 2009; Kang and Hustvedt 2014a, b); 
(c) apparel that have fair trade or socially responsible labelling (Hustvedt and Bernard 
2010; Hustvedt et  al. 2008; Hyllegard et  al. 2012) and (d) second-hand/used clothing 
(Ha-Brookshire and Hodges 2009; Hawley 2006). However, relatively few studies have 
focused on all dimensions of CSR practices of retail apparel brands and consumers’ pur-
chase intentions. For example, Gupta and Hodges’s (2012) qualitative study explored 
Indian consumers’ perceptions and expectations of apparel brands’ CSR. Furthermore, 
Kang and Hustvedt (2014a, b) study examining the relationship between consumers’ 
subjective evaluations of CSR efforts and brand equity in the footwear industry, found 
that brand’s perceived CSR transparency and perceived corporate giving directly influ-
enced brand equity. Woo and Jin’s (2016) study which employed a US and South Korean 
students as sample, found a positive relationship between apparel companies CSR 
dimensions of product responsibility, economic and environmental issues and its brand 
equity.

Research examining the influence of consumers’ values and norms on their willing-
ness to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR practices is scant and has yielded 
inconsistent and contradictory findings. Specifically, Dickson’s (2000) study on personal 
values and consumer behavior indicated a positive relationship between the importance 
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consumers placed on societal values and their suspicion of business intentions encour-
aging social responsibility. A more recent study by Kim et al. (2012) found that there was 
a significant effect of social norms and environmental concern on consumers’ purchase 
intentions from retail apparel brands that have environmentally friendly claims in their 
advertisements. On the other hand, Woo and Jin’s (2016) study did not reveal significant 
relationship between apparel companies CSR dimensions and brand equity based on 
consumers’ cultural values. As CSR is gaining momentum in the apparel industry (Woo 
and Jin 2016), it is imperative to understand the importance consumers place on retail 
apparel brands CSR practices based on their values and moral norms, warranting further 
investigation.

Attitudes and antecedents of attitudes towards a behavior

According to the TRA, attitudes are influenced by behavioral beliefs, which are beliefs 
about the likely consequences of a given behavior (Ajzen 1991). Numerous studies have 
found that beliefs regarding ethical issues in apparel and textiles are important precur-
sors of attitude formation (Dickson 2001; Kozar and Connell 2010; Littrell et al. 1999). 
These studies have shown that consumer awareness regarding sweatshop labor, ethical 
codes of conduct, fair trade practices, environmental effects of acquisition, use and dis-
posal of production waste materials and other social issues all play an important role in 
consumers’ apparel purchase decisions. However, minimal research has investigated the 
role of values and norms on attitude formation. Given changing consumer dynamics (i.e. 
more ethically aware consumers) it is imperative to understand what factors influence 
consumption choices. Increasingly, consumers are using non-product attributes, like 
CSR practices, to evaluate and patronize retail apparel brands. Given the complex nature 
of apparel consumption decisions, it is important to understand the inherent nature of 
consumers’ value orientations and their influence on the purchase decision process.

Universalistic values and moral norms

Inherent values guide individuals’ choices and behavior. Values are an integral part of 
individuals’ perception of self (Schwartz 1992). Values provide a basis for evaluating 
alternatives and choices to behave in a certain way and individuals vary in the levels and 
types of values that are important to them (Ramasamy et al. 2010). Universalistic values 
represent “understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protection for the welfare of all 
people and for nature” (Schwartz 1992, p. 12). A number of studies in other domains 
have shown that there is a positive relationship between universalistic values and sup-
port for environmental and social causes (Nordlund and Garvill 2002; Poortinga et al. 
2004; Schultz and Zelezny 1999).

Moral norms are defined as an individual’s perception of right or wrong (Ajzen 1991) 
which takes into account their “personal feelings of…responsibility to perform, or refuse 
to perform, a certain behavior” (Ajzen 1991, p. 199). Moral norms are based upon one’s 
own value orientation. Universalistic values shape an individual’s perspective on social 
and environmental issues, which in turn governs the activation of their moral norms 
(Basil and Weber 2006). Universalistic values shape an individual’s perspective on social 
and environmental issues, which in turn governs the activation of their moral norms 
(Basil and Weber 2006). In the TRA, all normative influences are mediated by subjective 
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norms and attitudes (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980; Manstead 2000). Moral norms may take 
on added salience with respect to how consumers behave in situations involving retail 
brands’ irresponsible behavior in a social or environmental context (Schmeltz 2012). 
Consumers’ moral norms are the basis for the formation of their beliefs and attitudes 
towards retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities. Moral norms may, therefore, 
directly or indirectly affect consumers’ decisions to purchase apparel from retail brands 
engaged in CSR activities. Based on the above discussion, the following relationships are 
hypothesized:

Hypothesis H1  There is a positive relationship between the importance consumers 
place on universalistic values and their moral norms.

Hypothesis H2  There is a positive relationship between consumers moral norms and 
attitudes towards retail apparel brands engaged in CSR.

Hypothesis H3  There is a positive relationship between consumers moral norms and 
their intentions to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR.

Benevolent values and subjective norms

Values greatly influence the formation of attitudes, as well as intentions to behave in a 
certain way (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980). Understanding a person’s value structure pro-
vides important insight into what influences their attitudes and intention to support 
companies involved in CSR. Benevolent values are those pertaining to “preserving 
and enhancing the welfare of those with whom one is in frequent personal contact” 
(Schwartz 1992, p. 14). Benevolent values are relevant in consumer ethical decision-
making since they represent sensitivity to the welfare of others and to actions that put 
others’ interests before one’s own. Benevolent values are measured based on the impor-
tance individuals attribute to aspects like true friendship, honesty, loyalty to family and 
friends. Doran (2009) found that benevolent values were salient in US consumers’ con-
sumption of fair trade products.

Subjective norms are defined as an individual’s perceptions of whether people impor-
tant to the individual think the behavior should be performed. Subjective norms formed 
an influencing factor in various consumers’ ethical purchasing scenarios (Tarkiainen 
and Sundqvist 2005). Numerous studies have also lent empirical and conceptual support 
towards the influence of social referents in clothing consumption behavior (Summers 
et al. 2006; Ma et al. 2012). Subjective norms in the TRA are a form of social pressure 
and are known to exert pressure on individuals to act in an environmentally responsible 
way (Hustvedt and Dickson 2009). Moral norms are conceptually different from subjec-
tive norms as they reflect self-expectations and personal responsibility for performing a 
given behavior (Manstead 2000). The present study posits a theoretical linkage between 
benevolent values and subjective norms. Consumers who place high importance on 
benevolence may have a higher probability of being influenced by people who are close 
to them. Both of these constructs relate to the importance individuals attribute to people 
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with whom they are in close contact, and their influence on individual decision making, 
providing support for the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis H4  There is a positive relationship between the importance consumers 
place on benevolent values and their subjective norms.

Randall and Gibson (1991) criticized researchers who tested only relationships 
hypothesized by TRA and ignored other linkages between subjective norms and atti-
tudes. Numerous studies have found that normative and attitudinal constructs may be 
dependent and, therefore, subjective norms could influence attitudes toward behavior 
(Vallerand et al. 1992; Chang 1998). Burke (2006) argued that “norms not only prescribe 
attitudes and perceptions but also behavior” (p. 124). Attitudes are not formed in iso-
lation and interactions with people may influence an individual through social pres-
sures and behavioral expectations (Kiecolt 1988), thus providing support for the next 
hypothesis:

Hypothesis H5  There is a positive relationship between consumers subjective norms 
and attitudes towards retail apparel brands engaged in CSR.

Consumer patronage intentions

According to the TRA, the more favorable a person’s attitudes and subjective norms 
are toward a particular behavior, the stronger their intention to perform that behav-
ior (Ajzen 1991). Numerous studies focusing of socially responsible business practices 
have examined consumers’ patronage intentions (Kim et al. 2012; Hustvedt and Dickson 
2009; Yan et  al. 2010). Hyllegard et  al. (2012) found that consumers were more likely 
to purchase apparel from companies that communicated explicitly about their socially 
responsible business practices on their hang tags. This study aims to examine the influ-
ence of moral norms, subjective norms and attitudes and on consumer patronage inten-
tions. Consumers’ have positive image of retail apparel brands engaged in CSR practices. 
These have ranged from increase in brand equity (Woo and Jin 2016); willingness to pay 
more (Lee 2011); and purchase intentions (Hyllegard et al. 2012; Yan et al. 2010). This 
collective body of research provides support for the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis H6  There is a positive relationship between consumers subjective norms 
and their intentions to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR.

Hypothesis H7  There is a positive relationship between consumers attitudes and their 
intentions to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR.

Methods
Sampling and data collection

The sample for this study was recruited using the services of a market research com-
pany specializing in consumer panel studies—Survey Sampling International (SSI, n.d.). 
The online sample was selected from SSI’s sampling universe that included proprietary 
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panels, as well as partnerships with websites and online sources. Proprietary panel con-
tact methods included an e-mail invitation from SSI. For the internet-based sample, invi-
tations were placed on 1000s of websites to provide maximum diversity of the sampling 
frame, and respondents were invited to click and “take the survey”. Data collection took 
place in March 2014.

Using an external company for data collection was advantageous, as it ensured a higher 
number of participants who fit the demographic criteria (US consumers aged 18 and 
above) required for the present study. The consumer panel thus represented a diverse 
national sample of US consumers. Demographic profiles represented nearly equivalent 
distributions in terms of age, gender, income level and educational attainment. Accord-
ing to SSI’s data, 467 people entered the survey, with 18 screening out, 42 dropping out 
in the middle of the survey, and 407 completing the survey, resulting in 87% completion 
rate. As the study specified a demographic criteria of US consumers aged 18 or above, 
the screening question required participants to answer the question regarding their age 
and residency. If the participants did not fit the demographic criteria they were screened 
out. The survey was developed and hosted using Survey Gizmo—online survey software. 
The survey was made available online through a web link for 48 h as the required sample 
size for the study was achieved.

Measures

This study used Dillman’s (2000) recommended procedure to develop the on-line sur-
vey instrument and included items to assess relationships hypothesized in the research 
model. The survey consisted of four sections. The first section included items pertain-
ing to self-transcendent values—universalism (nine items) and benevolence (nine items). 
These items were measured using Schwartz value survey (Schwartz 1992). Respondents 
were asked to rate the importance of these values on a seven-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from not at all important (1) to very important (7). The reported reliability 
for this scale is 0.85. Sample questions asked participants to rate values based on their 
importance in their life. Examples of some values in the survey included—equality (equal 
opportunity for all), social justice (correcting injustice, care for the weak) and protecting 
the environment (preserving nature).

The second survey section included items that measured moral and subjective norms. 
Moral norms were measured using items adapted from Dean et al. (2008), whose study 
assessed both positive and negative moral norms using six items in the context of con-
sumers’ choice of organic or conventional food. Only three out of six items that meas-
ured positive moral norms were used for this study. The reliability reported for this scale 
is 0.92. Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement on a seven-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7) with the state-
ment that, “Purchasing apparel from retail brands involved in CSR activities versus not 
purchasing from retail brands not involved in CSR will make me…” (a) feel like mak-
ing a personal contribution to something better (b) feel like the morally right thing (c) 
feel like a better person. Ajzen (1991) indicated that subjective norms are measured as 
strength of each normative belief multiplied by the person’s motivation to comply with 
the referent in question. A four-item, seven-point semantic differential scale with end-
points “do not influence” and “do influence” was used to report the degree to which 
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the respondents believed that other people who were important to them (friends, co-
workers, family members and partner) influenced their decision to purchase from retail 
apparel brands engaged in CSR. To assess motivation to comply, participants were asked 
corresponding motivation to comply with those referents. Endpoints for the seven-point 
semantic differential scale were “not at all” to “very much”. The reported reliability for 
this scale is 0.89.

The third section of the survey included items measuring consumers’ attitudes toward 
patronizing retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities. Attitudes were assessed by 
asking respondents to answer a series of seven-point semantic differential questions. A 
total of four pairs of bipolar adjectives were used to measure the strength of respond-
ents’ attitudes towards patronizing apparel retail brands engaged in CSR: (1) bad-good, 
(2) not contented–contented, (3) not pleased–pleased, and (4) not satisfied–satisfied. 
These were adapted from Ma (2007) with a reported reliability coefficient of 0.95.

The last survey section measured patronage intentions using three subscales—will-
ingness to pay more (one item), recommend (one item), and purchase intentions (three 
items). Items for purchase intentions and willingness to pay more with respect to retail 
brands engaged in CSR were adapted from Kim (1995). Items for recommending to fam-
ily and friends were adapted from Patney (2011). Using different subscales allowed us to 
measure distinct behavioral manifestations of consumers’ patronage intentions. The reli-
ability for subscales ranged from 0.91 to 0.93. Respondents were asked to indicate their 
level of agreement on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) 
to strongly agree (7). Demographic characteristics were included at the end of the sur-
vey, along with additional questions related to non-profit membership and supporting a 
cause through apparel purchases.

Factor analysis and reliability check

Data analysis was conducted using a statistical analysis software package for the social 
sciences (SPSS version 21.0) to analyze reliability, correlations (see Table 1), and unidi-
mensionality tests. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) using principal component analy-
sis (PCA) with Varimax rotation was conducted to summarize patterns of correlations 
among observed variables (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007). An EFA was conducted as items 
used in this study were adapted from other scales that had been not previously tested in 
apparel purchasing context. EFA results produced one-factor models, with factor load-
ing >0.50 for all items that measured universalism and benevolent values, moral norms, 
subjective norms, attitudes towards patronizing retail apparel brands engaged in CSR 

Table 1  Correlations among research variables (N = 407)

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed)

UNI BEN NORM SNM ATT INTEND

Universalistic values (UNI) 1

Benevolent values (BEN) 0.79** 1

Moral norms (NORM) 0.48** 0.42** 1

Subjective norms (SNM) 0.30** 0.27** 0.41** 1

Attitude (ATT) 0.20** 0.14** 0.40** 0.31** 1 –

Patronage intentions (INTEND) 0.38** 0.28** 0.54** 0.47** 0.47** 1
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and patronage intentions. Reliability of the constructs was evaluated using Cronbach’s α 
coefficients. The reliability coefficients for all the variables ranged from 0.85 to 0.95.

Results
Sample characteristics

The sample (N = 407) consisted of a slightly higher percentage of female respondents 
(50.1%) than male (47.9%) (percentages may not add up to 100% due to missing data). 
The mean age of respondents was 43 with a range of 18–87 years. Approximately 49% of 
the sample held a bachelor’s degree or higher. In terms of ethnic background, a major-
ity of the sample was White or European (68.6%), followed by Black or African Ameri-
can (12.1%) and Hispanic or Latino (11.1%); the rest were either Asian American (4.7%), 
mixed/biracial (1.2%) or other (1.5%). In terms of household income levels, approxi-
mately half of the sample (48.7%) reported their family household income of <$50,000. 
The income level for 21% of the sample ranged from $50,000 to $74,999 and the rest 
(28.4%) had incomes above $75,000. The sample closely mirrors the general population 
in terms of gender, ethnic and household income distribution (US Census Bureau 2015).

Only 10% of respondents reported membership in a non-profit organization (NPO) 
that supported environmental or social causes. However, almost 21% had supported a 
cause through their apparel purchases in the past 6 months. Additionally, the results of 
crosstab analysis conducted between gender and NPO membership revealed that more 
females (F =  13%, M =  7.4%) had supported causes through apparel purchases than 
their male counterparts (F = 23%, M = 18.8%). More than 50% of the respondents who 
said they had supported a cause through their apparel purchases indicated that their 
household income was >US$ 50,000.

Measurement model testing

Based on exploratory factory analysis results, a measurement model was specified to 
confirm the factor structure. Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) (see Table 2) was con-
ducted using the Maximum Likelihood Estimation procedure. Mplus version 7 statisti-
cal software was employed for all subsequent statistical analyses (Muthén and Muthén 
2000). Prior to conducting the CFA, parceling was conducted on universalistic and 
benevolent values as both constructs contained a large number of items. Item parceling 
refers to the averaging of scores for two or more items to obtain item more continu-
ous and normal distributions. Parceling reduces the parameters in a model with a large 
number of items in order to achieve optimal variable-to-sample-size ratio. This results 
in more stable parameter estimates (Bagozzi and Heatherton 1994). Additionally, CFA 
solutions based on parcels have been shown to possess greater power and smaller mean 
squared errors than individual items (Bandalos 2002). Parceling was deemed appropri-
ate in the present analysis as both the universalistic and benevolent values constructs 
had large number of items (nine items each). This could have in turn resulted in many 
parameters needing to be estimated, which would have produced high error terms (Ban-
dalos 2002). To make each parcel more homogeneous, parcels for each variable were 
developed such that variables with higher factor loadings were combined with those with 
lower factor loadings (Bagozzi and Heatherton 1994). This process required ranking the 
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factor loading scores for each item by construct in ascending order and evenly distribut-
ing them into the created parcels. See Table 2 for items in each resulting parcel.

Table 2  Full confirmatory factor analysis of measurement model (N = 407)

** p ≤ 0.001
a  Composite reliability
b  The weighted score was obtained through measures of salient referents multiplied by the corresponding motivation to 
comply with those referents; motivation to comply with referents items scores range from −3 (not at all) to 3 (very much)

Latent construct/items β** t value CRa AVE

Universalism (UNI) 0.92 0.81

 Parcel 1: loyal, helpful, true friendship 0.90 69.46

 Parcel 2: honest, responsible, forgiving 0.89 64.76

 Parcel 3: a spiritual life, meaning in life, mature love 0.85 49.58

Benevolence (BEN) 0.89 0.74

 Parcel 1: inner harmony, social justice, wisdom 0.79 35.69

 Parcel 2: equality, a world at peace, broad-minded 0.88 58.26

 Parcel 3: Unity with nature, Protecting the environment, a world 
of beauty

0.90 64.06

Moral norms (MNORM) 0.90 0.75

 Purchasing apparel from retail brands involved in CSR activities 
versus not purchasing from retail brands not involved in CSR 
will make me

 …feel like making a personal contribution to something better 0.89 60.62

 …feel like the morally right thing 0.89 58.44

 …feel like a better person 0.82 41.58

Subjective normsb (SNORM) 0.93 0.75

 My friends influence my decision to purchase from apparel retail 
brands engaged in CSR

0.75 31.76

 My co-workers influence my decision to purchase from apparel 
retail brands engaged in CSR

0.89 66.10

 My family members influence my decision to purchase from 
apparel retail brands engaged in CSR

0.92 87.43

 My partner influences my decision to purchase from apparel 
retail brands engaged in CSR

0.91 77.68

Attitudes towards patronizing retail brands engaged in CSR (ATT) 0.93 0.75

 Buying apparel from retail brands involved in CSR activities versus 
not buying from retail brands not involved in CSR would make 
me feel

 Good–bad 0.75 31.76

 Contented–not contented 0.89 66.10

 Pleased–not pleased 0.92 87.43

 Satisfied–not satisfied 0.91 77.68

Patronage intentions (INTEND) 0.93 0.69

 I intend to pay more to apparel retail brands involved in CSR 
activities

0.84 52.24

 I intend to recommend apparel retail brands engaged in CSR 
activities to my friends, family members and co-workers

0.77 35.63

 The likelihood that I would purchase from apparel retail brands 
engaged in CSR is very high

0.88 65.74

 I am likely to purchase from apparel retail brands engaged in CSR 
in the future

0.91 85.88

 I have every intention to purchase from apparel retail brands 
engaged in CSR

0.90 79.85
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Results of the CFA for the full measurement model (χ2  =  450.725, df  =  192 at p 
value <0.001, CFI =  0.97, TLI =  0.96, RMSEA =  0.06, SRMR =  0.04), indicated that 
the model fit the data well. Convergent and discriminant validity of the measures was 
assessed. All factor loadings of the indicators were significant and exceeded 0.7 confirm-
ing convergent validity of the measures. Also, the composite reliability and average vari-
ance extracted (AVE) of the constructs were above the acceptable threshold levels of 0.7 
and 0.5 respectively (Nunnally 1978). Discriminant validity was confirmed as the AVE 
for one construct was greater than the squared correlation between that construct and 
other constructs in the model (Anderson and Gerbing 1988). In addition, t values and 
R2 were also referenced to assess the strength of each item identified for each construct 
(Cronbach and Meehl 1955). Full CFA results are shown in Table 2.

Structural model and hypothesis testing

After identifying a well-fitting measurement model, the hypothesized structural model 
was tested using structural equation modeling. Structural model and hypotheses test-
ing was conducted using path analysis. A structural model with six latent variables was 
tested to examine the hypothesized relationships described in H1–H7. Structural model 
analysis showed squared multiple correlations (R2) for endogenous variables ranging 
from 0.11 to 0.41, and revealed that the hypothesized paths were as predicted with beta 
weights statistically significant at p < 0.01 (see Table 3). The fit indices (χ2 =  502.043, 
df = 199 at p value <0.001, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.06) of the 
hypothesized model revealed a good fit to the data (Hair et al. 2010).

The results of hypothesis testing (see Fig.  2) were in line with relationships posited 
between universalistic values and moral norms. A positive, significant relationship 
(β =  0.52, p  <  0.001) was found (see Table  3), providing support for hypothesis H1. 
Universalistic values explained 27% of the total variance of moral norms. Moral norms 
positively influenced consumers’ attitudes towards retail apparel brands engaged in CSR 
(β = 0.35, p < 0.001). Thus, hypothesis H2 was supported. Furthermore, a positive and 
significant relationship (β = 0.38, p < 0.001) was found between moral norms and con-
sumers’ patronage intentions towards retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities, 
supporting H3. The findings of this study also indicated that consumers who attribute 

Table 3  Standardized path coefficients of hypothesized model with t ratios for the struc-
tural model (N = 407)

Model fit indices: Chi square (χ2) = 502.043, df = 199 at p value <0.001, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.06

R2—percentage of variance explained due to independent variable

** p ≤ 0.001
a  t ratios are in parentheses

Predictor variables Outcome variables

Moral norms Subjective norms Attitude Patronage intention

Universalism values 0.52** (12.74)a – – –

Benevolent values – 0.33** (6.81) –

Moral norms – – 0.35** (6.70) 0.38** (7.82)

Subjective norms – – 0.19** (3.65) 0.27** (5.74)

Attitude – – – 0.28** (5.10)

R2 0.27 0.11 0.18 0.41
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high importance to benevolent values were also highly influenced by significant others 
(β = 0.33, p < 0.001), supporting hypothesis H4. The results of this study also confirm 
the positive relationship between subjective norms and attitudes (β = 0.19, p < 0.001) 
providing support for hypothesis H5. There was a positive and significant relationship 
between patronage intentions and (a) subjective norms (β = 0.27, p < 0.001); and (b) atti-
tudes (β = 0.28, p < 0.001), providing support for hypotheses H6 and H7.

Discussion
Recent research has explored CSR and consumer behavior in the retail apparel context 
(Bhaduri and Ha-Brookshire 2011; Kang and Hustvedt 2014b; Woo and Jin 2016). How-
ever, the scope of these studies primarily focused on consumers perceived trust, per-
ceived transparency and its influence on brand equity. Woo and Jin (2016) also explored 
the role of cultural values on brand equity, but did not find any significant relation-
ship. Antecedents of how consumers develop brand trust or evaluate company’s social 
responsibility may be logically linked to their value structures and norms. Research per-
taining specifically to values and norms in the CSR and retail apparel context is limited 
(Dickson 2000; Kim et  al. 2012). Against this background, the present study explored 
the motives and values guiding consumers’ intentions to patronize retail apparel brands 
engaged in CSR.

Findings of this study provide strong empirical support regarding the importance of 
universalistic and benevolent values in activation of moral and subjective norms. Results 
are also consistent with prior studies concerning the role of significant others in ethical 
context related consumers’ attitudes towards social responsible labelling and marketing 
(Kim et al. 2012; Hyllegard et al. 2012). There is some evidence linking employees’ indi-
vidual values, pro-social behavior and CSR in organizational context. Findings from this 
study support the linkage of Schwartz’s self transcendent values and norms to attitude 
formation and patronage intentions of retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities. 
These findings are consistent with previous studies conducted in an organizational con-
text in other domains (Basil and Weber 2006; Ramasamy et al. 2010).

Both moral and subjective norms were found to exert influence in the formation of 
positive attitudes and intentions to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR 

0.28**

Subjective 
Norms

UNIP3

SNORM1

SNORM2

SNORM3

ATT3 ATT4
INTEND5

0.33** 0.27**

0.19**
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brands engaged in 
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MNORM1
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Fig. 2  Results of latent variable structural equation modeling analysis of the hypothesized model. 
**p < 0.001
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activities. Specifically, moral norms have a more (β =  0.35, p < 0.001) powerful effect 
on attitude formation than subjective norms (β = 0.19, p < 0.001). The findings confirm 
previous work (Dean et al. 2008) regarding central role of moral norms in consumers’ 
ethical decision making process. Taken together, individual factors (values and moral 
norms) and significant others exert substantial influence over consumers’ ethical deci-
sion making processes. Findings from this study also suggest that consumers are increas-
ingly expressing ethical values through their purchasing decisions (Golob et al. 2008).

In conclusion, this study provides empirical evidence that illuminates the largely 
unexplored relationship between values, norms, attitudes and patronage intentions. 
Specifically, this study indicated the magnitude of importance of personal values (uni-
versalistic and benevolent values) (R2 = 0.38), in consumers’ development of moral and 
social norms. The results of this study provide timely and highly relevant information 
regarding the role of individuals’ moral perspective in purchase decision process. Moral 
norms, subjective norms, and attitudes collectively explained 41% of the total variance of 
consumers’ intentions to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities. Fur-
thermore, the findings of this study contribute immensely to the literature and provide 
understanding of the role of consumers’ moral norms on development of positive atti-
tudes and intentions to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR practices. Spe-
cifically, the relationship between moral norms and attitudes (β = 0.35, p < 0.001) was 
stronger than subjective norms and consumers’ attitudes (β = 0.19, p < 0.001). Further, 
moral norms exerted the most influence on consumers’ intentions to patronize (β = 0.38, 
p < 0.001) retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities when compared to subjective 
norms (β = 0.27, p < 0.001) and attitudes (β = 0.28, p < 0.001). This study explored the 
central role of consumers’ moral norms filling a gap in the sustainable apparel consump-
tion literature. Apparel consumption decisions are largely based on utility considerations 
in the minds of consumers (Irani and Hanzaee 2011). However, findings of this study 
indicate that individuals also operate according to their deontological principles (Ferrell 
and Ferrell 2011) largely based on their values and moral norms.

Conclusion
Social responsibility is a much broader concept in the retail apparel industry. Under-
standing consumers’ decision making processes concerning CSR provides direction to 
marketing managers and advances the research pertaining to marketing and consumer 
ethics. Individual ethical reasoning processes and organizations’ ethical climate impact 
decision making process for both consumers and brands alike. Findings of the present 
study bridge theory and practice by providing enhanced understanding of how consum-
ers’ employ universalistic and benevolent values in retail apparel purchases. We specifi-
cally examined how consumers’ personal moral perspectives influence their attitudes 
towards retail apparel brands engaged in CSR. Results indicate that the consumers in 
this study clearly value retail apparel brands’ CSR and use this information when consid-
ering apparel purchases. The findings show that CSR has dual managerial implications 
for retail apparel brands, serving as both a viable organizational activity that creates 
goodwill and positive brand associations, and as a business strategy that may have posi-
tive performance outcomes for retail apparel firms.
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This study is among the very few to date that have examined CSR in the apparel retail-
ing context. As such, it contributes to theory development regarding the ethical decision 
making process of consumers. The findings of this study provides important theoreti-
cal implications by addressing research gaps in two ways. First, few studies have exam-
ined consumer behavior in retail apparel CSR context. This study specifically, developed 
and empirically tested an integrative descriptive model incorporating elements of TRA, 
moral norms, and Schwartz’s value theory (1992). The relationships outlined in this 
model address the recommendations of Conner and Armitage (1998) to include the 
measures of values and moral norm in behavioral theories. From a theoretical perspec-
tive, this study contributes to theory development by integrating elements of Schwartz 
Value Theory (universalistic values, and benevolent values) in the TRA framework pro-
viding more explanatory power to this behavioral theory. This study also proposed new 
linkages that provide a unique perspective on consumers’ ethical decision making and 
provided analysis of antecedents concerning why and how consumers’ moral and sub-
jective norms are activated in the consumer decision processes. These norms in turn 
influence consumers’ attitudes and patronage intentions towards retail apparel brands 
engaged in CSR activities. The findings of this study provide impetus for further theory 
testing in this largely unexplored area. We propose numerous future research directions 
that contribute towards a richer understanding of the underlying dynamics among CSR, 
consumer expectations of ethical behavior, and intentions to patronize retail apparel 
brands engaged in CSR.

Several important marketing implications emerged from this study for retail apparel 
brands engaged in CSR or planning to engage in CSR in the future. First, this study 
showed that values and norms are integral in consumer ethical decision making process. 
To target more ethically aware consumers, companies should adequately incorporate 
their CSR activities in their marketing communications. Secondly, consumer segmenta-
tion and understanding the attitudes of consumers are important in formulating market-
ing strategies for retail apparel brands. Findings of this study propose that brands would 
benefit from investing in identifying the right target market segments who place high 
importance their self transcendent values and moral norms and create targeted mar-
keting strategies. By engaging in CSR activities and effectively promoting retail apparel 
brands’ socially responsible image, brands can leverage the social value created. These 
actions would directly benefit the financial bottom-line of the brand along with increas-
ing the firm’s brand equity. The provision of information regarding retail apparel brands’ 
socially responsible business practices may also positively influence consumers’ patron-
age intentions. Thus, findings of the present study demonstrate that if retail apparel 
brands effectively promote information regarding their responsible practices, consumers 
may be more likely to take them into account during their purchase decisions.

This study has several limitations that should be noted. As the survey was adminis-
tered online using the services of a marketing research company, the sample was lim-
ited to consumers who had access to the internet. This may limit the generalization of 
findings. Another limitation is that this study only measured the intention to patronize 
retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities. Actual patronage behavior could not be 
investigated, limiting the findings of this study. However, it can be argued that behavioral 
intention and actual behavior are strongly correlated (Vermier and Verbeke 2006).
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This study demonstrates that consumers’ values and norms play a significant role 
in their attitude and patronage intentions. The findings of this study are unique as the 
proposed theoretical model addressed both individual (moral) norms and social (sub-
jective) norms. Future research could investigate other variables (e.g. consumer aware-
ness of CSR issues in the retail apparel industry, concern regarding environment and 
social equality, past behavior of supporting socially responsible brands) that may influ-
ence consumers’ intentions to patronize retail apparel brands engaged in CSR activities. 
This study introduced personal values and norms into one specific behavioral theory, 
the TRA. To further test and validate the findings of this theory, other variables within 
Theory of Planned Behavior could be introduced in an ethical decision making context.

To further validate the results of this study, scenario-based experimental research 
could also be designed. Scenarios encompassing environmental and social issues could 
be developed and participants randomly assigned to determine whether the relationship 
between values, attitudes and intentions still holds good. This study provides important 
insights into the nature of values and expectations in the TRA framework and consum-
ers ethical decision making context. A study based on a larger sample would provide 
more support and also confirm the stability of these important findings within an exist-
ing model of ethical consumer decision making. As this is the first study of its kind to 
address the apparel purchasing behavior of US consumers, it is recommended that this 
study be replicated with consumers in other geographical areas and cultural settings.

This research is an important first step towards understanding consumer ethical 
decision making and how it interacts with CSR strategies on the part of apparel retail 
brands. Subsequent studies can further analyze the importance of retail apparel brands 
CSR practices based on different aspects of consumer demographics such as age, gender, 
income levels and education.
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