
Covid and Online Shopping: Were Consumers Forced to Compromise on Ethics? 

 

Abstract 

The restrictions imposed on retailing at the onset of the Covid 19 Pandemic in early 2020 left many 

consumers with little option other than to shop online, which for some, represented a significant 

change to their purchasing behaviour. As consumers have voiced ethical concerns about both online 

shopping and online retailers in the past, for many consumers, this sudden shift to online shopping 

caused by the pandemic may also have involved compromising their ethical values. 

Such compromises are of concern as both ethical and sustainability issues have been found to have a 

significant impact upon consumer purchasing behaviour, particularly amongst younger generations, 

who believe that both they and the businesses they transact with have a duty to make the world a 

better place.  

This developmental paper represents the first step in investigating the impact of ethical concerns 

upon consumer purchasing behaviour relating to online shopping during the pandemic and whether 

consumers were forced to compromise on ethical issues due to the restrictions imposed to control 

the pandemic.  This paper will also investigate if consumers will revert to their previous purchasing 

behaviour for ethical reasons once those restrictions are lifted. 

In doing so this research aims to contribute to both the retailing and ethical consumption literature, 

and, by means of developing a typology for consumers in these circumstances, to the consumer 

behaviour literature. 
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1.0 Purpose of the research 

Recent years have seen a steep increase in ethical consumerism (Parsons, et al, 2018) defined as 

conscious decisions to make certain consumption choices due to personal moral beliefs and values 

(Crane and Matten, 2004), resulting in ethical and sustainability issues becoming of greater concern 

to brands and retailers as such issues are known to significantly impact consumer purchasing 

behaviour. A growing trend towards ethical spending resulting from better informed and more 

socially responsive consumers has been identified (Harrison et al, 2005; Sheahan, 2005; Cheng et al., 

2011; Sharma and Lijuan, 2014) which is particularly prominent in younger generations such as 

Millennials who believe they have a responsibility to make the world a better place and 

consequently feel that businesses should do the same (McGlone et al., 2011).   

From the organisational perspective, businesses that maintain high ethical standards have been 

shown to have better relationships with customers (Cheng et al., 2011; Sharma and Lijuan 2014) 

which carries implications for future trade and profitability. Maintaining high ethical standards is 

also of importance for organisations as the failure to address consumer concerns over ethical issues 

such as privacy have been found to have an adverse impact upon brand loyalty (Hasan et al., 2020). 

Such ethical concern amongst consumers not only relates to the traditional High Street where, for 

example, consumer concerns over employment practices by suppliers to high street retailers such as 

Primark have been raised (BBC, 2014), but also relates to the practices of online retailers such as 

Amazon, where concerns have also been raised about employment practices (TUC, 2020). These 

consumer ethical concerns with online retailers extend to issues such as the depopulation of High 

Streets (The Guardian, 2021) and the consequent reduction in jobs and increasing numbers of vacant 

retail units in town and centres caused by the expansion of online shopping (The Guardian, 2020). 

Significant numbers of consumers have also indicated increasing concern over other ethical issues 

such as privacy relating to their online shopping activity (Customer Think, 2019; Statista, 2021).  

However, since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2020 the need to control the spread of 

infection through measures such as social distancing, the closure of non-essential shops and, for 

more vulnerable members of society, the need for isolation, has meant that many consumers have 

had no alternative but to undertake more if not all their shopping online. This ‘enforced’ switch to 

online shopping is reflected in the growth of online retailing during the pandemic with online retail 

sales increasing by 74.7% in value between November 2019 and November 2020 (ONS, 2020) and 

online retailing now accounting for 35.2% of all retail (ONS, 2021).  

Many predict this switch to online shopping will be permanent (Retail Times, 2020), however no 

account has been taken of consumer ethical concerns when making such predictions. Many 

consumers had little if any choice other than to shop online irrelevant of any ethical concerns about 

online retailers or online shopping that they may have had due to the restrictions imposed because 

of the pandemic. There is always the possibility that consumers may revert to previous shopping 

behaviours for ethical reasons once the restrictions imposed to control the pandemic are relaxed or 

lifted.  

Given this, and the significant impact that ethical concerns have been shown to have upon consumer 

purchasing behaviour (Harrison et al, 2005; Sheahan, 2005; Cheng et al., 2011; Sharma and Lijuan, 

2013), this study therefore seeks to identify and examine the impact that ethical issues had upon 

consumer decisions relating to online shopping behaviour during the pandemic and to identify if 

those issues will cause consumers to modify their shopping behaviour again once restrictions 

relating to the pandemic are lifted.    



2.0 Literature Review 

2.1 Ethics  
 
For the purposes of this research, ‘ethics’ is defined as philosophical morality (as opposed to 
religious or legal morality) and what is deemed to be ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ voluntary behaviour that 
influences others based upon issues such as fairness, justice and widely recognised social norms 
such as honesty and fair play with sanctions for those that breach ethical standards being socially 
focussed such as disapproval or ostracism (Robertson and Anderson, 1993;  Jackson et al., 1997; 
Tavani, 2007; Cheng et al., 2011; Sharma and Lijuan 2014).  
 
There are many philosophical ethical theories which are diverse and well established, including 
deontological (duty-based) where standards are defined by rules, utilitarianism (consequential-
based) where the goal is to minimise harm and maximise good, contract or rights-based and virtue 
(character-based) acts where the focus is upon the kind of person we should be and what type of 
character traits we should exhibit (Roman, 2007; Roman 2010; Taylor 2014). Dependent upon which 
theory is followed, philosophical ‘ethics’ can therefore be described as either rules governing 
conduct, the identification of goals and values worth pursuing, or the pursuit of character traits 
worthy of development (De George, 1995).  
 
Parsons (2007) developed a framework for ethical consideration related to communication with the 
public based upon long standing ethical principles which reflects many of the arguments given 
above: 
 

1. Non-Malfeasance i.e. do no harm. One should avoid doing intentional harm to others and 
avoid foreseeable harm  

2. Beneficence i.e. to do good. One should work in the best interests of others and seek 
opportunities to do good 

3. Veracity i.e. tell the truth. One should not lie in order to persuade someone to act in a 
desired manner 

4. Confidentiality i.e. maintain others privacy. One should not disclose private matters 
5. Fairness and social responsibility. One should treat people equitably and be socially 

responsible    
 
In many ways these five principles reflect the utilitarian theory of philosophical ethics which, as 
noted earlier, is based upon minimising harm and maximising good. This link to the utilitarian theory 
of philosophical ethics is further emphasised when the issue of sustainability, i.e. the avoidance of 
depletion of natural resources in order to maintain an ecological balance, is taken into consideration 
given the nature of Elkington’s (1994) Triple Bottom Line for sustainable marketing i.e.:   
 

1. Avoiding harm to the environment  
2. Avoiding the promotion of social inequality 
3. Encouraging long term development  

 
This research can therefore be seen to be grounded in the utilitarian theory of philosophical ethics. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2.2 Ethical Issues Related to Online Shopping  
 
Various authors have identified ethical issues related to the use of digital technology by consumers. 
For example, Royakkers et al., (2018) identified the following six issues of potential ethical concern: 
 

1. Privacy  
2. Autonomy 
3. Safety and security 
4. Balance of power 
5. Human dignity  
6. Justice 

 
Other issues identified as being of potential ethical concern to consumers include fraud, access to 
information, intellectual property, unsolicited e-mail, trustfulness, advertising targeting children, 
false advertising, product warranty and fulfilment (Cheng et al., 2011). 
 
Any of these issues could impact upon the decision by a consumer to purchase goods online. It is 

therefore proposed to examine the effect they may have had upon consumer purchasing behaviour 

during the pandemic, and whether consumers were prepared to compromise on such issue due to 

the restrictions imposed to control the pandemic. In addition, it is also proposed to examine if 

consumers are prepared to compromise their ethical standards on an ongoing basis due to the 

perceived benefits they gained by changing their purchasing behaviour during the pandemic, or if 

they will revert to their previous purchasing behaviour for ethical reasons.        

2.3 Research Question Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this research will be to identify and examine the impact that ethical issues had upon 

consumer decisions relating to online shopping behaviour during the pandemic, with the research 

question therefore being ‘what impact did ethical issues have upon consumer purchasing behaviour 

relating to online shopping during the covid 19 pandemic?’ 

The objectives are therefore: 

i. To identify ethical issues that may have impacted a consumer’s decision to shop online 

during the pandemic 

ii. To establish if the circumstances of the pandemic moderated the effect of relevant ethical 

issues on a consumes decision to shop online during the pandemic  

iii. To establish if consumers compromised on ethical issues due to restrictions imposed during 

the pandemic 

iv. To identify why consumers may have compromised  on ethical issues during the pandemic 

v. To establish if consumers will modify their shopping behaviour on ethical grounds once the 

restrictions imposed during the pandemic are eased. 

3.0 Methodology 

A mono-method design using qualitative methodology will be used utilising semi-structured 
qualitative interviews to collect data. 

Semi-structured interviews allow research participants to share rich descriptions of phenomenon of 
interest with a researcher, are an established means of investigating a complex area, and an 
appropriate technique for exploratory studies (Mason, 2002; DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006; 
Hughes, 2006; Saunders et al., 2009).  



As current literature indicates that ethical values are influenced by different environmental, cultural 
and personal development backgrounds (Sharma and Lijuan, 2013) and generational influences 
(McGlone et al., 2011), a wide sample of individuals representing different generations and 
backgrounds will be included in the research with participants selected on a purposive convenience 
basis. The use of such purposive samples is typical of qualitative research (Miles and Huberman, 
1994). Whilst academic literature suggests sample sizes of around 12 to 15 for such research (Miles 
and Huberman, 1994; Madden and Perry, 2003), this research will follow the principle of saturation 
whereby interviews will be conducted until no further significantly different insights are emerging 
(Saunders et al., 2009).       

The qualitative data will be analysed using thematic analysis, which is a flexible means of analysing 
data that is independent of any particular ontological or epistemological perspective and provides a 
detailed and rich account of qualitative data (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996; Braun and Clarke, 2006).    

4.0 Anticipated Results 

It is anticipated that the results of this research will show that many consumers compromised on 

their ethical standards as they had few if any choices available to them because of the restrictions 

imposed to control the pandemic. It is anticipated that many of these consumers will find that the 

benefits of online shopping such as convenience outweigh their ethical concerns with both online 

shopping and online retailers, and that they will therefore continue to shop online in the future. 

Some consumers however will revert to their former shopping behaviour for ethical reasons as 

conditions allow.      

5.0 Discussion 

5.1 Implications 

This research will contribute to the academic literature relating to online retailing by identifying why 

consumers may be prepared to compromise their ethical stance in a crisis situation such as the Covid 

pandemic and by identifying changes to their ongoing purchasing behaviour that arose as a result of 

such compromises. This in turn will  allow a typology of consumers to be developed based upon their 

ethical stance and their reactions to such a crisis which would also allow this research to contribute 

to the consumer behaviour literature and the ethical consumption literature.  

This research will enable managers to tailor communications messages to different groups of 

consumers to attract their ongoing custom in both the immediate aftermath of the current crisis and 

in the event of similar crisis in the future. Managers of online retailers could highlight benefits such 

as convenience to consumers prepared to compromise their ethical standards to retain their custom 

while mangers of other organisations could highlight their ethical values to regain customers who 

would prefer not to compromise on ethical issues.   

5.2 Proposals for next research steps 

A thorough literature review will be carried out to prepare a suitable research instrument for use 

when collecting data. A suitable sampling methodology will then be identified to allow data 

collection to begin in the summer of 2021. It is hoped initial results will be available for the BAM 

2021 online conference.  

 

 

 

 

 



5.3 Advice sought 

Advice is sought on suitable theoretical underpinning or appropriate conceptual framework for the 

study, possibly in relation to the disruptive nature of the Covid crisis. 

In addition, advice is also sought on the advisability of conducting a quantitative phase of research to 

assist with the development of a typology for consumer behaviour relating to ethics in such crisis 

driven circumstances. 
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