
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Business Ethics 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-024-05657-4

ORIGINAL PAPER

Ethical Consumerism in Emerging Markets: Opportunities 
and Challenges

Smirti Kutaula1   · Alvina Gillani2 · Diana Gregory‑Smith3 · Boris Bartikowski4

Received: 26 September 2023 / Accepted: 7 March 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
Despite the economic, social, and environmental importance of emerging countries, most existing research into ethical 
consumerism has focused on developed market contexts. We introduce this Special Issue (SI) and provide a comprehensive 
thematic literature review considering three broad categories or aspects of ethical consumerism research, (1) contexts of 
ethical consumption, (2) forms of ethical consumerism, and (3) approaches to explaining ethical consumer behavior. We 
summarize the articles of this SI as part of the thematic literature review to provide an understanding of how these articles 
and this SI’s overall contribute to ethical consumerism research. Each article in this SI offers new insights into a specific 
field of ethical consumerism while focusing on emerging market contexts. Overall, this SI expands knowledge related to the 
dynamics and challenges of ethical consumerism and offers future research directions in this area.

Keywords  Ethical consumerism · Emerging markets · Ethical consumption

Introduction

The term “ethical consumerism” has been used with differ-
ent meanings in various business management disciplines 
(Carrington et al., 2021; Papaoikonomou et al., 2023). For 
example, earlier, Cooper-Martin and Holbrook (1993, p. 
113) defined ethical consumerism in terms of buyer charac-
teristics, namely as “decision-making, purchases and other 
consumption experiences that are affected by the consumer’s 
ethical concerns”. Similarly, Summers (2016, p. 303) defines 

it as “the deliberate purchase, or avoidance, of products for 
political, ethical, or environmental reasons.” In contrast, 
Irwin (2015) defined it as a characteristic of firms, nota-
bly a broad label for companies providing self-appealing 
products (e.g., fair-trade coffee or charitable giving). More 
recently, Papaoikonomou et al., (2023, p. 1) introduced the 
concept of ethical consumer literacy, referred to as the “con-
sumer's ability to consume in a way that will not have a 
negative social, animal, or environmental impact”. While 
these perspectives vary in terms of focus on the consumers 
or companies, the common thread in these definitions is the 
agreement on the relationship between consumption and its 
wider impact on society and environment.

The call for papers (CFP) that we issued in June 2020 for 
this Special Issue (SI) on “Ethical Consumerism in Emerg-
ing Markets: Opportunities and Challenges” was not limited 
to a particular definition of what ethical consumerism is or 
a specific social sciences discipline. Rather, we aimed to 
encourage submissions tackling various aspects of ethical 
consumerism, but with a specific focus on the understud-
ied contexts of emerging markets. Emerging markets are 
countries (a) with accelerated economic growth, (b) open 
to global markets, and (c) in a transitional (developing to 
more developed) status (Shankar & Narang, 2020). Hoskis-
son et al., (2000, p. 249) defined emerging markets as “low-
income, rapid-growth countries using liberalization as their 
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primary engine of growth.” The focus on emerging market 
contexts is relevant for at least four important reasons.

First, emerging markets are powerful drivers of global 
economic development and represent great business oppor-
tunities (Arunachalam et  al., 2020; Cuervo-Cazurra & 
Pananond, 2023; Deloitte, 2020). As established markets 
are saturated, multinational firms are increasingly turn-
ing toward emerging markets, where they expect to enjoy 
economic growth (London & Hart, 2004). Notably, while 
the global GDP is foreseen to grow by 1.7% in 2023, the 
GDP for advanced economies is projected to be 0.5%, while 
emerging markets excluding China are predicted to grow 
at 2.7% in the same year (World Bank, 2023). Companies 
targeting emerging markets have initially focused mostly on 
the wealthy elites, foremost to market high-priced luxury 
items, but they are now increasingly considering the bottom 
of the economic pyramid (BoP)—the world’s largest and 
fastest-growing consumer segment (Hammond & Prahalad, 
2004; London & Hart, 2004; Shankar et al., 2008).

Second, emerging markets are gaining economic power 
as developed economies are increasingly dependent on 
emerging ones, given the delocalization of manufacturing 
in categories such as fashion or electronics (e.g., Gillani 
et al., 2023), or the supply of raw materials such as rare 
earth elements or energy (e.g., Schmid, 2019). Two events 
demonstrating the high interdependency of developed and 
emerging market economies are the COVID-19 crisis with a 
dramatic shortage of medical masks in many Western coun-
tries because of global supply problems related to masks 
produced in China, and the 2022 shutting down of Russian 
gas supply to Europe.

Third, while emerging markets are drivers of global 
economic development, the benefits of globalization arise 
frequently at the expense of producers, people, and the envi-
ronment in emerging countries. Such benefits are contin-
gent upon lower manufacturing costs, minimal wages, or 
undesirable working conditions in emerging countries, and 
contribute to furthering marginalization of BoP consumers 
(cf., Ridley-Duff & Southcombe, 2012; Gillani et al., 2023). 
Governments, the media, and producers face great ethical 
responsibility for the economic development of emerging 
markets with significant implications for the “triple bot-
tom line”—People, Planet, and Profit (cf., Carrington et al., 
2021; Narasimhan et al., 2015; Rauch et al., 2016).

Fourth, emerging markets take increasing responsibil-
ity for global sustainability (Cheung & To, 2021; Dermody 
et al., 2018). Moreover, ethical consumption is frequently 
seen as a means for consumers to address social and ecologi-
cal problems (Johnston et al., 2011). In key emerging mar-
kets such as Brazil, China, India, Mexico, South Africa, and 
Turkey, socially responsible consumption is gaining traction 
(Jung et al., 2016; Papaoikonomou & Alarcon, 2017). The 
rise of the new middle class in emerging markets (Kravets 

& Sandikci, 2014) is driving increased consumer spending, 
coupled with a growing awareness of ethical and environ-
mental practices and implications. As consumers are more 
aware and are increasingly considering ethical aspects in 
their consumption choices, they also expect greater trans-
parency from firms and demand more frequently an end to 
exploitative practices, aiming for a fairer society.

Ideas revolving around ethical consumerism draw increas-
ing attention from government bodies, journalists, activist 
organizations, marketers, as well research interests across 
disciplines (Carrington et  al., 2021). Debates exist, for 
example, in relation to the fair-trade movement, consumer 
responses to CSR communication, anti-consumption and 
boycotting behavior, or social entrepreneurship. Our CFP 
for this SI was motivated by the fact that most ethical con-
sumerism research, across disciplines, focuses on developed 
countries' contexts, but surprisingly little is known about 
ethical consumerism within emerging markets. Hassan et al. 
(2022) recently found that a significant majority (> 75%) 
of published studies into consumer ethics were conducted 
in developed markets contexts. It remains unclear whether 
important research ideas, devised for developed country 
contexts, can be generalized to emerging market contexts 
(e.g., Pels & Sheth, 2017). For example, Li et al. (2024), in 
this SI, found that most of their study participants in China 
were even not aware of the term “ethical consumption.” This 
concurs with the view that terms such as ethical, socially 
conscious, or green consumers may be viewed as a “cultural 
phenomenon within affluent consumer cultures” (Newholm 
& Shaw, 2007, p. 259).

To address these gaps in the ethical consumerism litera-
ture, this SI aimed to explore the relatively under-researched 
context of ethical consumerism in emerging markets. In May 
2021, we organized an online paper development workshop 
which attracted 20 papers from 49 participants and 14 coun-
tries. Attending the paper development workshop was not a 
requirement for the inclusion of a manuscript in the Special 
Issue. The CFP ultimately resulted in a large number of jour-
nal submissions that we handled as guest editors and that 
underwent the peer-review process. After multiple rounds 
of reviews, the resulting selected manuscripts along with 
this introductory essay comprise our SI on ethical consum-
erism in emerging markets. The SI contains a wide variety 
of contributions that enhance our understanding of ethical 
consumerism in emerging markets and offer new perspec-
tives. These include various conceptual and empirical contri-
butions, focusing on diverse emerging country contexts that 
the authors sometimes contrast with developed market con-
texts. The authors of the finally accepted papers are affiliated 
with universities from emerging economies (China, India, 
Oman, Pakistan, United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia), 
and from developed economies (Australia, Canada, France, 
New Zealand, South Korea, Singapore, UK, and the US).
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This essay is structured as follows. We first briefly pre-
sent the articles published in this SI. The next section offers 
a thematic literature review to structure the existing ethi-
cal consumerism research and map the articles from this 
SI into the wider field. We then present key future research 
directions and conclude the essay. In doing so, we contrib-
ute to the ethical consumerism literature in two main ways. 
First, through a thematic review of the ethical consumerism 
literature, we classify three broad categories—contexts of 
ethical consumerism; forms of ethical consumerism, and 
understanding ethical consumer behavior, which help us 
to identify areas of convergence and divergence within the 
extant research. Further, we position the articles within these 
themes to highlight how their findings add to the existing 
ethical consumerism literature. Second, while the papers 
included in this SI offer many relevant insights and advance 
our knowledge and understanding of the field, opportunities 
for further research remain. Our paper provides key future 
research directions which can serve as a basis for more stud-
ies in this field.

The Articles in This Special Issue

Research on ethical consumerism is diverse and varied, and 
so are the topics that the authors of the articles published in 
this SI tackle. In this section, we briefly introduce the arti-
cles, we then draw upon them further in the thematic review 
and demonstrate how they add to the extant ethical consum-
erism literature, particularly in emerging markets. Table 1 
summarizes these papers and we map their placement within 
the extant ethical consumerism research in Fig. 1.

The opening article by Li et al. (2024) focuses on the Chi-
nese practice of Danshari to clarify how differently morality 
is understood in Chinese and Western contexts, emphasizing 
that researchers should interpret ethical behaviors against 
the backdrop of specific country or cultural contexts. Using 
data from the International Social Survey Program (ISSP), 
the next article authored by Prikshat et al. (2024) offers new 
insights into consumers’ socio-cultural capital and country-
level affluence as drivers of ethical behaviors in 34 countries. 
The following article by Osburg et al. (2024) demonstrates 
significant differences in sustainable luxury consumption in 
emerging (Brazil, Indonesia, and South Africa) and devel-
oped (the United Kingdom) markets. After this is the article 
by Gupta et al. (2024) who study US and Indian consum-
ers’ expectations about Bottom-of-the-Pyramid (BoP) con-
sumption appropriateness and implications for new product 
introductions and brand communication. Using consumer 
data from China, India, the UK, and the US, the next article 
by Cheng et al. (2024) explores cross-culturally how the 
COVID-19 pandemic has shaped consumers’ ethical orien-
tations. After this is the article by Besharat et al. (2024), 

which enhances our understanding of how and why con-
sumers from emerging markets (India, South Africa, and 
Iran) chose organic food products (tea, coffee). Using field 
data from Chinese campaigns, the next study by Xing et al. 
(2024) investigates the success drivers of reward-based 
crowdfunding for poverty alleviation in China. Following 
this is the article by Nayak et al. (2024) which explores 
Indian consumers’ involvement with social networking 
sites as an antecedent of consumer intentions to purchase 
ethically. Next, Mehmood et al. (2024) offer new insights 
into how the publicity of information on plastic recycling 
affects Chinese consumers’ plastic waste recycling inten-
tions. Lastly, the article by Chan et al. (2024) uses consumer 
data to explore and empirically test the idea that ethical ide-
ologies (idealism and relativism) indirectly drive ethical 
behaviors through cultural values, suggesting that ethical 
ideologies are “culture-free” universals from which cultural 
values are nurtured.

A Thematic Literature Review

The objective of our thematic literature review is to pro-
vide a broader picture of how ethical consumerism research 
has evolved in terms of recurrent themes and topics, as well 
as show how the articles in this SI add to various existing 
debates. We do not intend to provide here a detailed and all-
inclusive overview of the literature on ethical consumerism. 
The sheer volume of published articles in various disciplines 
and from the most diverse fields (cf., Carrington et al., 2021) 
prevents an all-encompassing thematic literature review. We 
signpost below various existing review articles that the read-
ers can consult for further in-depth or specific information 
on ethical consumerism research (Table 2).

Thematic literature reviews are well suited to identify-
ing overarching themes or categories with common mean-
ing, from various sources. Researchers approach thematic 
reviews in myriad ways, such as theory-based reviews (e.g., 
Hassan et al., 2022), meta-analysis (e.g., Dixon-Fowler et al., 
2013; Waples et al., 2009), or thematic reviews (e.g., Ford & 
Richardson, 1994). We aimed to identify suitable structures 
to represent the diversity of ethical consumerism research in 
general, into which we embedded the articles in this SI. We 
drew up initial lists of themes and topics through discussions 
within the SI editorial team. We identified literature refer-
ences through keyword searches (e.g., “ethics & consump-
tion”) through pertinent literature sources such as Web of 
Science (WoS) and the references related to issues on ethical 
consumerism in the SI. Subsequent discussions within the 
author team uncovered new themes which led us to restruc-
ture our previous ideas. This ongoing process lasted until a 
suitable structure of themes and topics appeared and no new 
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major themes that were not already specifically or broadly 
covered emerged.

We, thus, decided to categorize ethical consumerism 
research broadly in terms of (1) contexts of ethical consump-
tion, (2) forms of ethical consumerism, and (3) approaches 
to understanding ethical consumer behavior. Through our 
literature review, we identified various specific topics within 
these broad categories. We offer short introductions to the 
selected themes or topics, summarize relevant debates, as 
well as demonstrate how the articles in this SI enhance our 
understanding of ethical consumerism in emerging market 
contexts.

Contexts of Ethical Consumerism

Authors have studied ethical consumerism in numerous dif-
ferent contexts such as ethical investment (e.g., Pilaj, 2017), 
ethical tourism and hospitality (Fleckenstein & Huebsch, 
1999; Ma et al., 2020), fast-fashion (Pedersen et al., 2018; 
Perry et al., 2015), hybrid vehicles (e.g., Bhutto et al., 2022), 
biodiversity protection and conversation (Boiral & Heras-
Saizarbitoria, 2017), climate change (e.g., Habib et al., 
2021), sharing platforms (Nadeem et al., 2021) as well as 
institutional contexts of ethical consumerism (e.g., Adeleye 
et al., 2020; Ariztia et al., 2014). Five contexts relevant to 
the articles in this SI are globalization, organic food con-
sumption, sustainable luxury, crowdfunding, and online 
social networking. We briefly summarize the relevance of 
these contexts and the contributions of this SI.

Globalization

The contributions of this SI to ethical consumerism research 
are strongly related to globalization and the increasing 
importance of emerging countries for global sustainable 
development. Researchers in this vein regularly emphasize 
the importance of culture (Bartikowski et al., 2018; Belk 
et al., 2005; Husted & Allen, 2008; Swaidan, 2012) and have 
reported significant differences in ethical behaviors across 
countries or cultures (Auger et al., 2010; Bucic et al., 2012; 
Chu et al., 2020; Davis et al., 1998; Lu et al., 1999; Oreg & 
Katz-Gerro, 2006; Walsh & Bartikowski, 2013). Cultural 
values or dimensions account for such differences (e.g., 
Lu et al., 1999; Vitell et al., 1993). For example, Gregory‐
Smith et al. (2017) found heterogeneities in the willingness 
to pay for environmentally-friendly products across 28 EU 
countries.

The following articles in this SI are concerned with glo-
balization or conduct cross-cultural comparisons. Prikshat 
et al. (2024) offer insights into the role of individual socio-
cultural capital and country-level affluence as drivers of 
ethical consumer behavior across 34 countries. The findings 
indicate that ethical consumerism varies between emerging Ta
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and developed markets, and cultural capital is a significant 
predictor of ethical consumerism, even stronger than social 
capital. Li et al. (2024) emphasize that morality is very dif-
ferently understood in Chinese and Western contexts, requir-
ing very different interpretations of forms of ethical con-
sumer behaviors. Osburg et al. (2024) compare sustainable 
luxury consumption in emerging and developed countries. 
Further, Gupta et al. (2024) study mainstream consumers’ 
expectations about consumption appropriateness in emerg-
ing and developing countries, and Cheng et al. (2024) offer a 
cross-cultural comparison of how the COVID-19 pandemic 
shaped people’s ethical orientations.

Organic Food Consumption

Food consumption is one of the mainstream contexts for 
ethical consumerism research. Eating and drinking are 
central to human life and have an important impact on our 
health, which may explain the popularity of research in food 
contexts, and related aspects such as organic-, vegetarian-, 
meat-free, or vegan food. For example, Aertens et al. (2011) 
found that consumers are motivated to buy organic vegeta-
bles primarily because they are without pesticides, better 
for the environment, better for children, and more animal 
friendly. Studies report that consumers tend to be positively 
disposed toward organic food, and factors such as greater 

Fig. 1   Themes and topics in ethical consumerism research

Table 2   Examples of review articles on ethical consumerism research

Author(s) Summary

Vitell (2003) Reviews and synthesizes major conceptual and empirical research studies on consumer ethics that have appeared 
since 1990

Fukukawa (2003) Theoretical review differentiates normative and descriptive approaches to business and consumer ethics, suggesting 
that the latter is less well-understood

Newholm and Shaw (2007) Editorial essay that discusses significant themes, including consumer segmentation, individual decision making, 
examining ethical consumption as a cultural phenomenon, politics of ethical consumption, and encouraging pro-
social behavior

Carrington et al. (2021) Cross-disciplinary review of 155 published articles reveals five key themes (1) beneficiaries of ethical consump-
tion, (2) ethics stability, (3) locus of responsibility, (4) consumer agency, and (5) modes of ethical consumption 
engagement

Hassan et al. (2022) Cross-disciplinary thematic review of theories employed in 106 published articles (2010–2020) on consumption 
ethics
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awareness of and additional knowledge about organic food 
can reinforce such positive attitudes (Aertsens et al., 2011; 
Chryssochoidis, 2000; Padel & Foster, 2005). Besharat et al. 
(2024), in this SI, enhance our understanding of how and 
why emerging market consumers (India, South Africa, and 
Iran) chose organic food products (tea, coffee). The authors 
demonstrate that marketers may trigger mental categoriza-
tions within consumers of organic food (e.g., tea, coffee) and 
how such mental categorizations affect consumers’ brand 
choices.

Sustainable Luxury

The study of ethical or sustainable luxury emerged only 
recently (Davies et al., 2012; Kapferer, 2010), and research 
interest is recently gaining traction (Athwal et al., 2019; 
Osburg et al., 2021). Sustainable luxury is a broad term that 
englobes various ideas such as responsible luxury, green 
luxury, eco-luxury, or organic luxury (Athwal et al., 2019; 
Janssen et al., 2014). Simplified, sustainable luxury is luxury 
marketing integrating ideas on ethics and sustainability. The 
context of emerging countries is particularly relevant to sus-
tainable luxury marketing, given that emerging markets such 
as China and India are important driving forces behind mar-
ket growth in various luxury categories such as cars, fashion 
or cosmetics (Bai et al., 2022; Bartikowski et al., 2019). 
One relevant discussion revolves around the compatibility 
of luxury consumption with ethics and sustainability ideas 
(Achabou & Dekhili, 2013; Kapferer & Michaut-Denizeau, 
2014). Work by Janssen et  al. (2014) suggests that the 
“Catch-22 of responsible luxury” relies on two key factors, 
the scarcity and the ephemerality of luxury products. Other 
research focused on explaining how luxury brands’ CSR ini-
tiates affect consumers' brand perceptions and behavior, such 
as willingness to pay higher prices for sustainable luxury 
brands (Amatulli et al., 2018; Diallo et al., 2021).

Adding to this literature, Osburg et al. (2024), in this SI, 
study how differently a product’s sustainability characteris-
tics shape consumers’ product perceptions and preferences 
for luxury as compared to mass-market products in devel-
oped (UK) versus emerging markets (Brazil, Indonesia and 
South Africa). Considering watches as a product category, 
the authors show that sustainability (vs. conventional) prod-
uct features lead to more positive consumer reactions (value 
perceptions and behavioral intentions). The effects tend to be 
stronger for luxury products in developed country contexts, 
and stronger for mass-market than luxury products.

Social Crowdfunding

Crowdfunding has emerged as a new marketing chan-
nel (Calic & Mosakowski, 2016; Fassin & Drover, 2017). 

Entrepreneurs can sell products to businesses- or end-con-
sumers through campaigns that they establish on specific 
crowdfunding platforms through which they can reach back-
ers worldwide. Crowdfunding is particularly promising to 
social entrepreneurs and poverty alleviation, given that pro-
social crowdfunding campaigns, as compared to ordinary 
ones, tend to be more successful (reach funding goals faster, 
create more demand) (Calic & Mosakowski, 2016; Dai & 
Zhang, 2019; Simpson et al., 2021). However, such results 
are not conclusive, and social crowdfunding campaign suc-
cess may also be contingent on factors such as the type of 
crowdfunding (e.g., donation-, lending- or reward-based 
crowdfunding), or the crowdedness of the platform (Defazio 
et al., 2021; Figueroa-Armijos & Berns, 2021).

Adding to this literature, Xing et al. (2024), in this SI, 
explore success drivers of reward-based crowdfunding for 
poverty alleviation. Data from 4375 reward-based crowd-
funding campaigns (2014–2020) in China shows that cam-
paigns tagged as poverty alleviation, compared to ordinary 
ones, tend to be more successful, particularly for products 
that originate from poorer regions and when prices are 
lower. The authors corroborate findings from their field 
study with an experimental study, additionally demonstrat-
ing that engaging in poverty alleviation crowdfunding raises 
Chinese consumers’ feelings of warm glow which, in turn, 
enhances the purchasing amount. Activation of a warm 
glow is a psychological process that accounts for the suc-
cess of reward-based crowdfunding for poverty alleviation in 
China. Given that China has long faced significant problems 
of wealth inequality, the results from this study may serve 
China’s government in furthering crowdfunding and targeted 
poverty alleviation policies to improve income for the poor.

Social Networking Sites

Social networking sites (SNS) such as Facebook, Instagram, 
or Qzone provide consumers with a large amount of infor-
mation about others (friends, family), as well as about prod-
ucts and services. Researchers have studied ethical consumer 
behavior on SNS for example about harmful misbehaviors 
such as identity theft, cyberstalking, or cyberbullying (e.g., 
Freestone & Mitchell, 2004; Rauf, 2021), or focused on ethi-
cal issues such as greenwashing or employee surveillance 
through SNS (Clark & Roberts, 2010; Lyon & Montgomery, 
2013). SNS are also the home for ethical social media com-
munities (e.g., green communities or responsible consump-
tion communities), which are groups of interconnected peo-
ple that attempt to encourage some form of ethical behavior, 
such as ecological behavior (Steg et al., 2014) or ethical 
consumption (Gummerus et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2021). 
For example, Shen et al. (2023) found that informational 
benefits that arise from community participation reinforce 
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consumers’ ethical consumption behavior, whereas social 
and entertainment benefits affect loyalty to the community.

Adding to this literature, in this SI, Nayak et al. (2024) 
study consumer involvement with SNS as an antecedent of 
consumer intentions to purchase ethically. Based on a series 
of qualitative studies (observations, interviews, and focus 
group discussions) with consumers from India, the authors 
identify seven dimensions or aspects of SNSs that account 
for consumer attitudes, norms, and behavioral control about 
purchasing ethically. The seven dimensions include SNS 
efficacy (convenience, information abundance, availability, 
and immediateness), online communities (common shared 
interests), online word of mouth (timeliness, relevance, and 
comprehensiveness), consumer knowledge (objective infor-
mation and subjective knowledge), social support (relational 
and informational), SNS communication (content and posi-
tive or negative valence) and price sensitivity (informational 
cue and assessment of sacrifice).

Forms of Ethical Consumerism

Ethical consumerism manifests in various types of ethical 
consumption behaviors such as the buying of ethical product 
options (Xing et al., 2024), consumer preferences for more 
ethical brands (Gupta et al., 2024; Osburg et al., 2024), or 
types of ethically questionable consumption practices (Chan 
et al., 2024). Ethical consumerism may also manifest in 
anti-consumption- or boycotting behaviors (e.g., García-
de-Frutos et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2009), or in charitable 
giving (e.g., Bock et al., 2018; Jamal et al., 2019; Simpson 
et al., 2018).

Moreover, new forms of economic models are increas-
ingly popular, with firms putting people and the planet 
first, in contrast to interpreting their mission in terms of 
profit-primacy and -maximization. These models englobe, 
for example, ideas on economic democracy or democratic 
economies—the idea of a shift of power and benefits from 
corporate shareholders and managers to larger groups of 
stakeholders and the broader public, leading to new forms of 
ethical consumer behavior. Related ideas appear in research 
into the fair-trade movement (e.g., Andorfer & Liebe, 2012; 
Gillani et al., 2021), the circular economy (Kutaula et al., 
2022) or the sharing economy (Chi et al., 2020). Various 
authors have studied ethical consumerism from the perspec-
tive of ethical corporate behaviors. Related work revolves 
around moral values and organizational ethical culture 
(e.g., Barnett et al., 1994; Chun, 2019; Forsyth, 1992; York, 
2009). For example, Drumwright and Murphy (2004) stud-
ied advertiser’s view of ethics or Al‐Khatib et al. (2016) 
differentiated global marketing negotiators based on their 
ethical profiles.

Resource‑Efficient Ethical Behaviors

One prominent form of ethical consumerism is behaviors 
that consumers engage in for reasons such as utilizing given 
resources more ethically or more sustainably. Resource-effi-
cient behaviors include energy-saving, waste, and recycling 
behaviors. Energy saving is the set of practices that reduce 
energy consumption, for example as a socially responsible 
response to climate change. For example, Gadenne et al. 
(2011) and Yue et al. (2013) offer insights into factors influ-
encing consumers' energy-saving behaviors. Focusing on 
waste behavior, Roe et al. (2020) emphasize that nearly one-
third of food produced on the planet never meets its intended 
purpose of human nourishment. The authors discuss the eth-
ics of food waste in relation to food donation behavior or 
buying food with cosmetic imperfections (i.e., “ugly food”). 
Aschemann-Witzel et al. (2018) studied consumer charac-
teristics influencing food waste behavior (choice of price-
reduced suboptimal food) among consumers in Uruguay. 
Focusing on recycling, Hornik et al. (1995) offer a synthe-
sis of research results from 67 studies on the determinants 
of recycling behavior, finding that “internal facilitators” 
(consumer knowledge and commitment to recycling) count 
among the strongest predictors of consumers’ propensity to 
recycle. Other studies predicted recycling behavior based 
on consumers’ environmental attitudes (Vining & Ebreo, 
1992), moral orientations (Culiberg, 2014; Culiberg & 
Bajde, 2013), or recycling habits (learned automatic behav-
iors) (Aboelmaged, 2021). One sub-stream of the recycling 
literature is concerned with “bringing your own shopping 
bag” BYOB behavior (Chan et al., 2008; Karmarkar & Bol-
linger, 2015).

Adding to this literature, as part of this SI, Mehmood 
et al. (2024) offer new insights into how the publicity of 
information on plastic recycling affects Chinese consum-
ers’ plastic waste recycling intentions. China is among the 
world’s largest plastic-producing countries, and the Chinese 
government regularly launches initiatives that disseminate 
information to encourage plastic recycling. Their find-
ings suggest that the publicity of information about plastic 
recycling affects consumers’ perceived social pressure and 
recycling intentions positively, although the effects depend 
on media richness and the trustworthiness of the message 
content. Chinese officials may benefit from these ideas as 
they offer new insights into the effectiveness of information 
that encourages plastic recycling.

Another article in this SI contributing to the litera-
ture on resource-efficient behaviors is authored by Li 
et al. (2024). The authors suggest that seemingly ethical 
behaviors among Chinese may be motivated by factors 
other than morality, noting that morality is conceptual-
ized differently in Asian (Chinese) than in Western cul-
tures. Their study findings suggest very little awareness 
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of ethical consumption ideas among Chinese participants. 
Instead, the concept of Danshari (separating, detaching, 
and departing from possessions) can efficiently explain 
seemingly ethical behaviors such as reuse or recycling 
behaviors.

BoP Marketing

The idea that multinational firms could grow profits and 
help relieve poverty by doing business with the poor has 
gained significant attention in the management literature 
since the work of Prahalad and colleagues (Prahalad & 
Hart, 1999; Prahalad & Lieberthal, 1998) (cf., Kolk et al., 
2014). “Bottom of the Pyramid” (BoP) consumers from 
developing and emerging markets are among the world’s 
largest and fastest-growing consumer segments (Ham-
mond & Prahalad, 2004; London & Hart, 2004; Shankar 
et al., 2008). Kolk et al. (2014) offer a systematic review 
of 104 BoP articles published over 10 years (2000–2009). 
According to the authors, BoP research has evolved dra-
matically since Prahalad et al.’s initial work, deemphasiz-
ing the role of multinational firms over time and portraying 
wide variations in terms of BoP contexts, BoP initiatives, 
and the impacts of the BoP approach. Among others, 
authors have tackled topics such as BoP business models 
(e.g., Pels & Sheth, 2017) or the role of CSR as a success 
driver of BoP marketing (Davidson, 2009).

One stream of BoP research discusses issues on adequate 
or permissible consumption concerning BoP consumers 
(e.g., Hagerty et al., 2022; Hill, 2005; Martin & Paul Hill, 
2012). Adding to this literature, Gupta et al. (2024), in this 
SI, suggest that the proliferation of global media may make 
mainstream consumers more aware of multinational’s BoP 
marketing, and make them judge the firm for its BoP efforts. 
Mainstream consumers may have ideas about what BoP 
consumers should or should not consume and judge firms 
negatively for BoP marketing that deviates from these expec-
tations. The findings from two experimental studies show 
that mainstream consumers in developed markets (i.e., the 
US) respond less favorably to companies launching hedonic 
(as compared to utilitarian) products in BoP markets, but no 
such differences exist for mainstream consumers in emerging 
(i.e., India) markets. For mainstream consumers in emerging 
markets, these effects are contingent on the brand’s country 
of origin (developed vs. emerging market) and the compa-
ny's profit orientation (for- vs. non-profit).

Approaches to Explaining Ethical Consumer 
Behavior

The study of consumer behavior is concerned with individ-
ual or collective behaviors in purchasing contexts (e.g., why 

people buy or don’t buy ethical products) and is essential for 
a deeper understanding of ethical consumerism (e.g., Vitell, 
2015). There are various review articles or meta-analyses on 
ethical consumer behavior, such as Bamberg and Möser’s 
(2007) meta-analysis of psycho-social determinants of pro-
environmental behavior, Klöckner’s (2013) meta-analysis 
about the psychology of environmental behavior or White 
et al.’s (2020) review and framework about the drivers of 
pro-social consumer behavior. Hassan et al.’s (2022) review 
of 106 articles on consumer ethics finds that personal fac-
tors, social and interpersonal factors, and consumer emo-
tions are the most frequently studied variables in explaining 
ethical consumer behaviors. We review key approaches to 
understanding ethical consumer behavior and summarize 
how the articles of this SI contribute to the respective fields 
(see Fig. 1).

Consumer Segmentation

Consumer segmentation is a central concept in market-
ing that numerous authors have applied to achieve a bet-
ter understanding of ethical consumer behavior, including 
demographic segmentations of ethical consumers (e.g., 
Belbağ et al., 2019; Perera et al., 2018) or psychographic 
segmentations (e.g., Burke et al., 2014; Walsh et al., 2010). 
Such approaches to segmentation can also be noted in practi-
tioner reports based on extensive market research. For exam-
ple, Crowe and Williams (2000) identified five clusters of 
consumers based on individuals’ attitudes to, and actions 
on, ethical issues. Moreover, Shaw and Newholm (2002) 
proposed that contemporary consumers should be divided 
into two categories according to their level of consumption: 
consumers who maintain a certain level of consumption; and 
consumers who reduce the level of their consumption. Oth-
ers have argued that consumers can be located on a contin-
uum of ethics while moving between three main categories 
i.e., non-voluntary simplifiers, beginner voluntary simpli-
fiers, and voluntary simplifiers (McDonald et al., 2006) that 
can be used as main segmentation groups.

Consumer Motivation and Personality

Motivation is an internal psychological force that drives 
people to act to fulfill some goals or satisfy needs. Besides 
physiological needs, researchers consider various psycho-
logical or psychogenic needs for a better understanding of 
ethical consumer behavior. Psychological needs may derive 
from consumers' individual traits and identity and include 
goals such as creating a positive self-perception or social 
recognition, both of which may be satisfied through ethical 
consumption (e.g., Cherrier, 2007; Dermody et al., 2018). 
Authors have considered various individual characteristics 
such as personality traits (Lu et al., 2015) or materialism 
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(Kilbourne & Pickett, 2008) to explain some type of ethi-
cal consumer behavior. For example, Song and Kim (2018) 
found that virtuous traits of self-efficacy, courage, and self-
control, as well as the personality traits of openness and 
conscientiousness, predict socially responsible purchase and 
disposal behavior.

Significant research considers that consumers’ moral 
principles and ethical values guide the adoption of pro-
social or ethical behaviors (e.g., Chen & Moosmayer, 2020; 
Hassan et al., 2022). For example, Brinkmann (2004) sug-
gested that ethical marketing initiatives invite consumers 
to take moral responsibility for the consequences of their 
buying behavior (i.e., how other people, animals, or the 
natural environments are affected). Morality is broadly 
about the internal norms, values, and beliefs that define to 
an individual what is right and wrong (cf., Crane & Des-
mond, 2002). Moral principles or motivations that support 
pro-social consumer behaviors may not be the same moral 
motivations for condemning unethical actions (Chowdhury, 
2019). Researchers consider that individuals differ in terms 
of their moral maturity, with a significant impact on the 
adoption of ethical behaviors (e.g., Bray et al., 2011).

Adding to our understanding of how moral principles 
affect ethical consumer behavior, Chan et al. (2024), in this 
SI, developed a new conceptual model suggesting that ethi-
cal ideologies (idealism and relativism) indirectly affect Chi-
nese consumers’ ethical behavior through cultural values. 
Although numerous authors acknowledge the important role 
of ethical ideologies and cultural values in explaining ethi-
cal consumer behavior, only a few studies have integrated 
the two as determinants of ethical consumer behavior (e.g., 
Culiberg, 2015) and it is conceptually unclear how they 
are interrelated. Considering ideologies as an individual’s 
unconscious motivational processes, they assert that ideal-
ism and relativism are “culture-free” or universal and form 
the soil from which cultural values are nurtured. Results 
from a large-scale online consumer survey in China are 
consistent with the postulated impact of ethical ideology on 
forming an individual’s beliefs and cultural values, as well 
as highlight the importance of a thorough understanding of 
ethical ideologies for an enhanced understanding of ethical 
consumer behavior.

Moral principles and ethical values provide a conceptual 
background to studies considering consumers’ religiosity 
and spirituality as drivers of ethical consumer behavior. 
The link between morality and religiosity can be traced 
back to the theoretically unresolved discussion of whether 
morality can exist without belief in God or not (cf., Arli & 
Pekerti, 2017). Indeed, most religions largely agree on moral 
norms for good doing such as charity, honesty, or justice. 
More religious consumers may, therefore, be thought to be 
more ethical than less religious ones, but past research has 

suggested mixed results (Arli & Pekerti, 2017; Arli et al., 
2021; Ramasamy et al., 2010; Vitell et al., 2016).

Consumer Attitude Formation and Change

Attitudes are learned predispositions about objects, ideas, 
or people and are central to understanding consumer behav-
ior. Attempting to explain ethical consumer behavior, some 
authors have studied the antecedents of consumer attitudes 
toward CSR. For example, in the context of business stu-
dents, Kolodinsky et al. (2010) found that CSR attitudes 
were positively related to ethical idealism, and negatively to 
ethical relativism and materialism, but there was no relation-
ship with spirituality. Others have focused on the attitudinal 
consequences of consumers’ CSR perceptions in terms of 
attitudes toward the brand or other behavioral dispositions 
(e.g., word-of-mouth behavior, or purchasing intentions) 
(e.g., Ferrell et al., 2019).

One specific topic that has received significant research 
attention in ethical consumerism research is the “atti-
tude–behavior gap”—the phenomenon that consumers may 
hold positive attitudes toward some type of ethical behavior, 
but frequently fail to execute them through attitude-consist-
ent behaviors (e.g., Auger & Devinney, 2007; Carrington 
et al., 2010; Hassan et al., 2016). The phenomenon has led to 
significant theorizing about its socio-psychological origins 
(e.g., Carrington et al., 2010, 2014), ethical decision pro-
cesses (e.g., Hunt & Vitell, 1986, 1993), or the processing of 
ethical information and believe formation (Shaw & Clarke, 
1999). Researchers have studied the attitude–behavior gap in 
various contexts, including organic food consumption (Padel 
& Foster, 2005) and fair-trade consumption (Chatzidakis 
et al., 2007; De Pelsmacker et al., 2005).

Closely related to the study of attitudes is the role of emo-
tions as drivers of ethical behavior (Aertsens et al., 2011; 
Camerer & Fehr, 2006). Authors have considered various 
types of emotions such as guilt and pride (Antonetti & Mak-
lan, 2014; Chen & Moosmayer, 2020; Gregory-Smith et al., 
2013), anticipated emotions (Escadas et al., 2019) or feel-
ings of warm glow (Bhattacharya et al., 2021) to explain 
ethical consumer behaviors. Adding to our understanding of 
how emotions affect ethical consumer behavior, Cheng et al. 
(2024), in this SI, explore how global crises affect people’s 
ethical orientations. According to the authors, the COVID-
19 pandemic has triggered terror (emotions of fear, death-
related anxiety) within consumers, and ethical consumption 
may serve as a form of psychological defense mechanism 
against such terror. Moreover, ethical consumer responses 
may be affected by consumers’ belief in a negotiable fate, 
a characteristic that is particularly prevalent in Asian coun-
tries. The results from two studies with data collected from 
consumers in China, India, the UK, and the US show that 
perceived pandemic severity increased consumers’ intention 
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to consume ethically. Ethical consumption can mitigate con-
sumers’ mortality anxieties during crises, but this effect is 
reduced in tight (China, India) as compared to loose (UK, 
US), cultures. Consumers’ belief in negotiable fate is found 
to enhance ethical consumption but alleviates the effect of 
pandemic severity on ethical consumption in tight cultures.

Communication and Persuasion

Numerous researchers have explored consumers’ CSR per-
ceptions (e.g., perceptions of firms’ CSR initiatives or CSR 
communication) as drivers of consumer behavior, broadly 
finding that positive CSR tends to positively impact rela-
tionships between firms and stakeholders (e.g., Bhattacharya 
et al., 2009; Osburg et al., 2020). This relationship is moder-
ated by various company-specific or individual-specific fac-
tors (Cheung & To, 2021; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). For 
example, Ramasamy and Yeung (2009) studied the impor-
tance placed on Chinese consumers’ perceptions of firms’ 
economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities, 
finding that economic responsibilities are most important 
while philanthropic responsibilities are of least importance.

Most companies today recognize the important role of 
brands for business success and strive to enhance brand 
awareness as well as cultivate a positive brand image and 
reputation in the minds of consumers. Not surprisingly, 
numerous studies have focused on the role of signaling 
CSR or ethical corporate behaviors to enhance brand image 
and positioning both in business-to-consumer (e.g., Balmer 
et al., 2011; Bartikowski et al., 2021; Singh et al., 2012) and 
business-to-business settings (Su et al., 2016). For example, 
Brunk (2012) conceptualized the construct of consumer per-
ceived ethicality (CPE) of a company or brand and devel-
oped scales to measure CPE empirically. Alwi et al. (2017) 
found for industrial buyers from Malaysia that perceived 
price and service quality affect brand reputation through 
ethical branding (i.e., the positioning of the brand with and 
“ethical identity”).

Consumers’ CSR perceptions result from information 
that they learn from sources such as the press, social media, 
or advertising. Numerous studies have focused on message 
effects (message appeals and framing) for an enhanced 
understanding of ethical consumerism. For example, White 
and Simpson (2013) studied how and why various types 
of normative message appeals (i.e., what others think one 
should do vs. what others are doing vs. benefits of the action) 
encourage consumers to engage in sustainable behaviors, 
finding that appeal effects depend on whether the individual 
or collective level of the self is activated. Message framing 
broadly refers to communication techniques that stimulate a 
certain interpretation of a given piece of information. Stud-
ies concerned with message framing in CSR communication 
tend to conclude that positively framed CSR messages (i.e., 

highlighting the positive) lead to more positive consumer 
reactions, although factors such as the product category 
(high vs. low risk) or the message specificity (concrete vs. 
vague) can moderate such message effects (Bartikowski & 
Berens, 2021; Olsen et al., 2014).

Consumer researchers frequently think of belief for-
mation and persuasion in terms of a learning process and 
consider categorical learning (or categorization) to explain 
consumer behavior. Categorization means that people learn, 
remember, and integrate new information as they assign new 
incoming information in terms of how well it fits with exist-
ing knowledge categories (e.g., Bartikowski et al., 2022; 
Rosch & Lloyd, 1978). Drawing upon categorization ideas, 
the article by Besharat et al. (2024), in this SI, enhances our 
understanding of how and why emerging market consumers 
choose ethical products, focusing on the context or organic 
products (tea, coffee), and considering consumer data from 
three emerging markets (India, South Africa, and Iran). 
According to the authors, marketers may present products 
in terms of broader or narrower categories. For example, 
coffee may be presented to consumers either broadly by roast 
only (e.g., light, medium, dark) or narrowly by roast and 
origin (e.g., light roast, Argentina; light roast, Colombia). 
Such categories that marketers can easily create may lead to 
different product categorizations in the minds of consum-
ers and inform their information processing and persuasion. 
In particular, they expect that consumers will notice more 
details when presented with narrow (as compared to broad) 
product options. A series of four experimental studies show 
that when consumers see narrow (vs. broad) product cat-
egories, they are more likely to engage in deeper processing 
and incorporate both salient (self-focused) and non-salient 
(other-focused) attributes into their choice decision. The 
findings are relevant to marketers of consumer-packaged 
goods aiming to overcome resistance against ethical con-
sumption in emerging market contexts. Narrowly presented 
products encourage consumers to consider ethical attributes 
to a greater extent than they normally would and can encour-
age ethical consumption in emerging markets.

Future Research Areas

While the articles in this special issue have made significant 
headway into advancing new perspectives within the area 
of ethical consumerism in emerging markets, there remains 
scope for further research. In this section, we proffer some 
avenues for future research, drawing on insights from the 
submissions for this SI (outlined in Table 1) and our reflec-
tions. First, conceptually, while this SI explicates what con-
stitutes ethical consumerism, it is also important to examine 
related constructs such as consumer social responsibility 
(Vitell, 2015), political consumption (Gohary et al., 2023), 
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or green consumerism (Akhtar et al., 2021) to explore how 
these concepts intersect, which can often generate innovative 
insights. Further, the research could investigate the potential 
interactions between some of the themes we have identi-
fied in this essay—for instance, globalization and ethical 
consumerism, and how reshoring impacts ethical consump-
tion in emerging markets as opposed to developed countries 
(Gillani et al., 2023).

Second, theoretically, going forward, studies could review 
more novel antecedents, mediators/moderators, and out-
comes, which can drive more context-dependent theoriz-
ing. In this SI, Chan et al. (2024) advocate studies to use 
all four Chinese cultural value (CVS) dimensions, namely 
integration, moral discipline, human-heartedness, and Con-
fucian work dynamism, and examine their effects on ethi-
cal consumption. Similarly, Prikshat et al. (2024) in this SI 
propose that researchers can consider using different indica-
tors of ethical consumerism and trust and examine various 
individual-level values, attitudes, intentions, and behaviors.

Third, contextually, future research could focus on com-
parative studies with other emerging markets and developed 
countries to identify commonalities and differences and offer 
a wider context for the findings from these articles in the 
SI (e.g., Besharat et al., 2024; Chan et al., 2024; Mehmood 
et al., 2024). This can be done by studying the role of other 
relevant cultural factors that the studies in this SI do not 
consider, such as—autonomy, egalitarianism, and inter-
dependent self-construal in shaping ethical consumption 
(Cheng et al., 2024) or assessing variables such as collec-
tivism at a cultural level (Mehmood et al., 2024). We also 
urge researchers to integrate, replicate, and build upon work 
from this SI. An example is Nayak et al. (2024), who present 
a comprehensive model through their in-depth qualitative 
study, which can be tested on different types of consumers 
or in varied research settings.

Finally, methodologically, studies could be designed lon-
gitudinally to consider changes over time. For instance, Li 
et al. (2024) in this SI suggest examining Danshari among 
consumers over a period of time to provide insights into 
such culturally nuanced phenomena. We also recommend 
researchers expand causal associations, e.g., undertake field 
experiments, longitudinal surveys, and case studies (Chan 
et al., 2024; Gupta et al., 2024; Prikshat et al., 2024). Fur-
ther, Cheng et al. (2024) in this SI encourage researchers to 
examine other constructs such as pandemic-related death 
thoughts, self-esteem, and symbolic immortality, and iden-
tify their temporal impact on ethical consumption.

Conclusions

Research on ethical consumerism is diverse and varied. 
Our thematic literature analysis has provided readers with 
a broad overview of existing research on ethical consumer-
ism, as well as contextualizing the findings and contributions 
that the articles published in this SI are offering. Given the 
increasing economic importance of emerging markets and 
their impact on sustainable development, it is important that 
studies continue to explore and test the validity of concepts, 
models, or phenomena of ethical consumerism considering 
the specificities of emerging market contexts. The articles 
in this SI expand on important future research directions.
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