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Research into the ethical, sustainable, green and socio-

political aspects of consumption has grown considerably

since the 1990s. As Belz and Peattie (2009) suggest,

however, perhaps the most consistent finding within this

burgeoning literature has been inconsistency between what

people say (or express via attitudes, values etc.) and what

they actually do—the so-called ‘‘attitude-behaviour’’ and

‘‘intention-behaviour’’ gaps (e.g., Bray et al. 2011; Carri-

gan and Attalla 2001; Carrington et al. 2010; Chatzidakis

et al. 2007; De Pelsmaker et al. 2005; Nicholls and Lee

2006). For instance, Young et al. (2010) observe that an

estimated 30 % of consumers indicate concern about

environmental issues, yet only 5 % translate this concern

into action. Narrowing the gap between ethical consump-

tion ‘‘attitudes/intentions’’ and actual consumption

‘‘behaviour’’ represents a challenge of practical and theo-

retical significance in light of the variety of top down and

bottom up actors currently seeking to ‘‘mobilise the con-

sumer’’ (Barnett et al. 2010) towards positive environ-

mental and socio-economic outcomes.

Extant research on the ethical consumption ‘‘attitude-

behaviour’’ gap broadly falls into two camps. First, there is

a considerable amount of psychological and attitudinal

research that focuses on methodological flaws, situational

issues, and the addition of further constructs (see e.g.,

Luzar and Cosse 1998; Ogden 2003). Methodological

issues include the overreliance on quantitative survey for-

mats that encourage rational answers rather than delving

into everyday hedonistic shopping responses, and the

desire for respondents to provide socially desirable answers

and appear to be ‘good citizens’ (e.g., Trudel and Cotte

2009; Auger and Devinney 2007). Context-specific issues

include lack of finance, time or appropriate product/brand

information (e.g., labelling/brand image) or reluctance to

change convenient shopping patterns (e.g., Shaw and

Clarke 1999; De Pelsmaker et al. 2005). Authors have also

proposed the addition of further constructs such as ‘‘ethical

obligation’’, ‘‘self-identity’’ (Shaw and Clarke 1999; Shaw

et al. 2000; Shaw and Shiu 2002a, b, 2003), and ‘‘com-

mitment and sacrifice’’ (Carrington et al. 2014). Further-

more, a parallel line of research has examined potential

variables that may increase the inconsistency between

attitudes and behaviour rather than having an additional

direct effect on behaviour (moderating variables). For

instance, in the context of Fair Trade consumption,

Chatzidakis et al. (2007) consider common before- or after-

the-act justifications or ‘‘neutralisations’’ (Sykes and Matza

1957).

Concurrently, we observe that a second camp of

‘interpretive’ and cross-disciplinary research has entered

the discussion on the back of such developments. This

literature stream argues that the ‘‘attitude-behaviour gap’’

is a methodological construction of decision-making

modelling studies that continue to assume that consumer

behaviour is rational and stripped away from a broader

social, historical and cultural context (Caruana 2007a, b).

This field conceptualises ethical consumers as socially-

connected beings that establish shared meaning systems

and construct complex consumption identities (Carrington
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et al. 2012). Thus, the focus of interpretive studies has been

to explore socio-cultural influences that have allowed

various genres or types of ‘‘ethical’’ consumption to

emerge and the many tensions that are created in people’s

daily lives over how to meet conflicting demands (Con-

nolly and Prothero 2008). For instance, Autio et al. (2009)

contend that ‘‘green consumerism’’ is a socially con-

structed concept, and that in everyday discourses and

conversations there are many different translations of green

consumerism and related identity constructions (e.g.,

‘‘environmental hero’’ vs. ‘‘anarchist’’). Other interpretive

studies move away from the consumer as individual to

more explicitly consider the collective (e.g., at household

level; Belz and Peattie 2009) and community-based aspects

of sustainable consumption. For example, Vaughan et al.

(2007) argue that the consumption of refillable glass milk

bottles can be linked with individual as well as collective

identities that centre on feelings of community and nos-

talgia for Old England. Similar processes have been

observed in a variety of new social movements such as

‘‘new consumption communities’’ (e.g., Bekin et al. 2005)

and ‘‘spatially-embedded’’ forms of consumer activism

(e.g., Chatzidakis et al. 2012), underlining increased

acceptance of ethical consumption as a multi-level, rather

than micro-individual phenomenon (Caruana and Chatz-

idakis 2013).

The extant research offers valuable insights into the

lives of ethically-minded consumers, yet there remains

considerable opportunity for cross-disciplinary and novel

approaches that can promote radically different under-

standings of ethical consumption. This Journal of Business

Ethics Thematic Symposium integrates a selection of peer-

reviewed papers that were originally presented at the

International Centre for Corporate Social Responsibility

(ICCSR) 2012 Conference, 26th–27th April 2012. The

aligned purpose of the JBE Symposium and the ICCSR

Conference stream is to provide a forum for scholars to

expand our conception of ethical consumer ‘‘words’’,

‘‘deeds’’, and consumption contradictions, and to move

beyond a simple and relatively unreflective observation of

‘‘attitude-behaviour gaps’’. Combined as a coherent body

of work, these four papers address the aims of the sym-

posium by: (1) questioning the assumptions underpinning

the extant literature; and/or (2) enriching our understanding

of the well documented contradictory consumption (Szm-

igin et al. 2009) of ethically-minded consumers by intro-

ducing novel and cross-disciplinary approaches.

In the first paper, Hassan, Shaw and Shiu offer a theo-

retical and methodological extension of existing consumer

ethics studies. It summarises the current state of knowledge

within the attitudinal and socio-cognitive research tradition

by providing a systematic review of all studies that have

focused on the Theory of Reasoned Action and Theory of

Planned Behaviour—the most established attitudinal

models—and have explicitly measured intention-behaviour

rather than attitude-intention correspondence. Interestingly

the authors show that only a handful of studies observe

actual behaviour (rather than past behaviour or measures of

intention) and these are predominantly focused on eco-

logical (e.g., recycling, energy conservation) rather than

broader ethical concerns. Furthermore, the explanatory

power of TRA and TRB in these studies varies signifi-

cantly, from a mere R2 of 0.0036 (Davies et al. 2002:

r = 0.06) to 0.84 (Gill et al. 1986), with an approximate

50 % or more of the variation in behaviour not being

explained by intention alone. The second part of Hassan

et al.’s paper presents findings from a TPB-based study that

incorporates measures of intention and behaviour whilst

also examining the role of additional mediating and mod-

erating constructs, such as implementation intentions

(Carrington et al. 2010) and actual (vs. perceived) behav-

ioural control. Altogether, Hassan et al.’s article points to a

number of methodological and conceptual issues that ‘‘urge

researchers to move beyond assessing intentions and to

engage in research that would allow a more comprehensive

assessment of the motivational pathway between words and

deeds’’.

The second and third papers offer theoretical and

empirical contributions, with both papers opening a new

avenue of research by approaching ethics in consumption

through the lens of ‘‘ethic of care’’ rather than abstract

principles of moral and social justice that (implicitly)

underlie virtually all ethical consumption research. Indeed,

the relative negligence of care ethics in the ethical con-

sumption literature is surprising given its increasing pop-

ularity in other disciplines (e.g., social psychology;

Hollway 2007; business ethics; e.g., Simola 2012; Simola

et al. 2012). Care scholars move away from enlightenment-

based models of morality (highlighting for instance deon-

tological versus teleological principles; e.g., Hunt and Vi-

tell 1986) by counter-proposing a paradigm that explicitly

acknowledges the gendered, relational and socio-cultural

embeddedness of moral decisions. In this sense both papers

represent a shift in the consumer ethics tradition that sig-

nificantly challenges and promises to redefine ‘‘attitude-

behaviour’’ gap debates. The current papers attempt the

introduction of care ethics in two distinct yet interrelated

ways. Heath, O’Malley, Heath and Story intertwine ques-

tions of care with family decision-making behaviour to

recontextualize ethical choice amidst dominant social dis-

courses on the family, and in doing so, re-couple ‘indi-

vidual’ consumer ethics to social context and more

embedded consumer behaviours. Similarly, Shaw,

McMaster and Newholm suggest that, though employed in

consumer ethics studies, the concept of care is rarely

defined. They argue that ‘care’ is treated as one of a
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number of variables (e.g., trust, reliability, quality etc.) and

remains largely under-theorised in relation to consumer

behaviour. Drawing on care theory, they confront the

‘words–deeds gap’ head on, exploring the interconnections

between care and commitment to ethical behaviour; high-

lighting ‘‘variations in conceptualisations of care, inter-

linkages across conceptualisations and variation in inten-

sity of care and impact on behaviour’’.

Finally, the fourth paper takes a radically different and

refreshingly provocative approach to extant notions of

ethical consumption and CSR. Bradshaw and Zwick con-

tend that the field of Business Ethics—academic and

practitioner—rests on a fundamental flaw: relying on cap-

italists and capitalism to save us from the devastating

effects—environmental and social—of capitalism itself.

They view this is an ethical stance of ‘tragic beauty’ and a

refusal of Business Ethics and CSR to see the reality that

‘sustainable growth’ is an impossible notion. Thus, they

ask, ‘‘why is it that our commitment to sustainable capi-

talism, green consumerism, and business sustainability

prevails despite the compelling counter-arguments and

despite the massive risk at stake?’’. Bradshaw and Zwick

draw together strands of contemporary philosophy, critical

theory and psychological inquiry, in particular Zizek and

Freud, to address this central research question. In doing

so, they move the ethical consumption intention-behaviour

gap from the narrow context of consumers into the broad

context of well meaning business ethics scholars, corporate

leaders, and governments, as well as consumers. This paper

poses a significant argument that suggests that in reality

capitalism in any form—sustainable or otherwise—is dia-

metrically opposed to the salvation of the global ecology,

relying on the attitude-behaviour gap for its very survival.

Thus, the field of Business Ethics and CSR could be

unconsciously working towards the planets destruction,

rather than salvation.

Individually, the four papers each offer their own dis-

tinct contribution. As a collection, the papers combine to

address the aims of the symposium by taking a more multi-

disciplinary, multi-modal understanding of ethics in con-

sumption than the extant literature. In doing so, this the-

matic symposium undermines the simplicity of previous

notions of the ‘attitude-behaviour gap’ to reveal the com-

plex, socially embedded and contextual nature of ethics in

consumption. The first paper reviews the attitudinal and

psychologically-oriented studies currently dominant in

ethical consumption research, with the aim of inspiring a

new wave of research that employs more rigorous and

complex methodological designs to advance a sophisti-

cated understanding of the attitude–intention-behaviour

relationship. The second and third papers argue the need to

reconsider the ‘‘model of morality’’ assumed in current

treatments, offering the ethic of care as an alternative lens.

While Shaw, McMaster, and Newholm problematise the

current discourse of consumer ethics, Heath et al. offer an

empirical intervention to reveal the complexity and mul-

tiplicity involved in ethical consumption choices. Finally,

the fourth paper takes a multi-disciplinary approach to

expose and problematise the ideological assumptions of the

extant attitude-behaviour gap debate, and the academic

disciplines and business practices within which this debate

sits. We thank the authors of these papers for their com-

mitment to the aims of this Thematic Symposium and their

ongoing efforts to initiate fresh, complex, nuanced, and

sophisticated understandings of ethical choices in con-

sumption arenas. We also thank Thomas Maak, Journal of

Business Ethics Special Issue Editor, for his continued

support of this initiative.
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