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The goal of this study is to investigate the similarities and differences among various types of “conscious” consumers: socially

responsible, environmentally conscious and ethical. In an exploratory large-scale study, we found that there is considerable overlap

among these different concepts of “conscious” consumption. Further analyses suggest a hierarchical relationship: People appear to

become concerned about the environment first (more concrete), and then become more conscious about their social responsibility

(implies broader issues) and ethics (implies morality, more abstract). Although this result warrants further experimental investigations,

it provides an avenue for reconciling the inconsistent use of these concepts in the literature.
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These hypotheses will be tested in a series of four planned studies. Respondents will be randomly selected from a university panel
of Second Life users, contacted via e-mail, and assigned to one of three survey context conditions: 1) In-world using survey fielded entirely
in Second Life; 2) In-then-out-world (i.e., the respondent is sent into Second Life and their avatar remains in Second Life while the
respondent is directed to a Web-based survey), and 3) Out-world using a Web-based survey.

In a first study, we compare response accuracy for visual vs. text stimuli in research studies administered in virtual worlds vs. via
Web browsers. Dependent measures include objective statistics d’ and ? from a signal detection task (SDT). The SDT will be a memory
exercise featuring three sets of stimuli (picture, text, picture and text). Signal strength will be manipulated by varying the degree to which
stimuli in a set differ from each other. Three consumer motivations for using virtual worlds–immersion, social, and achievement, are tested
as moderators of response accuracy.

The parameter d’ indicates the strength of the signal relative to noise, and larger values of d’ indicate greater sensitivity of the
respondent in recognizing previous information. The parameter ? captures whether the respondent’s decision style in a memory task is
liberal or conservative, meaning that the responder has a tendency to say “yes” or “no” (Tashchian, White and Pak 1988). Values of ? less
than 1 indicate a liberal decision style with a greater tendency to say “yes,” while values of ? greater than 1 indicate a conservative decision
style with greater tendency to say “no.” We expect that for image recall in a virtual world, d’ will be higher and the response criterion will
be stricter with ?>1, as compared to a traditional web setting.

In a series of three additional studies, we manipulate the salience of the there aforementioned characteristics of virtual worlds–sensory
experience, social networking, and virtual economy–and test these as moderators along with median splits on the three consumer
motivations for using virtual worlds.

This research will provide evidence of the relative accuracy of virtual worlds vs. traditional Web-based research for different
marketing stimuli and consumer motivations. Response accuracy has important marketing applications ranging from advertising recall
to accuracy in market research surveys. Our emphasis upon low-elaboration imagery processing has direct implications for advertising
and consumer learning about product information in virtual worlds, and provides a methodological and theoretical foundation for
extensions of this research to alternative modes of imagery instantiation and to higher-elaboration imagery and cognitive processing.
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Background
Socially responsible, environmentally friendly, or ethical consumption, as well as other terms that are often used in a conceptually

similar manner, are frequently found in the marketing literature (Antil and Benett, 1979). Yet, there does not seem to be much consistency
in the various terminologies and definitions that have been offered (Antil and Benett, 1979) about these components of “conscious”
consumption.

For example, Roberts (1995) states that research in marketing often equates socially responsible and environmentally conscious
consumer behavior. Leigh, Murphy and Enis (1988), on the other hand, believe that ecologically concerned consumers are a subset of the
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socially conscious category. Anderson, Henion, and Cox (1974), however, state that it would be unwise to interpret socially responsible
and ecologically conscious consumers as constituting a single group. Furthermore, Webster (1975), as well as many other authors (e.g.,
Brooker, 1976; Antil and Bennett, 1979; Antil, 1984; Roberts, 1995; Roberts, 1996b), state that they were studying socially responsible
consumers, but used dependent variables that concerned only the environment. Similarly, Carrigan and Attalla (2001) don’t make a
distinction between ethical and socially responsible consumers; while Copper-Martin and Holbrook (1993) state that the only significant
stream of research on ethical consumer behavior has focused so far on environmental concerns. However, Shaw and Shiu (2003) mention
that it is important to distinguish between “green” and “ethical” consumerism, because more wide-ranging ethical issues can add
significantly to the complexity of consumer decisions, and ethical concerns are often ongoing and irresolvable.

Following Anderson, Henion and Cox’s (1974) investigation more than 30 years ago, this study aims at better understanding the
similarities and differences among the various types of “conscious” consumption. We focus on environmentally conscious, socially
conscious and ethical consumption, because these domains received the most attention in the literature and also created the most confusion.
Clearly, clarifying the main “conscious” consumption concepts is very important, because it will provide a foundation in understanding
individual differences in consumption patterns that are becoming increasingly critical in the context of global warming.

Method
In order to study “conscious” consumption, a questionnaire was built from three major consumption scales. Socially responsible

consumption was measured with the help of Roberts’ (1995) SRCB scale (Socially Responsible Consumer Behavior), environmentally
conscious consumption was assessed with Roberts’ (1996a) ECCB scale (Environmentally Conscious Consumer Behavior), and ethical
consumption was measured with Creyer and Ross’ (1997) scale. These scales were selected because they appeared to be the most reliable
ones available in the literature. They were pretested twice, mostly to test for their reliability and to reduce the number of items in each
of them, in order to have a more parsimonious questionnaire. The final version of the questionnaire included 28 items taken from the three
previous scales–eight from Roberts’ (1995) scale, ten from Roberts’ (1996a) scale and ten from Creyer and Ross’ (1997) scale–which
were randomized. It also included three items that measured participants’ perceived level of identification with these three types of
“conscious” consumption. The final version of the questionnaire was sent to the participants of a major Canadian Internet panel. All items
were measured on a 5 point scale (with response categories ranging from totally disagree to totally agree).

Results
1338 questionnaires were returned (56,7% female, mean age=45), but many of them included missing data, which left us with 910

completed questionnaires for the environmentally conscious consumption scale, 949 for the socially responsible consumption scale, and
1200 for the ethical consumption scale. All scales provided satisfying results both at the exploratory (principal component analysis) as
well as the confirmatory (structural equation modeling) level. The composition of two scales (Roberts, 1996a; Creyer and Ross, 1997)
were however different from the original number of dimensions obtained by the authors. Indeed, three components were obtained for
Roberts’ (1996a) scale, instead of the two stated in his paper, and two for the Creyer and Ross (1997) scale, instead of the four stated in
their article.

The factorial score of each scale was used to test for the correlation between each of them. All scales were highly correlated (SRCB-
ECCB=0.588, SRCB-Ethical=0.544, and ECCB-Ethical=0.450; all p<0.001), which suggests that there is an overlap among these
different concepts of “conscious” consumption. In addition, the scales factor score and the respective participants’ perception measures
were strongly related (SRCB=0.504, ECCB=0.556, and Ethical=0.555; all p<0.001).

Conclusion and Discussion
The results of this exploratory study suggest that the different concepts of “conscious” consumption overlap. We therefore

investigated whether the different types of conscious consumption are nested or hierarchically ordered. Indeed, the percentages of
participants’ perceived level of identification to the different types of conscious consumption indicate that there are more participants who
identify themselves as environmentally friendly (67.4%) than socially responsible (48.6%) or ethical (44.6%).2 Further analyses partially
supported this hierarchical relationship: People appear to become concerned about the environment first, possibly because it is concrete
and easy to understand, and then become more conscious about their social responsibility (which involves broader issues like human and
animal rights) and ethics (which takes into account the morality of our actions and is thus much more abstract). Although these results
warrants further experimental investigations, it provides an avenue for reconciling the inconsistent use of these concepts in the literature.
Equally important, a hierarchical view of “concern” or “consciousness” has important implications. Indeed, most field interventions aimed
at raising consumers’ “consciousness” seem to rely on more concrete actions first (e.g., making small behavioral changes), and then on
more abstract actions (e.g., changing your mindset about consumption in general). Moreover, this conception of “conscious” consumption
share defining characteristics with goal hierarchies and means-end chains, because the elements of their structure are organized
hierarchically; with lower-level elements serving as means to achieve higher-level elements as ends (Pieters, Baumgartner, and Allen;
1995).
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2The percentages do not add up to 100 because participants could assign themselves to more than one type of conscious consumption.


