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Motivations behind the Purchase of Ethical Products

Lara Spiteri Cornish, University of Coventry, UK

ABSTRACT
Ethical consumption has long been considered a direct result 

of positive ethical attitudes and intentions of consumers.  Ethical 
consumers have been classified as those who hold positive attitudes 
and intentions towards ethical concerns such as environmentalism, 
animal issues and human rights infringements, and purchase related 
ethical products (e.g. Vermeir and Verbeke 2008; Carrigan, Szmigin 
and Wright 2004; Auger and Devinney 2007). In the literature, they 
are described as mostly middle-aged with higher income, above-av-
erage education and well-informed about societal concerns (Maig-
nan and Ferrel, 2001; Roberts, 1996; Carrigan and Attalla, 2001).  
Ethical consumption is defined as consumption that is based on deci-
sion making which is strongly influenced by the consumer’s soci-
etal responsibility (Meulenberg 2003).  Research suggests that the 
percentage of people engaging in ethical consumption is on the in-
crease (Co-operative Bank Ethical Consumerism Report 2010; Berry 
and McEachern, 2005; Davis, 2006; Harrison, Newholm, and Shaw 
2005).  Yet extant literature demonstrates that there is a very large 
“attitude-intention-behaviour gap” in ethical consumption whereby 
consumers who hold ethical attitudes and intentions rarely purchase 
ethical products (e.g. Auger and Devinney 2007; Carrigan and At-
talla 2001; Follows and Jobber 2000; Shaw et al 2007).  Indeed, sales 
in this area still represent less than 6% of the overall consumer mar-
ket of some £600bn (Macalister, 2007). 

Authors attempting to bridge the “attitude-intention” gap have 
frequently investigated why consumers do not buy ethically instead 
of why they do (e.g. Bray et al. 2010).  However, we believe that to 
increase the consumption of ethical products, it is essential to un-
derstand the motivations behind such consumption rather than focus 
on the barriers to consumption.  Extant literature speaks about the 
“warm glow” or moral satisfaction that arises from altruistic behav-
iors such as ethical consumption (Andreoni 1990; Kahneman and 
Knetsch 1992).  Yet, ethical products have multiple attributes and 
are likely to be purchased for a diverse and complex set of motiva-
tions in addition to moral satisfaction.  The need to bridge “attitude-
intention” gap is becoming more imperative as more multinationals 
buy into ethical marketing and sell ethical products such as fair-
trade, sustainable or recycled (Haddock, 2005; Beattie, 2006; Will-
man, 2007).  However, this cannot happen unless the motivations 
behind such consumption are better understood.  In the area of ethical 
consumption, theory development is in its early stages and accepted 
frameworks for the decision making of ethical consumption are yet 
to be developed (e.g. Carrignton, Neveille and Whitwell 2010; Starr 
2009; Nicholls and Lee 2006).  In this paper, we aim to further theory 
in this under-examined aspect of consumer behaviour (Newholme 
and Shaw 2007)  by investigating the different motivations behind 
the consumption of ethical products. We then offer recommendations 
as to how this understanding can be used to encourage more ethical 
consumption.  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
It has been argued that in more affluent societies, people are 

freed from basic needs and become more responsible for their con-
sumption behaviour (Etzioni, 2004; Dickinson and Carsky, 2005). 
Ethical models of consumer behaviour suggest that the purchase in-
tentions of these people are driven by values, norms and ethics and 
tend to be more socially-aware (e.g. Shaw and Shui 2002; Vermeir 

and Verbeke 2008).  In these scenarios, ethical consumption is moti-
vated by the need for moral self-realisation or self-actualisation and 
to help consumers develop a virtuous identity (Kozinets and Handl-
man, 1998; Langeland,1998; Bamett et al., 2005).  Researchers of-
ten draw from the Theory of Planned Behaviour to better understand 
ethical consumption and assert that attitudes to ethical behaviour are 
antecedent to the purchase of ethical products (Ellen 1994; Shaw and 
Clarke 1999).  However, it is important to note that ethical products 
have multiple attributes (e.g. fair-trade chocolate is often marketed 
as both ethical and of higher quality) and consumers consider more 
than one attribute during the decision-making process (Auger 2010; 
D’Astous et al 1997).  Thus, to better understand ethical consump-
tion, it is essential to investigate which product attributes are most 
salient in the decision-making process.  

During a consumption episode, consumers consider both tan-
gible attributes (e.g. characteristics of products such as quality and 
price) and intangible attributes (e.g. social aspect of the product 
such as how much farmers are paid) (Auger 2010).  An aspect in 
the demand of ethical products is the trade-off between tangible and 
non-tangible product attributes that consumers have to make.  Price, 
quality, convenience and the overall value of the product are main 
buying criteria and consumers display a willingness to buy ethical 
products only if they do not have to compromise on these attributes 
(Roberts 1996: Berger 1993; D’Astous et al 1997). Dupuis (2000) 
argues that food is particularly salient for researchers in ethical con-
sumption because it highlights the inherent selfishness in consumer 
decision-making.  Indeed, research demonstrates that food consump-
tion is almost completely based on value for money, health concerns, 
taste, appearance and convenience, rather than being driven by ethi-
cal motivations such as animal welfare and care for the environment 
(Institute of Grocery Distribution, 2002; Foods Standards Agency, 
2000).  Applying these findings to ethical consumption in general 
would translate into negligible ethical consumption, which is cer-
tainly not the case.  So why do consumers buy ethically? In this pa-
per we investigate whether the multi-attribute nature of many ethical 
products effectively counteracts the “selfishness” of consumers by 
offering added value in terms of health, quality, taste, appearance 
or convenience. We also examine whether this is more relevant for 
ethically-minded consumers who appreciate the non-tangible aspects 
of products.  

METHOD
The aim of this paper was to attain in-depth insight into con-

sumer ethical purchase motivations and a qualitative approach was 
deemed to be appropriate as it allowed a focus on events in their nat-
ural setting and supplied detailed descriptions that provided valuable 
insight (Miles and Huberman 1994; Gray 2004).  We used diary-in-
terviews because they are adept at unearthing consumer motivations, 
and conflicts and better recognize complex details of phenomena 
that are difficult to uncover with other methodologies (Malhotra and 
Birks 2006; Arksey and Knight 1999). 

47 interviews were conducted with consumers residing in the 
West Midlands, UK.  A three-tiered purposive sampling technique 
was used to recruit participants (Gray 2004; Morgan 1997).  First, an 
email shot was sent out to 305 consumers residing in the West-Mid-
lands who had previously registered to participate in general con-
sumer behaviour research via an online research company (Valued 
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Opinions).  These included male and female British citizens of all 
ages (over 18) and all income levels.  These consumers were invited 
to keep online shopping diaries (including online purchases) over 
a period of 3 months.  To encourage truthfulness, these consumers 
were also required to keep all their receipts as proof of purchase.  121 
consumers responded to this email shot and expressed their willing-
ness to participate. Further details were then provided about how the 
online diary worked.  

After 3 months, the diaries were used to calculate the number of 
ethical purchases undertaken by the participants as described in the 
Co-operative Bank Ethical Consumerism Report (2010), i.e., ethical 
food and drink, ethical household products, eco-travel and transport, 
ethical personal and ethical finance. Only 96 diaries were valid and 
the others were dismissed due to missing information. The examina-
tion of the remaining diaries showed that 69 consumers had pur-
chased over 15 ethical products in the period under investigation, 20 
consumers had purchased between 5 and 10 products and the rest had 
purchased less than 5 ethical products. The 69 consumers who had 
purchased the most ethical products were invited for interview.  47 
participants agreed to be interviewed, 27 of whom were female.  The 
respondents were aged between 21 and 63; 25 were higher-income 
(over £30,000 per annum) and 22 were average-income (£20,000 to 
£29,000 per annum) as defined by the Office of National Statistics 
(2009).  The participants also represented a small cross-section of 
cultural and educational backgrounds.

Each interview lasted between 1 and 3 hours.  Diary entries 
were first confirmed against receipts to ensure authenticity of data.  
Participants were then questioned in depth on each of the ethical 
purchases to gain insight into purchase motivations.  The purchases 
were not labelled as ethical at any point in the interviews to allow 
consumers the freedom to express their purchase motivations on 
their own terms. Further, to distract consumers from the real focus 
of the interview, they were interviewed on a number of other non-
ethical products that they purchased. All interviews were transcribed 
and each transcript ran between 10 and 20 single-spaced typed pag-
es.  Transcripts were first read through to note the main emergent 
themes that arose from the interviews (Cozby 2007; Morgan 1997) 
and then subjected to more in-depth thematic analysis supported by 
the use of Nvivo computer software.  The software was used to iden-
tify those themes that provided relevant and significant insights into 
the phenomenon under investigation (ethical products; ethical con-
sumption; consumption motivations; product characteristics such as 
quality, taste, health-benefits, etc.)  The analytical process followed 
the ‘Framework’ model, which generates themes based on five stag-
es, i.e., familiarization, identification, indexing, charting, and map-
ping (Ritchie and Spencer, 1994).  Framework analysis was deemed 
appropriate because it is heavily driven by the original accounts of 
participants, allows amendment throughout the process and is com-
prehensive and rigorous in nature (Archer et al. 2005; Srivastava and 
Thomson 2009). 

DISCUSSION
In their diaries, consumers reported a number of motivations 

behind the consumption of ethical products.  Follow-up interviews 
were conducted to further corroborate diary entries and obtain a 
more in-depth insight into such motivations (See Table 1 below for 
sample quotes).  

Desire for Health. Diary entries frequently emphasised ‘health’ 
as the main motivation behind the consumption of certain ethical 
products.  This was most obvious in food consumption where ethi-
cal foods such as free-range meat and eggs or organically grown 
fruit and vegetables, were purchased not because of their ethical 

credentials but because they were perceived to be healthier.  Heas-
man and Mellentin (2001) believe that many people today are very 
nutritionally-aware and choose foods which allow them control over 
their own health and wellbeing. This came across strongly in the 
interviews and many respondents asserted that organic or free-range 
foods were the obvious choice for people seeking to live longer 
healthier lives.  Extant research has previously considered health 
as a motive for the purchase of organic products but has offered 
conflicting results. While some authors believe health to a strong 
predictor of attitudes and purchase intentions towards organic foods 
(Schifferstein and Oude Ophuis, 1998; Magnusson et al 2003), oth-
ers have refuted such findings (Honkanen et al. 2006; Tarkiainen and 
Sundqvist 2005).  In this paper, we find that not only is health one of 
the primary reasons behind the consumption of organic foods, but it 
is also a primary motivator for the consumption of other ethical prod-
ucts such as free-range eggs and meats, foods which have previously 
been considered to be purchased for ethical reasons (McEachern et 
al. 2007).  Many of the interviewees admitted they were willing to 
pay a premium for these products specifically for health reasons, 
making them an important target market for retailers selling ethical 
products. Further probing revealed that while some of these respon-
dents held positive ethical attitudes, the majority had no interest in 
the ethical credentials of the product.  These consumers did not have 
negative attitudes towards ethical consumption. Instead, they simply 
did not consider the ethical attributes of the product during the deci-
sion-making process. This demonstrate that positive ethical attitudes 
are not necessary for the consumption of ethical products and the 
desire for moral satisfaction, or ‘warm glow’ is not always a primary 
motivation for consumption. Instead, positive attitudes towards other 
tangible attributes of the product might be antecedent to purchase, 
both for ethically and non-ethically minded consumers

Fear of Illness. Among the products that consumers reportedly 
purchased for health, were items that were purchased more out of 
fear of illness, than a desire for wellbeing. While the difference might 
appear subtle, products purchased for health elicited positive discus-
sions about being empowered whereas products purchased to avoid 
disease elicited discussions with a negative undertone of fear and 
distress.  Many participants explained that they were very worried 
about the large number of dangerous chemicals used in a multitude 
of everyday products.  Some spoke of media coverage (e.g. social 
marketing for breast cancer) that illustrated the connection between 
such chemicals and certain types of cancer. These respondents pur-
chased a number of cruelty-free, non-animal based and organic prod-
ucts including foods, make-up and other cosmetics and household 
products (e.g. kitchen sprays), as a means of avoiding contact with 
harmful chemicals.  This is an important finding because while some 
research, albeit scarce, has considered how chemical-free credentials 
can motivate consumption in organic markets (Yee et al. 2005;  Krys-
tallis et al. 2006), these diary-interviews reveal that fear of chemicals 
is stronger than expected and goes beyond the purchase of organic 
food.  Indeed, for some people it appears to be the primary motivat-
ing factor for the purchase of foods, cosmetics and household prod-
ucts, overshadowing ethical motivations.  Many of the interviewees 
whose consumption was motivated by fear expressed no ethical atti-
tudes and some were even unaware that they had purchased products 
which were environmentally-friendly or cruelty-free.  Respondents 
aware of the ethical credentials of the products conveyed moral sat-
isfaction but revealed that these products would have been purchased 
even without these attributes.  This demonstrates that in the con-
sumption of ethical products consumers are often less motivated by 
altruism than by self-interest and this needs to be acknowledged in 
the marketing of ethical products.
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Table 1: Sample Quotes

Desire for Health

‘They (organic fruit and vegetables) have more vitamins than other veg. I think it’s healthier to buy them...(probing) 
Don’t really know that much about farming (chuckles).. I just know they’re healthier.’  (Emily, 28)

“I’ve been getting this (organic meat: pork and chicken) for a while now.  They don’t feed the animals any c*** as 
far as I know and that makes the meat a lot healthier...they cost a lot more but I think health should come first when 
you shop for food.  (probing) Yes animal welfare is important but firstly when you have a family you should look at 
health’  (Stephen, 28)

‘I try to buy the healthiest products around - I do shop around a lot....I avoid processed foods and try to get organic 
because they’re good for you,”  (Mike, 52)

‘My mum once told me they wash vegetables in chlorine and kill all the nutrients, so I now buy organic veg. when I 
can because they have more vitamins in them and they’re better, especially for my kids,”  (Paula, 36)

‘I get it (free-range chicken) because it has less water in it - I think I read somewhere they inject water in meat? So 
I get the better stuff because it’s a lot healthier for you...(probing) Yes I did see clips once of factory farmed chicken 
but I still used to get it cause it’s so much cheaper... (probing) like I said I changed to free-range because of the 
water thing, because it’s healthier. ‘  (James, 29)

Fear of Illness

‘I always buy organic fruit, veg. and meat. I hate all the chemicals they put into food nowadays, and I know that 
most of them can make you really sick, like cancer and such. It’s worth paying the extra money to put good things in 
your body,’ (Simon, 49)

‘I buy (ethical brand) because they have less chemicals... I use this (branded kitchen spray) all the time and I started 
to worry about all the chemicals we were breathing in and touching all the time’ (Tania, 42).

‘It started with fears that aluminium in antiperspirant gives you breast cancer. I know that many women don’t 
care but I do. So I started researching and looking around....finally I realised that the best way was to buy organic 
antiperspirant.... it’s not as good as the ones with aluminium but I still buy it..... well, then I started reading up on all 
the other chemicals that they put in all cosmetics, like sodium laurel sulphate and how bad that is, and I decided to 
switch shower gel too.... finally, decided to get most stuff organic cause they’ve no chemicals’ (Amelia, 34)

‘I once read somewhere that sunscreen can actually cause cancer!...I started to buy organic sunscreens because of 
that...(probing) No didn’t know they were cruelty-free or recycled, if I’m totally honest... yes, I would still buy them if 
they weren’t ethical. I wouldn’t want to risk me or my family getting a serious disease  (Mike, 52)

Desire for Quality

 ‘The yolks of free-range eggs are much more orange and taste better and actually the more expensive they are, 
usually the better they are. They taste much better. (Probing)  Yes I know they’re higher welfare...no, that’s not the 
main reason I get them, I cook a lot and I always look for the best quality ingredients,’ (Tania, 42).

‘I only ever buy corn-fed free range chicken. It’s almost yellow colour and tastes a lot...well, like firmer... than 
regular chicken. It’s better than the cheap stuff.’ (Christine 54).

‘That cream (non-animal based, organic) is the best I’ve tried.  I have tried a lot of them, believe me and that’s really 
good. I recommend it to my friends.....(probing).  No, I didn’t know it was not tested on animals, but that’s a good 
thing right?’ (Christine 54).

 ‘...there’s a reason they cost more (talking about free-range eggs and chicken)...they taste better .. (probing) Yes I 
guess it’s good for the chickens (chuckles) but I would buy them anyway cause they taste better,’ (Brian, 40) 

“I used to always buy ethical make-up and face cream but it was never good enough...(probing) For example, all the 
ethical creams I tried dried up my skin...the mascara was never good enough either,” (Debbie, 37)

Desire for Virtue?

‘I always buy ethical products when I can....mainly stuff to do with animals. I read a lot about how animals are 
treated and it really upsets me. So as far as I can afford I buy ethically....(what products do you buy?) free range 
chicken, pork and eggs; non-animal tested cosmetics....when I bought quilt and pillows I made sure it had no duck-
down in it...it’s horrible what they do to the ducks...’ (Emily, 28)

“I always buy fair-trade coffee in the morning...(probing) To be honest I go to (coffee shop brand) with a number of 
colleagues and they all buy fair-trade so I just go along with it, I guess.” (Mark, 31)

‘My kids hound me to buy free-range eggs because they learnt about it in school.’  (Cindy 36)

‘I know it’s more expensive (non-animal tested mascara) but I still buy it – I saw a photo of a rabbit that had its eyes 
tested on and I never bought another cheap mascara again!’ (Helen, 38).

‘Yes, if they were of good quality, I would consider the ethical version...but I think I’ll always look for the best 
quality I can afford, you know?(Brian, 40).
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Desire for Quality.  Diary entries revealed ‘quality’ to be a very 
strong motivator for the consumption of many ethical products.  In 
the case of food, for example, consumers chose free-range meat and 
eggs, organic fruits and vegetables, fair-trade coffee and chocolate, 
because they perceived them as being of higher quality and better 
tasting.  Other products such as fair-trade clothes (e.g. softer mate-
rial), ethical banking products (e.g. higher interest rates) and cos-
metics (e.g. smoother on the skin) were also regularly purchased 
because they were perceived to be of premium quality.  Research 
demonstrates that consumers often associate quality with certain 
products and subsequently purchase them for this reason (Faiers, 
Cook and Neame 2007).   For instance, organic and free-range are 
often perceived as representing higher quality and therefore better 
taste (Padel and Foster 2005).  Further, the fact that ethical products 
often cost more than equivalent brands also encourages people to 
perceive higher quality and higher prestige (Husic and Cicic 2009). 
Again, both ethically and non-ethically minded consumers bought a 
large number of ethical products because of the tangible attributes of 
the product. Interestingly, some self-proclaimed ethical consumers 
admitted to having bought ethical products in the past but quickly re-
placing them with non-ethical substitutes when these were proven to 
be of lower quality.  Such behaviour was not perceived as unethical 
and some interviewees explained that “all things being equal” (Em-
ily 28) they would always try to choose ethical products as long as 
this did not mean settling for lower quality.  Indeed, these consumers 
placed the blame squarely on the manufacturers and declared that 
they should “up their game” (Amelia, 34) if they want to compete 
effectively with other non-ethical products.  Such comments offer 
new insight into ethical consumption and highlight the sense of en-
titlement that consumers feel when it comes to negotiating between 
tangible and non-tangible product attributes. If the attitude-behav-
iour gap is to be bridged, marketers need to acknowledge that many 
ethically-minded consumers are not willing to concede tangible attri-
butes such as quality.  However, the fact that ethically-minded con-
sumers do try ethical products in the first instance strongly suggests 
that, given comparable tangible attributes, they are likely to choose 
ethical products over non-ethical varieties.  This is optimistic for the 
future of ethical consumption. 

Desire for Virtue?  The discussion above demonstrates that 
marketers need to highlight the tangible aspects of ethical prod-
ucts if they are to bridge the attitude-behaviour gap and also target 
non-ethically minded consumers.  However, this does not mean that 
they should undersell the ethical credentials of their products.  First, 
whereas the majority of consumers expressed non-ethical motiva-
tions for the purchase of ethical products, a few did genuinely buy 
these products because they are more socially-aware.  Second, the 
interviews did uncover that the  non-tangible aspects of ethical prod-
ucts are sometimes used to help consumers decide between homo-
geneous products, i.e., the ethical credentials were an added value 
that motivated product selection. Finally, the interviews revealed 
that interpersonal relationships can be a strong motivator for ethi-
cal consumption and that some consumers purchase these products 
for social assimilation, concern for social norms, or to appease sig-
nificant others.  A number of interviewees, for example, disclosed 
that their children pestered them to purchase ethical products after 
learning about ethical concerns in school.  Others admitted that they 
purchased fair-trade products (especially coffee in public places) due 
to a ‘bandwagon’ effect and a desire to fit in. Hence, while ethical at-
tributes might not be wholly responsible for consumers buying ethi-
cally, when combined with other tangible attributes they might tip 
the balance in favour of more ethical consumption.  

CONCLUSIONS
In this paper we offer further insight into motivations behinds 

ethical consumption.  First, we demonstrate that consumers negoti-
ate between many tangible and non-tangible attributes during their 
consumption scenario and ethical credentials are often not the prior-
ity for many consumers.  Indeed, even for ethically-minded consum-
ers who actively seek out ethical products, tangible aspects such as 
quality and health  are often non-negotiable and might result in non-
consumption. This means that marketers cannot hope to encourage 
consumption of ethical products if these do not compare favourably 
with other products on the market.  Conversely, the positive tangible 
attributes of many ethical products regularly encourages consump-
tion even among non-ethically minded individuals, thus creating a 
whole new segment for these products. 

Vermeir and Verbeke (2004, p.8) attest that consumption is often 
a consequence of “the need to save money and time, to give priority 
to health (i.e. security, certainty, protection, stability), to feel part of 
a social group (i.e. following social norms), to distinguish from oth-
ers, to fulfil the need to try out new technologies or to look for the 
most easy and comfortable way of living”.  Similarly, we reveal that 
in addition to ethical reasons, desire for health, fear of illness and 
desire for quality are the main motivations behind the consumption 
of many ethical products.  Many such products offer multiple attri-
butes which consumers value very highly and these encourage both 
ethically- and non-ethically minded people to consume them.  In the 
past decade, for example, consumers have become more sophisti-
cated and savvy in terms of their consumption and have developed 
a deeper understanding of the mass-production of foods and other 
products and the role that chemicals play in such processes (Heas-
man and Mellentin 2001). This has motivated many consumers to 
choose products which are produced, stored and processed without 
synthetic chemicals (Lockie et al. 2002; Padel and Foster 2005).  In-
deed, many consumers purchase ethical products because these offer 
superior quality and health benefits when compared to alternatives. 
This means that the tangible attributes of ethical products, if market-
ed carefully, can motivate both ethically-minded and non-ethically 
minded consumers to purchase them.  Thus, by understanding the 
motivations behind ethical consumption, and developing market-
ing communications that emphasise both tangible and non-tangible 
product attributes, retailers can establish and cultivate whole new 
markets for ethical products.   

We conclude by raising the questions as to whether researchers 
in the field should continue to focus on bridging the attitude-behav-
iour gap or alternatively concentrate more on how they can increase 
ethical consumption.  This would shift the focus from ethically-
minded consumers who do not consume ethically, to non-ethically-
minded consumers who do. By freeing themselves from boundaries 
which delineate which consumers should be investigated, research-
ers might be better able to help marketers develop strategies which 
target different kinds of consumers who have different motivations 
to buy ethical products.  This might require researchers to consider 
whether they feel it is important that consumers buy ethical prod-
ucts for exclusively ethical reasons, or simply that people buy ethical 
products.

Limitations and Future Research: This study is mainly explor-
atory and limited by the qualitative nature of the enquiry.   How-
ever, the aim was to gain an in-depth insight into why consumers 
purchase ethical products and we felt that diary-interviews would 
be the best route to achieve this. While the findings cannot be gen-
eralized across the population, they provide some valuable insights 
which further our understanding of ethical consumption and can be 
used by marketers to encourage more ethical consumption. While 
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care has been taken to avoid social-desirability bias (e.g. interviewer 
discussed different types of products not just ethical ones with par-
ticipants), in-depth interviews are susceptible to such bias and this is 
acknowledged as a limitation of the study.  Further research should 
attempt to validate our findings by undertaking larger-scale quantita-
tive research.  We believe that experimental design would lend itself 
well to this type of research and would be an effective follow-up to 
this investigation. 
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