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The Impact of Social Darwinism Perception, Status Anxiety, Perceived Trust of People, and 

Cultural Orientation on Consumer Ethical Beliefs 
 
This study intends to explore the effects of political, social and cultural values 
on consumers’ ethical beliefs regarding questionable consumption behaviors. 
The variables examined include status anxiety, social Darwinism perception, 
perceived trust of people, and cultural orientation. Based on a field survey in 
Taiwan, the results showed that consumers with low ethical beliefs have higher 
perception of social Darwinism and status anxiety than consumers possess 
neutral and high ethical beliefs. The result also showed that the neutral ethics 
group had higher trust on people than the low ethics groups. Finally, the high 
ethics group expressed significantly higher perception of vertical collectivism 
than those consumers of the low and neutral ethics group. 
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Introduction 

The goal of marketing is to resolve the problems of exchanges. Ethics is integrally involves 

with all aspects of the exchange relationship between dyads. Early research in ethics focused on 

the issues as they related to business or marketing situations while few examined ethics related 

consumer situations (Hunt and Vitell, 1986; Murphy and Laczniak, 1981). The situation has 

changes since the early ’90s, when Vitell et al. (1991) and Muncy and Vitell (1992) propose the 

concept and scale of a consumer’s ethical beliefs. As the increasing of diversity and complexity 

of the product and service offerings emerged, as well as the awareness of consumerism, issues of 

consumption ethics are becoming more and more important. A better understanding of 

consumers’ ethical beliefs will be a great advantage for sellers to solve the exchange problems 

involving ethical issues (Fullerton et al., 1996; Vitell, 2003).  

Hunt and Vitell (1986, 1993) proposed a general theory of marketing ethics. The theory 
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proposes that an individual’s personal characteristics, along with industrial, organizational and 

professional environment, affect how an ethical situation is perceived. Theories in consumer 

ethical beliefs also have postulated that individual ethical decision-making differs based on the 

personal characteristics of the decision maker (Ferrell and Gresham, 1985; Hunt and Vitell, 1986, 

1993; Rallapalli et al., 1994). In fact, personality and environmental factors may affect each 

other interactively. Personality characteristics are affected by the economics, politics, societal 

and cultural environment, which in turn affect the various environments. The present study goes 

beyond previous research and introduces some new variables regarding the political, economic 

and social value of consumers to discover new relationships between these variables and 

consumers’ ethical judgments.  

In the past 30 years, many economic, political and social changes have occurred in the 

Asian Pacific – especially in Taiwan. Taiwan has experienced a rapid economic growth in the 

post-World War II era. Over the last 30 years, the Taiwanese economy has evolved through three 

stages: from underdeveloped, to developing, to being a leading producer of high technology 

goods (Chiou, 2002). Taiwanese society has also experienced advancing democratic progress 

with general elections of their highest political leaders. These sudden changes in economic, 

political and social environment make the society very suitable for exploring how 

macro-environmental values, such as political, social and cultural, affect consumers’ ethical 

beliefs. 

In Vitell’s (2003) review of consumer ethics research, he proposed that although consumer 

ethics research has produced fruitful results in the past 10 years, more research should be done 

on how environmental and personal factors influence ethical judgment in different cultures. This 

study can serve to enrich this research stream. In sum, this study intends to explore the effects of 
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political, social and cultural values on consumers’ ethical beliefs regarding questionable 

consumption behaviors. The variables examined include status anxiety, social Darwinism 

perception, perceived trust of people, and cultural orientation.  

The article is organized as follows: in the next section, we will provide the conceptual 

framework and the research hypotheses. This section is followed by a description of our 

methodology and the results of the hypothesis testing. Finally, we conclude with a discussion of 

results and marketing implications.  

 

Research Variables 

Consumers’ ethical beliefs 

Ethical theories can be categorized into two fundamental types – teleological and 

deontological (Beauchamp and Bowie, 1979; Murphy and Laczniak, 1981). Teleological theories 

hold that the moral worth of actions or practices is determined solely by the consequences of the 

actions or practices (Beauchamp and Bowie, 1979). They focus on the consequences of those 

actions and behaviors (Hunt and Vitell, 1986), and concern with the amount of good or bad 

embodied in the consequences of the behavior or action (Vitell et al., 1993). On the other hand, 

deontological theories maintain that the concept of duty is independent of the concept of good, 

and that right actions are thus not determined by the outcome (Beauchamp and Bowie, 1979). 

These perspectives focus on the specific actions or behaviors of an individual (Hunt and Vitell, 

1986) and concern with the inherent righteousness of a behavior or action (Vitell et al., 1993). 

This dichotomy is similar to Forsyth’s (1980) relativism versus idealism classification of 

personal moral philosophy. According to Forsyth, people with the relativism concept reject the 

possibility of formulating or relying on universal moral rules when drawing conclusions about 
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moral questions. On the other hand, people with the idealism concept generally believe that 

desirable consequences can, with the “right” action, always be obtained. 

Muncy and Vitell (1992) and Vitell and Muncy (1992) developed a consumer ethical belief 

scale to examine consumers’ ethical beliefs regarding certain questionable consumption 

behaviors. Consumers could be categorized according to their attitudes toward these questionable 

behaviors. Since these measures of consumers’ ethical beliefs focus on the actions and 

consequences of those behaviors, respondents who believed in the relativism concept are more 

likely to agree with the questionable consumption behaviors, whereas consumers who believed 

in the idealism concept are more likely to use higher ethical standards in judging the 

questionable consumption behaviors. According to Vitell and Paolillo (2003), idealism is 

positively related to consumer ethical beliefs and relativism is negatively related to consumer’s 

ethical beliefs. Similarly, several studies also found that consumers who are less idealistic and 

more relativistic tend to be more accepting of questionable consumer practices (Kenhove et al., 

2001; Rawwas et al., 1994).  

Political, Social, and Cultural Value Perceptions 

Personal factors are important variables that influence consumers’ ethical beliefs (Vitell, 

2003). Previous research has addressed the effects of several aspects of demographic and 

personal characteristics on consumers’ ethical beliefs. These include age (Erffmeyer et al., 1999; 

Strutton et al., 1997), income (Fullerton et al., 1996), gender and education (Swaidan et al., 

2003), personality (Rallapalli et al., 1994), religiosity (Vitell and Paolillo, 2003), an individual’s 

moral philosophy (Vitell et al., 1991), political preference, and need for closure (Kenhove et al., 

2001). In addition to the above variables, political, social, and cultural value factors also 

influence personal characteristics. The rapid economic and political development of the global 
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market has dramatically changed consumers’ perceptions of political, social, and cultural values 

(Barro, 2000; Soros, 2002; Stiglitz, 2002). The effects of these perceptual changes on a person’s 

social behaviors are attracting strong research interest in many social science disciplines 

(Douglas and Craig, 1997; Hudson, 2000; Kelley and Evans, 1995). In this study, we seek to 

extend the research stream by introducing the effects of political, social, and cultural values on 

consumers’ ethical beliefs.  

For the political perception variable, we intend to explore the social Darwinism perception. 

Social Darwinists believe that a social class system exists everywhere (Spencer, 1874). 

Individuals in pursuit of higher social class may replace cooperation and interpersonal trust with 

competition, and they will try to win the competition through any means (Hudson, 2000). 

Therefore, it is possible high perceptions of social Darwinism may induce a consumer to accept 

more questionable ethical behaviors.  

For the social perception variable, we plan to examine the status of anxiety and perceived 

trust in people. People will feel especially anxious about their social class when there is a great 

possibility of moving downward or upward in the relevant society (Grusky and Hauser, 1984). 

High social class anxiety may encourage consumers to look for ways to improve, or at least 

sustain, their current status. In addition, according to the attribution theory (Kelley and Evans, 

1995; Kluegel and Smith, 1986), when more and more people experience a downward mobility 

of social class, they tend to blame external factors, and have less trust in other people. Therefore, 

it is proposed that both social anxiety and perceived trust in people will affect a consumer’s 

attitude toward questionable consumption behaviors. 

Finally, for the cultural perception variables, we aim to investigate the effects of 

consumers’ cultural value perceptions on questionable consumption behaviors. Although 
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previous studies discussed cultural influences on consumers’ ethical beliefs across countries 

(Singhapakdi et al., 1994; Rawwas et al., 1994; Rawwas, 2001), there is still little research which 

examines the relationship between consumers’ perceived cultural values and their ethical beliefs. 

This study intends to examine the relationship between consumers’ perception of cultural values 

and their ethical beliefs within a society.  

In addition to the direct relationship between political, social, and cultural value variables 

and consumer ethical beliefs, it is acknowledged that the four variables may have complex and 

intrinsic interaction effects on consumers’ ethical beliefs. However, since this study is the first to 

explore the relationship between the proposed four variables and consumers’ ethical beliefs, and 

because the major goal of this study is to identify whether consumers with different sets of 

ethical beliefs will have different perceptions about the four research variables, the interaction 

among the four variables will not be examined in the current study. The complex and intrinsic 

interaction effects should be examined in future, when the theoretical foundation of the proposed 

relationship is more solidly built.  

 

Hypotheses 

Social Darwinism and Social Status Anxiety 

The essence of Charles Darwin’s theory ([1859] 1972) is natural selection, survival of the 

fittest and the struggle for existence. Herbert Spencer (1874) is the pioneer in bringing the 

concept and applications to the social change theory and terming theories as social Darwinism. 

The ideas of social Darwinism reinforce conservative, laissez-faire individualism. Social 

Darwinist considers social change to be because of external environment and natural selection 

(Hudson, 2000). When the gaps between social classes broaden, people will be eager to seeking 
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benefits and social status, and have the concept of emphasizing self-capability and the law of the 

jungle. Social Darwinism emphasizes that people will try to do anything to survival and that 

outcomes are more important than principles.  

When consumers possess the concept of social Darwinism, they will tend to believe that the 

natural selection process in a society is justified. If a person wants to survive in a society, s/he 

has to do whatever s/he can to sustain the natural selection process. Therefore, those who possess 

the concept of social Darwinism will tend to use the concept of relativism in viewing the 

questionable consumer practices. They will focus on the consequences of behaviors instead of 

the deontological meaning of the behaviors. That is, the higher the perception of social 

Darwinism a consumer possesses, the more likely s/he will tolerate the questionable 

consumption actions. 

H1: The higher the perception of social Darwinism a consumer possesses, the more likely s/he 
will tolerate questionable consumption actions 

 

Karl Marx ([1867] 1967) divided people into two groups – the bourgeoisie and the 

proletariat. The proletariat was exploited by the big commercial organizations, and capitalists 

grasped most of the surplus value of labor. Since the gap of wealth is huge, the conflicts between 

the two groups became very severe. If consumers view themselves as sufferers of capitalism, 

they normally have high anxiety in social status. One way to fight back is to take advantage of 

questionable consumption behaviors since the sellers are part of the bourgeoisie class. Therefore, 

when the consumers have negative attitudes toward business, they will tend to be more likely to 

tolerate the questionable actions (Vitell and Muncy, 1992; Kwong et al., 2003) and use more 

teleological concepts of consumer ethics. What they care more about is the outcome of what they 

did and the benefits that accompany a specific behavior (Ferrell and Gresham, 1985).  
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In addition, research in sociology has shown that people attribute success to themselves 

when the mobility is upward, whereas they blame failure on external factors when the social 

status moves downward (Kelley and Evans, 1995; Kluegel and Smith, 1986). Those who move 

downward tend to have higher social status anxiety (Hunt, 1999). When consumers attribute 

outcomes to external environments, they tend to self-examine much less and not obey social 

rules. They care more about gains than about questionable consumption behaviors. Therefore, it 

is proposed that consumers with high social status anxiety will tend to have lower consumer 

ethical beliefs regarding questionable consumption behaviors; they are more tolerant of 

questionable consumer activities.  

H2: The higher the perception of social status anxiety a consumer possesses, the more likely s/he 
will tolerate questionable consumption actions 

 

Trust 

Trust has been defined as the perceived credibility and benevolence of a target of trust 

(Doney and Cannon, 1997; Larzelere and Huston, 1980). Perceived credibility focuses on the 

expectancy that the other’s word or written statement can be relied on. Benevolence is the extent 

of which one partner is genuinely interested in the other partner’s welfare. If a consumer has high 

perceived credibility and benevolence of other people, they will try not to hurt them and use a 

higher standard of moral philosophy in their consumption behaviors. Therefore, consumers with 

high perceived trust of other people normally will have high ethical standard on questionable 

consumption behavior. On the other hand, consumers with low perceived trust of other people 

normally will have lower consumer’s ethical beliefs and violate the questionable norms if they 

have to. Such an opportunistic attitude and behavior also reinforces that they do not trust other 

people. Thus: 
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H3: The higher the perception of trust of other people a consumer possesses, the less likely s/he 
will tolerate questionable consumption actions 
 

Individualism/ collectivism 

Culture, in essence, is a collective mental programming as defined by Hofstede (1980, 1983). 

This mental programming is shared by the members within a nation, region or group, but not by 

members of other nation, regions or groups. Different cultures have different socialization processes 

for their generations (Triandis, 1994a). Different socialization processes may cause people living in 

different cultural contexts to have dramatic differences in cognition, emotion and/or social behavior 

(Douglas and Dubois, 1977; Markus and Kitayama, 1991). However, it may be too broad to claim 

that people living in one type of culture will definitely possess dramatically different characteristics 

from those in other cultures (Triandis, 1994a). A macro-approach can only suggest a modal 

distribution of characteristics or patterns within each culture. That is, researchers can only claim that 

most people in a certain culture possess certain characteristics, while most people in another culture 

possess different characteristics. This does not mean, however, that there is little variance regarding 

specific characteristics among the people within each culture. Some people in a certain culture may 

possess particular characteristics that are shared by most of the people in other cultures instead of 

pervasively within their own culture. For example, some people in an individualistic society may 

need to conform to group pressures as much as those in a collectivistic society. Therefore, in order 

to explain fully the behavior variances, researchers need to take individual characteristics into 

account.   

Early research about culture tended to treat individualism and collectivism as pure 

dichotomies when they analyze at cultural level (Triandis, 1994a); but at the individual level, 

Triandis and Gelfand (1998) suggest that individualism and collectivism represent separate 
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dimensions. Both individualism and collectivism can exist within the same culture, a member of 

a collectivistic culture may have individualistic beliefs, and a person may possess both 

individualistic and collectivistic tendencies (Triandis, 1989, 1994b; Sinha and Tripathi, 1994). 

Although the utility of individualism and collectivism is indisputable, Triandis (1995) 

argued that individualism and collectivism are multi-dimensional constructs. He proposed that 

both individualism and collectivism may be further modified as either horizontal (emphasizing 

equality) or vertical (emphasizing hierarchy). Horizontal patterns assume that one self is more or 

less like every other self. On the other hand, vertical patterns consist of hierarchies, so thus one 

self is different from other selves. The way in which these relative emphases combine with 

individualism and collectivism produce four distinct patterns: horizontal collectivism (HC), 

vertical collectivism (VC), horizontal individualism (HI) and vertical individualism (VI). For this 

study, the patterns of VC and VI are specifically relevant. 

People with VC orientation submit to the norms of their in-groups and are willing to 

self-sacrifice for their in-groups. They tend to see themselves as dutiful and emphasize the 

integrity of the in-group (Chiou, 2001; Gouveia et al., 2003). They are willing to sacrifice their 

personal goals for the sake of in-group goals, and support competitions between their in-groups 

and out-groups. They are more likely to go to their familiar retailers or service providers in their 

communities than people who possess different cultural orientation. These retailers and service 

providers in the community are frequently considered as part of their in-groups. Therefore, they 

will tend to have higher ethics on the consumption behaviors in these outlets. Therefore, it is 

proposed that consumers with VC orientation will tend to have less tolerance on questionable 

consumption behaviors.  

H4: The higher the vertical collectivism tendency a consumer possesses, the less likely s/he will 
tolerate questionable consumption actions 
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People with VI orientation are especially concerned with comparing with others. They 

believe that competition is the law of nature and desire to win in competitions. They also tend to 

have high propensity to take risk, autonomy and aggression, and they do this in individual 

competitions with others (Triandis and Gelfand, 1998). In addition, they tend to aspire for 

achievement and success (Gouveia et al., 2003). Therefore, they are more likely to possess the 

relativism perception of consumption behaviors and have a higher acceptance of questionable 

consumption behaviors. Therefore, it is proposed that consumers with VI orientation will tend to 

have lower ethics on questionable consumption behaviors. Thus: 

H5: The higher the vertical individualism tendency a consumer possesses, the more likely s/he 
will tolerate questionable consumption actions 
 

 

Methodology 

Study Objects and Respondents 

A field survey was conducted on a sample of undergraduate students in the greater Taipei 

area of Taiwan. To minimize the potential bias as students might have unique perspectives from 

other consumers, we tried to have a wider range of demographic segments in the sample. In order 

to make sure the respondents include different social and economic backgrounds, 10 national and 

private universities were selected for this study. Because of the liberalization of higher education 

in Taiwan, more than 70 percent of high school graduates continue their college education. There 

are 158 universities in total and 57 of them are in the greater Taipei area. The diversity of the 

universities in the greater Taipei area is very high. They normally can attract students from 

different areas of the country and all walks of life.  

There were many studies examining business and consumer ethics had used student 
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samples since the students represent an important segment of consumers for many marketers 

(Rallapalli et al., 1994; Muncy and Eastman, 1998), and student samples enable researchers to 

control a source of variation, avoid the moderating factors, such as age, education levels (Waller 

and Polonsky, 1999). 

Interviewers were employed to ensure the quality of the questionnaire. They were asked to 

survey every nth student they met in the central location of the campus. In total, 400 

questionnaires were completed successfully. The response rate was about 35 percent. Our 

sampling method was successfully in soliciting respondents with varied personal and family 

background. Respondents varied in gender (female, 57%; male, 43%), age (≤19 years of age, 

39%; 20-22 years of age, 55%; ≥23 years of age, 6%), father education (≤ junior high school 

diploma, 21%; senior high school, 25%; some college, 19%; university and above, 34%), and 

family income (≤ NTD 500,000, 15%; 500,001 – 1,000,000, 37%; 1,000,001 – 1,500,000, 28%; 

≥ 1,500,001, 20%). The respondents were also asked to rate their social classes on a 1 to 7 scale 

(1 stands for labor class, 4 stands for middle class, and 7 stands for upper class). The results 

showed that respondents came from different social backgrounds (rating 1, 3%; rating 2, 11 %; 

rating 3, 24; rating 4, 46%; rating 5, 14%; rating 6, 2%).  

The representativeness of the sample was examined by comparing the sample’s basic 

demographics with those of the population of college students in Taiwan. The results showed that 

the demographical characteristics of our respondents were similar to those of the college student 

population in Taiwan regarding gender, age, and household annual income (See Table 1).  

---------Table 1 about here------- 

Finally, to see whether our student respondents came from families with an annual 

household income similar to that of the general public, we compared the household income of 
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our respondents with that of the general public. The results showed that although the population’s 

top 20% income group has a higher income than our respondents, the other quintile of the 

population’s household income is very similar to that of our respondents. Government data for 

2003 shows that the average household income for the lowest 20% of family earners was NTD 

358,916; those in the 21% to 40% bracket earned NTD 664,930; those in the 41% to 60% 

bracket earned 908,717; those in the 61% to 80% bracket earned NTD 1,237,701, and the top 

20% of families earned NTD 2,153,862. The above comparisons provide some evidence that our 

respondents share many aspects of the college student population and the general public. 

Measurement 

The questionnaire consisted of seven sections: consumer’s ethical beliefs, social status 

anxiety, interpersonal trust, social Darwinism, vertical collectivism, vertical individualism and 

respondent backgrounds. The sections are shown in Table 2. The double translation method was 

applied to make sure the translation was adequate because all measures were originally 

developed in English. 

Consumer ethical beliefs were measured by the scale developed by Muncy and Vitell 

(1992), which includes four dimensions of consumer’s ethical beliefs: (1) actively benefiting 

from illegal activities, (2) passively benefiting from illegal activities, (3) actively benefiting from 

questionable actions and (4) no harm/no foul. The scale has been empirically tested in several 

situations, contexts and cultures. The respondents were asked to choose their “beliefs” based on a 

five-point scale ranging from “deeply believe that action is right” to “deeply believe that action 

is wrong.”  

Social status anxiety and social Darwinism were measured by a five-point scale 

respectively as well, with respondents asked to rate from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” 
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These two scales were taken from the Cross-national Variations in Distributive Justice Perception 

(CVDJP) project. The CVDJP instrument had been translated into 12 languages and administered 

approximately in 20 countries, including Jamaica, United States, New Zealand, Israel, Sweden, 

South Africa and Taiwan (Powell, 2005). The reliability and validity of the scale is well 

established. Some results of the project had been published in the special issue of Journal of 

cross-cultural psychology in 2005.  

The interpersonal trust scale was taken from the CVDJP project, too. There were two items 

to measure the construct. The respondents were asked to answer the seven-point scale with a 

range from “7,” representing a point of view held by some people, to “1,” representing an 

opposing point of view.  

Hofstede (1980) identified individualism- collectivism constructs where the cultural was 

the unit of analysis. Triandis and his colleagues developed related scales for measuring cultural 

tendency at the individual level. Two constructs, vertical collectivism and vertical individualism, 

from Triandis and Gelfand (1998) and Singelis et al. (1995) were measured by a seven-point 

scale. The respondents were asked to rate their agree levels ranging from “strongly agree” to 

“strongly disagree.” 

---------Table 2 about here------- 

Procedures for Statistical Analyses 

In order to test the proposed research hypotheses, several statistical analyses were applied 

to the data. First, principal component analysis with varimax rotation was applied to extract 

consumers’ ethical beliefs dimensions. Although the consumer ethical belief scale is well 

established in the Western literature, exploratory factor analyses, instead of confirmatory factor 

analyses, were applied in this study, because this study is among the first to apply the scale in a 
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Chinese culture. Consumers in different cultural settings may have different conceptual 

perceptions toward a scale (Craig and Douglas, 2000). It is better to be more conservative in 

applying a scale which was developed in a different cultural environment. The results of the 

exploratory factor analysis for this study can be the basis for scale validation of consumer ethical 

belief measures in other Eastern societies for future studies.  

Second, the dimensions of the exploratory factor analysis were then served as the input for 

cluster analysis. Cluster analysis classifies respondents so that they are very similar to each other 

in the cluster with respect to some predetermined criterion. The focus of cluster analysis is to 

compare the respondents based on the criterion variables, not on the estimation of the criterion 

variable itself (Punj and Stewart, 1983). The method is a strong tradition in psychological 

classification based on personality and other attitude traits (Hair et al., 1998). It is also called fit 

as gestalts in management literature (Venkatraman, 1989). Instead of gestalts, if the system was 

decomposed into a set of bivariate contingencies, it is plausible that internal inconsistencies 

among multiple pair-wise contingencies would exist (Venkatraman, 1989). For example, a person 

may possesses diverse aspects of attitudes toward an object; sometimes it is very difficult to 

examine the relationship between a limited attitude trait and other variables, without considering 

the whole set of attitude traits as a gestalt.  

We believe the concept of consumer ethical belief is multi-dimensional. Some of the 

dimensions may even pose internal inconsistencies. We group individuals based on their ethical 

beliefs, such that each entity is similar to the others in the same cluster with respect to different 

aspects of ethical beliefs. We can then have a clear overall image about these clusters, and not 

lose in the specific characteristics of the pair-wise observations. In this fashion, the researcher 

has a more concise, comprehensible description of the observations, with minimal loss of 
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information (Hair et al., 1998). 

We followed the procedure of the cluster analysis suggested by Punj and Stewart (1983) in 

conducting the cluster analysis. In their recommendations, Ward’s cluster analysis was first 

applied to obtain initial centroids. Based on the initial centroids, we calculated the standard 

deviation of the distance from the group mean of each respondent. Since cluster analysis is 

sensitive to outliers, the observations with a distance greater than three standard deviations from 

their group means were discarded from further analysis (Punj and Stewart, 1983; Hair et al., 

1998), and 13 cases were excluded from our study at this stage. The remaining observations were 

then clustered with the k-mean method, using the cluster centroids obtained from the Ward 

method as the initial seed points. The final procedure of the cluster analyses was to use ANOVA 

analyses to ascertain the differences of consumption ethical beliefs among the clusters. 

Finally, ANOVA analyses were applied to test whether respondents belong to different 

groups of consumption ethical beliefs possesses different levels of social Darwinism, social 

status anxiety, trust of other people, VC tendency, and VI tendency. These tests were used to test 

the research hypotheses directly.  

 

Results 

Factor Analysis Results 

The results of principal component analysis showed that there were three factors with 

eigenvalue exceeding one (61% variance extracted). The analysis of the latent root criterion also 

showed that three factors should be chosen. Therefore, the three factors were orthogonally 

rotated by the Varimax method to achieve a simpler and more meaningful factor solution. The 

results are shown in Table 3. The dimensions of the consumer ethics scale in our study are a little 
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different from Muncy and Vitell (1992). There are four dimensions of consumers’ ethical beliefs 

in Muncy and Vitell’s research: (1) actively benefiting from illegal activities, (2) passively 

benefiting at the expense of others, (3) actively benefiting from questionable action and (4) no 

harm/no foul.  

The first six items of the original scales have loadings higher than .5 on the first factor. The 

items of these dimensions were almost the same as Muncy and Vitell (1992), except the sixth 

item in our study. Based on the loaded items, we named the first factor as “actively benefiting 

from illegal activities,” since the loaded items express the attitude of taking serious ethical 

actions to obtain benefits. Eight items of the scales loaded higher than .5 on the second factor. 

This factor includes passively benefiting from illegal activities and actively benefiting from 

questionable actions, based on Muncy and Vitell’s classification. Therefore we named the second 

factor as “benefiting from questionable activities.” Finally, items 15, 16, 17, 19, 20 and 21 of 

Muncy and Vitell’s (1992) scale had loading higher than .5 on the third factor. However, item 15 

also had a high cross-loading value (.485) on factor one and item 18 had loading lower than .4 in 

all three factors. Therefore, items 15 and 18 were dropped in the consequent analysis. The third 

factor was termed “no harm/no foul.” 

---------Table 3 about here------- 

Cluster Analysis Results 

The final cluster analysis results are shown in Table 4. Three clusters were selected because 

(1) from the agglomeration coefficient change analysis, we found that the largest relative 

increase in the coefficient is when the cluster number changes from four to three; (2) from the 

ANOVA analysis, we found that group one was a low ethics orientation group, group two was a 

neutral ethics orientation group and group three was a high ethics orientation group; and (3) this 
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kind of classification would be more meaningful and relevant for further analysis of this study if 

three groups can be used to examine whether there is a curvilinear relationship between the 

attitude variables and ethics beliefs.  

The results of significant tests on the three ethical beliefs showed that all between-group 

Scheffe tests were significant except “no harm/no foul” between group one and group two (p 

= .468) and “actively benefiting from illegal activities” between neutral and high ethics group (p 

= .124). Group one was significantly more acceptable on “actively benefiting from illegal 

activities” and “benefiting from questionable activities” than groups two and three. Group two 

was significantly more tolerate on “benefiting from questionable activities” than group three 

(Table 4). Therefore, group one, two and three were termed as low ethics group (N=141), neutral 

ethics group (N= 176), and high ethics group (N=70) respectively. 

---------Table 4 about here------- 

To see whether there was any difference in demographic characteristics among the three 

groups, ANOVAs were applied to test on the demographic data. The results showed that there 

was no significant difference among the three ethics groups regarding age and social status (See 

Table 5). A Chi-Square test on the distribution of family income among the three groups also 

showed that there was no significant difference among the three ethics groups (χ2 = 24.816, p 

= .306). However, the results did show that there were significantly more males in the low ethics 

group than in the neutral ethics group. To understand whether gender posed a different 

perception on political, social, and cultural values, T-tests were applied on each of these variables. 

The results show that gender did not have a significant influence on respondents’ perceptions 

toward Social Darwinism (t = .803, p = .423), social status anxiety (t = 1.589, p = .113), 

interpersonal trust (t = .856, p = .393), vertical collectivism (t = .501, p = .616), and vertical 
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individualism (t = .500, p = .618). These analyses demonstrated the three-cluster solution 

successfully classified the respondents based on the ethical beliefs they possessed. Demographic 

variables did not cause significant effect on the classification process and on the research 

variables when analyzing the data using the three-cluster results.   

ANOVA Analysis 

The five hypotheses were tested by ANOVA analyses, and the results are summarized in 

Table 5.  

The Relationship between Ethics Groups and Social Darwinism. An ANOVA on the 

perception of social Darwinism yielded main effects for the three ethics groups (F = 2.923, p 

= .055). Consumers of the three ethics groups tended to have a different perception of social 

Darwinism. We applied Scheffe tests to make sure there were significant differences between the 

groups. The results showed that the low ethics group had a higher perception of social 

Darwinism than the neutral and high ethics groups (p’s = .048 and .028). Neutral and high ethics 

groups did not differ in their perceptions of social Darwinism (p = .488). Therefore, the low 

ethical beliefs consumers tended to have higher perceptions of social Darwinism than the neutral 

and high ethics groups. Therefore, H1 was partially supported (Table 5). 

---------Table 5 about here------- 

The Relationship between Ethics Groups and the Social Status Anxiety. An ANOVA on the 

social status anxiety yielded main effects for the three ethics groups (F = 7.204, p = .001). 

Significant differences existed among the three ethics groups. Scheffe tests showed that the low 

ethics group differed from the other two groups (p’s = .000 and .098), people with low consumer 

ethical beliefs tended to have higher social status anxiety comparing with neutral and high ethics 

groups. However, neutral and high ethics groups did not have a significant difference in this 



 19

criterion (p = .198). Therefore, the low ethics group had the highest status anxiety among the 

three ethics groups. Therefore, H2 was partially supported. 

The Relationship between Ethics Groups and the Interpersonal Trust. An overall ANOVA 

on the interpersonal trust yielded marginally significant main effects for the three ethics groups 

(F = 2.240, p = .108). Between-group Sheffe tests indicated significant differences between the 

low ethics group and the neutral ethics group (p = .055), but no differences between the low and 

high ethics groups or the neutral and high ethics groups (p’s = .955 and .110). This demonstrated 

that the neutral ethics group had the highest trust of people among the three ethics groups. We 

will discuss the results more in the discussion section. Therefore, H3 was not supported. 

The Relationship Between Ethics Groups on the Vertical Collectivism. As expected, an 

ANOVA on the vertical collectivism yielded main effects for the three ethics groups (F = 3.826, 

p = .023). The significant p-value demonstrated that consumers with different ethical beliefs 

possess different collectivist orientations. The results of Sheffe tests showed that consumers of 

the high ethics group expressed a significantly higher perception of vertical collectivism than 

those consumers of the low and neutral ethics groups (p’s = .012 and .009). On the other hand, 

the low ethics group and the neutral ethics group had the similar tendency toward vertical 

collectivism (p = 1). Therefore, H4 was partially supported. 

The Relationship Between Ethics Groups and the Vertical Individualism. An ANOVA on 

vertical individualism did not yield main effects among the three ethics groups (F = 1.382, p 

= .252). The results of Scheffe tests also showed no significant differences between the low and 

neutral, the low and high or the neutral and high ethics groups (p’s = .104, .271 and .871). These 

results showed that all the consumers had the same tendency in vertical individualism. The lower 

ethics groups did not tend to possess higher vertical individualistic orientation. Therefore, H5 
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was not supported. 

Discussion and Implications 

Past research in consumer ethics focuses on the comparison of consumers’ ethical beliefs 

among consumers with different personality. This study enriches the research stream by 

examining several new variables regarding the political, social, and cultural values of consumers 

to discover new relationships between these variables and consumers’ ethical judgments. The 

results of this research showed that consumers with low ethical beliefs have higher perceptions 

of social Darwinism than consumers who possess neutral and high ethical beliefs. The results 

also showed that people with low consumer ethical beliefs tended to have higher social status 

anxiety compared with neutral and high ethics groups. These demonstrate that when consumers 

possess the concept of social Darwinism and have higher status anxiety, they are more likely to 

do whatever they can to actively and passively benefit from the questionable consumption 

behavior. Therefore, social welfare programs aiming to ease the tension between social classes 

may not only improve the welfare of disadvantaged classes, but also enhance their ethical beliefs 

on consumption behaviors. Marketers should take proactive action in participating in these kinds 

of programs. 

The results also supported the relationship between cultural orientation and consumers’ 

ethical beliefs. Consumers of high ethics groups expressed significantly higher perceptions of 

vertical collectivism than those consumers of low and neutral ethics groups. This explains that 

consumers possessing vertical collectivism orientations are more likely to treat the sellers as part 

of their in-groups and, therefore, are more likely to restrain from questionable consumption 

behaviors (whether actively or passively). In order to improve the consumer ethics in 

consumption, marketers should try to install programs to promote the sense of community among 
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their consumers. When consumers use the vertical collectivism view in consumption, the ethics 

in consumption will be improved. 

Finally, the results show that neutral ethics groups had higher trust of people than low 

ethics groups. This result is consistent with the hypothesis, meaning if a consumer has high 

perceived credibility and benevolence of other people, they will try not to hurt them and use a 

higher standard of moral philosophies in consumption behaviors. However, contradictory to the 

original hypotheses, the results showed that there is no difference between the high ethics group 

and the neutral ethics group. These results may be caused by the high ethics standard employed 

by the high ethics group. As shown in Table 4, consumers in the high ethics group do not even 

agree with no harm/no foul behaviors. If a person uses this high standard in examining exchange 

relationships, they will gradually loss faith in other people. This may reduce their trust of other 

people. 

There are several limitations for this study. The first limitation is the cross-sectional design 

employed. To provide a stronger inference, the model developed and tested here could benefit 

from being tested in a longitudinal design. Second, this study was conducted on college students. 

Although the population of college students in Taiwan is not limited to a small advantaged group 

of the population, consumers at the lower end of the social classes are normally underrepresented 

in the college student body. Despite the fact that we have tried to broaden our sources of student 

samples, some of the perspectives of these students may differ from the general public’s 

perspectives with regard to the consumers’ ethical beliefs. Sutherland (1955) pointed out that 

unethical behaviors could be learned through social interaction. Therefore, age may have an 

effect on ethical beliefs. Strutton et al. (1997) found that the generation gap did exist in ethical 

behavior; consumers tend to become more ethical as they grow older (Vitell et al., 1991; Rawwas 
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and Singhapakdi, 1998; Erffmeyer et al., 1999; Vitell and Paolillo, 2003). Research also showed 

a significant relationship between education and consumer ethics (Vitell et al., 2001); people 

with a higher level of education will be less tolerant toward questionable actions (Swaidan et al., 

2003). Future research may be extended to include a more diversified population.  

Third, some interactions may exist between the attitude variables. For example, consumers 

tend to have higher social status anxiety and maybe also more agree of the concept of social 

Darwinism; and those with higher social economic status may also have a greater tendency 

toward individualism. Therefore, future studies may investigate the interaction relationship 

among these variables.  

Fourth, the model was empirically tested in a Taiwanese sample. Although our study 

examined consumers’ ethical beliefs in a single country, which allowed for some control over 

extraneous factors, the strength and relative importance of the proposed constructs in this study 

may differ by culture. Taiwan is an emerging industrialized country. Its race is unitary; most 

people are Buddhists and Taoists, and a middle-of-the-road policy is the principle adopted by 

many people. Past research has found that economics, religion, national identity and cultural 

environment are important factors that influence ethical decisions (Al-Khatib et al., 1997; Bartels, 

1967; Rawwas, 2001; Rawwas et al., 1994; Singhapakdi et al., 1999). Therefore, our findings 

may have limited generalizability to other societies. Future research should examine the role 

national culture plays in consumers’ ethical beliefs. Expanding the samples to include students or 

other samples from other cultures might provide more validation for the proposed relationships. 

Therefore, more empirical tests of the proposed relationships in other societies are needed. 

 Finally, the cronbach alpha values for the vertical collectivism and social Darwinism are 

below .6. Although these two scales have been tested in several societies, further studies are 
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needed to ascertain the reliabilities of these constructs. Since there are only four and three items 

in each construct, more items may be needed to encompass the broad nature of these constructs.       
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Table 1 Comparison of the Demographic Characteristics between College Sample and Population 
Demographic 
Characteristics 

Criterion Variables Sample 
Percentage 

Population* 
Percentage 

χ2 
(p-value) 

Male 43 49 
Female 57 51 

Gender 

   

2.0 
(0.157) 

-- 19 39 31 
20 -- 22 55 53 
23 -- 6 16 

Age 

   

6.0 
(0.199) 

≦500,000 15 29 
500,001 – 1,000,000 37 37 

1,000,001 – 1,500,000 28 20 

Household Annual 
Income  

≧1,500,001 20 14 

12.0 
(0.213) 

*Data sources: Department of Statistics, Ministry of Education, R.O.C., 2003 
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Table 2 Scale Items Used for Each Construct and Reliability Analysis 

Construct Scale Measures Alpha
1-5 Changing price-tags on merchandise in a store. 
1-5 Drinking a can of soda in a supermarket without paying for it. 
1-5 Reporting a lost item as “stolen” to an insurance company in order to collect the money. 
1-5 Giving misleading price information to a clerk for unpriced item. 
1-5 Returning damaged merchandise when the damage is your own fault. 
1-5 Using a long-distance access code that does not belong to you. 

  

0.89 

1-5 Getting too much change and not saying anything. 
1-5 Lying about a child’s age to get a lower price. 
1-5 Saying nothing when the waitress miscalculates the bill in your favor. 
1-5 Moving into a new residence and finding that the cable TV is still hooked up, and using it 

rather than signing up and paying for it. 
1-5 Breaking a bottle of salad dressing in a supermarket and doing nothing about it. 
1-5 Stretching the truth on an income tax return. 
1-5 Using an expired coupon for merchandise. 
1-5 Using a coupon for merchandise that you did not buy. 

  

0.89 

1-5 Not telling the truth when negotiating the price of new automobile. * 
1-5 Tasting grapes in a supermarket and not buying any. 
1-5 Using computer software or games you did not buy. 
1-5 Recording an album instead of buying it. * 
1-5 Spending over an hour trying on different dresses and not purchasing any. 
1-5 Taping a movie off the television. 
1-5 Returning merchandise after trying it and not liking it. 

Consumer’s 
Ethical 
Beliefs 

  

0.87 

1-5 Social reformers who want to make us all equal just don’t understand that people are by 
nature unequal. 

1-5 The fittest members of our society naturally rise to the top; the least competent and least 
motivated tend to settle to the bottom. 

1-5 One reason that poor families stay poor is that they pass down weak character traits from one 
generation to the next. 

Social 
Darwinism 

  

0.46 

1-5 The raising of my social position is one of the more important goals of my life. 
1-5 It is worth considerable effort to assure oneself of a good name with the right kind of people. 
1-5 Before joining any community group, it is important to find out if it has the backing of people 

who have achieved a respected social position. 
1-5 One of the things you should consider in choosing your friends is whether they can help you 

get ahead in the world. 
1-5 One should always try to live in a respectable residential neighborhood, even though it entails 

sacrifices. 

Social Status 
Anxiety 

  

0.75 

1-7 Most people can be relied upon to keep their promises. / You can’t be too careful in dealing 
with people. 

1-7 Most people are essentially good and can be trusted. / Most people are not essentially good 
and cannot be trusted. 

Interpersonal 
Trust 

  

0.62 

1-7 I would sacrifice an activity that I enjoy very much if my family did not approve of it. 
1-7 Parents and children must stay together as much as possible. 
1-7 Family members should stick together, no matter what sacrifices are required. 
1-7 Children should be taught to place duty before pleasure. 
1-7 I usually sacrifice my self-interest for the benefit of my group. 

Vertical 
Collectivism 

  

0.58 

1-7 When another person does better than I do, I get tense and aroused. 
1-7 Competition is the law of nature. 
1-7 It is important that I do my job better than others. 
1-7 Without competition, it is not possible to have a good society. 

Vertical 
Individualism 

1-7 It annoys me when other people perform better than I do. 

0.69 

* These items were dropped because of cross-loading or low loading on all three factors. 
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Table 3 Factors and Factor loadings of Consumer’s Ethical Beliefs 
 

Ethical beliefs dimensions 
Items of consumer’s 
ethical beliefs 

Actively benefiting 
from illegal 

activities 

Benefiting from 
questionable 

activities 

No harm/no foul 

Ethical beliefs 2 .851   
Ethical beliefs 1 .765   
Ethical beliefs 3 .756   
Ethical beliefs 5 .694   
Ethical beliefs 4 .684   
Ethical beliefs 6 .675   

    
Ethical beliefs 9  .759  
Ethical beliefs 13  .704  
Ethical beliefs 7  .700  
Ethical beliefs 8  .692  
Ethical beliefs 10  .666  
Ethical beliefs 14  .634  
Ethical beliefs 11  .570  
Ethical beliefs 12  .550  

    
Ethical beliefs 17   .838 
Ethical beliefs 16   .809 
Ethical beliefs 19   .796 
Ethical beliefs 20   .672 
Ethical beliefs 21   .640 
Ethical beliefs 15 .485  .509 
Ethical beliefs 18    

Note: Only factor loading＞0.4 are shown and 61% variance extracted 
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Table 4 Results of Cluster Analysis and Scheffe Test 
 

Consumer’s types Significance level of 
Comparison of means 

Ethical beliefs 
dimensions Low 

ethics 
group 

(N = 141) 

Neutral 
ethics 
group 

(N = 176)

High 
ethics 
group 

(N = 70)

Low 
versus 
Neutral

Low 
versus 
High 

Neutral 
versus 
High 

Actively benefiting 
from illegal activities 
 

1.92 1.09 1.27 0.000 0.000 0.124 

Benefiting from 
questionable 
activities 

3.14 1.82 1.52 0.000 0.000 0.000 

 
No harm/no foul 
 

4.29 4.34 2.50 0.468 0.000 0.000 
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Table 5 ANOVA Analysis among Low, Neutral and High ethics groups 
 

 
Means 

(Standard deviations) 
 

F- 
Value

Sig. 
level

Significance level of 
Comparison of means  

Attitude 
Variables 

Low 
ethics 
groups 

(N = 141) 

Neutral 
ethics 
groups 

(N = 176) 

High 
ethics 
groups
(N = 70)

  Low 
versus 
Neutral

Low 
versus 
High 

Neutral 
versus 
High 

3.17 3.01 2.94 2.923 0.055 0.048 0.028 0.488 Social 
Darwinism 
 

(0.74) (0.72) (0.64)      

2.88 2.60 2.72 7.204 0.001 0.000 0.098 0.198 Social Status 
Anxiety 
 

(0.65) (0.66) (0.67)      

3.95 4.21 3.94 2.240 0.108 0.055 0.955 0.110 Interpersonal 
Trust 
 

(1.25) (1.13) (1.25)      

4.49 4.49 4.80 3.826 0.023 1.000 0.012 0.009 Vertical 
Collectivism 
 

(0.85) (0.87) (0.74)      

4.91 4.75 4.77 1.382 0.252 0.104 0.271 0.871 Vertical 
Individualism 
 

(0.75) (0.90) (1.01)      

 
Demographic 
Characteristics 

 

        

Gender 1.51 
(0.50) 

1.37 
(0.48) 

1.36 
(0.48) 

 

4.031 0.019 0.034 0.103 0.992 

Age 20.09 
(1.96) 

20.03 
(1.91) 

19.90 
(1.36) 

 

0.257 0.774 0.961 0.774 0.876 

Social Classes 3.65 
(1.10) 

3.58 
(0.97) 

3.59 
(0.97) 

 

0.221 0.802 0.808 0.927 0.993 

 


