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Abstract
This study considers fair-trade as a collaborative strategy of dealing with the wicked problem of apparel sweatshops. The study
assumes that consumer guilt increases the market share of fair-trade products which can be regarded as a favorable change in the
marketing system’s output. The paper develops and validates a model of guilt-induced fair-trade buying based on this notion. The
model comprises negative affect, ethical judgment, and self-efficacy as antecedents of anticipated consumer guilt. The study’s
results, based on a sample of American consumers (n ¼ 430) and analyzed in a structural equation model, reveal anticipated guilt
as a major driver of fair-trade buying behavior. Furthermore, anticipated consumer guilt mediates the effects of its antecedents on
fair-trade buying intention. The paper provides implications for macro-decision making (e.g., guilt-inducing nudges) as well as
suggestions for marcromarketing research.
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Introduction

The negative externalities of consumption have consistently

aroused public interest in recent years (Fraj and Martinez

2007) and the concept of sustainability has concurrently gained

significant relevance (Peterson 2013, refer to p. 8 et seq.).

Despite urgent appeals from non-governmental organizations

(NGOs) and scientists to set limits on unrestricted economic

growth and consumption, effective solutions to the complex

economic, social, and environmental problems of today’s

world are not in sight. Reasons for these troublesome develop-

ments can be found in the global marketing system and pre-

valent global consumer culture. Consumerism-driven

environmental pollution, excessive exploitation of non-

renewable resources, mistreatment of workers in sweatshops,

and income inequalities across and within countries can be

regarded as examples of so-called wicked problems (e.g., Rein-

ecke and Ansari 2016).

The term “wicked problem” has its origins in the field of

public planning and policy-making. According to Churchman

(1967, p. B141) wicked problems represent “social problems

which are ill formulated, where the information is confusing,

where there are many clients and decision-makers with con-

flicting values, and where the ramifications in the whole system

are thoroughly confusing.” Contrary to wicked problems, tame

problems are “simply defined and rooted consensually in a

tried and tested methodology” (Wexler 2009, p. 532).

Decision-making problems such as optimal pricing or the

determination of the level of marketing budgets represent

examples of tame problems that can be solved by means of

operations research methods. Rittel and Webber (1973,

p. 162) name ten attributes that may help to describe wicked

problems (e.g., “solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-

false, but good-or-bad”). Head (2008, p. 103) provides a sim-

pler way of describing wicked problems and states that they

have three essential characteristics: “complexity of elements,

subsystems and interdependencies, uncertainty in relation to

risks, consequences of action, and changing patterns, diver-

gence and fragmentation in viewpoints, values, strategic

intentions”. Global warming or social injustice are instances

of wicked problems.

Wicked problems are multifaceted and perpetuated by many

stakeholders (Kennedy 2016). These stakeholders have contra-

dictory interests that cannot be easily judged as being good or

bad and definite causes or single perpetrators of wicked
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problems are hard to find (e.g., Head 2008). Marketing systems

are not wicked per se. However, they can be part of wicked

problems and it is reasonable to assume that multiple interre-

lated actors within the aggregate marketing system contribute

to their emergence. In addition to factors from the political and

regulatory sphere (e.g., the race to the bottom in labor stan-

dards), businesses that concentrate heavily on short-term profit

maximization to meet their shareholders’ expectations may

pose a threat to sustainable development (Meng 2015). How-

ever, and because companies supply their customers with the

products they demand, consumers cannot be absolved from

responsibility (Kennedy et al. 2017). A shift in buying behavior

towards ethical products may significantly contribute to socie-

tal improvements (Albinsson, Wolf, and Kopf 2010). The ben-

efits of buying products that are manufactured with particular

attention to, e.g. not harming the environment, animals or peo-

ple appear to be obvious; yet, many consumers do not opt for

ethical alternatives when making purchases. The reasons for

this unfavorable behavior may include the higher prices of

ethically manufactured products (e.g., Arnot, Boxall, and Cash

2006), incentives to free-ride (e.g., Lusk, Nilsson, and Foster

2007), opposite political attitudes (e.g., Brenton 2013), or low

levels of involvement and poor information (e.g., Bezençon

and Blili 2010).

The vast majority of research on sustainable or ethical con-

sumption is based on socio-cognitive and attitudinal theories

(e.g., Chatzidakis, Kastanakis, and Stathopoulou 2016; Culi-

berg 2014). Kaiser et al. (1999) note some conceptual short-

comings of these approaches: (1) The normative drivers of

behavior are considered only indirectly by the subjective-

norm construct, and (2) these theoretical approaches neglect

consumer emotions which represent a strong behavioral force.

Kaiser et al. (1999) emphasize that the transgression of norms

elicits social emotions such as guilt. However, guilt may also

develop when consumers contemplate buying products that

carry low social approval (Burnett and Lunsford 1994).

To help fill these research gaps, we develop and validate a

model of anticipated consumer guilt and investigate the effect

of guilt on consumption. We consider negative affect and self-

referencing ethical judgment as antecedents of guilt. By includ-

ing the ethical dimensions of moral equity, contractualism, and

relativism we consider a broader range of moral philosophies

compared to other related studies (e.g., Lindenmeier, Schleer,

and Pricl 2012). With regard to authors such as Steenhaut and

Van Kenhove (2006), we reinvestigate whether consumer guilt

functions as a mediator between ethical evaluation and ethical

consumption. To establish a link to socio-cognitive and attitu-

dinal theories, we include self-efficacy as an antecedent of guilt

and buying intentions.

We focus on the wicked problem of apparel sweatshops

(Kennedy 2016), which can be regarded as a symptom of

unrestricted consumption on the macro level. Based on the

notion of an aggregate marketing system (Peterson 2013), we

provide insight into how guilt evolves and affects the purchase

votes of consumers in the form of fair-trade consumption.

Considering the reciprocal flows between consumers and

public-policy makers as well as NGOs, deeper insight into the

formation of consumer guilt is important for both of these

influential actors that may strive to tame wicked problems.

To provide this information, our paper is structured as follows:

The next section elaborates on the concepts of marketing sys-

tems, consumption-induced wicked problems, and fair-trade.

On this basis, we develop our model of anticipated consumer

guilt and present our hypotheses. Then, we outline the research

methodology and present and discuss the findings. Finally,

macromarketing implications are presented, along with limita-

tions and avenues for future research.

Marketing Systems and Wicked Problems

Globalized consumer industries involve multiple actors includ-

ing customers, marketers, retail and trading enterprises, and

suppliers. These stakeholders interact within a socioeconomic

system, the marketing system, which is defined as “a network

of individuals, groups, and/or entities linked directly or indir-

ectly through sequential or shared participation in economic

exchange” (Layton 2007, p. 230). In addition, the relationships

among these interlinked entities are affected by further prota-

gonists from the political, economic, and social spheres

(Kennedy 2016).

The Fast-fashion Marketing System

The fashion industry is a subsystem of the aggregate marketing

system, and its stakeholders have experienced major changes

over the past century. In particular, customer preferences have

evolved towards easily available up-to-date fashion items

(Bailey 1993). The resulting demand for a broader range of

textures, colors, cuts, and designs contributed to an accelera-

tion of the life cycles of fashion products and gave rise to the

fast-fashion industry. To adapt these changes, fashion retailers

began to provide their customers with wide assortments of

products and began to extend their offerings by introducing

additional mid-season collections (Bhardwaj and Fairhurst

2010). As a consequence, suppliers are forced to offer smaller

quantities in shorter delivery periods (Tyler, Heeley, and

Bhamra 2006). These requirements regarding flexibility and

speed of delivery result in high cost pressure and aggressive

competition among apparel suppliers. Competition has not only

increased at the level of suppliers; fast-fashion retailers and

fashion-brand companies fiercely compete in the sales markets,

too. Globalization of markets and the advance of free trade

agreements result in a pronounced competitive pressure and

represent a distinct incentive for companies to benefit from low

labor costs in developing countries (Adams 2002). Thus, in

order to remain responsive to customer demand at low prices

without jeopardizing profit margins, companies have relocated

apparel production to developing countries (Bhardwaj and

Fairhurst 2010) resulting in the emergence of the fast-fashion

industry and its imminent sweatshop issue (Adams 2002).
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Output of the Fast-fashion Marketing System

Assortments of “products, tangible and intangible, differen-

tiated by attributes, by location in space and time, or by fac-

tors such as cost, price, or quality” (Layton 2007, p. 230)

represent the immediate output of a marketing system. Hence,

the wide collection of low-priced clothing available can be

regarded as the primary output of the fast-fashion industry.

Customers may benefit from this large supply of cheap appa-

rel and fast-fashion retailers are able to maximize their prof-

its, which can then be distributed to their shareholders.

Consequently, these profitable companies are able to generate

well-paid jobs at their outlets in the sales market. However,

the fast-fashion industry also causes negative externalities

(Layton 2007) that impair distributional justice and sustain-

able development (Layton 2015). For example, pollution

caused by mass production at low environmental standards

in developing countries can be regarded as an output of the

fast-fashion industry, too (Ertekin and Atik 2015). In addition

to these detrimental environmental effects, the exploitatively

low wages paid to textile workers and the inhumane working

conditions that prevail in the manufacturing plants of coun-

tries such as Bangladesh (McRobbie 1997) represent other

long-term outputs of the fast-fashion industry.

Apparel Sweatshops as a Wicked Problem

Public opinion is divided on whether apparel sweatshops –

and the related poor working conditions in the clothing and

textile industry – should be condemned. Persons that do not

strongly oppose sweatshops state that imposing Western work

standards on industries in developing countries would have

unintended negative consequences, such as a rise in unem-

ployment (Kennedy 2016) or a decline in economic growth

(Dolan et al. 2006). Moreover, many companies in the fast-

fashion industry would be unable to change their operations

because doing so would deprive them of their business model

(Ertekin and Atik 2015). These divergent views of sweatshops

and the related variation in strategic intentions represent an

essential characteristic of wicked problems (Head 2008). An

additional feature of wicked problems can be found in the

complexity of elements, subsystems, and interdependencies

(Head 2008). As mentioned above, the fast-fashion industry

represents a complex intermediate marketing system that

comprises multiple interrelated actors, and responsibility for

sweatshop conditions cannot be clearly assigned to any one

actor (Kelley 2014). Uncertainty with regard to risks, conse-

quences of actions, and changing patterns represents the third

characteristic feature of wicked problems (Head 2008). The

socioeconomic context in which the sweatshop issue is situ-

ated cannot be regarded as free from uncertainty (Meng

2015). Since the behavior of the actors who shape the network

of the fashion industry is ever-changing this marketing system

is in constant flux. In sum and considering authors such as

Kennedy (2016), the sweatshop issue can be classified as a

wicked problem.

Fair-trade as a Means to Tame Wicked
Problems

The detrimental repercussions of marketing may impede the

sustainable development of society (Layton 2015), and

macromarketing strives to improve these outcomes on the

societal level (Fisk 1981) by taking the environmental, social,

and economic externalities of marketing operations into con-

sideration (Cadeaux 2000; Mittelstaedt, Kilbourne, and Shultz

2015). Macromarketing research extends the concept of

marketing systems’ outputs beyond assortments of products

and includes ethics and social justice (Hunt and Vitell 2006;

Laczniak and Murphy 2006) or impacts on social welfare in

its analyses (e.g., Lee and Sirgy 2004). Considering the

social-welfare perspective, Roberts (2000, p. 3 et seqq.) dis-

tinguishes three approaches to address wicked problems, –

namely, authoritative, competitive, and collaborative coping

strategies. Considering Roberts’ (2000) notion, authoritative

strategies do not represent a feasible way of taming the

sweatshop problem because power in the fashion industry is

dispersed. Contrary to macromarketing philosophy, competi-

tive coping strategies suggest a zero-sum game with at least

one party “losing”. Hence, collaborative coping strategies

appear to be the most viable macromarketing strategy to

address the wicked problem of sweatshops.

The fair-trade movement is one of the most prominent forms

of ethical consumerism (Golding 2009; Wooliscroft,

Ganglmair-Wooliscroft, and Noone 2014). The fair-trade mar-

keting system involves four core components: fair-trade supply

chains, labeling initiatives, fair-trade brands and umbrella asso-

ciations (Witkowski 2005). Fair-trade is a “trading partnership,

based on dialogue, transparency and respect that seeks greater

equity in international trade” (World Fair Trade Organization

n.d.). It aims to improve economic returns in the producing

countries instead of unilaterally maximizing the surpluses of

consumers, manufacturers, or distributers (Brown 1993). It

may therefore be classified as a collaborative strategy to

address the wicked problem of, for instance, sweatshops,

because it assumes a win-win situation for all collaborators

in the fair-trade marketing system.

Fair-trade’s notion of consuming less at higher prices may

contribute to slowing down the fast-moving fashion product

life cycle (Joy et al. 2012). Escaping this vicious cycle should

improve working conditions and quality of life in offshore

production locations (Ertekin and Atik 2015). According to

Arnould, Plastina, and Ball (2009), fair-trade positively affects

local income levels and educational attainment. Higher and

more stable income contributes to self-confidence which may

lead to the empowerment of sweatshop workers. In the long

run, fair-trade collaborations can even improve health because

they make medical attention more accessible. In sum, and as Le

Mare’s (2008) literature review shows, fair-trade contributes to

social and economic development goals. However, and as Kil-

bourne, McDonagh, and Prothero (1997) and Kennedy (2016)

suggest, changes in consumers’ attitudes towards ethical con-

sumption and subsequent buying behavior are crucial to move
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the fashion marketing system in the desired direction. In line

with this thought and according to Kennedy et al. (2017), ethi-

cal consumers challenge the present system’s functioning and

structure and thus, are able to contribute to societal betterment.

Consumer Guilt as a Driver of Fair-trade
Buying Behavior

The current paper delineates a model that considers fair-trade

buying intention as a consequence of anticipated consumer

guilt. The delineated model comprises constructs that antecede

felt guilt. Figure 1 and this section give an overview of the

developed model. Readers who are interested in the theoretical

underpinnings of the hypotheses may refer to Table 1.

When consumers think about purchasing blood, conflict,

and sweatshop products that are ethically problematic, or prod-

ucts that are merely socially undesirable, they may feel the

negative self-conscious emotion of anticipated consumer guilt.

This paper assumes that guilt is a significant driver of fair-trade

consumption based on research on prosocial behavior (e.g.,

Cialdini et al. 1987). Hypothesis H1 is as follows:

H1: Anticipated consumer guilt has a direct and positive

effect on fair-trade buying intentions.

It has long been debated whether emotions have a primarily

biological or cognitive basis (Izard 1992), and psychological

research distinguishes among several theories of emotion for-

mation (refer to Gerrig (2013) for an overview). Cognitive

emotion theories postulate that emotions are formed in two

steps: (1) A stimulus causes an undifferentiated state of arousal

and (2) the resulting arousal is cognitively assessed by the

individual. The emotion experienced then builds upon these

two components. Based on Ortony, Clore, and Collins

(1988), this paper conceptualizes anticipated consumer guilt

as a compound emotion that is elicited based on negative affect

and ethical judgment (see subsequent Hypotheses H3a and H3b).

Because anticipated consumer guilt represents a result of cog-

nitive processing, a mediational effect of guilt on the relation-

ship between its antecedents and behavioral intention is

assumed, and hypothesis H2 reads as follows:

H2: Anticipated consumer guilt mediates the effects of neg-

ative affect and ethical judgment on fair-trade buying

intention.

This paper focuses on consumer guilt that is triggered by a

consumption-induced wicked problem (i.e., apparel sweat-

shops). Hence, the main elicitor of felt consumer guilt is

located outside the individual on the macro level. Negative

affect represents an immediate emotional response in individ-

ual consumers to information about these wicked problems.

Negative affect then serves as a basis for felt guilt, and hypoth-

esis H3a is as follows:

H3a: Negative affect has a direct and positive effect on

anticipated consumer guilt.

Consumers may attribute the responsibility for wicked prob-

lems to companies that engage in ethically reprehensible

Fair-Trade 
Buying Behavior

Anticipated
Consumer Guilt

Negative
Affect

Moral-Equity

Contractualism 

Relativism

H3a

H3b1

H3b2

H3b3

H1

H2: Mediation Effect of

Anticipated Consumer Guilt

Self-Efficacy

H4a H4b

Ethical Judgment

Figure 1. Overview of the model’s hypotheses.
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conduct and thus, may feel negative emotions, such as anger,

which are directed toward entities other than themselves. How-

ever, and according to the notion of the aggregate marketing

system (Peterson 2013), companies and consumers are closely

connected by physical and persuasive flows (i.e., products as

well as promotion, PR, and customer relationship management)

as well as information and monetary flows (i.e., payments and

purchase votes), and companies supply consumers with the

products and services that they demand. Therefore, attribu-

tional processes that result in self-referential ethical judgment

and associate consumers with wicked problems may affect the

formation of feelings of guilt.

The present study considers ethical judgment as a multi-

faceted construct, which is characterized by its moral-equity,

contractualistic, and relativistic dimensions (Reidenbach and

Robin 1990). The underlying moral norms are components of

the cultural system to which participants of the marketing sys-

tem refer when interacting with each other (Kennedy 2016),

and ethical judgment is a representation of this system. Moral-

equity judgment is based on deontological norms that support

the duty of not harming other persons (Reidenbach and Robin

1990). Hence and as an example, moral-equity judgments

establish a direct link between consumers and sweatshop work-

ers in poor countries. Contractualistic norms are based on the

notion of a societal contract between all members of society, a

contract that should not be violated (ibid). Hence, contractual-

ism interlinks all stakeholders in the marketing system. This is

consistent with the notion that the evolution of marketing sys-

tems is driven by cooperation among all its participants, which

generates so-called shared understandings or a social contract

among all parties involved (Layton 2015). Relativism does not

rely on a universal moral norm, such as Kant’s categorical

imperative (Reidenbach and Robin 1990). Relativistic judg-

ment is situational and culture-specific and can be regarded

as a result of a discourse among the members of society. Rela-

tivism therefore captures the fragmentation of views of wicked

problems. The belief that viewpoints on the sweatshop issue

vary among the members of society is associated with a strong

relativistic ethical judgment. Hypothesis H3b reads as follows:

H3b: Anticipated consumer guilt is higher the more unfavor-

able the moral-equity judgment (H3b1) and contractualistic

judgment are (H3b2). The less relativistic the ethical judg-

ment, the higher the level of anticipated consumer guilt

(H3b3).

The model of consumer guilt includes self-efficacy beliefs

as an additional determinant that stems from socio-cognitive

models of behavior (e.g., Wood and Bandura 1989). Self-

efficacy as the individual faith in oneself to achieve desired

outcomes is a decisive driver of human behavior (Bandura

1982). Individuals with high self-efficacy perceptions are more

willing to tackle problems and more likely to succeed than

people with low perceived self-efficacy (Benight and Bandura

2004). Perceived behavioral control is a synonym for perceived

self-efficacy. In line with the theory of planned behavior,

perceived behavioral control is an important predictor of future

behavior (Ajzen 1991). Therefore, the present paper assumes

an impact of self-efficacy on fair-trade buying intention. More-

over, this study assumes an effect of self-efficacy on felt guilt,

too. Basil, Ridgway, and Basil (2008) identify self-efficacy as a

driver of donation behavior. The authors also show that guilt

partially mediates the effect of perceived self-efficacy. This

mediation effect indicates a self-serving defensive reaction that

results in higher levels of guilt if one fails to help. Hypotheses

H4a and H4b are as follows:

H4a: Self-efficacy has a direct and positive effect on antici-

pated consumer guilt.

H4b: Self-efficacy has a direct and positive effect on fair-

trade buying intention.

Empirical Analysis

Sample and Procedure

This study considers the inhumane working conditions in the

Bangladeshi apparel industry as an instance of a wicked prob-

lem and respondents’ own fashion consumption is the object of

ethical evaluation. In addition, the study focuses on fair-trade

consumption. This study considers American consumers as the

population of interest. The authors conducted an online survey

together with an online survey company. The survey took place

in late 2014/early 2015 and yielded 430 responses. The average

age of the respondents was 40.41 years. Table 2 depicts the

sample’s demographic characteristics.

The questionnaire informed the participants about our inter-

est in their opinions regarding the sweatshop issue as well as

the operations of the fast-fashion industry. It asked them to

disregard what other people might think of their opinions. This

procedure lowered the motivation to engage in impression

management and decreased social desirability bias. After pre-

senting information on the sweatshop issue (Appendix A), we

posed questions on the constructs included in the model.

Measures

All of the considered latent constructs are measured by reflec-

tive measurement scales (Appendix B). The current study uses

three 7-point Likert-type items to measure fair-trade purchas-

ing intentions. Negative affect is measured with three 7-point

items. Self-referencing ethical judgment is measured based on

Reidenbach and Robin’s (1990) MES scale. Due to high dou-

ble loadings between items of the moral-equity and contrac-

tualism dimensions of the MES scale that appeared during a

preceding exploratory factor analysis, the study considers

three instead of four moral-equity items. Based on Lwin and

Phau (2009), the anticipated consumer guilt instrument con-

sists of five 7-point Likert-type items. Self-efficacy is mea-

sured with three 7-point items.
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Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The measurement model is assessed by confirmatory factor

analysis and shows an acceptable-to-good overall model fit:

The chi-square statistic (w2 ¼ 358.33, df ¼ 168) is significant

(p < .01). The w2/df-statistic is slightly above the threshold of

2.0 (w2/df ¼ 2.13). The fit indices are within good standards

(GFI ¼ .93, AGFI ¼ .90; NFI ¼ .97; TLI ¼ .98; CFI ¼ .98;

RMSEA ¼ .05; PCLOSE ¼ .37; SRMR ¼ .03). All factor

loadings are above .70, apart from one item of the negative-

affect scale, which is slightly below .70 (Appendix B). Addi-

tionally, with regard to all constructs, composite reliability

(CR) is above the threshold of .70. All average-variance-

extracted (AVE) statistics are above the threshold of .50. The

average shared variance and the maximum shared variance are

below the average variance extracted, and the Fornell-Larcker

criterion is satisfied. Table 3 shows that the measurement exhi-

bits internal consistency, convergent validity and discriminant

validity.

Structural Equation Modeling and Mediation Analysis

Structural equation modeling is considered to validate the pro-

posed model, and Figure 2 depicts the results. The overall

model fit is good-to-satisfactory: The chi-square statistic is

significant (p < .01), the w2/df-statistic is slightly above 2.0,

and the fit indices are within acceptable-to-good standards.

Next, we validate the delineated hypotheses (see Figure 2 for

direct effects). The assumed path between negative affect and

guilt (H3a) is significant (p < .01). Negative affect has a positive

effect on guilt. With regard to the three paths between moral

judgment and anticipated guilt, the estimation shows that every

path is significant (p < .01). Moral-equity (H3b1) and contrac-

tualism judgments (H3b2) have a positive effect on guilt. Rela-

tivism judgments have a negative effect on guilt (H3b3).

Anticipated guilt has a significant positive effect on buying

intention (H1). The direct paths of contractualism and negative

affect on behavioral intention are significant, respectively. The

direct effects of moral-equity judgment on behavioral intention

and relativism judgment on behavioral intention are not signif-

icant. Self-efficacy belief has a significant direct and positive

effect on guilt (H4a) and fair-trade buying intentions (H4b).

Indirect effects of ethical judgment and negative affect on

behavioral intention are estimated to validate the mediational

hypothesis H2. The results of this mediation analysis are

depicted in Table 4. All indirect effects on buying intention are

significant (p < .01). Relativism has a negative indirect effect

(r ¼ -.05). Negative affect (r ¼ .08), self-efficacy (r ¼ .23) as

well as contractualism (r ¼ .08) and moral-equity (r ¼ .06)

judgments have positive indirect effects on buying intentions.

Moderation Analyses

To obtain further insights, we performed an additional modera-

tion analysis. We find two moderation effects of gender: The

Table 2. Sample Characteristics.

Frequencies Percent Percent (Cumulated)

Gender Male 215 50.00% 50.00%
Female 215 50.00% 100.00%
Total 430 100.00%

Marital Status Single 167 38.84% 38.84%
In a Relationship 83 19.30% 58.14%
De Facto Relationship 2 .47% 58.60%
Married 178 41.40% 100.00%
Total 430 100.00%

Citizenship US 423 98.37% 98.37%
Other 7 1.63% 100.00%
Total 430 100.00%

Post-secondary Education Certificate 100 23.26% 23.26%
Bachelor Degree 119 27.67% 50.93%
Advanced Diploma or Diploma 33 7.67% 58.60%
Graduate Diploma or Graduate Certificate 74 17.21% 75.81%
Postgraduate Degree 27 6.28% 82.09%
Other 77 17.91% 100.00%
Total 430 100.00%

Annual Income Under $14.999 74 17.21% 17.21%
$15.000 - $29.999 96 22.33% 39.53%
$30.000 - $49.999 95 22.09% 61.63%
$50.000 - $74.999 88 20.47% 82.09%
$75.000 - $99.999 40 9.30% 91.40%
$100.000 - $149.999 30 6.98% 98.37%
$150.000 - $199.999 1 .23% 98.60%
$200.000 and above 6 1.40% 100.00%
Total 430 100.00%
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effect of negative affect on guilt is more pronounced for men

(r ¼ .58, p < .01) than for women (r ¼ .40, p < .01). The effect

of moral-equity judgment is stronger within the male subsam-

ple (r¼ .64, p < .01) than within the female subsample (r¼ .44,

p < .01). Further empirical analysis reveals a significant mean

difference in anticipated guilt (MMen ¼ 5.30, MWomen ¼ 5.69,

p < .01).

We also find a significant “age x negative affect” interaction

on anticipated guilt, and the effect of negative affect increases

with respondents’ age (-SD: r ¼ .23, p < .01; þ/-SD: r ¼ .30,

p < .01; þ SD: r ¼ .36, p < .01). The “age x contractualism”

interaction on behavioral intention is significant, and the effect

of contractualistic judgment diminishes with age (-SD: r ¼ .14,

p < .01; þ/- SD: r ¼ .09, p < .05; þSD: r¼ .04, p > .10). Based

Table 3. Internal-consistency, Convergent-validity, and Discriminant-validity Statistics.

M SD CR AVE MSV ASV (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

(1) Fair-trade buying behavior 5.35 1.43 .93 .81 .70 .37 .90
(2) Negative affect 5.38 1.44 .84 .64 .28 .17 .53 .80
(3) Moral equity 4.83 1.55 .95 .87 .41 .23 .53 .34 .93
(4) Relativism 4.30 1.59 .89 .80 .10 .02 -.01 .00 .15 .89
(5) Contractualism 4.96 1.56 .96 .91 .41 .25 .55 .40 .64 .32 .96
(6) Guilt 5.50 1.53 .96 .84 .70 .36 .84 .53 .55 -.05 .54 .92
(7) Self-efficacy 5.59 1.27 .95 .88 .65 .31 .81 .44 .48 -.01 .46 .76 .94

Notes. CR ¼ Composite reliability, AVE ¼ Average variance extracted, MSV ¼ Maximum shared variance,
ASV ¼ Average shared variance. Figures printed in bold face represent the square roots of average variance extracted.

Fair-Trade 
Buying Behavior

Anticipated
Consumer Guilt

Negative
Affect

Moral-Equity

Contractualism 

Relativism

.18***

.14***

.17***

-.12***

.44***

Self-Efficacy

.54*** .39***

Ethical Judgment

.09**

.03ns

.08*

-.02ns
*** p < .01; ** p < .05; * p < .10

χ2 = 358.33, df = 168; p < .01; χ2/df = 2.13, GFI = .93;

AGFI = .90; NFI = .97; TLI = .98; CFI = .98; RMSEA = .05;

PCLOSE = .37; SRMR = .03

Figure 2. Results of structural equation modeling.

Table 4. Mediation Analysis.

Negative affect Self-efficacy Contractualism Relativism Moral-equity

Indirect effect on fair-trade buying behavior .08 .23 .08 -.05 .06
LLCI 99% .02 .14 .02 -.12 .01
ULCI 99% .14 .38 .17 -.01 .13
p-Value .002 .001 .001 .001 .001

Notes. The estimation of the indirect effects are based on 1.000 bootstrap runs (Biased-corrected confidence intervals).
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on a median split, no significant mean difference in

anticipated guilt between younger and older consumers was

found (MYoung ¼ 5.46, MOld ¼ 5.54).

Discussion

Anticipated consumer guilt is composed of two components:

negative affect and self-directed ethical judgment. Considering

the impact of negative affect, our findings are consistent with

Hanks and Mattila’s (2014) study, which reveals an effect of

mood on felt guilt. Regarding self-directed ethical judgment,

the study findings support the reasoning of Tangney, Stuewig,

and Mashek (2007) that guilt arises within the process of self-

evaluation. The results are also consistent with Tangney

(1999), who considers moral judgment as a precondition for

guilt. Self-efficacy has direct positive effects on anticipated

consumer guilt and fair-trade buying behavior. This confirms

McGraw (1987) and Caprara, Alessandri, and Eisenberg (2012)

in the sense that perceptions of responsibility are an antecedent

of guilt and push fair-trade buying behavior.

The study results reveal that guilt directly influences fair-

trade buying intentions. This result is consistent with the

negative-state relief model (Cialdini et al. 1987). The empirical

findings show that guilt totally mediates the effects of relati-

vism and moral-equity judgment. In line with Elgaaied’s

(2012) work, consumer guilt is formed based on ethical judg-

ments, and these antecedents of consumer guilt then impact

purchasing intentions indirectly through the anticipated emo-

tion itself. The negative indirect effect of relativism on fair-

trade buying can be regarded as a reflection of the disparate

views of the underlying sweatshop issue, and such disparate

views are an essential feature of wicked problems. The more

relativistic the individual ethical judgment, the lower is the incli-

nation of consumers to contribute to the taming of the wicked

problem. Moreover, and because moral-equity judgments are

based on universal ethical rules (e.g., the categorical imperative),

consumers who compare their quality of life with that of sweat-

shop workers recognize a huge gap; this cognitive process trans-

lates into guilt and subsequent behavior. In sum, the results of

this study correspond with Tangney, Stuewig, and Mashek’s

(2007) study, which reveals an effect of moral emotions on the

relationship between moral principles and moral intention.

The effect of contractualism on behavioral intent is only par-

tially mediated by felt guilt, in accordance with Steenhaut and

Van Kenhove’s (2006) study. This partial mediation may be

explained by the considered ethical issue. Following Burnett and

Lunsford’s (1994, p. 39) classification, our study focuses on

social responsibility guilt, which “occurs when one violates one’s

perceived social obligations as a result of a purchase decision”.

Thus, the direct effect of contractualism may be due to consu-

mers’ strong perception that they are violating or will violate a

shared understanding or a social contract when they purchase

fashion items produced in sweatshops. The direct effect of con-

tractualism judgment might be less pronounced when more self-

centered types of consumer guilt, such as financial guilt or health

guilt, are considered. The significant (non-significant) direct

effect of contractualism (moral-equity) on ethical purchase inten-

tions can also be interpreted in light of the social contract theory.

Donaldson and Dunfee (1994) argue that moral philosophies such

as deontology and utilitarianism offer moral guidelines but cannot

provide practical advice for consumers caught in an ethical

dilemma. In contrast, a social contract or shared understanding

of right or wrong can be regarded as prerequisites for interaction

and exchange processes between the stakeholders of a marketing

system (Layton 2015). According to this idea consumers make

use of these prerequisites when forming their purchase intentions,

and contractualism is a decisive behavioral driver.

Negative affect is a psychological state that may occur when

consumers are confronted with an ethical dilemma or wicked

problem that has to be resolved (Gaudine and Thorne 2001).

The significant direct effect of negative affect on purchasing

intention is in line with Carrigan and Attalla (2001), who state

that if consumers themselves feel negatively affected by a

company’s behavior, they show greater interest in the case or

the respective company and are more inclined to act.

Regarding the moderation effect of gender, male respon-

dents’ guilt formation is apparently more contingent on nega-

tive affect and moral-equity judgment. Male consumers

experience stronger feelings of guilt only after they perceive

a significant violation of moral-equity norms. This finding

illustrates the importance of deontological universal rules for

male consumers’ behavior. Regarding the more pronounced

effect of negative affect, this study is consistent with Linden-

meier’s (2008) research, which reveals that men are inclined to

engage in prosocial behavior only after they are emotionally

aroused. Women appear to be more prone to guilt per se, and

according to Efthim, Kenny, and Mahalik (2001), women’s

proneness to guilt may be due to adherence to traditional fem-

inine role models that stem from the cultural system and are

associated with the duty to care for others.

Considering the reinforcing effect of age on the relationship

between negative affect and anticipated guilt, young consumers

may be more used to disturbing imagery (e.g., Shade, Porter, and

Sanchez 2006). This can be attributed to a generation gap in

media usage (e.g., Clark 2009), and younger consumers seem

to be more resistant to drastic media coverage of the conse-

quences of the sweatshops. With regard to the attenuating effect

of age on the relationship between contractualism and behavioral

intention, older consumers seemingly need to be less motivated

to engage in fair-trade buying by moral impulses. This finding is

consistent with Hines and Ames’ (2000) study, which shows that

older consumers are more ethically sensitive than younger con-

sumers are. However, the shared understanding of the need for

fair working conditions in the fashion industry appears to be

more binding among younger consumers.

Conclusions

Macromarketing Relevance

In addition to assortments of products as the immediate output

of marketing systems, companies that aim at generating high
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profit margins and consumers who excessively buy cheap

mass-produced products may bring about negative external-

ities. Both companies and consumers overexploit the fashion

marketing system to their own advantage at the expense of

workers’ health, poverty wages and suffering from inhumane

sweatshop working conditions (Pines and Meyer 2005). Con-

sumer guilt can serve as a means of internalizing such extern-

alities and can contribute to the taming of the wicked problem

of sweatshops.

The potential influence of guilt first unfolds on the indi-

vidual level (Burnett and Lunsford 1994). In addition to affec-

tive reactions to unsettling sweatshop conditions, the

formation of consumer guilt includes influences from the cul-

tural system in the form of self-referencing ethical judgment.

Beyond that, consumer guilt stimulates ethical buying beha-

vior, which then affects the immediate and long-term output

of marketing systems via the transactional relationships

among retailers, consumer goods manufacturers, suppliers,

and consumers. More precisely, when the share of fair-trade

products increases due to consumer guilt, and ceteris paribus,

the output of the marketing system has changed in a favorable

manner, marketing then extends beyond its sole economic

function and serves to “achieve macro equilibrium by per-

forming certain societal functions with respect to long-term

welfare” (Meng 2015, p. 86).

A guilt-induced boost in ethical product consumption can

spill over to a larger socio-economic context: (1) Guilt for-

mation may have positive effects at the place of production.

For example, a higher market penetration of fair-trade may

result in better working conditions in developing countries’

industries (Valkila and Nygren 2010). (2) Guilt-induced ethi-

cal consumerism might have a positive effect on the economic

development of poor countries (Bacon 2005). The call for

ethically produced products may positively impact local wage

levels and subsequently, the local economy. (3) Consumer

guilt may help to spread a new consciousness within the gen-

eral public and this change in attitudes may motivate compa-

nies to compete based on ethical product attributes. Elevating

the assortment of products to a more ethical level could then

become a trend throughout the industry, which would subse-

quently affect price structures and market shares. Finally, the

choice between guilt-free and guilt-laden products can be

interpreted as a reward or penalty mechanism (c.f. Fisk

1981) in the sense that consumers are emotionally sanctioned

when thinking about purchasing garments produced in sweat-

shops. The purchase of socially desirable products may

address consumers’ need to do good, which may contribute

to their personal happiness (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, and

Schkade 2005).

Implications for Macro-Decision Making

Consumer guilt should be considered in macro-decision mak-

ing, and public-policy makers could consider using guilt-

inducing nudges (Eyal 2014) as an alternative or a complement

to more paternalistic measures, such as taxation or product

regulation. With regard to the design of emotion-inducing

nudges (i.e., guilt appeals), consumer policy could try to boost

negative affect and unfavorable contractualism judgment due

to their direct effects on guilt and behavioral intentions. For

instance, pictorial representations of people working in inhu-

mane conditions could be used to arouse negative affect. Public

organizations could activate the belief of the existence of an

unwritten social contract, for example, not to exploit apparel

workers in developing countries. Campaign managers could try

to mitigate the adverse effect of social referents’ relativistic

views by considering celebrity endorsers who emphasize that

trivializing the societal consequences of unrestricted consump-

tion is not justifiable. Campaigns could strive to strengthen

consumers’ self-efficacy beliefs. The observation of other

people who successfully perform the considered behavior may

result in increased self-efficacy perceptions (Schunk 1991). In

line with this notion of observational learning, communication

could depict peer consumers that have already managed to buy

more fair-trade products. Finally, the results of this paper’s

moderation analyses provide starting points for communication

tailored to consumer segments. In particular, males’ guilt could

be increased by making moral-equity norms salient and by

triggering negative affect. The elicitation of negative affect

(contractualistic norms) should have a distinct effect on older

(younger) consumers’ felt guilt.

These guilt-inducing nudges may be discussed controver-

sially and their use could be considered unethical itself. This

holds true particularly if vulnerable consumers are exposed to

disturbing messages (Hastings and Stead 2004). Unless there is

significant aggregation, guilt-driven individual consumption

has only an infinitesimal impact, and free-riding incentives

might be strong in the absence of more robust social control

mechanisms. NGOs represent a catalyst through which the

necessary aggregation of individual consumer behavior can

be achieved in the aggregate marketing system. These organi-

zations often have a large member base, where individuals are

connected with each other through mutual values. Thus, guilt-

inducing appeals sent by an NGO might have a stronger effect

due to less pronounced free-riding incentives among the orga-

nization’s members.

Businesses should consider this study’s insights in their

marketing strategy to increase their triple bottom line (Peterson

2013). Marketing managers, in particular, must decide how to

weigh guilt-free product attributes over functional or utilitarian

product attributes. In particular, businesses could consider

eliminating guilt-arousing product attributes. However, consu-

mers’ willingness to pay price premiums for ethical product

attributes, the size of the segment of ethical consumers, or the

supply of fairly produced primary products all set limits on

these decisions. Moreover, manufacturers and retailers could

stress the ethical attributes of their fair-trade products. For

instance, they could inform consumers about their efforts to

promote work safety at overseas supply companies. Individual

producer stories are instrumental in helping consumers see that

they can make a difference on a macro level with their daily

purchasing choices (Nicholls 2002).
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Study Limitations

The study considers a specific instance of wicked problems,

and the extent to which the study exhibits external validity is

not certain. Consumers’ budget constraints are not explicitly

incorporated in the model. However, self-efficacy may par-

tially serve as a proxy for budget constraints. Consumers tend

to overestimate their intentions to act according to moral norms

(e.g., Randall and Fernandes 1991). Hence, a closer examina-

tion of the social desirability bias is crucial here. Chung and

Monroe (2003) found that the higher the social desirability

bias, the more unfavorable the ethical evaluation. The mean

values of the ethical judgment constructs vary around a mod-

erate value of 4.50 on 7-point scales (see Table 3). A pro-

nounced social desirability bias, which would have resulted

in an extremely unfavorable ethical evaluation, is rather

unlikely. Chen et al. (1997) found that individuals with a high

inclination to give socially desirable answers tend to underre-

port their felt negative emotions (Spector 2006). The mean

values of negative affect and consumer guilt exceed 5.0 on a

7-point scale (see Table 3), and these comparatively high val-

ues indicate that the social desirability bias is not pronounced.

Our study considers one information source and measures the

model components by means of one instrument; thus, common

method bias could represent a problem. We tried to address this

problem by means of reducing the social desirability bias (see

“Sample and Procedure” section) and using different measure-

ment scales and scale anchors (Appendix B). Finally, intentions

are considered as the dependent variable and these are not

perfectly correlated with actual behavior (Bray, Johns, and

Kilburn 2011).

Research Opportunities

First, with regard to the measurement and formation of guilt,

future studies could consider multi-dimensional conceptualiza-

tions of consumer guilt (cf. Lin and Xia’s (2009) conceptuali-

zation). In doing this, future research could analyze the extent

to which anticipatory guilt is a reflection of past experiences.

For example, anticipated guilt could be driven by the regret that

consumers felt after purchasing a socially undesirable product

in the past. Future research could add further micro-level deter-

minants to the model as well. For example, concurring with

Lindsey, Yun, and Hill (2007), other affective constructs, such

as empathy, could be added as determinants of anticipated

consumer guilt.

Second, future studies could take additional constructs into

account. For example, Yuksel (2013) suggests that consumers’

emotional detachment from a boycott cause due to geographi-

cal distance is a hurdle for participation. Future research could

analyze whether guilt serves as a means to reduce the perceived

spatial distance to the factual outcomes of a wicked problem.

This is supported by Reinecke and Ansari (2016), who state

that connecting Western consumers with workers suffering in

producing countries by means of emotions can mobilize the

public. Our study reveals moderating effects of gender and age.

Future studies could consider the effects of other demographic

variables (e.g., income class) to complement these findings. In

particular, a combinatorial analysis could explore how the

effects of demographic variables are weighted. In addition,

future research could analyze how influences from reference

groups affect guilt formation. For example, lifestyle-related

reference groups (e.g., hedonistic vs. environmentally-

conscious consumers) could exert an influence on felt guilt and

resulting buying intentions. Moreover, the level of felt guilt

possibly varies across product categories (e.g., fast-moving

vs. luxury goods). Considering these variations in product cate-

gories, and based on Burnett and Lunsford (1994), other types

of anticipated consumer guilt, such as financial guilt, could be

considered. With regard to “conflict products” (e.g., gas-

guzzling sport utility vehicles) with social referents that both

favor and object to their purchase and/or use, future research

could investigate whether guilt is in these cases more strongly

driven by the conflicting referent opinions or more objective

measures. Future research could also consider the evolution of

societal norms over time. Environmental concerns have gained

greater attention in recent years. A change in norms in the

cultural system would affect the evaluation of ethical issues

as well as subsequent consumer guilt.

Third, future research could focus on the outcomes of antici-

pated consumer guilt. Given the validity challenges associated

with survey research, alternative methodologies such as labora-

tory experiments or scanner-panel studies could be considered

to more rigidly validate the effects on actual behavior. Fair-

trade consumption represents only one of several strategies that

consumers may utilize to cope with anticipated guilt (Gregory-

Smith, Smith, and Winklhofer 2013). Hence, the validated

model could be used to explain further behavioral conse-

quences of anticipated guilt that are significant from the per-

spective of macromarketing, too, such as anticonsumption

(Chatzidakis and Lee 2013).

Finally, research could strive to develop recommendations

for macro-decision making. Because macro-decision making is

characterized by uncertainty and imperfect information, there

is a call for “error-prone decision heuristics” (Rethans and

Taylor 1982). Hence, studies could investigate whether the

measurement of consumer guilt can serve as such a decision

heuristic. For example, targeting decisions could be based on

guilt variations across consumer segments because they might

respond differently to, e.g. public awareness campaigns. In

addition, issue identification and agenda setting could consider

consumer guilt. Future research could analyze how fast-fashion

overconsumption can be changed towards sustainable con-

sumption; both consumption patterns of macromarketing con-

cern (Haase and Kleinaltenkamp 2016). Further, researchers

could investigate the salience of guilt appeals when they are

considered in comparison with other tools of public policy

(e.g., tax credits or grants). Consumers represent the “largest

public” (Fisk 1981), and because individual consumers can

trigger systemic change by their purchase behavior (Hastings

and Domegan 2014; Kennedy 2016), future research could

strive to identify other catalysts of behavioral change in
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addition to consumer guilt. Considering Cialdini’s negative-

state relief mechanism, the arousal of negative emotions can

serve as a means to mobilize the consumer masses, which is

vital in approaching wicked problems (Kennedy 2016). On this

basis, future studies could analyze whether guilt appeals are

more salient than other types of emotional appeals (e.g., fear

appeals) in motivating ethical consumer behavior.

Appendix A. The Sweatshop Issue

Reports on the working conditions in sweatshops in developing

countries appear in the media on a daily basis. The working

conditions prevailing in so-called sweatshops do not conform

to Western standards at all. Collective agreements, protection

against dismissal, health and safety standards, and regulation of

working hours are completely unknown in these circumstances.

Moreover, garment manufacturers in developing countries

often engage in exploitative child labor. Bangladesh is one of

the largest apparel exporters worldwide. Within the last few

months, several negative incidents have taken place in Bangla-

deshi sweatshops. For example, there were several fires in

Bangladeshi garment factory facilities. The collapse of an

eight-story building, which housed several textile mills, led

to worldwide consternation in April 2013. More than 1,000

people were killed. Several well-known fashion companies dis-

tribute products that were manufactured in these illegally con-

structed buildings. The clothing company __ was among those

fashion companies. In addition to the life-threatening working

conditions in the factories, the incident has brought the work-

ers’ low pay back into focus. After violent protests, wages in

the Bangladeshi garment industry were raised from US$38 per

month in 2010. However, according to consumer protection

groups, most garments cannot be produced under fair condi-

tions at the prices for which they are sold in clothing stores. The

term “fair” would mean the following here: fair pay, reasonable

working hours and existence of health and safety standards.

Spokesmen of NGOs hold the opinion that t-shirts priced at

approximately US$6.50 cannot be regarded as being manufac-

tured under fair conditions. Fair-trade t-shirts should have a

price of at least US$19.50.

Appendix B. Measurement Scales and Estimated Factor Loadings
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Question items Factor loadings

FT1 I am willing to pay significantly more for clothing items if, in return, the manufacture confirms fair trade manufacturing
(e.g., by a fair trade label).

.84

FT2 I am inclined to consider fair trade clothing that is produced in compliance with international social and labor standards
the next time I need to buy apparel.

.92

FT3 I will advise my friends and acquaintance to buy fair trade clothing products that have been produced in compliance
with international labor standards.

.94

NA1 Not upset – Upset .82
NA2 Not ashamed – Ashamed .88
NA3 Not hostile – Hostile .68
SE1 I am capable of buying more fair-trade clothing in the future. .93
SE2 I am confident that I will be able to buy more fair-trade clothing in the future. .96
SE3 If it were entirely up to me, I am confident I would be able to buy more fair-trade clothing in the future. .91
ME1 My behavior as a consumer of clothing articles that may have been produced in sweatshops is not unfair / is unfair. .96
ME2 . . . is not unjust / is unjust. .98
ME3 . . . is acceptable to my family / is unacceptable to my family. .85
REL1 The fact that I have purchased clothing that may have been produced in sweatshops is not a commonly accepted

tradition / is a commonly accepted tradition.
.95

REL2 . . . is not commonly accepted in our culture / is commonly accepted in our culture. .84
CON1 The fact that I have bought clothes that may have been produced in sweatshops is a behavior that does not violate

unspoken promise / that violates unspoken promise.
.96

CON2 . . . that does not violate an unwritten contract / that violates an unwritten contract. .95
GUI1 I would feel guilty for spending money on __ products. .94
GUI2 I would blame myself for spending money on __ products. .93
GUI3 I would feel guilty for lying about spending money on __ products. .83
GUI4 I would feel ashamed for spending money on __ products. .94
GUI5 I would feel irresponsible for spending money on __ products. .93

Notes. FT ¼ Fair-trade buying behavior, NA ¼ Negative affect, SE ¼ Self-efficacy, ME ¼ Moral-equity, REL ¼ Relativism, CON ¼ Contractualism,
GUI ¼ Anticipated consumer guilt.
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