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Abstract
Purpose – Businesses cannot rely on their customers to always do the right thing. To help researchers and service providers better understand the dark
(and light) side of customer behavior, this study aims to aggregate and investigate perceptions of consumer ethics from young consumers on five
continents. The study seeks to present a profile of consumer behavioral norms, how ethical inclinations have evolved over time, and country differences.
Design/methodology/approach – Data were collected from ten countries across five continents between 1997 and 2007. A self-administered
questionnaire containing 14 consumer scenarios asked respondents to rate acceptability of questionable consumer actions.
Findings – Overall, consumers found four of the 14 questionable consumer actions acceptable. Illegal activities were mostly viewed as unethical, while
some legal actions that were against company policy were viewed less harshly. Differences across continents emerged, with Europeans being the least
critical, while Asians and Africans shared duties as most critical of consumer actions. Over time, consumers have become less tolerant of questionable
behaviors.
Practical implications – Service providers should use the findings of this study to better understand the service customer. Knowing what customers in
general believe is ethical or unethical can help service designers focus on the aspects of the technology or design most vulnerable to customer deviance.
Multinationals already know they must adapt their business practices to the market in which they are operating, but they must also adapt their
expectations as to the behavior of the corresponding consumer base.
Originality/value – This investigation into consumer ethics helps businesses understand what their customer base believes is the right thing in their
role as customer. This is a large-scale study of consumer ethics including 3,739 respondents on five continents offering an evolving view of the ethical
inclinations of young consumers.
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1. Introduction

Recent marketing research emphasizes the importance of
understanding how customers co-create value with their service
providers (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). Embedded within this
view is that customers assume some of the responsibility for the
service outcome. Therefore understanding the dark side of
customer service necessitates that we also investigate the dark
side of customer behavior. We cannot always rely on customers
to do the “right thing” by their service provider – but what do
customers perceive as constituting the “right thing”?
A rising trend in service provision is the move towards self-

service technologies and systems – where contact is at arm’s
length and the customer is frequently unsupervised by the
provider. This fusion of co-creation and self service means
service providers increasingly rely on customers not to take

advantage of their autonomy, and must design systems and
scripts to let customers know their role. One way that service
providers can better understand their customers is to
investigate their customers’ ethical inclinations. Where do
customers draw the line between ethical and unethical
behavior? What are consumer norms regarding ethics? How
do these consumer ethics norms vary around the world?
Analyzing consumer ethics requires a more defined scope

than previously due to the added connotations of the term
and a broadening of the concept in recent times (Holbrook,
1994). Consumer ethics today could incorporate many
activities such as consumers:
. choosing products based on their evaluation of the

product’s “green” properties (recycled, sustainable,
carbon neutral etc.);

. moderating or eliminating the use of scarce or harmful
resources (water, petrol, pesticides etc.);

. forming groups with a view to altering business outputs or
the consumption practices of other consumers; and

. evaluating the outcomes of others’ consumption decisions.
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This research is specifically concerned with how consumers
perceive the consumption decisions of other consumers. As
such, consumer ethics is defined as the “rightness as opposed
to the wrongness of certain actions on the part of the buyer or
potential buyer in consumer situations” (Dodge et al., 1996).
Ethical norms are important in consumer decision making,

and researchers have found that consumers rely more on
ethical norms than perceived consequences to make their
ethics oriented decisions (Vitell et al., 2001). With a changing
consumer landscape, researchers and practitioners need to
understand what the ethical norms are, so they can then
evaluate the ethicality of consumer decisions from the
consumer’s perspective. To gain a better understanding of
ethical norms and customer behavior, this study poses three
research questions:

RQ1. What consumer behaviors do consumers generally
view as ethical or unethical?

RQ2. How have consumers evolved in their ethical
perceptions?

RQ3. What ethical differences exist by continent?

To answer these questions, this study reviews the literature on
empowerment and customer co-creation, consumer ethics,
and culture and customer roles. Then we analyze data
collected from consumers in five continents over a ten-year
span.

2. Literature review

Co-creation and empowerment
In recent years, emerging technologies have brought global
products within reach of every network-connected customer,
more information about market conditions, and the ability to
influence and be influenced by customer peers (Morrissey,
2005). This rising level of customer empowerment requires
business organizations cede authority to their customers to
make decisions (Pires et al., 2006). Marketers can expect
empowered customers will feel a greater sense of control, and
become more active in their efforts to exert this control
(Zimmerman and Warschausky, 1998).
The same technologies that enable customer empowerment

have also enabled businesses to provide self-service facilities
to customers. Examples include online purchasing, self-serve
checkouts at supermarkets and bank ATMs. The reality of
customer empowerment combined with self-serve
proliferation, has forced marketers to acknowledge, and
researchers to investigate, the role consumers have in creating
value in the exchange process. This synergistic relationship is
typically characterized as co-creation.
There is now a substantial and growing body of research in

marketing that focuses on the broad issue of customer co-
creation (Wikstrom, 1996; Lusch and Vargo, 2006). Whereas
traditional company-centric marketing placed primary
responsibility on firms for providing value to customers, co-
creation states that customers are intimately involved in the
process of creating value in the exchange process (Prahalad
and Ramaswamy, 2004). The basic tenets of co-creation are
emotional engagement with the supplier, self-service and self-
selection from the customer, and that supplier and customer
together create value, and (Payne et al., 2008). The combined
forces of customer empowerment, co-creation and self-serve
facilities compel researchers to enquire as to the ethical

standards of consumers. Might increased customer power
lead to more unethical customer behaviors?

Ethics and consumer ethics
There is no single universally accepted definition of ethics,
but Henderson’s (1982, p. 38) static definition is a useful
starting point. He characterizes ethics as “a set of principles
describing a behavior code that explains what is good and
right or bad and wrong”. Henderson acknowledges this
definition is static because it presumes there is consensus for
ethical principles, when in fact there is not. Combining Lacey
(1996) and Wiley’s (1995) discourse defines ethics as how
people ought to act based on moral principles and ideals such
as justice, fairness and trust. Again, this assumes we can reach
consensus for how people ought to act.
Powers and Vogel’s (1980) definition of ethics reflects

social, cultural and temporal evolutions of moral principles –
not necessarily bound by the need for consensus. Their more
dynamic and idealistic description reveals ethics is “concerned
with clarifying what constitutes human welfare and the kind of
conduct necessary to promote it”. They imply that by
investigating ethics, researchers can help clarify current
ethical thought on what is essentially an evolving and
moving target.
Studies on business ethics from an international perspective

are widespread; however the body of work on consumer ethics
is considerably less abundant. This review will focus on issues
relevant to consumer ethics from a global perspective. Ethical
issues and multinational operations represent a risky
proposition for today’s service providers. Furthermore,
Vogel (1992) articulated the prevailing belief that there is a
perceptible “ethics gap” within the international arena, and
that the rest of the world lags behind the United States
relative to ethical standards of conduct in business. This view
is consistent with more recent research that asserts ethical
standards of conduct for businesses in less-developed
economies trail behind the prevailing standards of more
economically advanced nations (Shafer et al., 2007). While
these studies document differences in ethical perceptions for
business, few studies compare the responses of consumers
from multiple countries to identical scenarios.
Fullerton et al. (1996) developed a taxonomy for assessing

consumer transgressions with their Consumer ethics index
(CEI). Their survey of American heads-of-households
resulted in the identification of four groups. Predicated
upon the overall measure of each individual’s ethical
predisposition as determined by the aggregate CEI measure,
the authors labeled the four segments accordingly:
permissives, situationalists, conformists, and puritans. As
the labels imply, the permissives were more accepting of the
behaviors under scrutiny whereas the puritans exhibited the
highest standards as characterized by their tendency to
declare each of the actions to be unacceptable. Situationalists
saw some of the actions as acceptable whereas others were
deemed unacceptable. Since ethical leaning seemed to depend
upon the action itself, the term situationalists seems to apply.
The conformists generally exhibit the opinion that each of the
behaviors is unacceptable; however, their condemnation is not
as strong as is that of the puritans. Based upon these results,
the authors concluded that the majority of consumers do
impose high standards regarding the behavior of their peers in
retail situations while concurrently acknowledging the reality
that there are individuals who are more tolerant of perceived
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transgressions. To these permissive and situational segments,
the mindset seems to be one of caveat venditor.
Vitell reviewed more than 30 consumer ethics studies

published between 1990 and 2003 in an attempt to synthesize
knowledge and promote future research in the area. He
concluded that ethical judgments, “the extent to which one
believes a certain alternative is ethical or not” (Vitell, 2003,
p. 34) are determined by whether; the consumer actively seeks
an advantage, the action is perceived as legal, and the degree
of harm. He proposes that researchers should question
consumers about scenarios that depict benefiting from a
questionable action in order to discriminate.
While there have been many studies to evaluate the ethical

predisposition of a relevant group within a single country,
there have been comparatively few which compare two or
more countries via an identical survey. In addition,
researchers continue to call for studies that compare and
contrast ethical consumption practices across multiple
cultures (Newholm and Shaw, 2007).

Consumer ethics and culture
While noting the paucity of cross-cultural research in the area
of consumer ethics, some existing studies do share a common
finding: understanding the impact culture has on consumer
actions in countries where the marketer conducts business is
vital to global success (Trompenaars et al., 1998; Erffmeyer
et al., 1999; French et al., 2001). Trust is an important
element in the business/consumer dyad (Solomon, 1992), and
while examples of business transgressions are made public,
customer transgressions are widespread but less observed
(Fullerton and Punj, 1993). Breaching ethical codes by either
the buyer or seller will disrupt the relationship and produce
exchanges which are unproductive and ineffective (Morgan
and Hunt, 1994); therefore it is essential to investigate
consumer ethics.
When comparing immigrant populations in the United

States, Swaidan et al. (2006) found that people who were
more inclined to adopt the culture of their new host country,
were more tolerant of questionable consumer actions. They
also found that older and more formally educated immigrants
adopted a more critical stance when evaluating the behavior of
others. In a cross-cultural study involving Turkey and the
United States, Turkish consumers exhibited a tendency to be
more sensitive to unethical practices than American
consumers (Rawwas et al., 2005). Conversely, Ghanaian
consumers, who also face businesses with modest ethical
reputations, exhibit lower levels of ethical intentions than
Americans (Bonsu and Zwick, 2007).
While businesses may expect diverse ethical predispositions

when comparing consumers from dissimilar cultures such as
Turkish and American or Ghanaian and American, what
should they expect from consumers in different countries but
with reportedly similar cultures? Research using consumers
from four Arab countries (Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Kuwait and
Oman) found significant differences in ethical orientation and
consumer decision processes (Al-Khatib et al., 2005). This
contradicts the proposal by Rao and Al-Wugayan (2005) who
believe cross-cultural consumer ethics studies are more
significant if they involve contrasting cultures.
Both service providers and marketing researchers face the

challenge of moral pluralism – the existence of myriad
viewpoints within the same society – when implementing
ethical policies or studying ethical perceptions. These

dissimilar attitudes will likely result in different behaviors,
thus different obstacles for marketers engaged in business in a
variety of host countries will emerge. Concerns such as these
provide further incentive to continue this study and to
scrutinize consumer ethics in countries other than the United
States.

Customer roles and norms
In services marketing, Role Theory helps explain how service
providers attempt to standardize employee performances by
explicitly defining their roles (Grove and Fisk, 1983), and also
highlights the roles that customer play. The role of the
customer in service provision comprises a set of learned
behaviors to facilitate a smoother encounter (Lutz and
Kakkar, 1976). These preferred behaviors can be
communicated by the service provider, but are also in part
guided by the behavior of other customers.
These social roles become norms; institutionalized

collective representations of appropriate behavior (Goffman,
1959). Prescriptive norms “prescribe appropriate behavior to
actors” and “embody a quality of oughtness and shared moral
assessment” (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998, p. 891).
Researchers have found that norms influence certain types
of ethics-related judgments, intentions and behaviors such as
shoplifting (Cox et al., 1993), purchasing counterfeit goods
(Penz and Stottinger, 2005), filing fraudulent insurance
claims (Tennyson, 1997), deceiving the seller during a
negotiation (Strudler, 1995), using expired coupons and
switching price tags (Vitell et al., 2001).
If, as stated earlier, consumers rely more on ethical norms

than perceived consequences in making decisions in their role
as a customer, researchers should strive to understand what
these ethical norms are. Then service systems and processes
can be designed to account for the perceived acceptability of
customer behaviors. Vitell et al. (2001, p. 158)
operationalized social norms by “asking each respondent to
indicate if most people would act in this same manner”. As we
move into discussing the research methods used, this study
aggregated the perceptions of acceptability of a broad array of
consumer behaviors in an effort to arrive at a measure that
represents a social norm for each scenario.

3. Methods

To gain a broad understanding of consumer ethics on a global
scale, this study focuses on consumers at universities on five
continents – North America, Europe, Asia, Africa and
Australia over ten years. Complete data from South America
were not available, so that continent was omitted from the
analyses. This study uses university students as respondents
because they are good subjects for exploring ethical decision-
making (Randall and Gibson, 1990), and they aspire to be
future leaders (Collins, 2000; Fukukawa et al., 2007) and
savvy consumers. University students also tend to be in
similar life stages with similar demographics – making
comparisons over time and between countries more
meaningful. In the main, students are more idealistic than
other consumer groups (Singhapakdi and Marta, 2005), and
the plethora of recent consumer studies on Generation Y
reveals university students have considerable consumption
experience, and they are well positioned to comment on the
ethical implications of consumption decisions.
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Survey instrument
An ethical predisposition is a pattern or cognitive framework
that people use when addressing moral questions (Brady and
Wheeler, 1996; Reynolds, 2006). A frequently employed
technique to measure attitudes regarding potential ethical
dilemmas is scenario vignettes (Gifford and Norris, 1987;
Randall and Gibson, 1990). Scenarios provide a real-world
framework within which to judge ethical situations
(Singhapakdi et al., 1996). Although scenario-based
questionnaires are frequent in business ethics research, this
study required scenarios depicting consumer practices.
Data were collected using a self-administered

questionnaire, which addressed questionable actions
undertaken by individual consumers other than the
respondent. Attitudes towards each behavior were measured
with a balanced six-point itemized rating scale that was
anchored by the polar adjectives of acceptable (1) and
unacceptable (6). A total of 14 scenarios that were part of a
set originally developed by Fullerton et al. (1996) for a study
of the general American population provided the framework
for this investigation. In light of the virtual unanimity
regarding the fraudulent use of food stamps, a decision was
made to eliminate that scenario from this study. Eight of the
fifteen original items produced means exceeding 5.0. Given
that a six-point scale was used, it was apparent that a subset of
the behaviors evoked a strong sense of impropriety.
Conversely, the fact that seven of the items were viewed less
critically supports the idea that ethical behavior is not a
dichotomy defined solely on a basis of right or wrong, rather
there are varying degrees of ethicality. In the questionnaire,
the scenarios provide a range of actions varying from legal to
illegal. Examples of consumer actions include illegal behaviors
such as filing a false insurance claim, legal but controversial
practices such as knowingly purchasing a product that is
mistakenly marked at a lower price, and common consumer
strategies such as using a retailer for product information but
purchasing that same product elsewhere. Of note is the fact
that the Fullerton et al. (1996) study surveyed heads-of-
households. Numerous studies have documented an inverse
relationship between age and ethical proclivity. Consequently,
the measures emanating from the current study are expected
to exhibit a less critical perspective. The 14 items used in the
current study (listed in the Appendix) have been used
repeatedly in a number of international consumer ethics
studies over the past 13 years.
Respondents were selected using cluster sampling of

university classes in each of the five continents so as to
include students across a broad array of disciplines. The
complete dataset comprises more than 4,000 respondents
from ten countries and is summarized in Table I.

4. Analysis and results

The first research question asked, “What consumer behaviors
do consumers view as ethical or unethical?” This was
analyzed by calculating the grand mean for each of the 14
scenarios and ranking them in order. For this assessment, the
entire set of respondents was treated as a single sample and
the responses for each of the 14 scenarios were combined to
develop a single measure of ethical predisposition for each
scenario. In addition to the measures for the individual
scenarios, an aggregate mean was calculated for the entire set
of responses, irrespective of the behavior in question. Table II
provides the grand means for each scenario.
The aggregate mean for the set of scenarios across the

52,346 responses fell slightly toward the unacceptable side of
the scale (3.62). Thus, there is some evidence to suggest that
if ethical behavior follows attitude, young consumers will
behave ethically. However, this expectation varies depending
on the nature of the behavior under scrutiny. Overall four of
the 14 scenarios were below the 3.5 mid-point threshold and
declared as acceptable by the respondents. Using a retailer for
information and then buying elsewhere, repurchasing limited
quantity sale items, claiming a better price elsewhere, and
taking advantage of a mistakenly priced item did not raise
ethical alarm bells.
Clearly, these young consumers differentiate between

deliberately seeking to benefit by misleading service
providers and more normal business practices. Filing a false
insurance claim was rated as the most unacceptable customer
behavior. Aligning with Vitell’s categorizations, this behavior
involves intended deceit, illegality, a potentially substantial
financial benefit to the customer and financial harm inflicted
on the insurer. The most accepted behavior, using a retailer
for information and then buying elsewhere, is seen as
consumers simply gathering information to make a more
informed decision.
The second research question asked: “How have consumers

evolved in their ethical predispositions?” This analysis
involved comparing the first wave of data, collected between
1997 and 2000 with the second wave collected between 2005
and 2007. The results of this comparison are in Table III.

Table I Data summary

Continent
Wave 1

(1997-2000)
Wave 2

(2005-2007)
(countries represented) n n

North America (USA and Canada) 582 443
Europe (France and Germany) 113 153
Asia (China and Singapore) 108 202
Africa (South Africa and UAE) 0 677
Australia (Australia and New Zealand) 616 845

Table II Grand means for each scenario

Consumer behavior n Mean Rank

Do not return extra change 3,719 4.27 12
False insurance claim 3,727 4.67 14
False seniors discount claim 3,721 4.53 13
False child discount claim 3,541 4.02 9
Mistakenly marked retail item 3,718 2.96 4
Use retailer for information 3,541 1.92 1
Repurchase limited items 3,709 2.38 2
Selling frequent flyer ticket 3,704 3.52 5
Returning goods, wrong retailer 3,707 4.06 10
Claim better price elsewhere 3,707 2.77 3
Use coupons for wrong goods 3,575 4.22 11
Exaggerate garage sale quality 3,700 3.86 8
Mislead market researchers 3,711 3.64 6
Return used goods for refund 3,701 3.85 7

Note: Rank: 1 ! most acceptable, 14 ! most unacceptable
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The t-test for different means revealed that consumers
became more critical of nine of the 14 behaviors over the
ten-year period. There were no behaviors, however, for which
respondents could be characterized as less critical. This lends
support for the premise that the ethics gap, as articulated by
Vogel (1992), with developed nations is closing, in part
because the world appears to be slowly gravitating towards a
more ethically predisposed mindset. This phenomenon has
been documented in a number of studies that focused on
behavior on the part of the firm (Brenner and Molander,
1977; Gifford and Norris, 1987). And it appears that that
same situation is in evidence when the focus shifts to
behaviors in which the consumers engage. Thus not only does
the public appear to be holding business to higher standards
of conduct (Longenecker et al., 2006), but they are
concurrently imposing more rigid standards on consumers.
As marketers have moved towards strategies that emphasize
customer relationship management (CRM), such
expectations are essential. Without that trust, the concept of
a mutually beneficial relationship is difficult to achieve. And
without that, the relationship between the seller and the buyer
is likely destined for a premature demise.
The final research question: “What differences exist by

continent?” was analyzed with analysis of variance (ANOVA)
and by an ordinal ranking of each continent by least critical
and most critical for each scenario. ANOVA revealed the null
hypothesis of equal means across the five continents was
rejected ( p , 0.05) for all 14 scenarios. The Scheffé method

of multiple comparisons offers a more nuanced analysis of the
differences among continents. The most closely aligned
continents were Europe and Australia with ten scenarios
showing no significant difference. Australia sits in between
North America and Europe, revealing no significant
differences with North America for eight of the 14
scenarios. Asia and Africa were also aligned with seven
scenarios showing no significant difference. Europe and
Africa had little in common where 13 of the 14 scenarios were
significantly different. The ordinal rankings provided in Table
IV show the least critical and most critical continent for each
scenario.
Results reveal that Europeans are the least critical overall

and least critical of ten consumer behaviors (Do not return
extra change, False insurance claim, False seniors discount
claim, False child discount claim, Mistakenly marked retail
item, Repurchase limited items, Returning goods wrong
retailer, Claim better price elsewhere, Exaggerate garage sale
quality, Return used goods for refund) This is not an Eastern
Hemisphere phenomenon however, as the Africans (Do not
return extra change, False seniors discount claim, False child
discount claim, Mistakenly marked retail item, Returning
goods to wrong retailer, Exaggerate garage sale quality,
Mislead market researchers) and Asians (False insurance
claim, Use retailer for information, Repurchase limited items,
Selling frequent flyer ticket, Claim better price elsewhere, Use
coupons for wrong goods, Return used goods for refund)
traded off as being the most critical continent for all 14

Table III Evolving consumer ethics

Scenario Iteration n Mean Diff. t Sig.

Do not return extra change Wave 1 1,758 4.05 0.36 27.457 ,0.001
Wave 2 2,308 4.41

False insurance claim Wave 1 1,763 4.52 0.22 24.765 ,0.001
Wave 2 2,311 4.74

False seniors discount claim Wave 1 1,756 4.43 0.14 23.076 0.002
Wave 2 2,309 4.57

False child discount claim Wave 1 1,763 3.97 0.08 21.607 0.108
Wave 2 2,125 4.05

Mistakenly marked retail item Wave 1 1,763 2.82 0.20 24.100 ,0.001
Wave 2 2,302 3.02

Use retailer for information Wave 1 1,759 1.81 0.15 23.677 ,0.001
Wave 2 2,128 1.96

Repurchase limited items Wave 1 1,757 2.26 0.17 23.875 ,0.001
Wave 2 2,299 2.44

Selling frequent flyer ticket Wave 1 1,755 3.26 0.38 27.593 ,0.001
Wave 2 2,295 3.64

Returning goods, wrong retailer Wave 1 1,757 4.09 20.04 0.882 0.378
Wave 2 2,296 4.04

Claim better price elsewhere Wave 1 1,755 2.76 20.06 1.150 0.250
Wave 2 2,298 2.70

Use coupons for wrong goods Wave 1 1,639 4.05 0.19 23.934 ,0.001
Wave 2 2,283 4.24

Exaggerate garage sale quality Wave 1 1,750 3.95 20.03 0.615 0.539
Wave 2 2,297 3.92

Mislead market researchers Wave 1 1,749 4.03 20.04 0.938 0.348
Wave 2 2,287 3.99

Return used goods for refund Wave 1 1,751 3.75 0.23 24.018 ,0.001
Wave 2 2,295 3.98
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behaviors under scrutiny. Therefore the findings indicate that
the Australians and North Americans were more centrist in
their views.
While ANOVA is useful for determining statistical

differences between the means, Figure 1 graphically
represents the views on consumer ethics, and reveals the
similarities among respondents on different continents. With
the exception of (Return used goods for refund) where Asians
bucked the trend, there was consistency in the responses in
that they generally followed the average trend line. For
example, the means for each continent indicated their
respective respondents thought falsely claiming a seniors
discount was less acceptable than falsely claiming a child
discount. The graphical representation also confirms the
Australians and North Americans as centrists, with their lines
most closely following the average.

5. Implications for ethics

For researchers and service providers, this study presents a
profile of the ethical leanings of consumers across five
continents over a ten-year span. This benchmarking study will
help practitioners understand where consumers stand
regarding their ethical inclinations, and has implications for
many aspects of service provision such as service design,

scripts and roles, customer complaining behavior and for
multi-national service providers.

Service design
Arms length transactions provide the customer with greater
opportunities for deviant behavior. To illustrate, banks now
conduct more transactions via ATMs than they do person-to-
person. Customers who receive less cash than they should
when withdrawing from an ATM will likely contact the bank
and report the discrepancy. Those customers who receive a
cash windfall from the ATM are less likely to contact the bank
and refund their windfall.
For example, results from this research indicate Europeans

believe it is more acceptable to return used goods to a retailer
than Asians. Retailers operating in Europe would benefit from
more stringent return policies, along with communicating and
enforcing the policies. Asian retailers seem to be not as
susceptible to this type of behavior, as consumers deem it to
be unacceptable. Asian retailers therefore should
communicate the benefits to all consumers of a strictly
enforced returns policy, since they are operating in line with
prevailing consumer sentiment.
Large supermarkets now offer self-serve checkouts where

customers are essentially placed with the responsibility for
scanning their grocery items. Knowing what customers in
general believe is ethical or unethical can help designers focus

Table IV Analyzing differences between continents

Least critical continent Most critical continent
(mean) (mean)

Do not return extra change Europe
(3.86)

Australia
(4.03)

North America
(4.51)

Asia
4.77

Africa
(4.84)

False insurance claim Europe
(3.89)

Australia
(4.35)

North America
(4.80)

Asia
(5.12)

Africa
(5.25)

False seniors discount claim Europe
(3.84)

Australia
(4.31)

North America
(4.35)

Africa
(5.04)

Asia
(5.07)

False child discount claim Europe
(3.25)

Australia
(3.59)

North America
(3.92)

Asia
(4.57)

Africa
(4.70)

Mistakenly marked retail item Europe
(2.31)

Australia
(2.66)

North America
(2.68)

Asia
(3.65)

Africa
(3.67)

Use retailer for information Africa
(1.66)

Australia
(1.70)

North America
(0.70)

Europe
(1.97)

Asia
(2.42)

Repurchase limited items Europe
(1.91)

Australia
(2.18)

North America
(2.18)

Africa
(2.58)

Asia
(3.00)

Selling frequent flyer ticket North America
(3.16)

Australia
(3.38)

Europe
(3.44)

Africa
(3.65)

Asia
(4.32)

Returning goods, wrong retailer Europe
(3.47)

North America
(3.64)

Australia
(3.91)

Asia
(4.47)

Africa
(4.49)

Claim better price elsewhere Europe
(2.10)

Africa
(2.33)

Australia
(2.49)

North America
(2.79)

Asia
(3.14)

Use coupons for wrong goods Australia
(3.80)

Europe
(3.85)

North America
(4.22)

Africa
(4.45)

Asia
(4.82)

Exaggerate garage sale quality Europe
(3.67)

Australia
(3.73)

North America
(3.98)

Asia
(4.13)

Africa
(4.13)

Mislead market researchers Australia
(3.63)

Asia
(3.77)

Europe
(3.91)

North America
(4.13)

Africa
(4.44)

Return used goods for refund Europe
(3.08)

North America
(3.51)

Africa
(3.52)

Australia
(3.71)

Asia
(4.98)
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on the aspects of the technology or design most vulnerable to
customer deviance.

Scripts and roles
Co-creation and self-service technologies dictate that
communicating what is expected from customers will
become increasingly important. Service providers will need
to explicitly communicate customer roles via tight and
effective scripts. For example, the results of this study reveal
that consumers already know that illegal activities such as
filing a false insurance claim are unethical. However for
behaviors that are against company policy but are not
necessarily illegal, such as selling frequent flyer tickets, service
providers need to communicate what it means to be a “good”
customer via scripts and consistent messages.
The study also has script and role implications for

salesperson training, and website design. Africans,
Australians and North Americans believe it is more
acceptable to use a retailer to gather product information
and then shop elsewhere, than Asians. With a view to
enhancing efficiency, this points to the importance of training
salespeople to quickly discern whether customers in the store
are prospects or prospectors. Similarly, website designers can
better appreciate the differences between consumers who
arrive at a retailer’s web site as a result of a comparison
shopping agent (perhaps a prospector), and those who come
directly to the site (perhaps a prospect).

Customer complaining
Understanding consumer ethics may provide insights into
customer complaining behaviors and help identify situations
where opportunistic complainants (Reynolds and Harris,
2005) may take advantage of service encounters. This study
revealed that consumers in Europe, Australia and North

America believe buying a mistakenly lower-priced retail item
is acceptable, and would not reveal their good fortune to the
retailer. Similar to opportunistic complaints, this can be
regarded as opportunistic ethics and service providers should
modify their pricing systems and return policies to account for
these unscheduled, but potentially damaging behaviors.

Multinationals
Service providers operating on multiple continents can use
the results of this study to identify parts of the world where
consumers are likely to react differently to company policies,
systems or communications. As researchers and practitioners
have indicated for years, the combination of ethics and
international business represents a combination fraught with
risk. The idea of standardized policies and products is old
school. Marketers must recognize that consumer actions that
might be frowned upon in one country are widely accepted in
others. An example would be the young Ukrainian hackers
who were arrested for illegally moving money from
Westerners’ bank accounts. After a day in jail, they were
released and the local newspaper wrote a story regarding the
exploits of these young men. Troubling most of us is the fact
that the newspaper positioned their actions as good over evil,
thus their behavior was viewed as totally appropriate.
International airlines should also heed the results of this

study that indicate North Americans believe selling a frequent
flyer ticket is acceptable, whereas Asian consumers do not.
Airline alliances such as One World and Star Alliance, group
airlines with operations in multiple countries to achieve a
more efficient system of traveling around the world. In the
Star Alliance, Singapore Airlines allows points to be
accumulated and used on North America’s United Airlines
and vice-versa. Singapore Airlines needs to understand that
North American customers are likely more inclined to violate

Figure 1 Perceptions of ethical behavior by continent
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their frequent flyer ticket policy, which creates a source of
additional risk.
Issues such as this are part of the dilemma that MNCs face

every day. So while strides in the right direction – that is
towards a more ethical predisposition – are being made,
cultural variations demand closer scrutiny. We already know
that companies must adapt their business practices to the
market in which they are operating, but they must also adapt
their expectations as to the behavior of the corresponding
consumer base.

6. Implications for the dark side of customer
service

From a business perspective, this research documents the
unfortunate reality that that there is indeed a dark side to
consumer behavior. Whether the behavior under scrutiny is
the decision to keep excess change or to commit insurance
fraud, there are consumers who feel that such actions are
justifiable. Perhaps this is predicated upon the all too
commonly held perception that some businesses will engage
in any action – legal or illegal, ethical or unethical – as a
means of achieving its objectives. And of course, it is the
objective of profit maximization that immediately comes to
mind for the typical consumer. As a consequence, far too
many of these consumers view their own misbehavior as a way
to level the playing field. Either the business wins or the
consumer wins in this zero-sum game. But while this may also
be the prevailing line of thinking for some business
organizations and their leaders, it should not be
misconstrued to be the most common paradigm.
While it might be easy to simply assert the premise that

business cannot trust consumers, it is not that
straightforward. There are various ethics-based segments
within the population of consumers. Some are prone to
condemn any indiscretion on the part of the consumer; others
tend to base their opinion upon the situation at hand. Still
others exhibit a mindset of caveat venditor – let the seller
beware – in essence, anything goes. If a consumer can make
business the loser in a given transaction, then the consumer
benefits accordingly. And while it is important to acknowledge
this reality, marketers should also recognize that there are few
exogenous variables that can be used to identify members of
any one ethics-based segment. While older consumers and
women tend to be more ethically inclined, it would be a major
mistake to only use demographic variables as the basis for
developing any segmentation typology. Thus the problem for
the marketer is that these segments are inconsistent with one
of the fundamental requirements of effective segmentation;
they are not identifiable. So, if businesses cannot trust some of
their customers, what can they do?
First, there is a need to acknowledge the fact that

consumers often have a great deal of mistrust. The news
that documents transgressions on the part of business can be
found in local and national newspapers, in magazines, on the
radio, on TV, and on the internet on a daily basis. One
manifestation of this abundance of negative information is a
strengthening of the public’s perception that business simply
cannot be trusted. And as marketers have emphasized for
years, perception is reality. So how can this negative
perception be changed? First and foremost, businesses must
behave as responsible members of a community, and not
solely as profit maximizers. Industries, particularly those

prone to negative commentaries in the media, need to
implement stronger self-regulation. Aggrieved consumers
should have a mechanism by which they can articulate their
complaints, and while such sounding boards may ameliorate
some of the discontent, consumers need to have an easy way
to have their legitimate complaints resolved. While this may
be done through self-regulation, it also provides a platform for
independent regulatory bodies such as the Better Business
Bureau and a variety of governmental agencies. With problem
resolution being addressed through actions such as third-
party arbitration, consumers should grow less leery of the
motives of a company or an industry.
Businesses also need to understand that those who purchase

their goods and services are not their only constituencies, and
the role of promotion needs to be broadened. Through
various promotional initiatives such as public relations and
advertising, the audience that is comprised of politicians, the
media, the financial market, and non-purchasers can perhaps
be dissuaded from engaging in the dissemination of negative
publicity and word-of-mouth communications. And while
mass communications can play a meaningful role, it is the
tactics germane to relationship marketing that will be crucial.
Relationship marketing stresses long-term relationships that

capitalize on lifetime customer value. No longer is the
forward-looking company interested solely in the task of
customer acquisition. When that consumer purchased her
first car at a local dealership, the focus immediately shifted to
the task of customer retention. One of the key components of
relationship marketing is trust. If the consumer trusts the
business, then there is a reduced likelihood that cheating will
take place – by either party. Thus, the relationship becomes
one best characterized as win-win. Consequently, there is no
perceived need to cheat to win. Empathy that leads to each
party being able to view the situation from the other’s eyes can
also enhance the bond between the buyer and seller to the
point that there would be a sense of loss if the relationship was
to be prematurely terminated. Throughout this discussion,
there has been an implicit reference to of the role of
communications. One-way communications such as a direct
mail piece or interactive communications that personalize the
relationship also serve to strengthen it. It is only logical that
stronger relationships where both parties see themselves at
winners are less likely to suffer from aberrant behavior.
Advances in these types of strategies are inherently more

important within the service sector. As consumers assume a
more comprehensive role in the service delivery and
transaction processes, there is more potential for abuse. It is
easier to keep the excess change when it is an automated teller
rather than a live cashier making the mistake. The fact that
there are situations where criticism is inconsequential means
that the business may be more vulnerable. Thus the
importance of trust and relationship marketing cannot be
overstated.

7. Limitations and future research

Some of the limitations of this research suggest readers should
use caution when generalizing from the data, and also provide
opportunities for improving this study in the future. For
example, the discrepancy between respondent numbers
between the Australian continent (n ! 1; 461) and Europe
(n ! 266) is large, and there are no data from Africa in wave
1. Continuing to collect data from all five continents over the
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next wave of this research program should lead to more robust
findings. Similarly, we do not presume that all consumers who
share a continent will perceive ethical situations in similar
ways. Future researchers should investigate intra-continental
differences on a country-by-country basis, including likely
cultural and political moderators to perceptions.
While understanding ethical inclinations provides us with

important information, it does not tell the whole story of
customer behavior. In the same way that there is often a
disconnect between intention and behavior, there exists a gap
between attitude and behavior. Customers may exhibit
neutralization – where they justify behaving differently than
their attitudes or perceptions would have us believe
(Chatzidakis et al., 2006). Future studies would benefit from
incorporating theories of neutralization into the research design.
To enable comparison, it was necessary to ask consumers to

rate identical scenarios in 1997 and 2007. However some of
the 1997 behaviors are now outmoded. For example, selling a
frequent flyer ticket was possible in 1997, but improved
technology and tighter airport security now limits the
opportunities for this kind of behavior. Future researchers
should revise and update the questionnaire to include more
salient consumer issues such as self-service supermarket
checkouts and online music and video file sharing.
While updating the questionnaire, researchers can

manipulate certain variables to test the boundaries of other
ethical relationships. For example, scenarios controlling for
the size of the harm inflicted, the size of the business victim
and the degree of personal contact involved in the encounter
may reveal deeper insights into consumer ethics, and more
practical implications for service providers.

8. Conclusion

This ten-year study, involving 3,739 respondents and
spanning five continents, was directed by three research
questions that were developed specifically to investigate
consumer ethics norms. The first question enquired which
consumer behaviors are viewed as ethically acceptable or
unacceptable. From the 14 scenarios provided, consumers
clearly differentiated between benefiting by deliberately
misleading a business, and practices that were viewed as a
normal part of the business to consumer relationship – such
as using a retailer for product information but buying
elsewhere. Across all respondents, the behavior of consumers
in ten of the 14 scenarios was perceived as unacceptable.
The second research question investigated the evolution of

consumer ethics. All of the significant results from this
analysis revealed that respondents in 2007 were more critical
of questionable consumer behaviors than were their 1997
counterparts. Whether this tightening of perceptions
corresponds to more ethical behaviors is still to be tested,
but perhaps the extra market information available to
contemporary consumers via the internet has consistently
strengthened their ethical stance.
The final research question examined for any continental-

based differences in consumer ethics perceptions. Europeans
and Australians were most closely aligned in their thinking,
while the greatest disparity was in evidence when comparing
the responses of Africans and Europeans.
Customers that co-create value with their service providers

are increasingly taking more responsibility for the service
encounter, and are feeling more empowered in general.

Whereas previous studies on business ethics reveal that some
customers do not trust businesses to do what is right, this
broad consumer ethics research suggests the reverse may also
hold true; organizations should be wary about completely
trusting these empowered customers, as the customers may
have a different view of what constitutes the “right thing”.
Therefore, the results provide strong support for
implementing a relationship marketing program that stresses
trust, empathy, bonding, two-way communications, a win-win
environment, and long-term commitment. Furthermore, the
results of this study provide a benchmark for consumer ethics
norms in general, by continent and over time, and can be
used by practitioners and researchers as a basis for current
marketing decisions and future academic studies on ethics.
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Appendix. Questionnaire

Listed below are 14 situations which you might have
witnessed. Please indicate how acceptable or unacceptable
you think the individual’s behavior was in each situation by
circling the appropriate number on the scale following the
explanation of the behavior in question.
1 A co-worker was given too much change from the shop

assistant at the corner bakery. Your co-worker kept the
extra money (Do not return extra change).

2 A friend’s apartment was damaged by a fire. In
reporting losses to the insurance company, your friend
included items that she never owned and also inflated
the value of items that were lost in the fire (False
insurance claim).

3 You have seen other people misrepresent their own age
in order to take advantage of discounts that are given to
senior citizens (False seniors discount claim).

4 You have seen other people misrepresent their children’s
age in order to take advantage of a child’s discount
(False child discount claim).

5 A friend of yours finds an item at a store that is
obviously incorrectly marked at a lower price. Rather
than notifying the store, your friend purchased the
product at the incorrect price (Mistakenly marked retail
item).

6 Some people will go to a retailer to get information on a
specific product and then use this information to
purchase the product from a cheaper source (a
catalogue and the internet are two examples) (Use
retailer for information).

7 Some people will go to the same store repeatedly in
order to take advantage of an offer that limits the
amount that can be purchased per visit (Repurchase
limited items).

8 Someone you know sold a frequent flyer ticket to a
friend despite specific airline rules that prohibit such a
sale (Selling frequent flyer ticket).

9 Through word-of-mouth, you hear that a neighbor
returned a product to a shop other than the shop where
the product was purchased (Returning goods, wrong
retailer).

10 Someone you know went to purchase a TV. In order to
get a better deal, your acquaintance told the salesperson
that another retailer was selling the same TV at a much
cheaper price. The retailer, without verifying the
competitor’s price, matched the lower price. Your
acquaintance then purchases the TV (Claim better price
elsewhere).

11 At the supermarket, the person in front of you redeems
coupons for items that were not purchased (Use coupons
for wrong goods).

12 In order to sell an item at their garage sale, your
neighbors exaggerate its quality (Exaggerate garage sale
quality).

13 People that you know have sometimes been less than
truthful on marketing research surveys (Mislead market
researchers).

14 Friends of yours purchased clothing from a local
retailer. After wearing the clothing, they see it at another
store for a substantially lower price. They return the
worn clothing for a refund; then they buy the same
clothing at the store offering the lower price (Return used
goods for refund).

Note: All responses on a six-point (acceptable, unacceptable)
scale. The spelling of some words (e.g. neighbour/neighbor)
was altered based on location. Labels, in parentheses, are
provided to help the reader cross-reference with the tables in
the paper.
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