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Abstract 

 
From the optimistic post war era of the 1950’s emerged the notion of hedonic 

purchasing, that mankind was not limited to purchasing just for utilitarian, practical 
and functional reasons, but also purchased for pleasure and the symbolic meaning 
of goods. This concept has been the foundation of consumer behaviour theory for 

near on sixty years. With the emergence of values laden products such as fair trade 
and environmentally preferable goods and with growing concern about 

environmental issues and social inequality, are consumers using purchasing to affect 
the change they wish to see in the world? Has the importance of consumer’s values 

been underestimated in marketing doctrine to date? 
 

 
 

Chapter 1   INTRODUCTION 
 

Sidney Levy’s publication ‘Symbols for Sale: the consumer is not as functionally 

orientated as he used to be – if he ever really was’ (Levy,1959) is the seminal work 

that mainlined the concept of the symbolic meaning of products. The then ground 

breaking concept proposed that one could purchase products for reasons other than 

for practical, utilitarian reasons. Published in the buoyant, optimistic post World War 

Two era, previously during the war, vast resources were directed towards the war 

effort, rationing was common, everyone had to do their part by limiting the resources 

they consumed, by ‘making do’ or doing without. The world was in survival mode. 

 

In the United States, post war, the middle class expanded significantly due in large 

part to The Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 otherwise known as the G.I. Bill, 

which is often touted as the catalyst for the largest social and educational 

transformation in American. The Bill offered living expenses and tuition payments for 

returned servicemen and women (based on ethnicity) to attend high school, 

university or technical school, plus low interest rate mortgages and cheap loans for 
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starting businesses. According to Bound and Turner (2002) over 2.2 million (one in 

eight) returned servicemen and women attended college or universities under the 

G.I. Bill. 

With the restrictions on resources removed, resources and workforce that had been 

redirected to the war effort were returned to the domestic market. Businesses 

reframed their market, like nylon manufacturer DuPont who produced women’s 

stockings had retooled their factories to produce parachutes and rope for the war 

effort then returned to supplying stockings. Manufacturing, steamed ahead 

supported by an expanded middle class. This era, often viewed as a golden age, 

where suburban housing was affordable for more people than ever before and where 

automobile design teams were given free range, delivering sizeable, brightly 

coloured, fanciful cars to an eager market. Levy describes the marked social change 

“There are more people. These people have more of all kinds of things — more 

leisure, more money, more possessions, more pleasures.” (Levy 1959, p 117). 

Marketing promoted the American dream, a suburban utopia. Market researchers 

employed by corporations used anthropological methods to study American’s in their 

own homes, seeking a deeper psychological, scientific understanding of consumer’s 

behaviours then applying the insights gained to refine products and marketing 

practices with the aim of increasing product appeal and in turn product consumption. 

Boom times for American consumer culture. In 1953 Playboy magazine was 

founded, the ultimate handbook for hedonists and pleasure consumption. From 

within this climate the concept of hedonic purchasing emerged, that notion that one 

could buy something simply for the pleasure it embodied and the meaning it 

symbolised. 

Levy’s work has become marketing doctrine for nearly sixty years generating a vast 

body of research employing a binal approach to consumer behaviour theory. 

Crediting either functional (utilitarian) or self-gratifying (hedonic) motivators for 

influencing consumers when they purchase products. Levy, in describing utilitarian 

practices of purchasing uses the term “economic man” careful of how he spends his 

money, focused on price, quality and durability. Making rational and cognitive 

purchasing decisions based on functionality and practicality (Levy 1959, p117). The 
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Oxford Dictionary describes Hedonism as the “pursuit of pleasure; sensual self-

indulgence” derived from the Greek word hēdonē meaning pleasure. Hirschman and 

Holbrook (1982) explain hedonic consumption as “consumers' multisensory images, 

fantasies and emotional arousal in using products.” (Hirschman and Holbrook 1982, 

p94). Hedonic goods according to Dhar and Wertenbroch (2000) are goods that 

provide more fun, pleasure, and excitement. While Yamoah et al., (2014) describes 

the hedonic behaviour of consumers as self-direction values. 

 

However, the optimistic post war environment from which Sidney Levy’s insight into 

consumer behaviour emerged is significantly different to today’s market environment. 

Comparing the context that gave birth to the concept of Hedonistic versus Utilitarian 

purchasing to today’s stratified society, growing in disparity and inequality reveals a 

vastly different world, a world where values based purchasing has evolved and 

become more mainstream. A world where people don’t just purchase for practicality 

and pleasure but also incorporate their personal principles in their purchasing 

decision making. Corporate social responsibility did not exist in the 1950’s, nor in the 

1960’s. In 1970 Milton Freidman declared that the single social responsibility of 

business is to use its capability to increase its profits (Freidman,1970). This 

statement could be viewed as contentious within today’s context. Since it was 

uttered the pursuit of neoliberal economic policies by successive governments have 

passed the reins of the economy from the public sector into the hands of the private 

sector and free market conditions.  Greatly reducing the role of government and 

society in the economy through strategies such as privatisation, deregulation, free 

trade and the removal of protectionist regulations and barriers such as import tax 

and duties. The disempowering of unions in the 1980’s has resulted in the corrosion 

of worker’s rights, the emergence of zero hour contracts and new terms like ‘working 

poor’. 

 

This deregulated market growth coupled with greatly reduced worker’s unions has 

had a significant effect on societies around the world resulting in extreme inequality 

and unchecked overuse of the world’s finite resources. As trade barriers were 

relaxed and manufacturing migrated from first world to third world countries, 



 5 

globalization and offshoring provided the opportunity to exploit lower wage 

production, increasing globalised companies profit margins. The movement of 

manufacturing to less regulated locations increased profit margins but also raised 

environmental and social impacts. With negative manufacturing costs such as 

pollution and environmental damage being socialised amongst the communities in 

which factories operated, while the profits privatised back to the shareholders, 

usually in first world countries, away from the pollution, environmental damage and 

poverty. 

 

From within this climate, the concept of principles or ‘values based purchasing’ (vbp) 

has emerged. Bringing with it a growing demand for ethical and environmentally 

preferable products, a burgeoning market for social good enterprises and 

sustainability consultants. A market where consumers express their support or 

rejection of a company’s behaviour or ideology by how they spend their money. 

Brands that align well not only with a consumer’s identity but also with their 

philosophy are supported. In a world where profits are privatised and many costs are 

socialised, such as the pollution and environmental costs of manufacturing and 

production, Kramer and Porter (2011) argue that companies can create long term 

financial value by also creating value for society. Defining value not simply as 

benefits extracted, but as benefits in relation to costs. A ‘shared value’ model where 

profits don’t just go to shareholders but value is extended out into the communities in 

which businesses operate. This shared value model is found in social enterprises, 

organisations that trade for profit to deliver social and environmental returns, not just 

returns for shareholders. This model of enterprise is growing world-wide. In the 

current market consumers are expecting more ethical behaviour from businesses. 

No longer willing to support behaviour deemed to be unethical or exploitive, 

consumers are electing to purchase from companies that treat people fairly and 

incorporate environmental and social considerations such as shared value into their 

operations. Demanding ethical behaviour from businesses, consumers look to 

brands that represent and reflect the consumer’s own values. 
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Half a century on from Levy’s 1950’s article Kotler, Kartajaya and Setiawan’s  

publication ‘Marketing 3.0: from products to customers to the human spirit.’ (Kolter et 

al., 2010) proposes society has evolved through three marketing phases, from 

product centric marketing to consumer orientated marketing arriving to today’s 

values driven marketing. 

 

• Marketing 1.0 – Product Centric Marketing 

• Marketing 2.0 – Consumer Orientated Marketing 

• Marketing 3.0 – Values Driven Marketing 

 

This leads to the questioning of the long held ‘Utilitarian and Hedonic’ model of 

consumer behaviour. In nature on a continuum between polar-opposites a range of 

things will exist. In the continuum between ‘utilitarian’ and ‘hedonism’ could there not 

exist other human motivations for purchasing? Expanding the classification of 

consumer consumption behaviour to incorporate ‘values’ purchasing could more 

closely emulate the current market and the increasing consumer demand for 

business to operate under a social contract, to act as responsible global citizens. It 

could also account for the growth in fair trade and ethical products, the burgeoning 

market for sustainability consultants and increased consumer demand for 

operational transparency and fair play. 

 

Yamoah et al., (2014) ‘Towards a Framework for Understanding Fairtrade Purchase 

Intention in the Mainstream Environment of Supermarkets.’ describes ethical 

motivations as universalism values, the antithesis of self-direction, hedonic 

behaviour. In classifying consumer behaviour as utilitarian or hedonic, the altruistic, 

humanitarian and spiritual nature of consumers is excluded. In failing to 

acknowledge this aspect of the human experience is a significant driver in consumer 

behaviour being ignored? Exploring the relevance of values based or principled 

purchasing could provide an argument for expanding the hedonic versus utilitarian 

consumer psychographics to include a moral, ethical, spiritual or social dimension to 

why people buy ‘stuff’. 
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The aim of this research is to investigate the impact of values and principles on 

hedonic and utilitarian purchasing behaviour and to provide an argument for the 

inclusion of values or principled purchasing into marketing doctrine. 

 

What is values based purchasing? 

 

Values based purchasing goes by many names; ethical consumerism, ethical 

consumption, ethical purchasing, moral purchasing, ethical sourcing, ethical 

shopping, green consumerism, principled purchasing or conscious consumerism. 

This type of consumer behaviour promotes the idea that consumers reward or 

punish companies through purchasing power, the concept of dollar voting where 

products that are popular with the market will inform future production choices by 

producers. Products that sell well attract higher budgets for production and 

promotion. 

 

For some time, market research company Neilson have been alerting industry of the 

significance of environmental and social considerations “Consumers around the 

world are saying loud and clear that a brand’s social purpose is among the factors 

that influence purchase decisions.” (Neilson, 2014).  A New Zealand research 

document ‘The Future of Trade’ states that over one-third of New Zealanders would 

consider boycotting businesses that are not environmentally responsible. (Horizon 

Research, 2014). The English Oxford dictionary describes a Boycott as: “Withdraw 

from commercial or social relations with (a country, organization, or person) as a 

punishment or protest.” Well organised boycotts have been an a highly effective 

platform for creating social change. 

 

The Anti-Apartheid Movement began as the Boycott Movement, set up in 1959 to 

persuade shoppers to boycott apartheid goods. It invoked Chief Albert Luthuli's 

appeal for an international boycott of South African products. This was used with 

persuasive effect when activists connected British bank Barclay’s in consumer’s 

minds to apartheid, resulting in Barclay’s withdrawing from South Africa, where it 

had, until its point of withdrawal, been South Africa’s largest consumer bank. For 35 
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years, the consumer boycott was at the heart of anti-apartheid campaigns and other 

high profile boycott cases are not hard to find, the 1990’s Nike boycott after it was 

discovered to be using child labour and the BP backlash over the Deepwater Horizon 

oil spill in 2010. King (2013) findings show that every day that a company’s boycott is 

in the news its stock price falls. 

 

In the same way that boycotts punish, purchasing rewards. Approval of a product or 

brand results in earnings for the product/brand owners. Rewarding businesses 

whose products speak to the consumer’s values with the expectation of positive 

social and or environmental outcomes. 

 

Values based purchasing can take several forms 

 

• Fair trade – improves wage levels and working conditions and advances 

human rights in emerging economies. 

• Environmental – products and services that have a reduced effect on human 

health and the environment. Sometimes referred to as environmentally 

preferred purchasing (EPP). 

• Ethical – insuring supply-chains are free from fraud, corruption, child labour, 

modern day slavery and exploitation. 

• Social – supports vulnerable and minority groups. 

• Sustainable purchasing – incorporates benefits for both the buyer 

organisation and the wider world. They consider the impact of environmental, 

economic and social factors along with price and quality. 

• Altruistic – selfless, support of others (SPCA, charities, non-profit 

organisations). 

• Spiritual – devotional purchases, religious iconography. An outward display 

one’s religious beliefs, products that assist with moving beyond the physical to 

the spiritual realm. 
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The drivers of Values Based Purchasing (vbp) 

 

Worthing et al., (2007) identified four influences for ethical purchasing in large 

purchasing organisations: legislation/public policy, economic opportunities, 

stakeholder expectations and ethical influences. Government policy is a significant 

catalyst for ethical purchasing with their vast procurement budgets. The British 

government for example requires all departments to produce a Sustainable 

Development Action Plan, which incorporates sustainable procurement plans. With a 

purchasing power of £150 billion this lends considerable weight to a ‘green’ agenda 

(Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs, 2015). 

 

While these four influences affect the prevalence and availability of ethical products, 

with a flow on from the public to the private sector, this research is focused on the 

individual rather than the corporate or organisational experience. From an 

individualistic perspective, Levy (1959) and Keller (1993) highlight the crucial role 

that brands play in both the construction and maintenance of individual consumer 

identities. Numerous studies argue that brands are more than just commercial 

constructs, that they also carrying significant cultural and social meaning (Diamond 

et al., 2009; Holt, 2005; Thompson et al., 2006). Brands are tools in self-definition 

which is not determined in isolation but is, according to Stokburger-Sauer et al., 

(2012), a social endeavour requiring that one locates oneself within one’s own social 

and cultural environment. 

 

Davies and Gutsche (2016) imply that values based purchasing is not as altruistic as 

one might imagine, and that current literature over estimates altruistic values, going 

as far as declaring that the role of morality is vastly overstated in purchasing 

behaviour. Their findings are that egotistic values and habit are in fact more 

dominant in ethical purchasing than social justice. Their research identifies three 

major factors in fair trade consumption: 1. Personal health and well-being. 2. Social 

guilt. 3. Self-satisfaction. Suggesting convenience/availability and habit not personal 

ethics play a significant part in the prevalence of fair trade purchasing. They draw 

our attention to the disparity between intent expressed by consumers to purchase 
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values based products and the prevalence of purchasing. Are consumers ‘all talk 

and no trouser’, to use a popular idiom, or is there something missing in the current 

understanding of consumer behaviour that could, if identified, explain the disparity 

between intention and action? Davies and Gutsche (2016) also highlight the 

importance of socio cultural influences on values based purchasing which is often 

understated in research literature. The term ‘consumer’ used to describe buyers is 

often attached to financial outcomes and could be viewed as a term that sits more 

comfortably within economics than within social sciences.  Klintman (2013) 

humanises the term by employing the term ‘citizen-consumers’. His research focuses 

on the socio-cultural and human evolutionary impacts on consumerism, describing 

the combination of citizen-consumers deeply held root values with their more 

peripheral driving forces as ‘motivation’. 

 

Do Paco and Raposo (2009) found that ethical or values purchasing was not 

universal across all socio-economic strata, people with higher incomes are more 

likely to embrace environmentally friendly behaviours. Furthermore, Straughan and 

Roberts (1999) assert that there is a positive correlation between income and 

environmental awareness. The rationale being that higher income earners can afford 

the increase in costs of supporting green causes and purchasing environmentally 

preferable products. This would appear to be self-evident, applying Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs, if someone is struggling to meet their physiological needs, pay 

the rent or mortgage, have sufficient food on their table, or pay for the transport to 

the store or supermarket, then affording a higher cost good because it also 

incorporates environmentally preferable production could be beyond the scope of 

many in lower socio economic groups. Not because of a lack of interest or desire to 

support more ethical or environmental products, but simply because of insufficient 

funds to support such ideology. 

 

So, is ethical purchasing confined to the domain of the middle and upper classes? Is 

it a middle-class or economic privilege? Is values based purchasing as altruistic as 

one might believe? Are corporations in providing ethical products responding to 

consumer demands or are ethical products a marketing construct driven by 
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corporations and simply ‘accepted’ by consumers? Does values based purchasing 

truly connect with the altruistic nature of consumers? Where once religion provided a 

platform for altruistic financial transactions, with demise of traditional organised 

religions are ethical products now providing a platform for people to express their 

values and support the less fortunate? The aim of this research is to provide some 

insight to these questions from an individual consumer perspective. 

 

Research Aim 

 

The aim of this research is to investigate the impact of values on hedonic and 

utilitarian purchasing behaviour. 

 

Research Objectives 

 

The research aims to achieve the following objectives: 

 

1. To understand if values based purchasing predates the market entry of ethical 

product offerings. 

 

2. To understand whether consumers do in fact use values based purchasing to 

address their concerns about the environment and society. 

 

3. To provide an argument for including a more social or altruistic motivator into 

existing marketing doctrine that consumer purchasing behaviour is driven by 

either hedonic or utilitarian motives. 

 

Research Questions 

 

1. Are values underestimated in current consumer purchasing behaviour theory? 

 

2. Are social factors a prime driver missing from consumer purchasing behaviour 

theory? 
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Chapter 2   LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

In the 1950’s Sidney Levy observed that consumers do not purchase products solely 

for practical, utilitarian reasons, proposing that many purchases are made for 

symbolic reasons “modern goods are recognized as essentially psychological things 

which are symbolic of personal attributes and goals and of social patterns and 

strivings.” (Levy 1959, p 119). These purchases, for reasons other than function and 

necessity have been termed ‘hedonistic’, pleasure orientated and steeped in 

symbolic meaning. 

 

Levy’s theory of consumer consumption has been marketing doctrine for near on 

sixty years, propagating a large body of comparative research employing these two 

drivers as the basis for consumer behaviour evaluation. With utilitarian behaviour at 

one point of an axis and hedonistic behaviour at the other. Batra and Ahtola (1991) 

subscribing to this dualistic model posit consumers purchase goods and services for 

two reasons: 

 

1. Hedonic, which they describe as ‘gratification’ 

2. Utilitarian, described as ‘instrumental’ 

 

Hirschman and Holbrook (1982) postulate that consumer behaviour is sensorily 

complex, highly imaginative and more imbued with emotion than has been 

expressed in traditional marketing research. (Strahilevitz and Myers 1998) and (Hur 

et al., 2014) refine the concept further describing hedonic consumption as more 

pleasure focused and self-directed, drawing attention to the self-absorbing nature of 

hedonic behaviour. 

 

Symbolic interactionism posits that it is through symbols subjective meaning is 

translated. Belk (1988, p.160) proclaims “we are what we have”, that objects are 

highly symbolic within a cultural setting where the symbolism communicates 

meaning. Consumers choice of purchases communicate so much about who they 

are, who they aspire to be and what they wish to communicate to others about 



 13 

themselves. Purchasing is a form of symbolic communication, a short code that is 

decipherable by the players within that community. Moreover, consumer brand 

identification (CBI) theory identifies the overlap between the potential purchaser’s 

personality traits and the perceived symbolic alignment with that of a brand. The 

larger the overlap the more the consumer identifies with the brand and is more likely 

to buy. In recognising consumer’s values and aligning the brand more closely to 

those traits then the potential for greater overlap is possible. 

 

This narrow model of either function or self-interest being the drivers for purchasing 

decisions was still the defining model when Voss et al (2003) developed the 

hedonic/utilitarian (HED/UT) scale a measure upon which the hedonic and utilitarian 

dimensions of brands and products could be assessed. This research paper adheres 

to the doctrine of bi-form consumer behaviour. But one could assert that consumers 

are far more complex than simply pleasure seeking or banausic beings, that other 

factors may influence consumer behaviour. One can also argue that purchasing is 

not an isolated act, it is not disconnected from the rest of people’s lives or one’s 

personal beliefs, or aspirations. Mendez (2009) posits that consumption is not limited 

to products but also encompasses beliefs and ideologies. If this consumption, as 

Douglas (1998) argues, tells others who consumers are, then the two dimensional, 

utilitarian or hedonic faces of marketing doctrine is not fully representative of 

consumers.  If purchasers do not divorce their aspirations when making purchasing 

decisions then it is plausible that neither are their beliefs and their values abandoned 

at the shop door. They are integral to who people are and will have their own 

influence upon consumer behaviour. Arnould and Thompson (2005), Bagozzi (1975) 

agree that consumption is not an isolated, stand-alone phenomenon. It takes place 

within a socio-cultural environment of group membership and alliance, as well as 

contributing to individual identity construction. In distilling the more symbolic 

elements of consumers down to ‘hedonism’ and the self-serving attributes that word 

represents, the lens may be narrowed too far, excluding social motivations such as 

belonging and approval, let alone more benevolent traits of human nature, such as 

altruism, kindness, compassion and empathy for others, as well as care and 

consideration for the physical world in which humankind resides. 
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Is it not possible that some consumers aspire to greater equality for all (fair trade)? 

To a stable ecosphere (environmentally preferable products)? In failing to recognise 

this vital aspect of the human experience businesses may be missing a core 

influence, a crucial behavioural motivator that connects people to each other, people 

to their environment and people to the things that symbolise who they are and what 

they value. If “what we buy, own, and consume define us to others as well as to 

ourselves” (Stokburger-Sauer et, al 2010) the hedonic, utilitarian measure allows no 

room for the social aspect of inclusion, connectedness and even love. Products with 

altruistic or universal elements embodied within them such as fair trade, or 

environmentally friendly products may fail to find their place in the 

hedonistic/utilitarian construct. In limiting the definition of consumer behaviour as 

sometimes practical and other times self-gratifying, the risk is an inadvertent 

underestimating of the importance of people’s values when making purchasing 

decisions and as a result underrepresenting their potential impact as a driver in 

consumer purchasing behaviour. 

 

Kotler et al., (2010) propose that marketing over time has evolved from product 

focused marketing, to consumer centric marketing and that we are now witnessing 

the evolution to the third age of marketing, ‘human-centricity’. Marketing 3.0 is values 

driven marketing, approaching people not just as consumers but as whole human 

beings complete with their beliefs, their values and even their spirituality. People  

are concerned about the state of the world and the environment and are looking  

for companies that acknowledge and address these concerns. That functional and 

hedonic fulfilment is no longer sufficient, people are also searching for emotional and 

spirit fulfilment in the products they buy. 

 

Countering the argument of consumer’s desire for their beliefs, values and concerns 

to be met by business, Carrigan and Attalla (2001) make the following observations: 

There is a disconnect between consumers expressed desire to support ethical 

companies but their consumer behaviour does not necessarily reflect this desire. 

While consumers may voice a willingness to make ethical purchases they do not 
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wish to be inconvenienced by doing so. Price, value and quality outweigh ethical 

considerations. This calls to question whether ‘values’ is a significant enough driver 

to be included as a prime motivator in purchasing decisions. Carrigan and Attalla 

(2001) also argue that when shopping, social responsibility is not the most dominant 

criteria for the purchaser, Boulstridge and Carrigan (2000) also agree, finding that 

consumers do not care about corporate reputation as much as price and quality of 

goods. 

 

Carrigan and Attalla (2001) advise that businesses behaving ethically may not 

achieve much beyond a good reputation, but offers the assurance that this is not 

without merit. Sixteen years on from that research Unilever’s sales reports their 

Sustainable Living Brands grew over 50% faster than the rest of their business in 

2016, and delivered over 60% of Unilever’s total growth in 2016 an increase in 46% 

from the previous year (Unilever, 2017). Evidencing that ethical approaches to 

business do in fact bring rewards beyond the reputational, the rewards are both 

tangible and financial. Unilever’s own consumer research found that over half of all 

consumers already buy or want to buy sustainably. Could it be that the well 

documented gap between intention and action in ethical purchasing is now 

narrowing as the ethical market matures or does some consideration also need to be 

given to the possibility of evolution in the market place since these papers were 

published at the beginning of this millennium. Since then the world has witnessed the 

global economic downturn, governments implementing austerity policies, a tightening 

of credit facilities, wage stagnation, increased unemployment and growing inequality. 

Cooper (2011) associates the increase in suicides and falling birth rates in southern 

Europe as a sign of societal distress due to the economic recession. In this 

economic climate dependence on community can increase and survival of the 

community is paramount, social considerations and community grow in relevance 

and importance. 

 

Thompson, S. (2012) takes the position that ethical consumption, or what she calls 

micro-ethics is a capitalist construct, a fantasy that individuals can save the earth 

through trading fairly and ethically. That in buying into the marketing stories that 
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companies tell about themselves as sellers of ‘eco-friendly’ and ‘fair trade’ 

commodities, and the stories these organisations also tell us about who we are for 

purchasing them, we are numbed to the opportunities to act on a macro level, putting 

a case that framing social and environmental problems as individual problems 

distracts us from any serious critique of the system. Gilbert (2008) a few years earlier 

also raises this concern, that in micro-managing each little detail in our lives diverts 

us from being able to concentrate our intellects on bigger pictures, the broader social 

and political issues.  Brochado et al, (2016) offer a counter argument, finding 

correlation between activism and ecologically conscious consumer behaviour. 

History also attests to the effectiveness of market place boycotts, where activism and 

consumers align purpose to powerful effect bringing change through strategies such 

as boycotting brands or organisations. The purse is a powerful tool in affecting 

behaviour change, but in a world over consuming resources there is a growing voice 

against consumerism. Compounding this issue is the world’s expanding population. 

Many argue that we need a significant reduction in production and consumption if the 

planet’s biosphere is to be maintained. Organisations such as Earth Overshoot 

measure the short fall of resources in comparison to population, according to their 

calculation the world will overshoot its annual ecological resources by August 2nd, 

2017 (Earth Overshoot Day, 2017). Exceeding the worlds annual available resources 

in 7 months instead of 12, drawing more from nature than the world can replace in 

the whole year, leaving the world in a resource deficit. 

Anti-consumerism literature argues that ethical purchasing cannot save the 

biosphere, that we are already consuming more resources than the world can 

sustain. That the only viable option is a serious reduction in our consumption of 

goods. Cohen (2013) explains that in Anglo-European countries consumerism has 

for some time been the dominant societal construct, but the incongruity between the 

consumer norm and societal reality of retrenchment due to the global economic 

collapse brings questions about the longevity of a consumerist society to the fore. He 

illustrates the progression of society through successive macro-economic models 

from agrarianism to industrialisation to consumerism, arguing the world is now 
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transitioning into a post-consumerism era where citizens may well be faced with zero 

growth economies. 

 

The consumerism model with its perpetual growth demands is in opposition to the 

biophysical limits of planet earth with its finite resources already over extended. 

Hyper-consumerism cannot co-exist in a finite system and their inimical systems 

create a challenge for society. Goodall (2011) using material flow data contends the 

United Kingdom has already reached “peak stuff”. Cohen (2013) challenges scholars 

and others invested in the future of mankind to begin working on what a post-

consumerist life might look like, with the aim of aiding humanities transition from the 

current but unsustainable consumerist economic model to an unknown but feasible 

post-consumer model of the future. 

 

On a fundamental level people need to eat, need shelter and clothing, in a low 

growth, or even degrowth economy, where more and more people have leaner 

lifestyles, marketers need to be even more in tune with what drives consumers in 

order to anticipate their desires. While brands and business need to fine tune their 

offerings to satisfy market demand, understanding consumer’s drivers from a deep 

fundamental level becomes even more important during times of economic 

downturns or within stalled economies. The core motivations become more important 

than aspirational drivers, upon which much of the research of ethical consumption is 

based, resulting in gaps between purchase expectations and actual purchase 

actions. 

 

Gilbert (2008) contests that the promotion of ‘choice’ for consumers between ethical 

and less ethical products, or preferable and less preferable products is attributable to 

dominance of neoliberal concepts in today’s market. Do we really need so much 

choice? Is it not preferable for a company to supply products manufactured to the 

highest ethical and environmental standards they can achieve, thereby removing the 

responsibility from consumers to have choose between products with complex 

supply chains and opaque corporate social responsibility ratings. Placing the onus 

back on businesses to do their best, by the environment, the people they employ, the 
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societies in which they operate and the world on which they live. Sennett (2000) and 

Bauman (2001) call this shift in emotional and civic consequences as “far from 

benign” (Gilbert, 2008). This shift of focus from industry responsibility for the 

environs and society is termed the ‘individualisation of responsibility’ by Maniates 

(2001, p33) who argues against consumption as social action asserting that buying 

fair trade coffee is not going to save the biosphere. Overconsumption of resources, 

power imbalances and pollution are not going to be addressed through consumer 

knowledge of product supply chains and fluctuating consumer purchasing decisions. 

That it is both unfair and unreasonable coercing people into believing that they are 

personally responsible for the state of the environment. 

 

When some people are struggling to pay the rent and with increasing levels of 

homelessness, according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development, New Zealand currently has the highest number of homelessness in 

the OECD (OECD, 2017), is ethical purchasing affordable for all or is it a privilege of 

the middle classes? Maslow’s hierarchy of needs would indicate that if someone is 

struggling to meet their basic physiological needs then it is unlikely that the supply-

chain of the food they eat or the goods they consume would be a consideration. 

Khare (2014) draws the association between ecologically conscious behaviour and 

income. 

 

The American Marketing Association changed its definition of marketing in 2008 to 

include “Society” it now reads “Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and 

processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that 

have value for consumers, clients, partners, and society at large.” This refined and 

expanded definition acknowledges that marketing’s impacts and intentions are 

beyond the individual consumer with wider ranging social impacts and implications. 

 

Davies and Sabrina Gutsche (2016) suggest that the socio-cultural impacts on 

ethical purchasing have been edited out in decontextualized analytical research, 

suggesting that we in fact know very little about mainstream ethical consumer 

purchase behaviour, that constructionist research focus on identity narratives has 
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hugely overestimated actual purchasing behaviour. Market researcher’s current 

trends point to the fact that despite sentiment, evidence points to the fact that many 

consumers choose not to pay a price premium for ethical purchases. 

 

Where corporate integrity is central to the operation of businesses, where the 

workplace is a venue for employee creativity, collaboration, empowerment and 

transformation. Where employees seek meaningful employment, work that has a 

‘purpose’. It is as important for businesses to market their values to its own 

employees as it is to their consumers. (Kolter et al., 2010). Kolter stresses the 

importance of sustainability in creating corporate value. But warns that the definition 

of sustainability is not universal but viewed through opposing ends of a lens with 

businesses seeing sustainability as the long-term survival of the business. Whereas 

society views sustainability as the survival of the planet, the environment and 

societal well-being (Kolter et al., 2010). 

 

Much marketing research has been focused on the millennial demographics 

embrace of ethical product offerings. This research paper aims to look at whether 

other values based purchasing is also of importance for consumers outside this 

demographic. After all concepts like fair trade products came to market before 

millennials came of age to reach the consumer bracket. Has this phenomenon of 

purchasing with a principled element to it existed longer than the current ‘ethical 

purchasing’ trend, undefined and unexamined? 

 

Klintman (2013) concludes social motivation is a core driver for humanity. Reflecting 

that the current social analysis of environmental concerns falls into two motivations: 

 

• Ecological motivation: reduced negative ecological impacts as a value for 

many citizen-consumers. 

 

• Material motivation: where there is some material reward for the citizen-

consumer. 
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The market is not yet taking into account externalised negative costs, Klintman 

(2013) proposes economic rewards for reduced damage or disincentives could 

incentivise citizen-consumers. But in distilling consumer behaviour down to 

ecological or material motivations researchers are failing to synthesis evolutionary 

theory into the picture and in so doing results in an incorrect image of citizen 

consumers which limits the comprehension of consumer behaviour and then the 

markets ability to respond accordingly. He argues for the inclusion of evolutionary 

theory into social motivations which he maintains “rest on biological driving forces” 

(Klintman, 2013, p7) upon which social organisation is dependant.  From an 

evolutionary perspective, the drive for the accumulation of limitless wealth by an 

individual without social considerations is not a human universal trait. (Brown, 2004) 

Found among all cultures is what Brown refers to as an ‘absolute human universal’ 

the trait of reciprocal altruism is one such absolute human universal, lending strength 

to this research’s argument that beyond the practical humankind is not solely self 

and pleasure focused (hedonic). The afore mentioned Klintman argues that these 

‘absolute human universals’ are deeply rooted in the human psyche and that 

environmental schemes and programmes which focus on logic and restraint fail to 

recognise the importance of social belonging and its value as a motivator of human 

behaviour. 

 

King (2013) and Pettis (2013) assert that the world’s lack lustre economic 

performance is not part of the usual capitalist cycle, a post-2007 financial crisis lag, 

but is instead a macro-economic reorganisation. Cohen (2013) suggests this is the 

start of a move to a new macro-economic model, the flourishing of social enterprises 

across the globe would indicate that something significant is changing. Social 

enterprises have inserted themselves between traditional profit making businesses 

that return value to shareholders and charities, creating a new genre of commercial 

enterprise that is purpose driven and delivers social and environmental returns from 

trading in goods and services. This expectation of returns to the community, of 

socialised value has a growing foothold within the commercial market place. These 

enterprises place emphasis on the survival and thriving of community. That society is 

equally important as commercial operation.  
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Chapter 3   METHODOLOGY 
 

The nature of the phenomenon of values based consumer purchasing 

behaviour lends itself to a qualitative research approach. As a person’s values 

and principles are human and social constructs, so this study fits within the 

social constructionist viewpoint, that people construct their own reality from a 

number of influences such as their experiences, cultural environment and 

beliefs. There are complex psychological motivations for purchasing products 

beyond cognitive, rational or quantifiable reasons. Volitional or subconscious 

triggers come into play. Delving into these deeper level motivations requires 

more than an arms-length, non-interventionist, positivist approach. 

 

To gain a better understanding of why people purchase products and 

specifically values as a motivator for purchase the researcher needs time and 

interaction with respondents to go below surface responses, to become party 

to the purchaser’s experience. Employing an interpretivist approach enables 

the researcher to gain access to the phenomenon under study and in so doing 

becoming an intrinsic element of the research process. Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) and Corbin and Strauss (2008) identify this as a necessary part of 

Grounded Theory. 

 

A constructionist viewpoint proposes that concepts and theories are 

constructed by the participants in research as they search for understanding 

of their realities, both for themselves and in explaining and communicating 

their experiences to the researcher (Corbin, 2014). Its exploratory nature 

makes it an ideal approach for investigating social phenomenon that has had 

little or no previous attention, where a challenge to a current doctrine is raised, 

such as this challenge to the dyadic theory on consumer purchasing 

behaviour. It is also appropriate where research on a particular topic is 

incomplete. 
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Unlike quantitative research which focuses on generalisability of external data, 

qualitative research takes an antithetical, idiographic approach, focusing on 

the meaning rather than the measurement of phenomena (Daft 2001). Voss et 

al., (2003) suggest that traditional marketing research has underestimated 

how complex and emotional consumer behaviour is. From a constructionist’s 

perspective, we express and create our individual reality through the use of 

language. In dyadic constructionist interviews we use language as a tool to 

exchange ideas and co-construct the research data in collaboration between 

the researcher and the interviewee. Linguistics is a crucial element of 

research, it’s how we communicate, translate and recommunicate concepts. 

 

“Qualitative studies are usually exploratory in nature. They aim at hypothesis 

generating rather than hypothesis testing” (Corbin 2014, p35). Under the 

interpretivist paradigm the aspiration of qualitative data is to “accurately reflect 

the phenomena under study” (Collis & Hussey 2013, p130). One of the 

reasons why Grounded Theory is an appealing methodology for this research 

is the required exploration of the context under which the phenomena exist. 

As the environment changes, so too can the phenomena. The optimistic post 

war environment from which Sidney Levy’s dualistic classification of consumer 

consumption emerged is significantly different to today’s market environment. 

Corporate Social Responsibility did not exist in the 1950’s, neither did fair 

trade, nor the concept of sustainability. Comparing the context that gave rise 

to the concept of hedonistic versus utilitarian purchasing to today’s stratified 

society, growing in disparity and inequality, where the pursuit of neoliberal 

policies and endless growth has had a devastating effect on the world’s finite 

resources. From this context, the concept of ‘values based purchasing’ has 

blossomed, we observe this through increasing demand for ethical products, a 

burgeoning market for sustainability consultants and the global manifestation 

of social enterprises. 
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Priori knowledge is debated with arguments made on either side, arguments 

are made for and against priori knowledge, with Glaser contending that the 

researcher must come to any research as open minded and as objective as 

possible, while Strauss on the other hand argues that we cannot enter 

anything without our accompanying life experiences, our culture and 

psychology and our that the aim is not to produce purely objective research 

but that it is subjective and personal. 

 

Suddaby (2006) revealed a series of misconceptions around a Grounded 

Theory. First, that not considering existing research literature and prior 

knowledge is an error. Suggesting that there is a misconception that 

Grounded Theory involves the researcher being a ‘blank sheet devoid of 

experience or knowledge’ (Suddaby, 2006, p.634). But the researcher must 

navigate a fine line between acknowledging priori knowledge and allowing it to 

influence the researcher’s translation of new data. 

 

Data collection method 

 

Management research falls under two main paradigms, positivism and 

phenomenology. In aiming for an understanding of psychological motivations 

rather than measurement of occurrence an interpretivist methodology, 

Grounded Theory was employed. For primary data collection face to face 

interviews were carried out in order to generate rich, in-depth qualitative data. 

Rowley (2012) recommends novice researchers conduct semi-structured 

interviews, employing six to twelve well thought out questions. From this 

starting point, the interviewer can delve into deeper depths exploring the 

concepts with the interviewee. 
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Employing a semi structured interview also provides a framework of questions 

for exploring interviewees experience of values purchasing. Grounded theory 

methodology enables the researcher to revisit the data with interviewees to 

clarify the information or further explore the phenomena along theoretical lines 

as they emerge. The iterative nature of the process allows the researcher to 

return to the subject and re-explore the data until reaching theoretical 

saturation “where new data no longer reveal any further theoretical insights” 

Collis & Hussey (2013, p178). 

 

Murphy & Ensher (2008) suggest that data gleaned from qualitative research 

methods such as face-to-face interviews are richer and have more depth than 

data generated from questionnaires. According to Collis and Hussey (2013) 

the methodologies available to an Interpretivist study are: 

 

Hermeneutics – a research methodology focusing on the historical 

context and social forces, used to interpret historical texts and theology, 

placing the research in its social context has less relevance in business 

research. 

 

Ethnography – this methodology uses an anthropological approach in 

the research of peoples, their behaviours and cultures. For this 

research, direct observation of twenty participants while shopping was 

simply not practical as a solo researcher. 

 

Participative Inquiry – this research method the participants are involved 

in the study and theory development. Generally conducted within their 

own organization, company or group. As this research is not limited to a 

single organisation or group this type of research methodology is not 

appropriate. 
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Action Research – is employed to find an effective way of bringing 

about a conscious change within a specific setting such as a work 

place. This research was not looking to affect change but rather to gain 

a deeper understanding of the phenomena described. 

 

Case Studies – are used to examine a phenomenon (the case) within its 

natural setting to acquire a deep level of understanding of an event. 

 

Grounded Theory – provides a framework for the collection and analysis 

of data and the development of new theory through analysis of data and 

inductive reasoning. Grounded Theory provided the rigour that other 

qualitative methodologies do not, enabling the examination of this 

complex social phenomena. 

 

While phenomenological studies are concerned with the experience of the 

actors, the data extracted remains in its raw, authentic form as expressed by 

the actors. Then theory is drawn from the actor’s interpretation of the 

experience. By comparison Grounded Theory, according to Martin and Turner 

(1983), lifts this data to a further level of abstraction and theory making 

through constant comparison of data collection and analysis by which 

plausibility of interpretation is arrived at. It is this level of abstraction which 

makes Grounded theory an applicable research method for this study as it 

looks to understand a possible gap in marketing theory, to define what exists 

in that which may have been overlooked and to identify and define the 

concept that is missing from our comprehension of consumer behaviour. 

 

Sampling technique and the profile of primary data respondents 

 

In challenging existing theory that posits ‘consumers purchase products for 

hedonic or utilitarian reasons’ this research aims to explore whether values 
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based purchasing (vbp) is a relatively new marketing construct begotten from 

corporate social responsibility strategies or whether the concept has been 

around since before Levy first posed his argument for dual purchasing drivers 

back in the1950’s. That values purchasing has in fact been a construct of 

human behaviour for many, many years e.g. the purchase of Girl Guide 

biscuits to support the organisation, or indeed many centuries, e.g. the 

purchase of religious relics. 

 

There is a considerable amount of well documented market research pointing 

to the trend of strong ethical/values drive in millennials purchasing behaviour. 

With that understanding the research looked to gain insights into broader 

demographics. In phenomenological paradigms, purposive sampling is 

common allowing for the selection of sample responders from specific, non-

random, pre-defined sector of the population. The conditions required was that 

the sample set were familiar with values based purchasing (vbp) and were 

likely to participate in this behaviour. 

 

Corbin (2014) advises that in approaching research using grounded theory 

that the section of population is identified but all other parameters are open 

with no set number of participants. Using purposive sampling a group of 

participants were identified, initially through work channels at The Formary, a 

sustainable consulting company specialising in textile research, reuse and 

remanufacture. Tapping The Formary’s staff, business networks and then 

personal relationships a sample set of twenty people that exhibited principled 

purchasing behaviours agreed to participate. 

 

While there is a large body of work focused on principled purchasing 

behaviours of Millennials the aim of this research was to focus on age sectors 

outside this demographic, but did not exclude the millennial demographic. 
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Researching optimum sample size for qualitative research, numbers range 

from single figures to 50. Baker & Edwards undated research advise the mean 

is 30. To obtain the broad demographic results adult sampling group were 

divided into five age subsets with a 19-year span. Ideally 5 respondents in 

each subset which would produce a theoretical sample of 20. The sample set 

by age are as follows: 

 

• 20 – 39 years 

• 40 – 59 years 

• 60 – 79 years 

• 80+ years 

 

The total number of respondents for this research was twenty, their ages did 

not fall neatly by five into each of the age categories with the majority falling 

into the 40–59 category. See Figure 1 – Age and Gender Chart. 

 

 

Category Female Male 
20 – 39 years 2 2 
40 – 59 years 8 4 
60 – 79 years 1  
80+ years  3  

Total: 20 14 6 

Figure 1 – Age and Gender Chart 

 

The interview questions asked of the sample set were: 

 

We are seeing a rise in market offerings of principled or ethical products: 

• Fair trade – fair wages for suppliers. 

• Environmentally friendly or preferable – e.g. organic cotton. 

• Ethical – supplier work place conditions, social justice, equality. 
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• Social – supports local business or volunteer organisations within 

one’s community. 

• Spiritual – iconography and products imbued with religious or 

spiritual meaning. 

 

1. Can you give me examples of products/services you are aware off with 

principles or values attached to them? 

2. Can you think of any instances when you have purchased something 

that has an ethical/environmental dimension to it? 

3. If you have made values based purchases can you remember when 

you first made a purchase on principled grounds? 

4. What category/s of the above list would that/those purchase products 

fall under? 

5. What prompted you to make that purchase/s? 

6. How did that purchase make you feel? 

7. Have you repeated that behaviour, if so why? 

8. How often would you make a purchase based on principles or values? 

(Daily, weekly, monthly, annually) 

9. Would you go out of your way to look for ethical/environmental 

products? 

10. Is your values based purchasing part of broader social/environmental 

activities or activism? 

 

To allow for the questions to be considered by the respondents in preparation 

for the interviews, these questions were presented to the sample group in 

advance of the one-on-one interviews with the researcher. The aim of this 

approach was to allow the responder time in advance of the interview to 

consider the questions posed with the hope of generating richer data. 
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Context 

 

The research was undertaken in New Zealand, which has to some extent 

been shielded from consumer culture due to its geographic isolation and 

relatively small population 4.6 million on a land mass similar to that of 

England, whose comparative population is 53 million. The country’s 

remoteness makes product transport expensive, while its small population 

limit financial returns making New Zealand a less than attractive destination 

for some big brand stores. As an example, IKEA does not have a store in New 

Zealand, and H&M and Zara only opened stores in this small Pacific country 

as recently as 2016. As a result, shopping as a recreational past time is not 

necessarily a generalised activity with New Zealander’s. 

 

From a socio-cultural context, New Zealand was colonised as a religious 

outpost under Samuel Marsden. Parsimony and pray was the order of the day, 

with strong egalitarian values and rejection of ostentatious shows of wealth. A 

recent OECD report (OECD, 2014) found that economies through the world 

are being held back by growing inequality and that New Zealand is the worst 

affected with a stark rich poor divide, that since 1985 the country experienced 

the biggest increase in income gaps of any developed country. Challenging 

New Zealander’s identity of social equality and fairness and bringing societal 

concerns to the forefront. 

 

Plan for analysing data and accompanying tools 

 

Twenty in-depth interviews were conducted, some face to face and for the 

interviews with candidates out of town, video telecommunication tool Skype 

was used. Each interview lasted for about 30-60 minutes. All the interviews 

were recorded and transcribed by the interviewer. Then memos prepared after 

each interview and comparisons drawn between the memos. Reading and 
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rereading the interviews and memos highlight key phrases and themes and 

the gaps in information. Collis & Hussey (2013) posit qualitative data analysis 

requires three simultaneous activities: 

• reducing the data 

• displaying the data 

• drawing conclusions and verifying the validity of those conclusions 

 

The data was then manually coded and a computer based tool, mind mapping 

software used to plot the themes, synthesize the concepts, and create 

theories. Collis & Hussey (2013) recommend using diagrammatic analysis to 

assist in the comprehension of the data and in theory construction. Employing 

mind-mapping or cognitive mapping systems can illuminate relationships 

between different data sets. This visual display of the data can assist in the 

comprehension of the data. 

 

The Grounded Theory coding procedure identified by Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) follows a three step processes: 

 

1. Open Coding – breaking down the information received in interviews 

into meaning sets (codes). Codes are then categorized as concepts. 

2. Axial Coding – creating a model. At the centre is the phenomenon, 

accompanied by subcategories: conditions leading to the phenomenon, 

the context in which it exists, conditions that act on the phenomena, 

outcomes of the phenomena etc. 

3. Selective Coding – linking the categories to develop a theory then 

validating these relationships. 

 

Corbin suggests in data analysis and theory construction that the researcher 

looks for the following: 

• The events of conditions. 
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• How the individual defines or gives meanings to these 

events/conditions. 

• How they respond to or manage the event/condition. 

• The consequence of that action. 

 

This process Corbin distils down to relating Action – Interaction and 

Consequences – Conditions (Corbin 2014, p153). 

 

Threats to validity and reliability contained in this research design 

 

Qualitative research can lack validity if it is not carried out in a systematic and 

rigorous way. All data and processes need to be well documented and the 

thought processes, themes, concepts and theories developed, well 

communicated. 

 

Reliability can be difficult to produce with qualitative research; the findings are 

not generally, reliably replicable as is the aim of positivist research. While 

interpretivist studies do not aim for replicable hypothesis its objective is 

validity, to have an in-depth and multi perspective insight into the phenomena. 

Transferability rather than reliability is important, whether the findings can be 

transferred to another situation and therefore some generalisation arrived at. 

Collis & Hussey (2013) argue the case for credibility, suggesting this can be 

improved by the researcher immersing him or herself in the research for a 

lengthy period of time. This immersion and extended observation of the 

phenomenon under study should lead to a significant depth of understanding. 

 

“Qualitative studies are usually exploratory in nature. They aim at hypothesis 

generating rather than hypothesis testing” (Corbin 2014, p35). Under the 

interpretivist paradigm the aspiration of qualitative data is to “accurately reflect 

the phenomena under study” (Collis & Hussey 2013, p130). One of the 
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reasons why Grounded Theory is an appealing methodology for this research 

is the required exploration of the context under which the phenomena exist. 

As the environment changes, so too can the phenomena. The social context 

under which consumer purchasing behaviour theory was developed in the 

1950’s is considerably different to today’s setting.  
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Chapter 4   FINDINGS 
 

Each interview was recorded then transcribed. These open coding transcriptions 

where then analysed and memos drafted from each interview, distilling the 

information down to key areas that were significant or new to the researcher, or were 

areas of emphasis or importance to the participant. From the analysis and distillation 

of data from the twenty participant interviews six main themes or categorical codes 

were arrived at. 

 

1. Psychological response to values based purchasing (vbp) 

2. Vbp as a form of self-expression of personal values 

3. Response to external socio/enviro/political situation 

4. Personal responsibility for current global situation 

5. Technology’s role in vbp decision making 

6. Practical considerations price/availability 

 

These themes were explored and analysed using constant comparison resulting in 

the Emergent or Axial codes. 

 

Emergent Codes 

 

1. Feel good factor – participants described how vbp made them feel good about 

themselves. Buying ethical goods made the purchaser feel like a good person 

who is doing the morally right thing. 

2. Moral/social duty – participants described how they used vbp as a platform to 

express their values system, with some participants drawing a connection 

between their religious beliefs and their purchasing actions. 

3. Concern for the future – participants used their knowledge of climate change, 

resource use and social issues to inform their decision making and their 

political activism. 
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4. Connectedness/solidarity – participants voiced concerns over growing 

inequality and solidarity with those less fortunate than themselves and the 

importance of supporting local enterprises. 

5. Tool for purchasing decision making – greater availability of information on the 

performance and values of brands and companies provides consumers with 

information that can inform their purchasing decisions. Using their purchasing 

to punish or reward businesses. 

6. Price/exclusivity/convenience – ethical purchasing was seen by some 

participants as the domain of the middle classes due to higher prices. A 

number of participants engage in anti-consumerism and lean lifestyle choices. 

Most participants voiced being increasingly selective about what they buy. 

 

The emergent codes were then re-explored and re-analysed until the conceptual or 

theoretical codes materialise (Selective Coding). This reduced the themes from six to 

four final codes: 

 

• The psychological returns for values based purchasing and self-expression of 

values distilled down to socio-cultural motivations. The respondent’s value 

systems were strongly linked to socio-cultural influences such as religion and 

work environments and their communities (families, friends, neighbourhoods). 

 

• Response to external factors, socio/enviro/political emerged as autonomy 

over external factors. Due to the externality and social aspects of this code 

also has some cross over with socio-cultural motivations. 

 

• The personalisation of responsibility for external factors when further analysed 

presented as connectedness to others and solidarity. In its final iteration, it is 

expressed as inequality and justice. Again, this has strong socio-cultural 

crossovers and crossovers with autonomy, particularly autonomy of others. 

 

• Technology logically became a tool in the decision-making process, rating 

organisations on their CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) performance 
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and enabling the ability to punish and reward retailers/brand owners for their 

performance. Along with practical considerations such as price and 

convenience, these two codes emerged as selective consumerism and self-

limitation. 

 

The final codes emerging from the research were (see Figure 2 – Final Codes): 

 

1. Socio-cultural motivations 

2. Autonomy over external situations 

3. Inequality and justice 

4. Self-limitation and selective consumerism 

 

 

 
Figure 2 – Final Codes 

 

 

The following is a more in depth look at the final codes and how these were arrived 

at, incorporating excerpts from participant interviews. 

 



 36 

Socio-cultural motivations 

 

This research found that there was a strong correlation between values based 

purchasing and engagement with community environmental/social activities and 

activism. The level of engagement varied over the sample group from elective waste 

minimisation and community resilience projects to lobbying and direct political 

activism. The respondent’s purchasing decisions were not viewed by themselves as 

a behaviour disconnected from the rest of their lives, in fact quite the opposite. Many 

used purchasing as an opportunity to further express their values, directing their 

purchasing power in support of companies whose communicated values they 

approved of or aligned with their own or withholding purchasing as a punishment for 

those companies whose behaviours they did not approve of, or did not align with the 

respondents own values. 

 

A theme of social expectation presented itself with respondents wanting to conform 

to social expectations. As this research was being conducted an Australasian 

campaign ‘Plastic Free July’ was also underway. Some of the respondents offered 

their knowledge of the campaign, what was apparent was the social expectation to 

reduce their personal consumption of plastic. A number of the respondents work 

within the sustainability industry and their awareness was heightened in comparison 

to other respondents, what also presented was the social expectation of their 

participation from their communities. This revealed the themes of community 

membership, the desire to meet their community expectations, and the concept of 

social conformity. These concepts are rooted in connectedness with others and 

desire for belonging, a primary or fundamental human urge. 

 

Some of the participants noted their individual acts as small but collectively with their 

friends, neighbours, families and communities that each individual act contributed to 

a larger whole with an associated larger impact. Expecting others to also do their 

part and acknowledging a social expectation to take steps that are beneficial not just 

to themselves but to the wider community and the planet - actions such as reduced 

resource consumption and selection of less environmentally harmful products. 
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The participants connected their purchasing behaviour to other social/environmental 

practices such as recycling and composting, reducing plastic consumption, 

minimising personal waste, contributing to community projects, petitioning and 

protesting. Several expressed their actions as a journey with incremental steps that 

they test and build on as they develop their knowledge of issues, availability of 

products and of solutions. The connection was drawn by participants that as the eco-

sphere deteriorates that their individual actions will need to be increased, built upon 

or broadened in response to the changing needs of our planet and society. They 

viewed themselves as having autonomy, being active participants in society, being 

solution implementers and change makers. 

 

All participants except one commented that buying products and services that were 

environmentally or ethically superior to standard offerings made them feel both that 

they were doing good, the beneficence effect, and that in doing so made them feel 

like a good person, providing self-validation. 

 

Respondent #006 

 
“It’s that little golden halo, made me feel like I was a better human being. 
Because I wasn’t buying solely on price or convenience, I was contributing 
financially to someone else. To the better of the human race.” 

 

This feel-good factor as a potential driver for ethical purchasing aligns with Davies 

and Gutsche (2013) finding that self-satisfaction is a prominent factor in ethical 

purchasing. 

 

All respondents regardless of their age bracket incorporated social considerations 

into their purchasing decisions. From buying local to support community businesses, 

to being aware of resource use and potential impacts on others outside their direct 

communities. Blatant conspicuous consumption was viewed as socially 

unacceptable by the respondents, many of whom work within the sustainable 
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industry. There was evidence of social expectations from cohorts to moderate and 

be mindful of consumption. 

 

Autonomy over external environment 

 

The participants in this research voiced concern over what is happening in the world, 

concerns about society: growing inequality and poverty. Concerns about the 

environment - global warming, resource use and water quality (which is a hot topic in 

New Zealand at present due to an agrarian based economy). On-the-whole, the 

participants viewed their principled purchasing as a response to what is happening in 

the world, an action they could take to gain some level of autonomy over external 

factors they found concerning or unacceptable or frightening. 

 

Respondent #001 

 
“I would make decisions, do make more decisions based on those kind of 
factors, maintaining the environment. Like I wouldn’t, don’t think I have 
brought a bottle of, plastic bottle of water for a long time. Can’t remember the 
last time I brought one of those, because of the use of resources.” 

 

Respondent #003 
 

“Palm kernel wasn’t meant to be in food. It’s environmental as much as 
dietary choice. We should not be raping another country to make our milk, to 
make cheap milk.” 

 

Respondent #008 

 
“The overwhelmingness sometimes is the best way to describe it. A good 
example might be bras, you go into Farmers (department store) and you are 
overwhelmed by the choices of bras and really a bra is a bra. Why can’t we 
just wear or have a choice of 2 different bras? But there are bras for Africa. 
There is really, and that is just one shop in one little corner of one little part of 
Christchurch and then you start thinking about all the other Farmers (stores) 
in Christchurch and all the other KMarts and all the other Bendon shops, and 



 39 

then you start thinking about all those shops that are also in Timaru and 
Ashburton and Wellington and Auckland, and then you start thinking there 
are far too many bras for the world and where do all those unused bras go 
to? There is no way Farmers down at the Palms can sell all those bras, so 
where do they go? I don’t know.” 

 

The respondent expresses a feeling of feeling overwhelmed when thinking of the bra 

section in a local department store. Then considering other stores that also stock 

bras. Then those stores in other locations in New Zealand. The collective number of 

bras from individual stores multiplied by numerous locations within one small country 

at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean. Let alone the rest of stores in all the towns and 

cities in all the counties in the world. Her response to feeling overwhelmed by the 

scale of production of bras is to take personal responsibility for her own waste 

generation and resource use. She speaks of incremental improvements building on 

her current actions. 

 
“I want to continue on my path of trying to help with the environment and help 
add to, contribute to better waste systems.” 

 

The respondent also speaks of changing her purchasing of cleaning products to the 

eco-friendly market offerings with the aim of reducing chemical use in her home and 

the knock-on effect of reduced chemicals going down her drains and into the sea. 

Directly connecting her purchasing of environmentally preferable products as 

impacting the waste water from her home and as a result effecting the community 

waste water in some small part. 

 

Respondent #009 

 
“If we are buying off businesses that are having a positive impact, where also 
business is such a big part of our consumption of resources in the world, 
then at least we are investing in better thinking and better innovation and 
values based businesses. And you know purse power. We always say we 
have purse power.” 
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This respondent makes values based purchasing decisions with the expectation that 

by extension the business she purchased from would have a positive 

social/environmental impact. She expresses her reasoning that financial support of 

values based businesses would assist in addressing environmental/social issues 

through the organisations potential for innovation and capacity for improved thinking. 

She anticipates her support of such organisations will facilitate improvements in the 

world. 

 

This research discovered a strong correlation between external factors such as the 

physical and economic environment and consumer behaviour. In the world’s current 

economic environment whole sections of society have been left behind through 

austerity policies, privatisation of public assets, corporate exploitation and other 

causatum. Meanwhile production of goods is outstripping the worlds ability to 

regenerate resources consumed, climate change is having negative impacts on the 

earth and society. The participant’s response to such a backdrop revealed the desire 

to support the smaller producers, the local community and to eschew large 

corporations where possible. To take some responsibility for the resources they 

consume and the type of products they buy with the desire to do something good for 

others or for the ecosphere was universally present across all respondents. 

 

Inequality and justice 

 

Inequality and justice was referred to by the participants. New Zealand has gone 

through a rapid transformation from an egalitarian society to one of the most 

unequal, a report released by the OECD in 2017 found New Zealand to have the 

highest rate of homelessness in the developed world. Respondents referred to social 

inequality as a personal concern, both within New Zealand and internationally. 
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Respondent #005 
	

“It’s almost like a we are all in this together and we are all god’s creation 
there is no difference between me or the person in China working hard and 
so we shouldn’t be mistreating one just so we can save $5 on a pair of jeans 
for the other.” 

 

Respondent #015 

 
“If you know you haven't got enough money to live from day you’re not going 
to spend another dollar on a dozen eggs because they are free range. You're 
not going to spend any more money, they're lucky if I can buy a dozen eggs 
or even get to the shop to buy the eggs. Ethical purchasing is a middle class, 
upper class concept. Which is not wrong, it just is the case. Because socially 
in this country we're not even are we?  We've gone backwards.” 

 

The respondent attributes this awareness of social inequality to her social and 

environmental activism. Her involvement in a local environmental watchdog group 

established by the Environmental Court. Her financial and labour contribution to a 

community vegetable garden that supports those less well off. Her purchasing 

reflects her principles and values, when asked how often she would make a 

purchase based on principles or values? (Daily, weekly, monthly, annually) she 

responded: 

 
“You should do it daily but whether you are doing it daily, because you are 
not always purchasing daily, you know. But it should be in your psyche as far 
as I'm concerned, that you're looking after the world and the people in it.” 

 

Her beliefs and values inform her behaviour flowing through not only to what she 

does within the community but also what she purchases and consumes. Her values 

are not excluded when she shops in fact she maintains that her values are in her 

psyche when she shops and expresses her expectation that personal values should 

also be in other people’s psyches when they shop. 
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A number of respondents voiced their frustration that all products are not ethical.  

Maniates (2001) calls this shift of focus from industry responsibility for the environs 

and society the ‘individualisation of responsibility’. Several respondents expressed a 

desire that one day ethical product selection would become obsolete through the 

raising of production standards across the board. Where industry standards dictate 

fair wages or liveable wages and ethical sourcing removed the need for individual 

shoppers to carry the burden of judgement. That they could one day trust the 

companies supplying goods that all their workers were treated fairly and equitably 

and the environment treated with respect. 

 

The concept of justice was acknowledged by some respondents as to why they did 

chose not to purchase certain products. Rewarding the good and punishing the bad. 

 

Respondent #006 

 
“Free range eggs makes me feel better.  It makes me feel as if I am doing my 
bit even though I’m doing it because I want to piss the people off who do 
cage their chickens by not buying that product and hurting them that 
way.  By them not making a big fat profit over some poor chickens and 
maybe that’s what I am more motivated by.” 

 

Self-limitation or selective consumerism 

 

Of the 20 participants in the research 8 commented on the use of the world’s finite 

resources and their efforts to personally reduce their consumption of products from a 

resource awareness perspective. Their approach is not a wholesale rejection of 

consumption espoused by the anti-consumerism movement, but could be described 

as self-limitation, some from personal financial situations but also as a response to 

awareness of the effects of continuous consumption. Recent publicity claims that it 

takes 3 years of one’s personal water consumption to make one single t-shirt, 

awareness of this type of information could change one’s perspective on the number 

of tee-shirts one might consider they need. For some the selection of a leaner, less 

consumptive lifestyle is not an elected choice but one arrived at through economic 
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limitations. The global economic state of retrenchment and policy measures aimed at 

economic recovery have been felt across the world. 

 

Self-limitation has been described as knowing ‘how much is enough’. 

 

Respondent #009 

 
“I've come from being a healthy purchaser, new clothes every week kind of 
person and passing those clothes on, to now I'm quite frugal and that's 
because we've been through it in the economic transition as a family. But 
actually, it's helped minimise my consumerism and we're really quite 
lean. But having said that I don't believe that going without is right so 
therefore the middle ground is where my journey is. But I'm aging and I 
should be minimizing my impact on the planet by this stage in my life right, 
because I’ve already got what I need and now my children will start to 
become consumers. But if I am not practicing a lean lifestyle, they can’t see 
what the baseline is for them.” 

 

Referring to the concept of living a ‘lean lifestyle’ this respondent’s reduced personal 

consumption was brought on by personal financial situation. She speaks of 

minimising her consumption as an example to her children and sees this as an 

important objective. Self-limitation is the antithesis of the post WW2 climate of 

abundance and consumption. The candidates that spoke of self-limiting their 

purchasing exhibited an awareness of global resource requirements, of the demands 

of an increasing global population, growing middle classes in emerging economies 

and over consumption of resources in first world countries. Adopting self-limitation or 

living a less consumptive, leaner lifestyle by buying less and being more considered 

in their purchasing, reducing their personal resource consumption also reduces the 

waste they personally generated, reducing their impact on the planet. 
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Respondent #003 

 
“I don’t understand people that need to have the biggest TV, I don’t 
understand the people that need to have all those jeans, or need to have a 
new car every year.  I don’t understand consumerism. Don’t you have more 
important things to be thinking about? The environment is more important, 
equality.” 

 

Buying less did not in all respondent’s cases equate to spending less. A number of 

participants spoke of buying better quality, spending or investing more on higher 

quality items with the expectation that it will last longer. Due to the higher investment, 

they anticipated better care is taken of the product so the consumption/obsolescence 

rate is lower and results in reduced resource use and lower waste generation. 

Several claimed they put more time and effort into researching products and services 

before purchasing. Researching supply-chains and ethical ratings, investigating 

options and making more informed purchasing decisions. Technology assisting in 

their purchasing decision making. The Tear Fund Ethical Fashion Guide, which is 

available free online, rates the performance of fashion brands from a range of social 

and environmental perspectives was commented on by four participants, who used 

this guide to evaluate potential clothing retailers before making purchasing decisions. 

 

For some respondents, a leaner lifestyle was an involuntary choice brought on by 

their individual financial circumstances, others however elected this lifestyle as a way 

of expressing their beliefs and ideology. The high rolling days of the 1980’s with its 

conspicuous consumption are well in the ‘rear-view mirror’. New Zealand with its 

former egalitarian society has traditionally not been a place where one showed off 

one’s wealth or excesses and it would appear from the participants comments that 

excessive consumption is even less socially acceptable now. 
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Theory development 

 

The themes presented from this research: 

 

1. Socio-cultural motivations (doing good by others) 

2. Autonomy over external situations (personal autonomy and respect for the 

autonomy of others) 

3. Inequality and justice (fairness) 

4. Self-limitation and selective consumerism (reduced impacts of one’s own 

consumption – do no harm) 

 

are all outward focused, values focused on others beyond the self, the community 

and broader society. Suggesting that the importance of community and society has 

by in large been underestimated or undervalued in marketing theory. These four 

themes align to the desired outcomes of the range of ethical purchasing categories: 

 

• Fairtrade – fair wages for suppliers (Autonomy) 

• Environmentally preferable – reduced harm/ impacts on the environment 

(Nonmaleficence) 

• Ethical – supplier work place conditions, social justice, equality (Justice) 

• Social – supports vulnerable or minority groups (Beneficence) 

 

Marketing doctrine to date accepts two drivers of consumer behaviour: 

 

1. Hedonism is described by Yamoah et al, (2014) as self-direction values. 

Purchasing that has an inward focus towards the self, as a medium for self-

identity and self- expression, the sensuous and the pleasurable. The products 

that say this is me this is who I am, the I, the internal. 

 

2. Utilitarian is focused on the practical and useful, things one needs, a garden 

hose to water the plants, a sharp knife for food preparation. The functional 

and the physiological, the immediate physical world. 
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Hedonism focuses on the ‘I’ self-identity, self-satisfaction, self-gratification. 

Utilitarianism is concerned with the physiological, the useful, practical, functional. On 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs it constitutes the base layers, the basic needs. This 

research indicates that more altruistic values are also important to consumers. 

People are not simply self-centred beings focused on their own pleasures and their 

own physical needs, they value their connection to community and society. From the 

respondents in this study it would indicate consideration for the world around them is 

not abandoned when performing activities including purchasing. Sales of products 

that embody altruistic aspects are growing, some would argue rapidly, taking 

Unilever’s afore mentioned Sustainable Living Brands as an example. These 

products carrying altruistic traits will have increasing importance in today’s market. 

This outward focus, identified here as a Social Driver, is the third motivator in 

consumer behaviour, where consumers incorporate the wider world, society and the 

environment in their purchasing decisions. 

 

Socially influenced purchasing is not about the self as is Hedonism, it is about 

others, where the benefits are external to the purchaser. For example: 

 

• When consumers purchase cleaning products that have a reduced 

chemical load. 

• When consumers pay a marginally higher price to support a supply chain 

that pays its workers a living wage. 

 

This research found that values based purchasing is not as purely altruistic as the 

researcher originally anticipated. Davies and Gutsche (2016) found that values 

based purchasing is not as altruistic as one might believe, suggesting that current 

literature over estimates altruistic values. The role of values in purchasing is more 

nuanced than being either altruistic or not altruistic. This research found values 

based purchasing is at the same time both socially influencing and socially 

influenced, and incorporates the individuals need to connect with others and society, 

for acceptance and inclusion. The consumer – social influence is a bidirectional 
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influence, a two-way street where the consumer exerts autonomy over the external 

social and physical environment and expresses philanthropic or benevolent intent. 

While society’s influence impacts on the consumer through values and ideology 

development and cultural agency. Society exerts direct influence through 

expectation, conformity, allegiance, support and belonging or exclusion. 

 

This research proposes, that instead of the dual Hedonic/Utilitarian drivers, 

consumer purchasing behaviour is influenced by three factors: Hedonic, Utilitarian 

and Social drivers (see Figure 3 – Consumer Purchasing Behaviour Drivers). 

 

Hedonic Utilitarian Social  

Inward focus Physiological focus Outward focus 

Self  Functional Societal  

Pleasure  Practical Altruistic/Inclusive 

Figure 3 – Consumer Purchasing Behaviour Drivers 

 

Social drivers turn the focus from the consumers self-directed and practical needs 

outwards towards the community and society, to others. It can be altruistic and in 

some cases even spiritualistic. Incorporating the greater good and connection to the 

others, to society and the physical world. A number of researchers have commented 

that the importance of society on consumer behaviour has been under represented 

in marketing philosophy. This research attests to that assertion. Klintman (2013) 

calls for the inclusion of evolutionary theory in the study of human behaviour and this 

research would suggest that the importance of deep seated social drivers have been 

for a large part overlooked in consumer behaviour theory development. 

 

One of the objectives of this research was to explore whether values based 

purchasing (vbp) is a new marketing construct derived from corporate social 

responsibility strategies. Or whether the concept existed prior to the arrival of ethical 

product offerings in market, or in fact predates Levy and his cohort’s identification of 

dual purchasing drivers back in the1950’s. What this research has identified and has 
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been validated, particularly by the older participants in this research, is that these 

outward focused drivers were incorporated into the respondents purchasing 

behaviour well before the market entry of fair trade labelled, environmentally 

preferable, or ethically produced goods were available in the market place. That the 

incorporation of personal values in purchasing behaviour, or using purchasing to 

express one’s values is not a new phenomenon, it has existed, according to the 

participants in this research, for quite some time. 

 

Respondent #015 

 
“Everyone deserves to be able to work for a living wage, it's socialism. But 
most people are frightened of that word so I don't use it. I use the word Christ 
like. Because that's what Christianity is about, where we are looking out for 
each other and are sharing it around.” 

 

She views her purchasing as reflective of her belief system, particularly her social 

conscious, which she refers to not as a political ideology but as a religious or spiritual 

concept as being Christ like, the embodiment of Christian principles. Where once 

people made donations to the poor through the church, with falling attendance at 

churches perhaps people are now using commercial products as a vehicle for social 

giving. 

 

The data suggests that the participants in this research were cognitive of others 

plight, they expressed concern for the working and living conditions of people outside 

their own familial and social circles, expressed a desire to have a positive impact 

beyond not only their self, but also beyond their immediate social connections and 

environmental surroundings. This research found the respondents use their 

purchasing as a way of expressing their personal values and aspirations for a fairer, 

more just and more ecologically stable world. Employing consumerism as a platform 

for societal solidarity. Four respondents associated this outward focused, altruistic 

purchasing behaviour as an expression of their religious values. While others viewed 

this principled behaviour as part of the human experience, a desire for 

connectedness with and care for others, a social contract. 
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Gilbert (2008) suggests that these small daily, relentless ethical decisions distracts 

us from the bigger picture, the global political environment from whence the world’s 

ecological and social issue have arisen. And in diverting our attention to the 

minutiae, to the statements on the packaging of the products we buy, to the supply-

chains of the coffee we drink, it distracts us from taking political action. The findings 

of this research however would suggest otherwise. That principled purchasing is not 

an isolated act disconnected from the rest our lives but that it is an expression of 

consumer’s broader socio-cultural behaviours and beliefs. From recycling and ethical 

purchasing, to lean lifestyle and anti-consumerism through to political activism and 

industry actions. For several participant’s ethical purchasing led them, through an 

increased awareness to the desire to be an active part of the solution and 

eventuated in careers within the sustainability industry. 

 

The participants in the study expressed a range of social involvement from highly 

political activists to activity focused and community focused projects.  Rather being 

distracted by ethical purchasing or seeing it as sufficient in ‘doing their part’, many 

expressed that purchasing more ethically led to growing awareness and growing 

involvement and engagement with the issues challenging the world. One participant 

voiced a diametric position to Gilbert, pointing out that if you cannot do the little 

things (like ethical purchasing) then how can you address the bigger issues? Not one 

of the participants viewed these small individual acts as without merit, each 

expressed a belief that the compounded value of small incremental actions of 

individuals could be of significance, bringing to mind the saying attributed to Mother 

Theresa (now Saint Theresa) an Albanian nun who worked with the poor in Kolkata, 

India. “We ourselves feel that what we are doing is just a drop in the ocean. But the 

ocean would be less because of that missing drop.”  
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Chapter 5   Discussion 
 

Levy asserted that consumers are not only functionally aligned. The findings of this 

research concur. Purchasing that is not for practical and functional reasons has been 

termed ‘hedonic’, self-serving in some manner, be that in expressing one’s identity or 

for one’s own pleasure. Hedonistic traits do impact on our decisions as do 

physiological, functional needs, this research argues however that it’s not only all 

about the individual. That people’s values and consideration for other people and 

sentinel beings, for the planet and the eco-sphere also hold weight when purchasing 

decisions are made. Levy’s concept was of its time, global warming and 

environmental issues had not hit the radar in the 1950’s, there were no corporate 

sustainability strategies, there was no triple bottom lines reporting. Sixty years later 

the world is a very different place with growing inequality, unemployment, social and 

environmental issues. In today’s world hedonism is too narrow a descriptor for the 

psychographics of why people buy. The growing sales of products imbued with more 

altruistic properties suggest consumers buy with an awareness of the world they live 

in, they buy with aspirations of a kinder place, a fairer place and with hope that 

global warming and ecological disaster can be averted. 

 

In attempting to tailor products and marketing ever more closely to consumer tastes 

to achieve closer consumer brand identity alignment marketers have inadvertently 

overlooked or undervalued the importance of social motivators, to people’s 

connection to the communities and society they inhabit. This may in part be because 

marketing theory and practice has been largely driven from the United States, a 

highly individualistic society, however the focus of marketers on market 

segmentation and individualisation in order to target consumers and tailor brands 

and products more closely to individuals has to a large part excluded and 

downplayed the importance of socio-cultural drivers in purchasing behaviour. Social 

belonging and connectedness and how that impacts purchasing is a relatively 

unexplored territory in marketing. As the market is embracing more ethically 

produced products, awareness is growing of the externalised costs of cheap 

products and rather than a race to the bottom with cheap goods consumers are in 
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many cases electing to pay more to support more equitable wages for labour and 

reduced environmental impacts within supply chains. As this awareness of the plight 

of others who make the worlds products grows, purchasing that acknowledges the 

circumstances of others and is not purely self-focused is becoming more prevalent. 

 

The final themes of this research:  

 

1. Socio-cultural motivations (doing good by others) 

2. Autonomy over external situations (personal autonomy and respect for the 

autonomy of others) 

3. Inequality and justice (fairness) 

4. Self-limitation and selective consumerism (reduced impacts of one’s own 

consumption – do no harm) 

 

Are all outward focused values, in some quarters these values are described as 

Principlism. The shared moral principles as defined by the bio-ethics field of 

medicine of autonomy, beneficence, justice and equality are similar to the shared 

moral principles that have arisen in this research. Principlism from the field of 

medicine is based on the following four moral principles: 

 

1. Autonomy – respect for persons 

2. Beneficence – do good 

3. Nonmaleficence – do no harm 

4. Justice – social distribution of benefits and burden (fairness) 

 

Values based purchasing or ethical purchasing is sometimes referred to as 

principled purchasing. Principlism is an apt descriptor to express the socially focused 

psychographic influence this research has found as a driver for the respondents 

purchasing behaviour. 

 

The moral principles defined in Principlism are universally applicable, they are social 

norms that are part of common human morality and the universal human experience. 
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The common morality is a collection of general norms adhered to by everybody, 

everywhere which are derived from a common moral framework shared by all 

cultures and all societies (Beauchamp and Childress 2001). 

 

Applied moral principles appear in government procurement guidelines with the 

inclusion of sustainable and ethical considerations in purchasing. They also appear 

in corporate purchasing as an instrument for brand and reputation management. Just 

as government and business procurement include moral considerations when 

purchasing, so too do individuals (see Figure 4 – Psychographics) 

 

 
Figure 4 – Psychographics 

 

Employing Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, consumer purchasing behaviour prioritises 

physiological needs, the basic needs on Maslow’s scale, placing utilitarianism at the 

centre of consumer behaviour. As the consumer looks beyond basic needs and 

requirements, purchasing is used as a vehicle for identity development and self- 

expression, this self-facing behaviour is termed hedonism. Beyond self-interest is 
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connectedness to others, society and the world beyond, both physical and spiritual, 

defined here as principlism (see Figure 5 – Utilitarianism, Hedonism and 

Principlism). 

 

 
Figure 5 – Utilitarianism, Hedonism and Principlism 

 

Consumer purchasing behaviour theory has, to date, underestimated the importance 

of society and culture in which individual consumers live, disconnecting consumer 

behaviour from the world which impacts so significantly upon the individual and to 

which they respond.  The inclusion of Principlism as a collective group of moral 

principles that influence consumer behaviour provides a robust third leg to 

Hedonic/Utilitarian purchasing behaviour theory, enabling marketers to better 

understand the deeper consumer motivations that have emerged from human 

evolution, and consumers social contract with society. The inclusion of ‘Principlism’ 

as a consumer behaviour driver could enable the narrowing of the known gap 

between intention and action within the genre of ethical/principled products.  
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Chapter 6   Conclusion 
 

The researcher wishes to avoid painting a picture of a social utopia, where 

competition, greed and envy do not exist, where consumers act solely with altruistic, 

benevolent intent, for this is far from reality. But equally unrealistic is the notion that 

resource guzzling, hyper consumption (particularly at the expense of others) is 

representative of mankind’s natural state of being. Reality lies somewhere in 

between. Social motivation is a strong instinctual driver that impacts not just on 

social behaviours but also holds considerable influence on peoples purchasing 

choices and as such earns its place alongside hedonism and utilitarianism as a 

driver of consumer purchasing behaviour. 

 

A premise of marketing is that one’s needs can be satisfied by what one buys. If 

yearning does indeed create a market then the underexplored longing for human 

connection, justice and the survival of the planet is an opportunity for the social 

sciences and marketing researchers to better understand deep rooted human 

motivations for social connectedness, belonging and ecological safety. In so doing 

enable an improved level of comprehension of the needs and desires of consumers. 

Emerging from this understanding the opportunity to serve the market more 

effectively and communicate more authentically with potential customers. 

 

This research has been confined to New Zealand participants where according to 

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions (Hofstede, 2003) in similarity to the United States, is 

a highly individualistic culture, however culturally New Zealand traditionally has 

strong egalitarian values. Further research into the impact of values on hedonic and 

utilitarian purchasing behaviour in other highly individualistic societies such as the 

United States or the United Kingdom would test this theory in other cultural settings. 

It would also be interesting to replicate a similar study in societies that are according 

to Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions are less individualistic, countries such as China, 

Saudi Arabia or Russia, cultures which exhibit more interdependence. A comparative 

study would shed light on whether social motivation holds similar or increased weight 

in the purchasing decisions in less individualistic societies. 
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All studies have their limitations, the purposive sampling for this research selected 

participants who worked within the sustainability sector or were purchasers of 

environmentally preferable or ethically produced products. Further research could 

broaden the sample base to investigate the prevalence of values based purchasing 

and the influence of social motivation in more random, general populations. 

 

A further area of potential research which was not addressed within the scope of this 

research is the evolution of purchasing behaviour through a consumer lifestyle. 

Several respondents mentioned that they had moved beyond they consumption 

phase of their lives, that they had more than they needed and their purchasing was 

mainly focused on necessities and within the range of products they purchased 

consideration of other values beyond their own enjoyment were important, and while 

they had moved beyond purchasing for the sake of acquisition and expression that 

their children were now the shoppers. As we mature do our purchasing behaviours 

also mature? Do we move from a more hedonistic approach to purchasing as we are 

developing our identities, becoming more externally and socially focused as we age? 

 

These outward facing considerations this research proposes fall under the collective 

moral descriptor ‘Principlism’. As the world transitions from a hyper-consumption 

economic model to a post-consumerism era that has consideration for the ecological 

boundaries of this planet, and the importance of society and community, the 

inclusion of ‘Principlism’ as a driver of consumer purchasing behaviour would reflect 

more closely the complex nature of consumer behaviour and the motivators that 

influence it. Offering a more holistic model of consumer purchasing behaviour built 

upon the theoretical foundations that Levy laid so long ago. 
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