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ABSTRACT

Sustainable corporate performance (SCP) requires balancing a cor-
poration’s economic, social, and environmental performance. This
research explores values, beliefs about the importance of SCP, and
buying behaviors of supermarket customers from within a stake-
holder framework. Beliefs about the importance of SCP (both social
and environmental, but not economic) were found to be related to
values. Also, it was found that customers’ environmentally responsi-
ble buying behaviors were related to their beliefs about the impor-
tance of environmental SCP. However their socially responsible
buying was not related to their beliefs about the importance of social
SCP. Responsible buying behavior may be facilitated by providing
reliable information about environmental and social aspects of prod-
ucts. Marketing professionals have a central role to play in moving
towards a greater level of corporate transparency and sustainability.
© 2007 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.

Sustainable corporate performance (SCP) requires balancing a corporation’s
economic, social, and environmental performance (Ranganathan, 1998).
While there is fairly general agreement about these three dimensions of
SCP, how exactly SCP is to be achieved is far from obvious. One approach
suggested to be useful is based on stakeholder theory.
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According to stakeholder theory (Clarkson, 1995; Freeman, 1984;
Jones, 1995), a corporation can ensure that it is taking care of its respon-
sibilities (or acting sustainably) by acting in line with the demands of
all its stakeholders, that is all those who have a “stake” or an interest
in the activities of the corporation. Stakeholders have been variously
defined but the most widely cited definition is that of Freeman:
“any group who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the firm’s
objectives” (1984, p. 25). Much debate has ensued since the publication
of Freeman’s definition as to exactly who (or what) qualifies as a stake-
holder. Freeman’s own list included suppliers, customers, employees,
stockholders, and the local community, as well as management in its role
as agent for these groups. Others have suggested various additions
to this list. For example Henriques and Sadorsky (1999) suggest
the inclusion of the media, community representatives and activists,
government, competition, and professional associations. Still others sug-
gest the inclusion of various “voiceless” stakeholder groups such as
future generations and the natural environment (e.g., Starik, 1995; Steg
et al. 2003).

Customers are among the most important stakeholders a corpora-
tion must take into account when deciding corporate policies and
priorities. Customers exercise their power as a stakeholder group by
their buying behavior. By buying, or refusing to buy particular prod-
ucts, or from particular stores or companies, customers are able to
powerfully influence corporations. In a recent study, managers reported
that customers are the stakeholders most frequently responsible for
initiating change within their organization (Solomon, 2001). Managers
also report that customers are their most salient stakeholder group—
that is, that they receive the most priority from the management team
(Agle, Mitchell, & Sonnenfeld, 1999). As they are necessary for the
survival of a corporation, customers are “primary” stakeholders (Hill-
man & Keim, 2001). Thus, if customers demand responsible social and
environmental performance, corporations must respond by behaving
accordingly or risk the demise of the corporation. Although customers’
beliefs have been frequently studied from a market research perspec-
tive, to find out what products and services they require, they have
rarely been studied from the perspective of stakeholder theory, as
(potentially) aware and active stakeholders with opinions about the cor-
porations themselves rather than just about their products and serv-
ices. This is surprising, since such opinions may influence buying
behavior as well.

Empirical work in the stakeholder field has focused on the views and
behaviors of managers with respect to their dealings with stakeholder
groups, among which are customers. Very little attempt has been made
to examine the views and perceptions of customers themselves. This is
probably because there are serious difficulties in collecting and analyz-
ing customers’ views. Customers may not have a full overview of relevant
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corporate activities. Moreover, customers have inadequate time and
resources to be watchdogs for all the corporations in which they hold a
stake. They are often inadequately informed and have limited ways of
checking the information they do have. Thus, customers’ views are likely
to be inaccurate or incomplete. This is not to say, however, that compa-
nies may neglect customers views; inaccurate or incomplete views may
still affect customers’ buying behavior.

As customers do not always have insight into and a overview of a cor-
porations’ activities, asking for their views on the SCP of a corporation
in an open interview or case-study style approach, as is often done with
managers and other highly involved stakeholders (e.g., Driscoll &
Crombie, 2001; Maignan, Farell, & Hult, 1999; Maignan & Farell, 2000)
would lead to an incomplete and unwieldy view of the corporation and
its performance. Thus a theoretical framework is needed in order to tap
the beliefs of customers about SCP. A comprehensive model of corporate
sustainable performance developed at the University of Groningen (see
Appendix A) was used. This is a theory-based model of sustainable cor-
porate performance that addresses the question: What enhances the
long-term survival of corporations? The model has been developed by a
multidisciplinary team including sociologists, economists, environmen-
tal scientists, and psychologists and is not necessarily in line with main-
stream management theories of sustainability, since these, while widely
studied, may represent a limited, corporation-centered perspective of
corporate responsibility. The model contains aspects that fall under
three categories: economic performance, social performance, and envi-
ronmental performance (Steg et al., 2003). This model is advanced by its
authors as the basis for a practical measurement and reporting system.
This model of SCP enables one to better understand and manage cor-
porate performance from a sustainable-development perspective.
In addition to enabling the measurement of actual SCP, this model can
also be used to check stakeholder views on the importance of various
aspects of SCP and of the performance of a corporation on these aspects
(Steg et al., 2003). In this paper, this model is used to establish what
customers believe are important aspects of corporate sustainable
performance.

Listening to and understanding customers’ (and other stakeholders’)
beliefs on the importance of various SCP aspects is essential to effective
(stakeholder) management and marketing, as this may assist managers
and marketeers to set their priorities concerning these issues. This is
especially important when these beliefs affect consumer behavior. Beliefs
about importance of SCP aspects may influence consumer behavior
negatively as well as positively. On the one hand, beliefs indicating that
a firm is not adequately considering important SCP aspects may lead to
boycotts and protests. On the other hand, customers may support the
corporation in considering important SCP aspects via their purchasing
behavior.
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In addition, it is important to know where customers’ beliefs come
from. For example, are they based on short-term societal trends or media-
generated hypes only? Or are they rooted in individuals’ enduring per-
sonal values as well? The answer to this question has important
consequences for understanding how changeable or robust these beliefs
are—that is, if customers’ beliefs are rooted in general values that are
stable over time, they will be less susceptible to change as compared to
when they are based on short-term trends and hypes (as will be explained
in the next section). If customers beliefs are not based in some enduring
personality construct (such as values), then management and marketing
strategies with respect to SCP can afford to be ad hoc and based on
trends, dealing with each issue as it arises. However, if customers’ beliefs
are rooted in enduring personal values, then it is essential that corpo-
rations listen and respond to these beliefs in a coherent way, focusing
on making SCP not just an “add on” but an integral part of the business’
(marketing) strategy.

This article aims to examine how customers’ beliefs about the
sustainable corporate performance of companies they buy from are
influenced by their personal values, and how these beliefs and values
affect their consumer behavior. These issues have practical consequences
for corporate strategies for management and marketing. As a case in
point, this article focuses on customers’ beliefs about the importance of
aspects related to the sustainable corporate performance of super-
markets. First, the relationships between values, beliefs, and behav-
ior are outlined and elaborated. Next, the results of an empirical study
aimed to study these relationships in more detail are presented and
discussed.

CUSTOMERS’ VALUES, BELIEFS, AND BEHAVIOR

Schwartz defines values as “desirable goals, varying in importance, that
serve as guiding principles in people’s lives” (1994, p. 88). To put it dif-
ferently, values serve as a guiding principle for selecting or evaluating
behavior, people, and events. Values are abstract and transcend specific
situations—for example, values may affect beliefs and behavior of dif-
ferent kind. Within individuals, values are relatively stable across time
(Gardner & Stern, 1996; Rokeach, 1973). Schwartz (1992) developed one
of the most widely used value typology, which is composed of 57 values.
Of these 57 values, 46 can be grouped into 10 value clusters that help
describe individual differences in values: conformity, tradition, uni-
versalism, benevolence, power, achievement, hedonism, stimulation, self-
direction, and security. The first four value clusters refer to social values,
while the other six clusters reflect individualistic values. The remaining
11 values are for use in cross-cultural studies and are not used in stud-
ies of individual behavior within a single culture. Schwartz’s scale has
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been tested and validated in many countries around the world, includ-
ing the Netherlands (e.g., Schwartz, 1992).

Values are supposed to affect individual beliefs and behavior of dif-
ferent kinds. Beliefs are more specific than are values, as they typically
refer to specific domains of life. For example, one may have beliefs about
corporate sustainability, about one’s own behavior, or about the behav-
ior of a corporation. Compared to values, beliefs may be more easily
changed in the presence of new and contradictory information, due to
fads and fashions in political and social thinking or by the influence of
a new social circle for example.

The relationships between values, beliefs, and behavior with regard
to sustainability (e.g., pro-environmental behavior) have been exten-
sively studied within the field of environmental psychology. A common
finding in studies on relationships between values and behavior, re-
gardless of the way values are measured, is that individuals who hold
collective, society-directed values are more likely to engage in environ-
mentally and socially responsible behaviors than those who hold indi-
vidualist, self-directed values (e.g., Karp, 1996; Schultz & Zelezny, 1999;
Stern et al., 1999). For example, Schultz and Zelezny (1999) examined
the relationships between Schwartz’s ten value clusters and pro-
environmental behavior, finding that environmentalism is positively
related to universalism. The values that fall into this cluster are: equal-
ity, a world at peace, unity with nature, wisdom, a beautiful world, social
justice, broad mindedness, and protecting the environment (Schwartz,
1992). They also found that environmentalism was negatively related to
power and tradition. These findings make sense: those who strongly
value all humans, animals, and the environment (universalism) are
likely to behave pro-environmentally, as doing so benefits the things
they value. Those motivated by power are likely to regard the environ-
ment as less important than their own personal advancement and con-
venience and those motivated by tradition may hold conservative views
such as that the environment should be a lower priority than human
economic interests.

Although values are related to behavior, this relationship is generally
rather weak. It is generally believed that values affect behavior indirectly,
i.e., the relationship between values and behavior is supposed to be medi-
ated by more specific factors, such as individual beliefs (Ajzen, 1985;
Stern et al., 1999; Stern, 1992, 2000). That is, values directly influence
individual beliefs on a wide range of topics, which in turn determine
individual’s (environmentally or socially directed) behavior. As beliefs
are more specific than are values, they are likely to be more strongly
related to behavior (cf. Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). The relationship between
beliefs and behavior has been supported empirically for a number of
environment-directed behaviors (e.g., Allen & Ferrand, 1999; Bamberg &
Schmidt, 2003; Gatersleben, Steg, & Vlek, 2002; Heath & Gifford, 2002;
Steg & Sievers, 2000), and the proposed mediation of the values—behavior
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relationship by beliefs has received some empirical support (Bamberg,
2003; Collins & Chambers, 2005; Steg, Dreijerink, & Abrahamse, 2005).

When considering beliefs about SCP, the relevant beliefs relate not
only to one’s own capacity and responsibility to mitigate environmen-
tal and social threats, but also to the capacity and responsibility of the
corporation (such as the supermarket) to do so. In this way the study
of environmentalism may be extended beyond the individual level. Indi-
viduals consider not only “can I make a difference (by buying this prod-
uct, joining this boycott, or picketing this store)?” but also “should this
corporation make a difference (by stocking organic foods, providing a
safe working environment for employees, or refusing to source from
suppliers who use child labor)?” It is assumed that these beliefs have
their basis in personal values as well. So, it is expected that values
influence not only individuals’ beliefs about what they individually can
and/or should do in relation to the environment and society, they also
influence individuals’ beliefs about what corporations can or should
do in these domains. More specifically, it is assumed that the extent to
which people rate aspects contributing to the sustainable corporate
performance of supermarkets as important is related to their individ-
ual values. In turn, it is expected that consumer behavior is not only
related to beliefs about what individuals themselves should do, but to
beliefs about what corporations should do in this respect as well. That
is, consumers who believe their supermarket should act in a socially-
and environmentally-responsible manner should be more likely to take
into account social and environmental consequences of their own buy-
ing behavior as well.

This study explored relationships between values, beliefs about impor-
tance of aspects of SCP, and buying behavior. As explained previously, val-
ues are general and abstract and refer to what individuals find important
for their own life in general. In contrast, beliefs are more specific, i.e., they
refer to beliefs on a specific topic only. More specifically, in this study,
beliefs refer to what corporations should do (according to consumers) to
improve their SCP. Schwartz’s value clusters were used as the values
measure. Following from Schwartz’s a priori definition of universalism,
as the “understanding, appreciation, tolerance and protection for the
welfare of all people and for nature” (1992, p. 12; emphasis in original),
and from Schultz and Zelezny’s (1999) finding that, in line with theo-
retical considerations, universalism appears to be the primary value
cluster associated with environmentalism, it is expected that universal-
ism is the most influential of the value clusters in explaining pro-
environmental and pro-social beliefs and behaviors. That is, individuals
who hold universal values are expected to indicate a stronger belief in
the importance of the environmental and social aspects of the perform-
ance of their supermarket. While this study considers individuals’ beliefs
about the economic sustainability of their supermarket, it is assumed
that these are less important to customers as corporations by and large

COLLINS, STEG, AND KONING
Psychology & Marketing  DOI: 10.1002/mar

560

mar246_892_20173.qxp  4/9/07  6:06 PM  Page 560



can be counted on to look out for their own economic welfare. The
stakeholder group more relevant to economic sustainability is share-
holders. Based on the previous theory, the following hypotheses are
advanced.

H1a: Beliefs of individual customers about how corporations should
behave are related to the values held by the individuals.

H1b: Beliefs about the importance of the environmental and social
performance of corporations are most strongly (positively) related
to the universalism value cluster.

It is assumed that customers more or less freely choose which super-
market to shop at and that this choice may be (partially) based on judg-
ments about the SCP of the supermarket chain. Following Stern (Stern
et al., 1999; Stern, 2000), from individuals who believe their supermar-
ket should act in a socially- and environmentally-responsible manner,
one might expect consumer behavior that reinforces the desired behav-
ior by the supermarket. That is, such individuals would be expected to
more often purchase socially and environmentally responsible products.
More specifically, one might expect:

H2a: Those who believe social aspects of the supermarket’s perform-
ance are very important buy socially responsible products rela-
tively more frequently than those who believe this is less important.

H2b: Those who believe environmental performance is very important
buy ecologically responsible products relatively more frequently
than those who believe this is less important.

If customers are acting consistently, one expects coherence among
their values, beliefs, and behavior. Thus it is expected that individuals’
values affect their beliefs about how corporations (in which they hold a
stake) should behave, which in turn affect the behavior of the individ-
ual in relation to these corporations (in this case, customers’ buying
behavior). The relationships hypothesized here can be conceptualized
within a mediation framework (see Stern, 2000). While values have been
consistently demonstrated to predict behavior, their effect is generally
small. As explained earlier, this is thought to be, in part, because the rela-
tionship between individuals’ values and their behavior is mediated
by their beliefs towards the related specific behaviors. Thus, it is expected
that:

H3: The relationship between customers’ values and their behavior is
mediated by their beliefs about the importance of the sustainable
corporate performance of their supermarket.
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METHOD

Participants

A total of 300 surveys were distributed to customers outside Aldi and
Albert Heijn supermarkets in the city of Groningen, in the Netherlands.
Of these 209 surveys were returned, representing a response rate of
69.7%. As 11 of these were not completed, 198 surveys were used in the
analysis. Participants were 87 males and 111 females ranging in age
from 17 to 81 years with a mean age of 43.5 years (SD 16.35). In total
31% of participants indicated that their net salary was “less than 1200
euro/month,” 30% “between 1200 and 2200 euro/month,” 35% “more than
2200 euro per month,” and for 4% of the respondents these data were
missing. This was considered an even spread of participants across income
levels; however, it is slightly lower than national figures. This is proba-
bly due to the relatively low household incomes in the province of
Groningen; households in Groningen have the lowest net income in the
Netherlands (CBS, 2003). The distribution of highest educational level
attained showed 3% had completed primary school, 21% had completed a
technical or vocational secondary school education, 29% had completed
the highest level of secondary education, 47% had attained a college or
university degree or equivalent. Compared to national figures this study’s
sample has an overrepresentation of people who have completed high
school and an underrepresentation of those who have completed university
(CBS, 2003). This probably reflects the fact that Groningen is a student
city and so, compared to the general population, contains an overrepre-
sentation of university students (i.e., people whose highest education
level is “secondary school” but who are on their way to being university
qualified).

Procedure

Customers were approached outside supermarkets and asked if they
were willing to participate in the study. Those who agreed to participate
received a 12-page survey in Dutch, a reply-paid envelope, and a small
gift (a pen). Two different questionnaires were distributed. These were
identical except for the name of the supermarket, i.e., participants were given
the questionnaire with the name of the supermarket they were recruited
at: Aldi or Albert Heijn, as appropriate. Participants completed the sur-
vey at their leisure and returned them anonymously via reply-paid mail.
Mailing addresses had been recorded for those participants who were
willing to receive a reminder letter and the same was sent to these
participants two weeks after the questionnaire was distributed. These par-
ticipants also received a short summary of the findings at the conclu-
sion of the study.
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MATERIALS

Values. Participants’ values in their own life were assessed using
Schwartz’s universal values scale, composed of 57 values. As suggested
by Schwartz, subjects were asked to rate the importance of these values
as a guiding principle in their lives on an 8-point scale, ranging from 0
“not at all important” to 7 “of supreme importance.” Thus, rated the
importance of the values for them individually. Participants also had the
option of indicating that they are opposed to the value (�1). According
to Schwartz, of these 57 values, 46 can be grouped into 10 value clusters
as described previously. Only these 46 values were analyzed in this study,
however, participants were presented with the complete survey includ-
ing all 57 values. The multiple group method (MGM),* a simple and effec-
tive type of confirmatory factor analysis (e.g., Nunally, 1978; Ten Berge
& Siero, 2001) revealed 10 distinct value clusters, identical to those
reported by Schwartz. Cronbach’s alphas for the value clusters were
acceptable ranging from .73 to .81. As Schwartz’s scale has been exten-
sively validated elsewhere, this analysis is not reported here. For the
purpose of analysis, for each value cluster the mean score given to val-
ues within the cluster by an individual was used as an indication of the
extent to which the value was held.

Beliefs. Participants were asked to rate on a scale of 1 to 10 how im-
portant they thought each of 28 aspects of a three-pronged model of
corporate sustainability (see Appendix A) was in their view for the sus-
tainability of the supermarket at which they were recruited (Aldi or
Albert Heijn). Thus, beliefs referred to the extent to which participants
think various economic, social, and environmental indicators are impor-
tant to the sustainable corporate performance of supermarkets. For exam-
ple, participants were asked: “How important do you think the following
aspects are for the sustainability of Albert Heijn (Aldi):

• Contributing to the economic growth in the region (economic)
• Providing a safe work environment (social)
• Minimizing negative effects on plants and animals (environmental).

Again, an MGM was carried out to verify the a priori classification of
items empirically. Corrected correlations between items and components
are reported in Appendix B.The MGM supported the a priori classification
of the aspects into “economic” (Cronbach’s alpha � 0.65), “environmental”
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(� � 0.94), and “social” (� � 0.90) SCP. For the purpose of analysis, the
mean importance rating given to aspects in each domain (economic, social,
and environmental sustainability) was computed for each individual and
used in the analyses reported further as in this article.

Behavior

Participants were asked to indicate how frequently they buy various envi-
ronmentally friendly products (i.e., organic potatoes, other organic veg-
etables, organic fruit, organic meat, other organic food products, and
environmentally-friendly cleaning agents) and socially responsible
products (those that have been certified by Max Havelaar, an independ-
ent organization that promotes fair trade on coffee, tea, bananas, and
chocolate) on a five-point scale, from 1 “(almost) never” to 5 “(almost)
always.” In the case of organic meat, non-meat eaters were also coded as 5.
An MGM supported the existence of two separate behavioral domains:
eco-friendly products (Cronbach’s � � .83) and Max Havelaar products
(� � .88). For the behavioral variables the mean frequency of purchase of
the two product types (i.e., environmentally- and socially-responsible)
was computed.

Finally, participants were asked their age, gender, educational, and
income level, their relationship to the relevant supermarket (e.g., whether
they are also an employee or a shareholder), and whether they are a
member of any social or environmental non-governmental organizations
(NGOs).

RESULTS

Data Manipulation and Quality Checks

Following Schwartz (1992), respondents who did not differentiate ade-
quately between the values were dropped before the relevant analyses
were carried out, that is if they used response 7 (“extremely important”)
more than 21 times, or used any other response more than 35 times.
Data for respondents who had not rated at least 41 of the listed values
were excluded from the analyses. A similar procedure was used to filter
out non-differentiating respondents on the beliefs scales. This left 155
respondents for whom value and belief data were analyzed.

The resulting data set was checked for normality. Beliefs about the
importance of social and environmental performance showed a slight
negative skew. This was thought to be due to the previously mentioned
greater interest of customers in social and environmental performance
than in economic performance. The behavioral variables showed a strong
positive skew indicating floor effects in these variables. In the case of
socially responsible purchasing this skewing was so extreme that the
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planned regression analyses were impossible (the assumption of nor-
mality of residuals was consistently violated, and transformations were
ineffective at solving this). Likewise, logistic regressions in which the
data were dichotomized (that is, two groups were distinguished: those who
(ever) purchased Max Havelaar products and those who had never pur-
chased Max Havelaar products) were ineffective at explaining any trends
in the data and so no regression analyses using social purchasing behavior
are reported here. Although the assumption of normality of residuals
also applies to correlation analyses this generally thought to not be a
problem with sample sizes greater than 100 (StatSoft, 2003) and so
correlation analyses using the social purchasing data are reported here.
The other variables did not demonstrate obvious non-normality, nor did
they contain extreme outliers.

Importance of Economic, Social, and Environmental Performance

As discussed previously, a background assumption of this study is that
when thinking about corporate sustainability, customers are more concerned
about the social and environmental performances of their supermarket
than about its economic performance.As shown in Table 1, this assumption
was justified. Independent t-tests revealed that customers rated economic
performance as significantly less important to the sustainability of their
supermarket than social and environmental performance.

Values and Beliefs

Bivariate correlations and multiple regression analyses were performed
to look at the relationships hypothesized between values and beliefs. A
Bonferroni correction was applied (i.e., a p-value of .1 per belief domain
was adopted, thus � � .01 per value cluster was used). The results are
reported in Table 2.

In line with Hypothesis 1a, that individual stakeholders’ beliefs about
how corporations should behave are related to values, each of the three
belief domains showed significant correlation with at least two of the
value clusters. In addition, each value cluster, with the exception of hedo-
nism, was significantly related to at least one belief domain. Schwartz’s
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Social 7.8
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value clusters may be split into “social” (conformity, tradition, benevolence,
and universalism) and “individualist” (self-direction, stimulation, hedo-
nism, achievement, power, security) values. For this group of participants
most of the individualist values, except self-direction and hedonism, cor-
related moderately with beliefs regarding the importance of economic
performance, while all the social values correlated moderately with beliefs
regarding the importance of social performance. These trends accounted
for most of the significant relationships observed. Environmental per-
formance beliefs only showed small to moderate correlations with power
(negatively) and universalism (positively).

Beliefs about the importance of economic performance were regressed
onto the value clusters. The relationship was non-significant, R2 � 12.0,
F(10, 110) � 1.50, p � .15. When regressing beliefs about the importance
of social performance onto the value clusters, 18.8% of the variance in
social beliefs was accounted for by values F(10, 107) � 2.47, p � .01.
Only universalism (� � .28, p � .02) made a significant unique contri-
bution to this model. However, after a Bonferroni correction was applied
(� per value � .01), no single value cluster made a unique contribution
to the model. Finally beliefs about the importance of environmental
performance were regressed onto the value clusters. Twenty-three per-
cent of variance in environmental beliefs was accounted for by val-
ues F(10, 109) � 3.26, p � .001. Only universalism (� � .47, p � .001)
made a significant unique contribution to this model. This contribution
remained significant after a Bonferroni correction was applied.

In sum, beliefs about the importance of corporate economic perform-
ance were not significantly related to customers’ personal values, while
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Table 2. Correlations Between Customers’ Values and Their Beliefs about the
Importance of Various Aspects of SCP.

Mean rating of the Mean rating of the Mean rating of the
importance of importance of social importance of 

economic aspects of aspects of environmental aspects
sustainability sustainability of sustainability

Conformity1 .335*** .224** �.039
Tradition1 .273** .252** �.074
Benevolence1 .123 .223** .127
Universalism1 .126 .312*** .291***
Self-direction2 .166 .238** .024
Stimulation2 .223** .018 �.063
Hedonism2 .190 .114 �.001
Achievement2 .333*** .054 �.076
Power2 .351*** .032 �.233**
Security2 .309*** .239** .096

**p � .01 (two-tailed).
***p � pt .001 (two-tailed).
1 � social value.
2 � individualistic value.,

Beliefs

Values
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beliefs about the importance of social and environmental performance
showed small to moderate relationships with values.From the multiple regres-
sion analyses the only significant relationship between a single value and
belief domain is the relationship between universalism and environ-
mental beliefs. Thus Hypothesis 1b, of the particular importance of
universalism to social and environmental beliefs, is confirmed only in
relation to environmental beliefs.

Beliefs and Behavior

The second cluster of hypotheses dealt with the relationship between
customer beliefs and their behaviors. Table 3 shows significant correla-
tions only for environmental beliefs and the purchase of environmen-
tally and socially responsible products. Thus from the correlation analyses
Hypothesis 2b was supported, and Hypothesis 2a was not.

To further check these relationships a simple multiple regression tech-
nique was used. The purchasing of environmentally responsible prod-
ucts was regressed onto beliefs in the three domains. In total 10.7% of the
variance in this behavior was explained by the measured beliefs,
F(3, 136) � 5.45, p � .001.A Bonferroni correction was applied.An analysis-
wise p-value of p � .1 was used, giving an alpha value of .033 per belief
domain. Only environment-related beliefs made a significant unique con-
tribution to the model (� � .30, p � .001). This analysis provided added
support for Hypothesis 2b.

Values, Beliefs, and Behavior

The final hypothesis predicted that the relationship between values and
behavior is mediated by an individual’s beliefs. Correlations between the
values and behaviors were calculated to test for any direct relationship
between values and environmentally and socially responsible purchas-
ing behavior. A Bonferroni correction was applied (using an � value of .01
per value, i.e., � � .1 per behavior). Only universalism and environ-
mentally responsible purchasing behavior appeared to be correlated
(r � .21, p � .011).

Table 3. Two-Tailed Correlations Between Beliefs and Consumer Behaviors.

Economic beliefs Social beliefs Environmental beliefs

Purchasing behavior—
Environmental �.114 .119 .287***

Purchasing behavior—
Social .029 .137 .230**

**� p � .01.
***� p � .001.
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Since a particular role was hypothesized for universalism in this study,
the relationship between universalism and purchasing behaviors was
tested in a separate analysis using simple linear regression. The pur-
chase of environmentally responsible products showed a weak but sig-
nificant relationship with universalism, F(1, 143) � 6.59, p � .011.

Since values were found to significantly affect behavior in only one
instance (the relationship between universalism and environmentally
responsible purchasing), this is the only relationship for which mediation
can be tested. The mediation hypothesis was tested using Baron and
Kenny’s (1986) approach. First, the regression of environmental beliefs
on universalism was significant F(1,144) � 13.28, p � .001. Second, as
reported previously, the regression of environmental purchasing behav-
ior on universalism was significant. Finally, in the regression of envi-
ronmentally responsible purchasing on universalism and environmental
beliefs, F(2, 140) � 7.72, p � .001, only the mediator (beliefs) contributed
significantly to the regression model (� � .24, p � .006), while univer-
salism was not significantly related to behavior when beliefs were con-
trolled for. Thus, according to Baron and Kenny, mediation holds in this
case (Sobel test: t � 2.22, p � .027).

DISCUSSION

This research aimed to look at the relationships between values, beliefs
about the importance of various aspects of sustainable corporate per-
formance, and buying behaviors of customers in relation to the sustain-
able corporate performance of two large supermarket chains in the
Netherlands. First, whether customers’ beliefs about the importance of
aspects for the sustainability of their supermarket are related to indi-
vidual values was explored: Are the customers who demand good social
and environmental performance from corporations from which they buy
also the customers who hold collective, society-directed values, or are val-
ues irrelevant to stakeholder demands? Second,whether customers behave in
line with the beliefs they hold was investigated: Do customers who believe
the social and environmental performance of a company to be important,
support the corporation in behaving in socially and environmentally sus-
tainable ways? Third, this study examined whether relationships between
values and buying behavior were meditated by beliefs.

Hypothesis 1a, that individual stakeholders’ beliefs about how corpo-
rations should behave are related to values, was supported by the data.
Values appeared to be related to economic, social, and environmental
beliefs. Although economic beliefs related significantly to six of the value
clusters, the regression of economic beliefs on the values clusters was
non-significant. Similarly, six value clusters were significantly related to
social beliefs. The regression of social beliefs on values was significant,
but no single value clusters made a unique contribution to this model.
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Thus, individual values were not unique predictors of economic or social
beliefs. Regression of environmental beliefs on the value clusters revealed
that only universalism showed a unique relationship with environmen-
tal beliefs. These results suggest that beliefs are broadly value-based
rather than directly related to a particular value.

These findings have implications for marketing strategy and corpo-
rate priority setting. If beliefs would be based on changing trends and
media influences only, businesses may choose to wait them out or use
their marketing to attempt to influence these trends rather than respond
to them. If, however, as this study seems to indicate, beliefs about appro-
priate corporate behavior are related to enduring personal values as
well, marketing strategies may be less successful in influencing these
beliefs. Time alone is also unlikely to change these beliefs. Of course,
based on this study, one cannot rule out the possibility that beliefs are based
on short-term societal trends and hypes as well. Nevertheless, since
beliefs are (at least partly) value-based, corporations would be well
advised (1), to seek to know what their stakeholders believe they should
be doing and (2), to be seen taking pro-active action in these areas of cor-
porate performance and communicating these actions to the public.

The data partially supported Hypothesis 1b, that the most important
value cluster for beliefs about the importance of the environmental and
social performance of corporations is universalism, with universalism
being the only value cluster to make a significant unique contribution to
one of the regression models—the environmental model. In this finding, this
study is in line with many of its predecessors (e.g., Cameron, Brown, &
Chapman, 1998; Karp, 1996, Schultz & Zelezny, 1999), i.e., environmen-
talism is related to concerns for people and things outside one’s imme-
diate environment. Although universalism was related to social beliefs,
it did not emerge as significantly more important than the other values
in predicting social beliefs after an analysis-wise Bonferroni correction
was applied.

Notably the value clusters showed quite distinct patterns of correla-
tions to the social and environmental beliefs, with only the relationship with
universalism common to the two belief domains. This adds further weight
to the growing evidence that there is a biospheric or ecological value domain
quite separate to social and altruistic values (see for example Grendstad
& Wollebaek, 1998; Steg, Dreijerink, & Abrahamse, 2005; Thøgerson &
Grunert-Beckmann, 1997; De Groot & Steg, in press).This is an area of par-
ticular interest to environmental psychology, but is also relevant to under-
standing consumer behavior and warrants further research. The other
trends observed in the correlational data (i.e., the correlation between
social values and social beliefs and between individualist values and eco-
nomic beliefs) make sense intuitively and merit further investigation.

Hypothesis 2a, that those who give high importance to social aspects
of the supermarket’s performance more often buy socially responsible
products, was not supported by the data. The correlation between social
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beliefs and behavior was non-significant. However, in contrast to expec-
tation, beliefs regarding environmental performance were significantly
related to social buying behavior, suggesting that environmental beliefs
may promote social as well as environmental behavior. This is highly
interesting from a management and marketing point of view, i.e., stronger
beliefs about environmental performance may promote the purchase of
both socially and environmentally responsible products. The regression
of socially responsible consumer behavior on the three belief domains
violated the assumptions of multiple regression analyses. This is likely
to be due to the extreme floor effect observed in the social purchasing
behavior variable. More than half of the participants reported that they
“(almost) never” purchased Max Havelaar products. The observed floor
effect may reflect an unwillingness to pay for better social performance.
However, it may be that the measure of socially responsible consumption
was inadequate in some way, perhaps due to a lack of consumer aware-
ness of the Max Havelaar endorsement or the fact that there are other
socially responsible options. For example, Albert Heijn’s own brand of
coffee was also a “fair trade” product.

Hypothesis 2b, that those who give high importance to environmen-
tal performance more often buy ecologically responsible products, was
supported to some extent. The regression of environmentally responsi-
ble consumer behavior on the belief domains yielded a modest but sig-
nificant relationship, with environmental beliefs contributing uniquely
to this relationship.

The weak relationship, in the case of environmental consumerism, and the
lack of relationship, in the case of socially aware consumerism, between
beliefs and behavior indicates a lack of congruence between stakeholders’
expectation of corporate performance and their own behavior. Weak
relationships between beliefs and behavior are not unusual in the study of
environment- and society-directed behaviors, especially in the case of dif-
ficult, inconvenient, or expensive behaviors (Black, Stern & Elworth, 1985;
Gatersleben, Steg, & Vlek, 2002; Guagnano, Stern, & Dietz, 1995). Usually
environmentally and socially responsible products represent an expensive
alternative to functionally equivalent products also available. This high-
lights that other actors should play a role in the promotion of socially and
environmentally responsible consumer behavior as well, including corpo-
rations and the government. This issue will be further addressed later on.

Hypothesis 3, that the relationship between customers values and
their consumer behavior is mediated by their beliefs about the importance
of the sustainable corporate performance of their supermarket, was sup-
ported in the case of the only relationship between values and behav-
iors found to be significant: that of universalism and environmentally
responsible purchasing. So indeed, there is an indication that the values—
behavior relationship may be mediated by beliefs. However, as only this
one relationship could be tested for mediation, the results should be
interpreted cautiously.

COLLINS, STEG, AND KONING
Psychology & Marketing  DOI: 10.1002/mar

570

mar246_892_20173.qxp  4/9/07  6:06 PM  Page 570



That values were only weakly related to consumer behavior is unlikely
to indicate rather that there is no relationship, but that the relationship
is indirect, operating via beliefs and other intermediary factors. Poten-
tial intermediary factors suggested by previous research include per-
sonal and societal norms (Azjen, 1985; Stern et al., 1999), beliefs that
(in this case, both corporate and personal) pro-social action will make a
difference (Schwartz, 1973), ascription of responsibility (in this case to
both oneself and to the relevant corporation) to take action (Schwartz,
1973), and individuals’ personal ability and opportunities to take spe-
cific actions (Ölander & Thøgerson, 1995).

This study examined the value-basis of beliefs related to SCP only. As
values appeared to explain a relatively small percentage of the variance
in beliefs, it is very likely that next to values, other factors play a role as
well, such as specific attitudes, or media coverage of specific sustainabil-
ity topics. Measurement of the extent to which beliefs are trend-based
rather than value-based only is a point for consideration in designing fur-
ther studies.

This study focused on beliefs about the importance of economic, social,
and environmental aspects of corporate performance. This information
is highly relevant for companies and marketeers, as they make clear on
which SCP aspects companies should best focus on in order to meet cus-
tomers’ demands. In addition, perceptions of the performance of compa-
nies on relevant SCP aspects should be studied, so as to inform companies
which SCP aspects are up for improvement, or whether performance
should be (better or more clearly) communicated to customers where
customers’ perceptions are incomplete or inaccurate. Beliefs about per-
formance may be more easily changed, via well-planned marketing strate-
gies, than are beliefs about importance of SCP aspects. Marketers will
have an important role to play in this respect.

Stakeholder research largely indicates that customers are the most
important stakeholders to corporate decision-makers, so their opinion
counts (e.g., Solomon, 2001). Customers’ power as stakeholders comes
from the fact that they control the money that corporations want. If cus-
tomers are undiscerning in their buying behavior, then corporations and
their marketers can afford to ignore their preference for social and envi-
ronmental sustainability, since customers will continue to part with their
money either way. It is only if customers back up their beliefs with
matched consumer behavior that corporations are forced to take notice
and perform according to customers wishes. This study indicates that
for this sample there are weak relationships between customers values
and beliefs and their buying behavior. If customers expect corporations
to conform to their wishes they may have to increase the congruence
between these wishes and their behavior. This does not imply, however,
that customers are fully responsible for the SCP of the corporations from
which they buy. Although potentially consumers may be an extremely
powerful stakeholder group, individually they may feel powerless and
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they may lack the information and resources to act in the most desir-
able ways. Therefore, other parties should take their responsibility as
well. Most notably, corporations and governments have important roles
to play in this respect. They can facilitate an increase in value, belief,
and behavior congruence by implementing interventions to limit the struc-
tural barriers (such as the high cost and limited accessibility of socially
and environmentally responsible products) to responsible consumer behav-
ior. The link between product availability and price (e.g., socially and
environmentally responsible products exact a higher price due to the
higher costs of obtaining, transporting, and storing a small quantity of
specialized goods) provides an opportunity for suppliers and retailers to
begin breaking down the barriers to responsible consumerism. Greater
availability and visibility of these products (the initial cost of which may
have to be offset by corporations themselves or by the government rather
than passed onto consumers) will eventually lead to lower costs for sup-
pliers, retailers, and consumers. Furthermore, the provision of reliable con-
sumer information about the environmental and social aspects of products
would facilitate informed, responsible consumption. This need for infor-
mation provision gives a central role to marketing professionals in mov-
ing towards a greater level of corporate transparency and sustainability.
Reducing taxes on socially and environmentally responsible products
may further promote responsible consumer behavior.

Marketing professionals can contribute to SCP by keeping consumers
informed about the social and environmental aspect of products and
services, as well as about how the company as a whole operates in rela-
tion to these aspects of SCP. This research suggests that these issues
are of enduring interest to consumers and so should be consistently
(rather than erratically or reactively) considered when planning mar-
keting campaigns.
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