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Deterring deviant consumer behaviour: When ‘it's wrong, don't do it’ doesn't work 

 

 

Abstract 

Tactics to deter deviant consumer behaviour have received limited attention in the literature 

despite deviance being an ongoing problem in the marketplace. Across two studies, the findings 

suggest there is a heterogeneous response to the rules placed on consumers’ behaviour, which 

manifests from an absence of consensus among consumers on what is right and wrong behaviour 

undermining the ‘it’s wrong, don’t do it’ approach to deterrence. Further, risk perceptions of 

being caught and punished are low, if not absent, undermining the ‘you will be caught and 

punished’ approach to deterrence. Alternate underlying mechanisms were tested and found to 

influence deviant consumer behaviour (perceived prevalence, perceived outcomes, and moral 

identity), which could underpin alternate deterrence tactics, including: social proofing, moral 

triggers, and humanising the victim. 

Keywords: deviant consumer behaviour, deterrence tactics, perceptions of behaviour wrongness, 

quantitative  
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Summary statement of contribution 

This paper bridges the gap between the plethora of research on why deviant consumer behaviour 

occurs and the dearth of research on how deviant consumer behaviour can be deterred. The 

findings in this paper provide an avenue for future empirical research on the efficacy of different 

approaches to deterring deviant consumer behaviour.  
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Deterring deviant consumer behaviour: When ‘it's wrong, don't do it’ doesn't work 

 

Introduction 

Deviant consumer behaviour is an ongoing problem around the world (Daunt & Harris, 2012), 

causing negative financial, physical and/or emotional harm to organisations, employees and/or 

other consumers. Deviant consumer behaviour is behaviour that is against the law, organisational 

policy or violates the generally accepted norms of conduct (Fullerton & Punj, 1997). In 2016, 

retailers in the United States (US) lost $US60 billion to theft, up from $US45.2 billion in 2015 

(Leinbach-Reyle, 2015). US retailers are not alone; retailers in Australia are also experiencing 

increases in theft, with the average cost of each stolen or fraudulent transaction being $AU216 in 

the state of Queensland (National Retailers Association, 2016). These are just some examples of 

the impact of deviant consumer behaviour. Managers currently use tactics to deter deviant 

consumer behaviour that rely on appealing to the consumer to comply with the objective 

classification of behaviour (i.e., law, organisational policy, rules), manifesting as ‘it’s wrong, 

don’t do it’. Moreover, managers use tactics that appeal to the consumer’s fear of punishment 

such that the consumer perceives there is a risk of being caught and punished for engaging in 

deviant consumer behaviour, manifesting as ‘you will be caught and punished’. However, these 

deterrence tactics make two critical assumptions: people agree and comply with the objective 

classifications of behaviour, and consumers actually perceive there is a risk of being caught and 

punished for their deviance. 

First, for people to agree with and comply with the objective classification of behaviour 

they need to have internalised the values, beliefs and morality on which the law, policy or rule is 

based. However, the limitation of this assumption is that consumers actually differ in their 

subjective perceptions of right and wrong (Dootson, Johnston, Beatson, & Lings, 2016), which 
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manifests in their deviance threshold; that is, their metaphoric line in the sand. A deviance 

threshold allows consumers to engage in deviant consumer behaviour that they subjectively 

perceive as acceptable, or can justify, despite it being objectively classified as wrong. Second, 

the assumption underpinning the fear of punishment tactic is that consumers actually perceive a 

risk of being caught and punished when engaging in deviant consumer behaviour. However, in 

reality, most deviant consumer behaviour goes undetected because it is expensive and difficult 

for managers to detect and punish (e.g., Lin, Hastings, & Martin, 1994; Lindblom & Kajalo, 

2011). A low objective risk of being caught and punished encourages low perceptions of risk, 

which increases the likelihood of deviant consumer behaviour occurring. As deviant consumer 

behaviour continues to be observed in the marketplace (see for example: Baldwin, 2016; 

Essential Retail, 2013; Ford & Forbes, 2016; Hunjan, 2016) there is an opportunity to explore 

how these assumptions underpinning deterrence tactics play out in the consumption context. 

Further, there is an opportunity to ascertain if there are other factors influencing deviance that 

could underpin alternate approaches to deterring deviant consumer behaviour in instances where 

these assumptions are inaccurate. 

To date, there is limited research on how to deter deviant consumer behaviour, with most 

of the focus being on understanding why deviance occurs. In this paper, the authors seek to 

bridge the gap between research on why deviance occurs and future research on how it could be 

deterred. By doing so, the authors attempt to provide an evidence base on which to build 

deterrence strategies for managers. The aims of this research are three-fold. First, the authors 

examine the extent to which there is societal consensus in subjective perceptions of behaviour 

wrongness to address the first assumption – that consensus exists and is reflected in the objective 

classifications of behaviour. Second, the authors examine the role of perceived risk to understand 
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the second assumption – that fear of punishment is present in the consumer context – which 

subsequently deters behaviour. Third, the authors examine the presence of alternate underlying 

mechanisms driving deviant consumer behaviour, given limitations in the two existing 

assumptions of deterring deviance. Specifically, the authors examine perceived prevalence, 

perceived outcomes, moral identity, and ethical ideology as alternate motives for deviance, 

beyond perceived risk, to ascertain if tactics such as social proofs, humanising the victim, and 

moral triggers could be relevant to deterring deviant consumer behaviour in the future. 

The authors first discuss the objective and subjective classifications of behaviour 

wrongness and how they pertain to the deterrence tactics used to curb instances of deviant 

consumer behaviour. Noting the limitations of the assumptions on which these tactics are based, 

the authors develop a series of hypotheses. In Study 1, the authors find that, as a society, we 

agree on the outright acceptable and unacceptable behaviours, yet there is an absence of 

consensus on behaviour wrongness for a majority of behaviours, irrelevant of the objective 

classification. Two behaviours (illegal downloading and fare evasion) are taken from Study 1 for 

Study 2 as a comparative case to ascertain how perceived risk operates when consensus varies 

and subjective and objective classifications of behaviour wrongness are misaligned. 

Theoretically, perceived risk should be evident for both behaviours tested, as fear of being 

punished is a tactic currently used to deter both illegal downloading and fare evasion. The 

findings, however, challenge this assumption. Study 2 subsequently tests alternate motives for 

deviant consumer behaviour to identify future opportunities for testing deterrence tactics beyond 

the current approaches to better target underlying mechanisms of deviance, as opposed to relying 

on the more universal approach of ‘it’s wrong, don’t do it’ or ‘you will be caught and punished’. 
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Deterring deviant consumer behaviour 

Social control theory, from criminology, argues that social order is maintained when there is 

consensus within society on values and beliefs of what constitutes right and wrong behaviour, 

which is formalised through an objective classification of behaviour wrongness; that is, law, 

organisational policy, or rules (Costello, 2017). Individuals will use objective classifications to 

guide their actions both because they internalise the values, beliefs, and morality on which that 

law, policy, or rule is based, or because there is punishment associated with violating it. Both 

meta-reasons for compliance with objective classifications of behaviour are explored in detail 

below, along with how they relate to deterrence tactics to curb instances of deviant consumer 

behaviour. 

 

Deterrence tactic: ‘it’s wrong, don’t do it’  

Individuals have their own subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness; a mental line in the 

sand dictating what behaviour is right and wrong in a given context. This line is conceptualised 

as an individual’s deviance threshold. Self-concept maintenance theory suggests individuals will 

only be able to engage in deviant consumer behaviour that allows them to also maintain a 

positive self-concept (Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008). Self-concept is an individual’s perception 

of oneself (Sirgy, 1982). Consumers may be able to perform minor degrees of deviant consumer 

behaviour, such as lying and cheating, while maintaining a positive view of himself or herself, 

whereas greater degrees of deviant consumer behaviour, such as fraud, may require the consumer 

to negatively update their self-concept to reflect their bad behaviour. Negatively updating an 

individual’s self-concept is contradictory to their inherent drive to maintain consistency in their 

beliefs, perceptions, and behaviours (Blasi, 1984; Cheng, Lam, & Hsu, 2005; Cialdini, 1988; 
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Festinger, 1957; Mazar et al., 2008; Sanitioso, Kunda, & Fong, 1990; Sirgy, 1982). The point at 

which an individual can no longer engage in a greater degree of deviant consumer behaviour 

without negatively updating their self-concept is the individual’s deviance threshold (Dootson et 

al., 2016). The issue with people having their own subjective perceptions of behaviour 

wrongness is that they do not always align with objective classifications of behaviours (Figure 

1). 
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Figure 1. Subjective and objective classifications of behaviour wrongness 
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The law and an organisation’s policy or rules dictate an objective classification of 

behaviour wrongness. Deterrence tactics that appeal to the objective classification of behaviour 

are appealing to consumers to abide by the law, an organisation’s policy or rules (i.e., ‘it’s 

wrong, don’t do it’). However, this deterrence tactic assumes, sometimes inaccurately, that the 

consumer agrees the behaviour is wrong. Take for example a commonly used deterrence 

message, ‘piracy is stealing’, which appeals to consumers to uphold the objective classification 

of copyright infringement. Dootson and Suzor (2015) found consumers question the morality on 

which copyright law is based. When copyright law constrains choice, like geographically 

restricting access to content, reactance theory (Brehm, 1966) suggests consumers will react by 

infringing on copyright to restore their freedom to choose what to consume. Where groups 

collectively disagree on the morality on which an objective classification is based the efficacy of 

that objective classification (e.g., copyright law) to guide non-deviant behaviour is undermined 

(Cooter, 2000; Hinduja, 2007). In this case, copyright infringement occurs despite the consumer 

knowing their behaviour is objectively wrong. 

For an alternate example, the frequently used message, ‘shoplifting is a crime’, appeals to 

consumers to uphold the objective classification of shoplifting. While consumers may 

acknowledge shoplifting is objectively wrong they could use a neutralisation technique to justify 

their actions. Neutralisation techniques are statements individuals use to resolve the conflict 

between wanting to perform deviant consumer behaviours for some benefit, while not having to 

negatively update their self-concept (Mazar et al., 2008). For instance, shoplifting may reap the 

benefit of paying less for groceries, which the consumer may justify using the ‘denial of injury’ 

technique – ‘this national grocery chain can afford it, I’m only taking cosmetics worth $100’ – 
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or the ‘denial of victim’ technique – ‘they put in self-checkouts and fired all the staff, I should 

get something for packing my own bags!’  

Either way, when a consumer is presented with a deterrence tactic of ‘it’s wrong, don’t do 

it’ that they disagree with or can justify violating, they will ignore this deterrence message. As 

such, the authors challenge recommendations, such as Mitchell and Chan’s (2002), that 

organisations should overtly stress the wrongness of the deviant consumer behaviour to deter 

consumers from performing it, as it may be falling on deaf ears. 

Prior research has demonstrated that individuals vary in their perceptions of the seriousness 

(e.g. Wilkes, 1978) and ethicality (e.g., Muncy & Vitell, 1992; Neale & Fullerton, 2010; Vitell & 

Muncy, 2005) of different consumer behaviours, yet research to date has not yet considered those 

data in aggregate form to understand the degree of convergence of those beliefs. This is 

important, because where there is consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, 

and those subjective perceptions align with the objective classification of behaviour, tactics using 

appeals to uphold the objective classification (i.e., ‘it’s wrong, don’t do it’) will likely be 

effective as there is agreement in values, beliefs, and behaviours. Issues arise, however, when: 

(1) there is consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness but these do not align 

with the objective classification of behaviour, in other words when social norms do not align 

with the law (e.g., lying on your taxes is illegal, yet socially acceptable); and (2) when there is an 

absence of consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, making it difficult for 

subjective perceptions to align with objective classifications of behaviour (e.g., people fail to 

agree on the wrongness of lying about why you’re returning an item, despite it being a violation 

of organisational policy). Both of these scenarios make deterrence tactics using appeals to uphold 

the objective classification difficult to execute because there are other factors people are drawing 
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on to guide their actions. In order to understand the extent to which there is consensus in society 

on the subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, and what the implications are for 

deterring deviant consumer behaviour, Study 1 runs a best–worst scale survey using a balanced 

incomplete block design (BIBD). The authors hypothesise that there will be an absence of 

consensus in subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness given variability in consumers’ 

deviance thresholds and consumers’ heterogeneous responses to law, policy, and rules placed on 

their behaviour (Stewart & Scammon, 2016). Therefore: 

 

H1a. There is a significant variation in perceived unacceptability of consumer behaviours; and 

H1b.  These perceptions do not align with objective classifications. 

 

If these hypotheses are supported, the authors argue there will be instances where an ‘it’s wrong, 

don’t do it’ deterrence tactic will be ineffective and, instead, more targeted tactics are required to 

deter deviant consumer behaviour, which is explored in Study 2. 

 

Deterrence tactic: ‘you will be caught and punished’ 

Where consumer violations of objective classifications of behaviour are backed by a fear of 

punishment then deterrence theory suggests people will be less likely to engage in deviant 

behaviour. Deterrence theory is grounded in the classical school of criminology (Beccaria, 1963; 

Bentham, 1967) and is a rational view of human behaviour (Pratt, Cullen, Blevins, Daigle, & 

Madensen, 2011). It assumes that individuals weigh up the costs and benefits of a situation, and 

then make rational decisions based on increasing their pleasure (e.g., benefits) and decreasing 

their pain or harm (e.g., risk/costs) (Pratt et al., 2011). Perceived risk only works as a deterrent if 
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the probability, severity and swiftness
1
 of punishment are all perceived to be high (Akers & 

Sellers, 2004; Grasmick & Green, 1980). Where one of those three factors approximates zero, 

the other two factors become redundant (Grasmick & Green, 1980). When perceived risk is low, 

individuals are more likely to engage in deviant consumer behaviour (Albers-Miller, 1999). The 

lower the levels of perceived risk present, the greater the individual’s perceived opportunity to 

engage in deviant consumer behaviour (Cole, 1989).  

Deterrence theory proposes a two-step approach to controlling behaviour. First, the 

punishment of current offenders seeks to deter others (non-offenders) from offending 

themselves, based on fear of punishment (Akers & Sellers, 2004), drawing on the principles of 

vicarious learning, as proposed by Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory; if you observe others 

being caught and punished as a result of engaging in a specific action, to avoid punishment you 

avoid engaging in that same action. Managers try to communicate this risk of punishment 

through in-store signs like ‘shoplifters will be prosecuted’, or using closed circuit television 

(CCTV) and security tags to signal the probability of being caught. The second approach for 

controlling behaviour under deterrence theory is focused on reoffending. The convicted and 

punished offenders refrain from reoffending as a result of the punishment incurred, in accordance 

with the principles of operant conditioning (Akers & Sellers, 2004). When punishment is 

experienced following a specific action, to avoid future punishment the individual avoids 

repeating that action. This approach to deterrence requires resourcing for detection and 

punishment of deviant consumer behaviour. Unfortunately, deviant consumer behaviour is very 

difficult and expensive to detect and punish (Leaver, 1993; Zetter, 2014), which could explain 

why perceptions of the risk of being caught and punished in the consumer context are low for 

                                                 
1 It is important to note that past research in both the consumer and criminology contexts have found that the celerity 

of punishment is not a strong factor informing overall risk perceptions (Nagin & Pogarsky, 2001; Dootson et al., 

2016), which is why the concept is not explored further in this paper. 
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most acts of deviance (e.g., lying). This makes the objective risk of being caught and punished 

low, which subsequently can inform individuals’ low perceptions of detection, rendering the 

influence of perceived severity of punishment irrelevant for engaging in deviant consumer 

behaviour.  

Where perceived risk is absent, or low, tactics based on fear of punishment fail to 

effectively deter deviance. Consistent with past research, the authors hypothesise that perceived 

risk (probability and severity) has a negative relationship with deviant consumer behaviour. 

Moreover, and perhaps more novel, is that the authors hypothesise this negative relationship will 

be stronger for behaviour where there is consensus on subjective behaviour wrongness and those 

subjective perceptions align with the objective classification of wrongness. In other words, as a 

society there is agreement that behaviour X is wrong, which aligns with the law, policy or rule 

also classifying behaviour X as wrong. Therefore, the authors hypothesise that: 

 

H2a. Perceived risk – probability and severity – will have a significant negative relationship 

with deviant consumer behaviour; and  

H2b. The negative relationship will be stronger for behaviour where there is consensus on 

subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, and these perceptions align with the objective 

classification (i.e., fare evasion), as opposed to inconsistency between subjective perceptions and 

objective classifications (i.e., illegal downloading). 

 

Study 2 aims to test these hypotheses. If these hypotheses are not supported, however, the 

authors argue there will be instances where a fear of punishment deterrence tactic will be 
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ineffective. In that case, Study 2 also explores alternate underlying motives for deviance that 

could provide a foundation for alternate deterrence tactics.  

 

Alternate mechanisms to inform new deterrence tactics 

In the absence of perceived risk, deviant consumer behaviour could occur when the objective 

classification of behaviour does not align with the societal consensus in subjective perceptions of 

behaviour wrongness. In other words, when a normative behaviour is in violation of a law, policy 

or rule. Perceived prevalence is a concept proposed in this research to capture the extent to which 

consumers perceive others are engaging in a specific behaviour, signalling perceptions of 

normative behaviour. 

 

Perceived prevalence  

The influence of others on an individual’s behaviour is extensively studied in criminology and 

sociology literature pertaining to misconduct, criminal behaviour, and deviant behaviour, which 

drove investigations into the effect of social influence on deviant consumer behaviour (Albers-

Miller, 1999; Conger, 1980; Gellerman, 1986). Social group influence on an individual’s 

behaviour is reflected in Sutherland’s (1947) differential association theory. The central 

proposition of differential association theory is that behaviour is learned through social 

interaction (Sutherland, 1947). The groups that individuals associate with teach them beliefs, 

attitudes, and justification techniques, and are a primary source of behavioural reinforcement, 

which guides the individual’s behaviour (Burgess & Akers, 1966): ‘an opinion, a belief, an 

attitude is “correct”, “valid”, and “proper” to the extent that it is anchored in a group of people 

with similar beliefs, attitudes and opinions’ (Festinger, 1957 p. 272). Cultural deviance theory 
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suggests an individual would not consider behaviour deviant if it complies with their group 

norms, irrelevant of its objective classification or what people outside the group are doing 

(Costello, 2017). 

When an individual does not know how to behave in a particular situation they turn to 

others to see what is appropriate and what behaviour is being rewarded (Pratt et al., 2010). 

Ambiguity in how to behave or what constitutes acceptable behaviour can occur when the 

objective classification of the behaviour does not reflect the perceived prevalence of the 

behaviour. If an illegal behaviour is perceived to be prevalent in society, engaged in by peers or 

friends, or the media reports the saliency of the behaviour then some individuals may perceive 

this as a signal to engage in deviant consumer behaviour. It is, therefore, hypothesised that: 

 

H3a. Perceived prevalence will have a significant positive relationship on deviant consumer 

behaviour; and  

H3b. The significant positive relationship will be stronger for behaviour where there is an 

absence of consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, and these perceptions 

do not align with the objective classification (i.e., illegal downloading), as opposed to 

consistency between subjective perceptions and objective classifications (i.e., fare evasion). 

 

While the influence of others is a critical factor for engagement in deviant consumer behaviour, 

individual characteristics are also particularly important. Even if a person perceives behaviour to 

be prevalent in society, their own deviance threshold could still prevent them from engaging in 

deviant consumer behaviour. In this paper, the authors propose an individual’s deviance 

threshold is informed by their moral identity and ethical ideology. Moral identity captures the 
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elasticity of the deviance threshold (the extent to which the line in the sand can move to 

accommodate more/less deviant consumer behaviour), while ethical ideology explains where 

behaviours fall (either within or outside of the elastic or inelastic deviance threshold). 

 

Moral identity 

Moral identity is the extent to which moral traits are a central and relatively stable part of an 

individual’s self-concept (Aquino & Reed, 2002). The moral traits (e.g. kindness, honesty, 

compassion) were drawn from philosophical virtue theories that Aquino and Reed (2002) 

suggested would trigger a wider network of related moral traits underlying an individual’s moral 

identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Reed & Aquino, 2003; Weaver, 2006). The individual’s 

deviance threshold is the point at which an individual can no longer justify that an ‘honest, kind 

and caring’ person would perform such behaviour. 

Internalised moral traits work to regulate one’s behaviour by substituting threats of 

external sanctions with internal self-sanctions (Grasmick & Green 1981; Spivak, Fukushima, 

Kelley & Jenson, 2011). Individuals who have a strong moral identity, in which moral traits are 

very salient in the individual’s self-concept, will have a more restrictive deviance threshold than 

an individual with a weak moral identity, in which moral traits are not salient in the individual’s 

self-concept. A more restrictive deviance threshold means individuals with a strong moral 

identity are less tolerant of deviant consumer behaviours, and are less likely to engage in them, 

because violation of an individual’s moral identity would cause the individual to experience 

cognitive dissonance (Trevino, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006; Weaver, 2006). Cognitive 

dissonance is one form of self-sanction that an individual with a strong moral identity can 

administer to regulate their own actions. A less restrictive deviance threshold means the 
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individual with a weak moral identity is more tolerant of deviant consumer behaviours, and more 

likely to engage in them because there are no moral traits being violated to cause cognitive 

dissonance. Individuals with weak moral identities look to the threat of external sanctions to 

guide their behaviours, as opposed to relying on internal sanctions (Aquino & Reed, 2002). 

Relying on threats of external sanctions is undesirable in the consumer setting, as most deviant 

consumer behaviour goes undetected (Bandura, 1991b). The lack of detection is attributed to the 

difficulty in identifying minor acts of deviant consumer behaviour (e.g., lying) or the 

organisation not having the resources to detect any type of deviant consumer behaviour or to 

administer formal sanctions (e.g., punishment for fraudulent returns).  

The more central morality is to an individual’s self-concept, the more motivated the 

individual will be to act in accordance with those traits (Hardy, 2006). Moral identity is ‘a 

motivational force that translates cognitions into behaviour because of a desire for self-

consistency’ (McFerran, Aqunio, & Duffy, 2010, p. 50). Individuals have an inherent need for 

consistency between their behaviour, attitudes and beliefs (Blasi, 1984; Cheng et al., 2005; 

Cialdini, 1988; Festinger, 1957), including between subjective perceptions of behaviour 

wrongness and objective classifications of wrongness. It is therefore hypothesised that: 

 

H4a. Moral identity will have a significant negative relationship with deviant consumer 

behaviour; and  

H4b.  The significant negative relationship will be stronger for behaviour where there is an 

absence of consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, and these perceptions 

do not align with the objective classification (i.e., illegal downloading), as opposed to 

consistency between subjective perceptions and objective classifications (i.e., fare evasion). 
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While moral identity can arguably capture an individual’s tolerance for deviant consumer 

behaviour the individual’s ethical ideology could explain how behaviours are categorised within 

that threshold, based on an assessment of the outcomes of the behaviour or an assessment of the 

inherent nature of the behaviour itself. 

 

Ethical ideology 

Ethical ideology is a system of beliefs or principles that individuals use to guide their judgments 

of the acceptability of a behaviour, based on the extent to which they accept or reject universal 

moral rules (Aleassa, Pearson, & McClurg, 2011; Forsyth, 1980). An individual can associate 

with an idealistic ethical ideology or a relativistic ethical ideology. Idealism is the doctrine that 

universal moral rules exist to determine the inherent goodness or badness of an action (Vitell & 

Paolillo, 2003).  Individuals associating with idealism follow the deontological approach to 

ethics, which focuses on the inherent acceptability of the behaviour itself, to determine if it 

should be performed (Forsyth, O’Boyle, & McDaniel, 2008). Deontology proposes that 

individuals are duty-bound to certain behaviours as they constitute the right thing to do (Kant, 

[1785] 2002). Individuals associating with high levels of idealism are thus more likely to be the 

individuals who use the objective classification of behaviour (law, policy) to guide their actions. 

As such, it is hypothesised that:  

 

H5a. Idealism will have a significant negative relationship with deviant consumer behaviour; 

and  
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H5b.  The significant negative relationship will be stronger for behaviour where there is 

consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, and these perceptions align with 

the objective classification (i.e., fare evasion), as opposed to consistency between subjective 

perceptions and objective classifications (i.e., illegal downloading). 

 

Critics of the deontological philosophy of ethics argue, however, that universal moral rules 

guiding deontologists’ behaviours can only exist in their most specific form, because with each 

new situation a new contributing factor ultimately discounts the rule (Prinz, 2008). The 

criticisms of the deontological approach to ethics suggest individuals largely favour a more 

consequentialist approach to processing environmental factors and past experiences when 

assessing the ethicality of a behaviour (Hunt & Vitell, 1986). Individuals associating with 

relativism follow the teleological philosophy of ethics. Teleology is from the consequentialist 

theory of ethics, which focuses on the outcome of an action to determine its inherent 

acceptability (Hunt & Vitell, 1986). There are two branches of teleology: (1) ethical egoists who 

focus on increasing the good outcome for themselves, which in turn constitutes the ‘right’ 

behaviour; and (2) utilitarians who focus on promoting the greatest good to the greatest number, 

which in turn constitutes the ‘right’ behaviour (Hunt & Vitell, 1986).  

Individuals associating with the relativism ethical ideology have been found to be more 

tolerant of, and more likely to engage in, deviant consumer behaviour (e.g., Aleassa et al., 2011; 

Allmon, Page, & Roberts, 2000; Forsyth & Berger, 1982; Forsyth & O’Boyle Jr, 2011; Forsyth 

et al., 2008; Vitell & Paolillo, 2003). Therefore, it is hypothesised that: 

 



21 

 

 

H6a. Relativism will have a significant positive relationship with deviant consumer behaviour; 

and  

H6b. The significant positive relationship will be stronger for behaviour where there is an 

absence of consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, and these perceptions 

do not align with the objective classification (i.e., illegal downloading), as opposed to 

consistency between subjective perceptions and objective classifications (i.e., fare evasion). 

 

Given relativists are proposed to be more likely to engage in deviant consumer behaviour, and 

these individuals assess outcomes to guide their actions, it is important to next consider 

perceived outcomes of performing different behaviours. 

 

Perceived outcomes 

In Hunt and Vitell’s (1986) general theory of marketing ethics, individuals associating with a 

relativistic ideology are proposed to process past experiences and environmental factors to guide 

their assessment of behaviour. Following the teleological philosophy of ethics, relativists are 

suggested to focus on: (1) the perceived consequences of each behaviour alternative for those 

involved, (2) the probability of the harm being incurred by those involved, (3) the 

(un)desirability of the consequence incurred by those involved and (4) the importance of each 

party involved in the behaviour (Hunt & Vitell, 1986). Weighing up these four factors would 

provide the individual with an overall assessment of the perceived outcomes of performing 

deviant consumer behaviour. In Burgess and Akers’ (1966) social learning theory, from 

criminology, differential reinforcement is a concept that captures whether generally good or bad 

outcomes are likely to result from an individual performing a deviant behaviour. If the outcomes 
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are perceived to be generally good then the behaviour is more likely to be performed than if the 

outcomes were perceived to be generally bad (Akers & Lee, 1996). Differential reinforcement 

does not distinguish between an individual assessing the outcome for themselves versus the 

outcome for others. Egoists, as explained above, will place more emphasis on the outcome for 

themselves, whereas the utilitarian will place more emphasis on the outcome for others (Hunt & 

Vitell, 1986); yet both arrive at the same end point: a general perception of what the outcomes 

are likely to be if the behaviour was performed with positive or negative valence.  

Synthesising these ideas, the authors suggest perceived outcomes as a construct that could 

best capture whether people think generally good or bad outcomes will result from performing 

deviant consumer behaviour. It is thus hypothesised that consumers who generally perceive that 

positive outcomes will result from engaging in deviant consumer behaviour will be more likely 

to engage in deviant consumer behaviour. Specifically: 

 

H7a. Perceived outcomes will have a significant positive relationship with deviant consumer 

behaviour; and  

H7b. The significant positive relationship will be stronger for behaviour where there is an 

absence of consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, and these perceptions 

do not align with the objective classification (i.e., illegal downloading), as opposed to 

consistency between subjective perceptions and objective classifications (i.e., fare evasion). 

 

To test the hypotheses presented in this paper two studies were conducted. Study 1 examines 

H1a and H1b and provides two behaviours for examination in Study 2. Study 2 tests hypotheses 
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H2a–H7b across two behaviours before providing recommendations on possible alternate 

deterrence tactics to pursue for future research. 

 

Study 1 

Study 1 empirically examined the extent to which there is consensus in society on the subjective 

perceptions of behaviour wrongness using a best–worst scale survey with a BIBD. In doing so, 

the authors establish empirical evidence that the ‘it’s wrong, don’t do it’ deterrence tactic is built 

on inaccurate assumptions that there is consensus in subjective perceptions of wrongness, and 

those perceptions align with the objective classifications of behaviours.  

 

Participants 

A total of 100 Australian consumers (69% females; 88% aged 18–49, 12% aged 50+) 

participated in a best–worst scale (BIBD) study. Participants were recruited using non-

probability sampling techniques of convenience and snowballing for time and cost efficiencies 

(Zikmund, Ward, Lowe, Winzar, & Babin, 2011). Convenience sampling was used in the first 

instance by promoting the survey on Facebook and Twitter, and sending it via email. Snowball 

sampling was then used, whereby respondents were asked to refer others to the study. Ninety per 

cent of the sample were Australian nationals; however, all participants were living in Australia 

during the time the survey was live, as required to reflect the Australian consumer marketplace.  

 

Procedure  

The respondents were asked 30 best–worst scale questions. The 10 behaviours used in this study 

were a selection of the most commonly researched consumer behaviours taken from the literature 
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(see Appendix A), while some behaviours were selected by the lead author to reflect more salient 

consumer issues in the marketplace. All bar one of the behaviours tested violated organisational 

policy and/or law.   

A BIBD was used to dictate the structure of the best–worst scale study using the formula: v 

=10, k = 3, b = 30, r = 9, λ = 2 (see Appendix B). This BIBD formula was chosen over 

alternatives as it allowed the maximum number of behaviours (v =10) to be ranked in a 

manageable number of questions (b = 30), before respondent fatigue occurred.  Moreover, this 

formula was chosen as it compared three objects (behaviours, k = 3) at one time, which obtains 

the entire ranking of all behaviours, as opposed to comparing four or five objects in a set, which 

only offers implied rankings as not all the behaviours are compared (Marley & Louviere, 2005). 

Behaviours appeared a total of nine times in the survey (r = 9), and behaviours were compared to 

one another twice (λ = 2). The sets of three behaviours were randomised such that behaviours did 

not appear nine times in a row. Randomisation was required to overcome potential order effects 

associated with similar items (Tourangeau, Singer, & Presser, 2003). However, respondents 

received the same ordering and grouping of behaviours as each other in the survey.  

Following Louviere and Flynn’s (2010) recommendations, the data were analysed using 

simple summary statistics, which involved assessing best–worst frequencies to obtain a ranking 

of consumer behaviours (Louviere & Flynn, 2010). The simple summary statistics approach is 

deemed appropriate as it obtains approximately the same outcome as Multinomial Logit analysis 

– a more complicated analysis sometimes conducted on best–worst scale BIBD data (see Auger, 

Devinney, & Louviere, 2007; Marley & Louviere, 2005). After the simple summary statistics, a 

one-way within-subjects (repeated measures) ANOVA was conducted to test if the ranked 

behaviours were significantly different from one another, following recommendations from 
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Allen and Bennett (2012) and Tabachnick and Fidell (2006). Being able to assess if behaviours 

are significantly different from one another demonstrates that, even though a behaviour is ranked 

third, while another is ranked fourth, both behaviours may not be statistically significantly 

different from one another. As such, clusters of behaviours could appear that are not significantly 

different from one another (Louviere, Lings, Islam, Gudergan, & Flynn, 2013). This is an 

underexplored outcome in rating scales research in the consumer deviance field, where authors 

tend to make claims that a behaviour is more/less ethical/unethical, acceptable/unacceptable or 

serious/not serious than another, without examining statistical differences. 

 

Results and discussion  

The data were initially analysed using simple summary statistics (Table 1). Totals were 

calculated for the number of times a specific behaviour was identified as the ‘most acceptable’ 

and ‘most unacceptable’ over all the comparison sets (Louviere & Islam, 2008). The data were 

subsequently ranked. A value of ‘+1’ was allocated to the behaviours identified as ‘most 

acceptable’, and a value of ‘-1’ to the behaviours identified as ‘most unacceptable’ (Louviere & 

Flynn, 2010). This is based on the assumption that the ‘most acceptable’ estimates are equal to 

the minus ‘most unacceptable’ estimates (Louviere & Flynn, 2010). In accordance with the 

BIBD used in this study, behaviours appeared nine times; therefore, behaviour preferences are 

measured on a scale bounded by ‘-9’ to ‘+9’ as reported in the rank column of Table 1. The more 

times a behaviour appeared as ‘most acceptable’ (‘most unacceptable’), the closer it appeared to 

the ‘+9’ (‘-9’) boundary at the ‘acceptable’ (‘unacceptable’) end of the ranking (Yu, Sun, 

Goodman, Chen, & Ma, 2009). The best-minus-worst totals of the behaviours were subsequently 
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calculated to ascertain their ranking (Cohen, 1988). The consumer behaviours were ranked from 

1–10 as in Table 1.   
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Table 1. Ranked consumer behaviours – most acceptable to least acceptable 

 Ranked behaviours 
Total 

Best 

Total 

Worst 

Best–

Worst 

Rank 

(B-W)/n 

Sqrt 

B/W 

Sqrt 

Stand. 

Std 

dev. 

1 
Using the 4 cents fuel voucher from the grocery store to 

buy petrol 
822 9 813 8.13 9.56 100 1.86 

2 
Creating a fake US iTunes account to access and pay for 

content not available in Australia 
417 112 305 3.05 1.93 20.19 3.57 

3 
Returning merchandise to a store by claiming it was a 

gift when it was not 
402 192 210 2.1 1.45 15.14 3.72 

4 
Saying there are only 2 people staying in a holiday 

apartment when there are really 4 
330 162 168 1.68 1.43 14.93 3.74 

5 
Illegally downloading TV shows from the internet for 

free, for personal consumption 
336 191 145 1.45 1.33 13.88 3.58 

6 Lying about a child’s age in order to get a lower price 277 187 90 0.9 1.22 12.74 3.58 

7 
Not saying anything when the waitress miscalculates the 

bill in your favour 
260 274 -14 -0.14 0.97 10.19 3.71 

8 Evading fare on public transport 94 378 -284 -2.84 0.50 5.22 2.96 

9 
Reporting a lost item as ‘stolen’ to an insurance 

company to collect the money 
27 620 -593 -5.93 0.21 2.18 2.4 

10 Using stolen credit cards to order goods over the internet 6 868 -862 -8.62 0.08 0.87 1.08 
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The data were also normalised onto a scale of 0–100 following Mueller and Rungie (2009) 

to allow for direct comparisons. For instance, fare evasion is perceived as five time more 

unacceptable as creating a fake US iTunes account to access and pay for content not available in 

Australia despite both actions being illegal (Table 1). The standard deviations outlined in Table 1 

indicate that the polar acceptable and unacceptable behaviours had smaller standard deviations (σ 

= 1.08 – 2.96), suggesting less variability in perceptions of wrongness. Comparatively, the 

behaviours ranked in-between had higher standard deviations, suggesting greater variability in 

perceptions of acceptability (σ = 3.58 – 3.74). Greater variability suggests an absence of social 

consensus in the subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness.  

To ascertain if statistically significant differences exist between the behaviours ranked, an 

ANOVA was conducted. The best and worst counts were calculated for the nine times each 

behaviour appeared in the survey as per the BIBD. Then, a best–worst variable was computed for 

each of the 10 behaviours, which calculated the best-minus-worst counts. A one-way repeated-

measures ANOVA was used to compare 100 consumers’ ratings of the 10 different consumer 

behaviours. The Mauchly’s test of sphericity indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been 

violated (χ
2
= 284.63, p <.00); therefore, degrees of freedom were corrected using Huynh-Feldt 

estimates of sphericity (epsilon = 0.78) following Tabachnick and Fidell’s (2006) 

recommendations. The results show that the best–worst scores of the 10 behaviours differed 

significantly, F(6.99, 692.12) = 205.49, p = .00, partial η
2 
= 0.68. Pairwise comparisons revealed 

seven groups of behaviours as significantly different from one another (p < 0.005) (Allen & 

Bennett, 2012). The groups are identified in the columns of Table 2.  
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Table 2. Groups identified as significantly different from one another 

  

Group 

1 

Group 

2 

Group 

3 

Group 

4 

Group 

5 

Group 

6 

Group 

7 

Using the 4 cents fuel voucher from the grocery store to buy petrol x 
      

Creating a fake US iTunes account to access and pay for content not available in Australia 
 

x 
     

Returning merchandise to a store by claiming it was a gift when it was not 
 

x x 
    

Saying there are only 2 people staying in a holiday apartment when there are really 4 
 

x x x 
   

Illegally downloading TV shows from the internet for free, for personal consumption 
 

x x x 
   

Lying about a child’s age in order to get a lower price 
  

x x 
   

Not saying anything when the waitress miscalculates the bill in your favour 
   

x 
   

Evading fares on public transport 
    

x 
  

Reporting a lost item as ‘stolen’ to an insurance company to collect the money 
     

x 
 

Using stolen credit cards to order goods over the internet 
      

x 
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While the seven groups are statistically significantly different from one another, where more 

than one ‘x’ appears in a group it means those behaviours are not significantly different from one 

another. For example, lying about a child’s age in order to get a lower price and not saying 

anything when the waitress miscalculates the bill in your favour are not significantly different 

from one another despite lying about a child’s age being ranked as more acceptable. However, 

both of those behaviours are significantly different from evading fares on public transport.  

Following on from the standard deviations discussed above, polar acceptable behaviours are 

identified with group 1, and polar unacceptable behaviours are with groups 5, 6 and 7, with 

greater variability in perceptions of other consumer behaviours found in groups 2, 3 and 4. These 

findings support H1a in that there is significant variation in consensus on the subjective 

perceptions of behaviour wrongness. Moreover, the findings support H1b in that there is 

misalignment between subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness and the objective 

classification of behaviour, as nine behaviours were objectively wrong. 

The purpose of Study 2 is to take two behaviours from Study 1: one where there is consensus 

on subjective perceptions of wrongness that aligns with the objective classification of behaviour 

wrongness (the authors selected fare evasion); and one where there is an absence of consensus on 

subjective perceptions of behaviour wrongness, which contradicts the objective classification 

(the authors selected illegal downloading, with a trend towards being perceived as more 

acceptable than unacceptable). These two behaviours were selected over alternatives as they both 

share common underlying characteristics, which aids in reducing confounding variables for this 

current study. Both illegal downloading and fare evasion are acts against large organisations, 

which are perceived to be profitable. Moreover, both behaviours involve some social distance 

between the consumer and the organisation being harmed. Similar neutralisation techniques are 
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used to justify engaging in these behaviours, such as denial of injury (‘no one is getting hurt by 

me doing this’) and denial of responsibility (‘it’s not my fault, the organisation should be doing 

X to prevent me from doing this’) (Dootson et al., 2016). However, it should also be noted that 

fare evasion is likely to be perceived as more deviant than illegal downloading for the following 

reasons: fare evasion is likely perceived to be riskier, in that the probability of being caught is 

perceived to be higher than illegal downloading, despite the actual punishment of illegal 

downloading being more severe. The act of fare evasion is also likely to result in mostly bad 

outcomes, as fare evasion has been experientially or vicariously learned to result in a fine, in 

comparison to the lack of perceived punishment for illegal downloading (Dootson et al., 2016). 

 

Study 2 

The purpose of Study 2 was two-fold. First, Study 2 examines the extent to which perceived risk 

influences engagement in deviant consumer behaviour to provide empirical evidence for the fear 

of punishment deterrence tactic (H2a, H2b) across two behaviours: illegal downloading and fare 

evasion. Second, Study 2 examines alternate underlying motives for deviance that could provide 

a foundation for alternate deterrence tactics (H3a–H7b).  

 

Participants 

A total of 214 Australian consumers (52% females; 41% aged 18–44, 23% aged 45–59, 36% 

aged 60+) participated in an online survey. Participants were recruited using a market research 

panel. All participants were living in Australia during the time the survey was live, as required to 

reflect the Australian consumer marketplace.  

 

Measures  
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Past behaviour was measured using Perugini and Bagozzi’s (2001) past behaviour scale 

capturing frequency and recency of the behaviour. On a 7-point Likert scale respondents 

indicated the frequency with which they had performed both of the behaviours in the past year 

and in the past four weeks. The Cronbach’s alphas for past behaviour for illegal downloading 

and fare evasion were α = .926 and α = .919 respectively. The mean score for past illegal 

downloading behaviour was 1.916, with a standard deviation of 1.643; the mean score for past 

fare evasion was 1.154, with a standard deviation of .577.  

Perceived risk was measured using an adaption of Grasmick and Green’s (1980) perceived 

probability of being caught and perceived severity of punishment measures. The two measures of 

perceived probability and perceived severity of punishment were treated independently. To 

capture perceived probability of being caught, respondents were asked to ‘Estimate the chance 

you would be caught if you did [insert behaviour]?’ and were required to answer on a 7-point 

Likert scale from ‘very unlikely’ (1) to ‘very likely’ (7). To capture perceived severity of 

punishment, respondents were instructed to ‘Think about the punishment you would likely incur 

from [insert behaviour]. Indicate how big a problem that punishment would create for your life.’ 

This question was also answered on a 7-point Likert scale, from ‘no problem at all’ (1) to ‘a very 

big problem’ (7).  

Perceived outcomes were measured using Akers and Lee’s (1996) differential reinforcement 

scale. Respondents were asked ‘Overall the outcomes of doing this behaviour are likely to result 

in …’ and were given a 7-point Likert scale from ‘mainly bad outcomes’ (1), to ‘about as much 

good as bad outcomes’ (4) to ‘mainly good outcomes’ (7).  
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Perceived prevalence was captured using a one-item measure of ‘How many Australians do 

you think [do this behaviour]?’ measured on a 7-point Likert scale of ‘none’ (1) to ‘all’ (7), as 

adapted from Moodie, MacKintosh, Brown and Hastings (2008).  

Ethical ideology was measured using Forsyth’s (1980) Ethics Position Questionnaire. The 20-

item questionnaire measures the two dimensions of idealism (items 1–10) and relativism (items 

11–20) that underpin an individual’s ethical ideology. A factor analysis recommended the 

removal of two cross-loading items on the relativism scale (items 9 and 10). Therefore, the 

relativism scale used in this study consisted of items 11–18, while the idealism scale used the 

original items 1–10 of the ethical ideology scale. The Cronbach’s alpha for the idealism 

dimension was α = .927 and α = .869 for the relativism dimension. The mean for idealism was 

5.812, with a standard deviation of 1.107. The mean for relativism was 4.513, with a standard 

deviation of 1.285. 

Moral identity was measured using Aquino and Reed’s (2002) 10-item moral identity scale to 

measure the two dimensions of moral identity: internalisation (items 1, 2, 4, 7, 10) and 

symbolisation (items 3, 5, 6, 8, 9). Only the internalisation scale was used in analysis, as it 

captured the information of interest to this study. All respondents were presented with a list of 

nine personal characteristics that are typically perceived as describing a moral individual: 

‘Caring, Compassionate, Fair, Friendly, Generous, Helpful, Hardworking, Honest, Kind’ 

(Aquino & Reed, 2002, p. 1426). Respondents were then asked to visualise a person who might 

have those characteristics and were subsequently asked to answer a series of statements, such as 

‘It would make me feel good to be a person who has these characteristics’. Using a 7-point Likert 

scale respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the statements, which 

ranged from ‘completely disagree’ (1) to ‘completely agree’ (7). A factor analysis recommended 
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the removal of two reverse-coded items (items 4 and 7) due to cross-loading, which frequently 

occurs with reverse-coded items (Allen & Bennett, 2012). The moral identity measure used in 

this study consisted only of items 1, 2 and 10 of the original scale. The Cronbach’s alpha for the 

internalisation dimension was α = .798. Mean scale scores were computed whereby higher scores 

indicated higher levels of moral identity. The mean for the moral identity scale was 5.936 with a 

standard deviation of 1.051. A total of 63% of the respondents associated with a strong moral 

identity (> 5.963) and 38% associated with a weak moral identity (< 5.936). 

Given the sensitive nature of the topics being discussed, social desirability bias was controlled 

for (Zikmund et al., 2011). Social desirability bias was measured using a short-form version of 

the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale, as validated by Reynolds (1982). The scale 

consists of 13 items, such as ‘There have been times when I felt like rebelling against people in 

authority even though I knew they were right.’ Respondents were required to answer by selecting 

‘True’ or ‘False’. The results were scored following Crowne and Marlowe’s (1960) 

recommendations. The Cronbach’s alpha was α = .736. Social desirability bias had a small effect 

on some of the constructs in the data, but not enough to compromise the interpretation of the 

results (see Appendix C).  

 

Procedure 

All respondents were provided with a participant information sheet, explaining details of the 

study and stipulating that submitting their survey inferred consent to participate. Respondents 

were asked to complete questions pertaining to their ethical ideology, moral identity and social 

desirability. Gender and age were subsequently asked to break up the independent and dependent 

variable measures. Respondents were then reminded of the confidentiality of the results before 
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proceeding to the questions capturing their engagement in the dependent variables, and questions 

about the perceived risk, perceived outcomes and perceived prevalence of each of the dependent 

variables. A dummy question was included to capture the respondents’ engagement in an 

acceptable behaviour: Using a 4 cents fuel voucher from the grocery store to buy petrol. 

Inclusion of this question further increased the temporal distance between the independent 

variable measures and the dependent variable measures in an attempt to reduce common method 

bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012).  

 

Results and discussion 

To test the presence and power of perceived risk, a series of linear regressions were run. In 

combination, perceived probability of being caught (past illegal downloading:  = -0.036, p = 

0.625) and perceived severity of punishment (past illegal downloading:  = -0.051, p = 0.493) 

accounted for a non-significant 0.5% of the variability in past illegal downloading behaviour, R
2
 

= 0.005, adjusted R
2
 = -0.004, F (2, 211) = 0.57, p = 0.565. Furthermore, in combination, 

perceived probability of being caught (past fare evasion:  = -0.020, p = 0.802) and perceived 

severity of punishment (past fare evasion:  = -0.110, p = 0.168) accounted for a non-significant 

1.5% of the variability in past fare evasion, R
2
 = 0.015, adjusted R

2
 = 0.005, F (2, 211) = 1.579, p 

= 0.209. H2a and H2b therefore were not supported. As such, perceived risk was not a significant 

predictor of either behaviour, which could be attributed to the fact that most deviance goes 

undetected.  

To test the presence and power of alternative drivers of behaviour that could in turn underpin 

alternate tactics for deterring deviant consumer behaviour, a series of linear regressions were run. 

In combination, perceived outcomes (past illegal downloading:  = 0.346, p < 0.000), perceived 
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prevalence (past illegal downloading:  = 0.319, p < 0.000), idealism (past illegal downloading: 

 = -0.046, p = 0.485), relativism (past illegal downloading:  = 0.100, p = 0.088) and moral 

identity (past illegal downloading:  = -0.126, p = 0.052) accounted for a significant 34.6% of 

the variability in past illegal downloading behaviour, R
2
 = 0.346, adjusted R

2
 = 0.330, F (5, 208) 

= 22.009, p < 0.000. Support was therefore provided for H3a and H7a at p < 0.000. In other 

words, where there was an absence of consensus on subjective perceptions of behaviour 

wrongness, which did not align with objective classifications (i.e., illegal downloading), 

deviance was predicted by perceived prevalence and perceived outcomes. This means that people 

assess the outcomes generally and look to others to guide their actions. 

In combination, perceived outcomes (past fare evasion:  = 0.150, p < 0.05), perceived 

prevalence (past fare evasion:  = 0.094, p = 0.139), idealism (past fare evasion:  = -0.116, p = 

0.114), relativism (past fare evasion:  = -0.082, p = 0.210) and moral identity (past fare evasion: 

 = -0.259, p = 0.001) accounted for a significant 18.1% of the variability in past fare evasion, R
2
 

= 0.181, adjusted R
2
 = 0.161, F (5, 208) = 9.195, p < 0.000. Support was therefore provided to 

H4a and H7a at p < 0.05. In other words, where there was consensus on subjective perceptions 

of behaviour wrongness and it aligned with the objective classification (i.e., fare evasion), 

deviance was predicted by perceived outcomes and moral identity. This means that, in the 

absence of external sanctions, internal sanctions work to guide behaviour desistence via moral 

identity. Moreover, consumers continue to assess the general outcomes of their actions. 

As perceived outcomes were the only consistent significant factor across both behaviours, 

comparisons can only be made for H7b, of which there was support for H7b such that the 

relationship was stronger for illegal downloading ( = 0.346, p < 0.000) than fare evasion ( = 

0.150, p < 0.05). Perceived outcomes could have been significant across both behaviours because 
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direction of harm and degree of harm are key factors consumers consider when evaluating the 

outcomes of their actions (Dootson et al., 2016). The two foci behaviours in this study were 

against large organisations, consistent with past research (e.g., Fullerton, Neale, & Dootson, 

2014), which has found that consumers fail to acknowledge harm caused when: (1) an action is 

directed to an organisation not a person (employee or fellow customer), and (2) when the degree 

of harm is perceived to be low (e.g. small fare for transport, small price for a TV show or movie 

– especially if only done once). 

 

Limitations 

No research is without limitations. The primary limitation of this research, and most research in 

the field of consumer deviance, is the low self-reporting of engagement in deviant consumer 

behaviour. As only a small number of the sample self-reported deviant consumer behaviour and 

intentions to perform deviant consumer behaviour the effect sizes must be interpreted with 

caution. This limitation could be overcome by testing more than two dependent variables. For 

instance, using more behaviours from Study 1, such that if a respondent reports engagement in 

behaviours 1, 2 and/or 3 it constitutes engagement in a questionable behaviour, while reporting 

engagement in behaviours 4, 5 and/or 6 constitutes engagement in an unacceptable behaviour. 

This was difficult to execute in this specific study given the lack of statistically significant 

differences between the behaviours tested in Study 1. In other words, most behaviours were in 

the questionable category and were not significantly different from one another. 

Another limitation is that the individual’s need to illegally download TV shows was not asked 

in the survey. This means that a respondent may not illegally download TV shows due to an 

absence of need or interest in doing so, not because of the predictors being tested. Replicating 
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this study with a younger sample might capture more self-reported illegal downloading 

behaviour, as found in previous research (e.g. Aleassa et al., 2011; Danaher, Dhanasobhon, 

Smith, & Telang, 2010; Hinduja, 2007). An individual’s use of public transport was asked in the 

survey; however, when the tests controlled for ‘use’ standardised betas tended to exceed 1. This 

could be due to the low levels of self-reported fare evasion behaviour and intentions to fare 

evade. Statistics show that fare evasion costs Australian taxpayers millions of dollars (NSW 

Audit Office, 2006; Ironside, 2013; Harris, 2013; Westen, 2016), which suggests the behaviour is 

more prevalent than what was captured in this sample.  

 

Implications and future research 

The purpose of this research was to explore the underlying mechanisms of deviance as they 

pertain to the commonly used deterrence tactics. The aims of this research were three-fold. First, 

the authors examined the extent to which there is societal consensus in subjective perceptions of 

behaviour wrongness to address the first assumption that consensus exists and is reflected in the 

objective classifications of behaviour. Findings challenged this assumption. Second, the authors 

examined the role of perceived risk to understand the second assumption that fear of punishment 

is present in the consumer context, which subsequently deters behaviour. Findings suggest it was 

not present. Third, the authors examined the presence of alternate underlying mechanisms 

driving deviant consumer behaviour, given the limitations in the two existing assumptions of 

deterring deviance. Specifically, the authors found perceived prevalence, perceived outcomes 

and moral identity as alternate motives for deviance, which could suggest efficacy in exploring 

tactics like social proofs, humanising the victim and moral triggers to deter deviant consumer 

behaviour in the future. Alternative tactics stem from the findings that deviant consumer 
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behaviour is motivated by perceived outcomes, perceived prevalence and moral identity as 

explored below.  

 

First, perceived outcomes. There is a need for organisations to increase awareness of the 

outcomes of deviant consumer behaviour. One tactic could involve educating consumers about 

the harm caused to the victim, to change consumers’ perceptions of the outcomes of their 

behaviour. One persuasive approach to educating consumers about harm incurred is through the 

use of personal stories, relying on empathy with the victim. Where the victim is a large, faceless 

organisation, the authors recommend humanising the organisation or the technology the 

organisation is using to trigger an anthropomorphic response (Kim & McGill, 2011), which 

makes the consumer feel empathy towards the victim. For instance, using self-service technology 

in-store that resembles human-like features. Future research is already exploring how the use of 

robots and virtual reality in-store can trigger empathetic responses to large organisations to curb 

instances of deviant consumer behaviour without creating negative customer experiences 

commonly associated with bag-checks or CCTV (e.g., Brook, 2017; Bruce-Smith, 2017; Collier, 

2017; Mortimer & Dootson, 2017). 

 

Second, perceived prevalence. Social proofs could be used to persuade individuals to perform a 

desired behaviour by suggesting peer or social group engagement in that behaviour (Goldstein, 

Cialdini, & Griskevicius, 2008). However, the behaviour being promoted must be engaged in by 

the majority, otherwise the strategy ends up promoting the undesirable behaviour (Cialdini et al., 

2006). Similar strategies have been used to encourage voter turnout and promote 

environmentally friendly behaviours (Goldstein et al., 2008; Gerber & Rogers, 2009). An 
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opportunity exists to test this in the deviant consumer behaviour context. Future research has 

begun to explore how social sanctions, like social judgement, can encourage desired actions, 

which is arguably cheaper than organisations administering formal sanctions – consider it crowd-

sourced administration of external sanctions to discourage deviance (e.g., Brook, 2017; Bruce-

Smith, 2017; Collier, 2017; Mortimer & Dootson, 2017). 

 

Third, moral identity. Moral triggers can be used to encourage self-regulation by activating an 

individual’s objective self-awareness of their own moral traits (see for example, Mazar et al., 

2008; Shu, Mazar, Gino, Ariely, & Bazerman, 2012). Increasing the saliency of moral values 

such as honesty, even temporarily, can reduce the likelihood of deviant consumer behaviour 

(Mazar et al., 2008). This means a strategy based on appealing to one’s moral identity is 

effective for those with a strong moral identity, whereby honesty is salient to the individual’s 

self-concept, and for those with a weak moral identity as the honesty moral value is temporarily 

triggered for this group. Past research has demonstrated that individuals with a weak moral 

identity can be affected by moral triggers that raise the saliency of moral traits (e.g. honesty), if 

only temporarily, to prevent or reduce instances of deviance. Shu et al. (2012) triggered honesty, 

the primary trait for a moral identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002), by asking people to sign at the 

beginning of their insurance claim form, declaring the information they were about to disclose 

was honest. This is in comparison to typical insurance claim forms (or even tax file forms) that 

ask individuals to sign at the end of the form once the dishonesty has been performed, declaring 

the information is honest. Signing at the beginning of the form saw a reduction in fraudulent 

insurance claims (Shu et al., 2012). Hence, an individual with a low or high moral identity can 
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still have moral traits (e.g. honesty) made salient to nudge their behaviour and, even if only 

temporarily, alter their perceived deviance threshold. 

 

While the aim of the research was not to solve the problem of deviance and develop a winning 

tactic for deterrence, this research takes an incremental step towards new ways to approach 

deterrence in the consumption context when traditional assumptions of deterrence tactics do not 

apply. For theory, this research offers architectural innovation (Voss, 2003) in the field of 

consumer deviance in that, by challenging the assumptions on which deterrence tactics are based 

and offering alternate explanations for deterring deviance, this research deepens theoretical 

understanding of the complexity of consumer deviance and its relationship with deterrence as a 

phenomenon. To date, only one paper – Cole’s (1989) – has considered the relationship between 

deterrence and deviance, which the authors extend on by exploring alternate tactics for 

deterrence. The findings also offer an improved understanding of the situational aspects of risk 

perception as a sanction for behaviour, as called for by Pogarsky and Loughran (2016).  In other 

words, the findings demonstrate a situation in which perceptual risk fails to act as a sanction for 

behaviour – the consumption context. This research also extends directly on the work of Dootson 

et al. (2016) by quantifying the variability in consumer subjective perceptions of behaviour 

wrongness and highlighting how the drivers of deviance vary as consensus on behaviour 

wrongness varies, which has implications for managers seeking tactics to discourage different 

types of deviant consumer behaviours. Finally, this research challenges conventional managerial 

use of deterrence tactics – ‘it’s wrong, don’t do it’ and ‘you will be caught and punished’ – 

providing an important contribution to the marketing management literature. The findings 

challenge current approaches to deterrence and suggest alternate, potentially more effective, 
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tactics to deter deviant consumer behaviour in the future. Practically, the research offers a key 

lesson for managers in that there are ways in which deviance can be deterred beyond current 

approaches, as discussed in depth above. Future research should explore the efficacy of the 

proposed alternate deterrence tactics to provide managers with evidence-based solutions to real-

world problems of deviant consumer behaviour. 

Not every consumer engages in a significant amount of deviant consumer behaviour, nor are 

their actions usually severe. However, with most consumers able to justify engaging in small 

degrees of deviant consumer behaviour, with varying frequencies, the impact on organisations is 

cumulatively much more significant. To date, the traditional universal approaches to deterrence – 

‘it’s wrong, don’t do it’ or ‘you will be caught and punished’ – are proving ineffective for 

behaviours that are difficult to detect or where there is disagreement on the wrongness of an 

action; it is time to abandon the one-size-fits-all approach to deterrence. Taking a more targeted 

approach to deterring these actions could involve smaller interventions, nudging behaviour in the 

right direction. Small changes in behaviour in a large number of people will have cumulatively 

greater impacts on the negative consequences incurred from deviant consumer behaviour.  
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Appendix A. Study 1 behaviours 
Behaviour Source 

Returning merchandise to a store by claiming it was a gift when it was 

not 

Muncy & Vitell, 1992; 

Vitell & Muncy, 2005 

Illegally downloading TV shows from the internet for free, for 

personal consumption 

Fullerton & Punj, 2004; 

Freestone & Mitchell, 

2004; Vitell & Muncy, 

2005 

Lying about a child's age in order to get a lower price 

Reporting a lost item as 'stolen' to an insurance company to collect the 

money 

Not saying anything when the waitress miscalculates the bill in your 

favour 

Mitchell & Chan, 2002; 

Muncy & Vitell, 1992; 

Vitell & Muncy, 2005; 

Neale & Fullerton, 

2010; Wilkes, 1978 

Using the 4 cents fuel voucher from the grocery store to buy petrol 

Saying there are only 2 people staying in a holiday apartment when 

there are really 4 

Creating a fake US iTunes account to access and pay for content not 

available in Australia 

Evading fares on public transport 

Dootson et al., 2016 

Using stolen credit cards to order goods over the internet 

Mitchell & Chan, 2002; 

Freestone & Mitchell, 

2004 
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Appendix B: Balanced incomplete block design 

v =10, k = 3, b = 30, r = 9, λ = 2 

(1, 2, 3), (1, 2, 4), (1, 3, 5), (1, 4, 6), (1, 5, 7), (1, 6, 8),  

(1, 7, 9), (1, 8, 10), (1, 9, 10), (2, 3, 6), (2, 4, 10), (2, 5, 

8), (2, 5, 9), (2, 6, 7), (2, 7, 9), (2, 8, 10), (3, 4, 7), (3, 

4, 8), (3, 5, 6), (3, 7, 10), (3, 8, 9), (3, 9, 10), (4, 5, 9), 

(4, 5, 10), (4, 6, 9), (4, 7, 8), (5, 6, 10), (5, 7, 8), (6, 7, 

10), (6, 8, 9) 

(Sourced from Rasch & Herrendörfer, 1986, p. 171) 
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Appendix C: Social desirability bias 

Social desirability bias – illegal downloading (low social consensus) 
 β Sig. 

Illegal downloading 

Past illegal downloading -.227 .001 

Intentions to illegally download -.206 .003 

Perceived risk (probability) .061 ns 

Perceived risk (severity) .106 ns 

Perceived outcomes -.239 .000 

Perceived prevalence -.109 ns 

Fare evasion 

Past fare evasion -.176 .010 

Intentions to fare evade -.122 ns 

Perceived risk (probability) .103 ns 

Perceived risk (severity) .164 .016 

Perceived outcomes -.109 ns 

Perceived prevalence .014 ns 

Other 

Moral identity .207 .003 

Relativism .024 ns 

Idealism .288 .000 

 

 


