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Abstract An overview and assessment of the current state

of research on individual consumption of Fair Trade (FT)

products is given on the basis of 51 journal publications.

Arranging this field of ethical consumption research

according to key research objectives, theoretical approa-

ches, methods, and study population, the review suggests

that most studies apply social psychological approaches

focusing mainly on consumer attitudes. Fewer studies draw

on economic approaches focusing on consumers’ willing-

ness to pay ethical premia for FT products or sociological

approaches relying on the concept of consumer identity.

Experimental, qualitative and conventional survey methods

are used approximately equally often. Almost all studies

draw on convenience or purposive samples and most studies

are conducted in the USA or the United Kingdom. Several

problems in current research are identified: amongst others,

studies’ rather narrow theoretical focus, potential hypo-

thetical and social desirability bias of conventional survey

data, and a lack of generalizability of empirical findings. In

turn, we suggest that research would benefit from both a

multiple-motives and a multiple-methods perspective.

Considering competing theories can help to single out key

behavioral determinants of individual FT consumption. The

combination of different methods such as conventional

surveys and field experiments contributes to uncovering

respondents’ truthful answers and improves generalizability

of results. Scholars in the field of ethical consumption

research should use experiments to detect causal relations

proposed by theories and conduct cross-country surveys to

gather insights as to how differences in market structures,

cultural traits, and other path dependencies affect patterns

of individual FT consumption.
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UK United Kingdom

USA United States of America

WTP Willingness to pay

Introduction

For an increasing number of consumers in affluent socie-

ties, the social features of products—such as decent living

and working conditions for producers in developing

countries—are important ethical criteria in their shopping

strategies. Between 2004 and 2007, global certified sales of

these Fair Trade (FT) products almost tripled, rising from

€832 to €2,381 m (Krier 2008). This growing importance

of positive ethical purchase behavior in the market is

matched by an increasing interest of scholars in the social

and behavioral sciences in this phenomenon. Research on

individual FT consumption has triggered publications in

such diverse fields as agricultural sciences, consumer

studies and marketing, economics, geography, social

psychology, and (rural) sociology.

We seek to critically evaluate current publications on

individual FT consumption that combine theoretical and

empirical research, bringing together previously separate

streams of academic work. On the basis of a structured

overview of key research objectives, theoretical approa-

ches, methods, study populations, and selected results, we

aim at critically evaluating the current state of research on

this topic. Identifying gaps, intersections, and inconsis-

tencies in the application of theory and methods, we point

out steps to be taken to advance research on the individual

purchase of FT products within the broader framework of

ethical consumption.

To the best of our knowledge, so far there are three

reviews concentrating on individual FT consumption; yet

these reviews either leave out empirical research on con-

sumers’ willingness to pay (Connolly and Shaw 2006),

employ a very broad focus within the framework of ethical

consumption (Newholm and Shaw 2007) or need to be

updated (Tallontire et al. 2001).

Being well aware that it is neither easy nor unprob-

lematic to define selection criteria for publications to be

included in a review, this article comprises English-lan-

guage journal articles that complement theoretical

approaches with the presentation of empirical research. We

excluded publications solely concentrating on theoretical

explanations to FT consumption as we are interested in

how theoretical propositions fare in empirical settings. We

included articles if scholars analyze individual consump-

tion of products manufactured according to ethical criteria

for the living and working conditions of humans in

developing countries. Hence, we excluded articles covering

other forms of individual ethical consumption (e.g., pur-

chase of organic food or products not tested with animals,

consumer boycotts, consumer lobbying, ethical investment

strategies), other aspects of the international FT regime

(e.g., small-scale producers, retailers, certifying bodies,

and other corporate actors) or aspects of domestic FT

regimes in affluent countries.1 In total, we selected 51

articles to be included in this review.

This article is organized as follows. We divided the

current state of research on individual consumption of FT

products into two major research objectives and structured

it along four questions in the next section: Which theo-

retical approaches do authors consult in explaining indi-

vidual FT consumption? Which methods are used to test

propositions? What kind of study population are the results

based on? What selective results do the studies lead to?

Based on this overview, we then critically assess the cur-

rent state of research by identifying relations between

strands of research and by pointing out inconsistencies and

gaps. The article concludes with suggestions of future steps

to be taken to advance research on FT consumption.

Overview of Empirical Research on Individual Fair

Trade Consumption

Assessing the current state of empirical research on indi-

vidual FT consumption, we identify two key research

objectives: first, the purchase of FT products analyzed in

terms of consumer preferences for ethical product features

(i.e. choices between products) and, second, individual FT

consumption understood in terms of consumer attitudes and

motivations (i.e. evaluation of a single product). In large

part, research to date has focused on consumers’ attitudes

and motivations toward FT consumption and the contexts

they are formed in. By contrast, fewer studies rely on the

concept of consumer preferences when analyzing FT

consumption.2

The main difference between these two key research

objectives is that within a preference-based approach

consumers’ choices between product alternatives are the

key explanatory variable, whereas the key explanatory

factors in an attitude-based and motivation-based approach

are expressed in terms of an object’s or action’s desirability

1 Howard and Allen (2008) as well as Zander and Hamm (2010)

investigate consumers’ willingness to pay for products that have been

manufactured according to Fair Trade principles in countries of the

Global North.
2 Historically, this scarcity might be due to the rejection of the basic

assumptions about ‘‘homo oeconomicus’’ in consumer research and a

turn toward more social psychological, sociological and anthropo-

logical explanations as opposed to managerial marketing studies in

the 1950s (Lawson 2010).
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for consumers (Green and Tunstall 1999, p. 222; Kahn-

eman et al. 1999). Within the latter research objective, it is

assumed that behavior can be predicted by attitudes,

motivations or consumers’ positive inner dispositions

toward FT in general. It is the contexts in which these are

formed that are of interest to researchers from social psy-

chology and sociology. By contrast, the actions consumers

take are central to the preferences approach in FT con-

sumption, typically employed in economics. Assuming that

choices between alternative courses of action—that is,

consumers’ choices between product alternatives—are

subject to sacrifices and prioritizing of scarce resources,

preferences are seen as stable and substitutable.

The studies presented in Appendix (Table 5) are primarily

categorized according to their key research objective. The

first part of the table comprises 17 articles that analyze FT

consumption in terms of consumers’ preferences; the second

part comprises 34 articles that analyze FT consumption in

terms of consumer attitudes and motivations. For each of

these studies, we specify the theoretical approaches they rely

on, the methods used, sample type, country focus and briefly

summarize selected results.

Theoretical Approaches in Research on Fair Trade

Consumption

Economic Approaches

According to the basic economic model, individuals make

choices between alternative courses of action that will

maximize their expected utility. Regarding the purchase of

products, the basic economic model in consumer theory

concentrates primarily on product price and consumer’s

budget restriction. Within their budget restrictions, con-

sumers choose the product alternative that gives them the

highest expected utility per cost unit. In deciding which

product to consume, a person’s preferences are revealed

(Sugden 1999).

Modeling consumer preferences according to the ‘Char-

acteristics Theory of Value’ (Lancaster 1966) and the ‘Ran-

dom Utility Theory’ (McFadden 1974), it is assumed that

utility is derived from the characteristics of goods (not from

the goods per se) and that the utility of product alternatives is a

latent construct that only exists in the minds of individual

consumers. Researchers are not able to observe this directly.

Yet, indirect measurement techniques can be used to explain a

significant part of the latent utility construct. An error com-

ponent determined by additional unobservable attributes,

measurement errors, and variation between individual con-

sumers, however, remains unexplained.

The estimation of consumers’ willingness to pay (WTP)

a premium for the ethical features of FT products is a

prevalent research objective of studies based on economic

explanations. Consumers buying the more expensive FT

product reveal their preferences for the ethical features of a

product and, consequently, these consumers gain additional

utility from these characteristics. The studies included in

this review mostly focus on the estimation of consumers’

WTP for FT coffee (Arnot et al. 2006; Carlsson et al. 2010;

Cranfield et al. 2010; Basu and Hicks 2008; De Pels-

macker, Driesen et al. 2005a; Galarraga and Markandya

2004; Loureiro and Lotade 2005; Trudel and Cotte 2009),

FT chocolate (Didier and Lucie 2008; Rousu and Corrigan

2008), and sweatshop-free clothing (Auger et al. 2003;

Dickson 2001; Hustvedt and Bernard 2010; Prasad et al.

2004; Rode et al. 2008). In addition, some studies explic-

itly investigate the effect of product information transmit-

ted via FT labels on the amount consumers are willing to

pay extra for FT products (Basu and Hicks 2008; Dickson

2001; Didier and Lucie 2008; Hustvedt and Bernard 2010;

Rousu and Corrigan 2008), the effect of social context on

individual FT consumption (Carlsson et al. 2010), and the

effect of FT characteristics on consumers’ brand loyalty

(Cailleba and Casteran 2010).

Social Psychological Approaches

Studies drawing on theoretical approaches from social

psychology are not primarily interested in consumers’

product choice with regard to utility maximization and the

measurement of consumers’ WTP in monetary terms.

Rather, authors rely on a diverse set of explanatory con-

cepts to investigate the contexts within which ethical

consumer intentions are formed.

As can be seen from Table 1, three major explanatory

concepts have been identified: first, consumer attitudes mostly

analyzed with extended and modified versions of Ajzen’s

(1991) Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) or within a more

general attitude-behavior paradigm (n = 15); second, studies

using the concept of information and communication to

Table 1 Theoretical approa-

ches in empirical research on

Fair Trade consumption

Theoretical approach N

Economics

Consumer

willingness to pay

17

Social psychology

Consumer attitudes 15

Information and

communication

8

Consumer values 6

Sociology

Consumer identity 5

Total 51
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explain the purchase of FT products and the formation of

consumer segments (n = 8); third, consumer values mostly

analyzed in terms of Schwartz’s Value Theory (SVT; n = 6;

Schwartz 1994; Schwartz and Bilsky 1990).

Consumer Attitudes

Ajzen’s TPB is a prominent approach within the attitude-

behavior paradigm in social psychology. It has been

applied to a variety of behavioral phenomena (see Armit-

age and Conner 2001 for a meta-analytic overview).

According to Ajzen’s model (Ajzen 1991), the behavior of

interest (e.g., buying FT products) is determined by the

intention to perform this behavior, which in turn is influ-

enced by the attitude toward that behavior (i.e., an indi-

vidual’s positive or negative assessment of buying FT

products), a subjective norm (i.e., an individual’s percep-

tion of social pressure from significant others to consume

FT products), and perceived behavioral control (PBC; i.e.,

an individual’s perception of difficulties in and obstacles to

buying FT products). The 14 studies included in this sub-

category either extend or modify Ajzen’s basic model,

analyze selected elements of it, or focus on more general

aspects of consumer attitudes.

To increase the predictive power of the TPB, Shaw et al.

(2000) and Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. (2006) extend Ajzen’s

basic model by two determinants that are theorized to

affect consumers’ behavioral intention to buy FT products:

(1) ethical obligation, understood as ‘‘[…] an individual’s

internalized ethical rules, which reflect their personal

beliefs about right and wrong’’ (Shaw et al. 2000, p. 881 f.),

and (2) self-identity, which is defined as ethical concerns

becoming central to an individual’s identity (p. 882 f.).

To further improve Ajzen’s TPB with regard to the

explanation of FT consumption, four other extensions

concerning (a) the formation of ethical beliefs (Shaw and

Clarke 1999), (b) volitional and motivational processes

(Shaw et al. 2007), (c) consumers’ neutralization mecha-

nisms (Chatzidakis et al. 2007) and (d) consumer sociali-

zation processes (Nicholls and Lee 2006) have been

proposed.

Modifying Ajzen’s basic logic of attitudes determining

behavior, De Pelsmacker and Janssens (2007) propose a

conceptual framework in which the purchase of FT prod-

ucts is determined by a general attitude toward the FT issue

(i.e., concern/interest and skepticism/lack of belief in FT)

and a specific attitude toward FT products (i.e., product

interest, product likeability, shopping convenience, and

price acceptability), which are in turn influenced by the

consumer’s knowledge about this issue. Assuming that

being better informed leads to more positive attitudes

toward FT, these should lead to an increase in buying

behavior. Thus, information about FT issues moderates the

relationship between attitudes and buying behavior.

Studies analyzing selected elements of the TPB pri-

marily investigate the influence of perceived behavioral

control on FT consumption, referring either explicitly

(Shaw et al. 2006b) or implicitly (Tanner and Kast 2003;

Uusitalo and Oksanen 2004) to Ajzen’s TPB. In these

studies, the price of FT products is seen as an obstacle to

buying FT products in addition to other difficulties such as

a lack of ethical product alternatives or FT retail outlets. In

addition, focusing exclusively on the link between con-

sumers’ attitudes and their intention to buy personalized FT

clothing, Halepete et al. (2009) theorize that consumers’

need for self-uniqueness positively influences their atti-

tudes toward personalization of FT apparel.

In addition, we identify several studies that focus on

more general aspects of consumer attitudes, which are not

explicitly theorized in terms of the TPB: the effect of

international awareness and social concern for others

(Nijssen and Douglas 2008), the effect of consumers’

global cognitive orientation on FT consumption (Goig

2007), the importance of consumers’ socially responsible

attitudes for individual FT consumption (Kim et al. 1999)

and the influence of attitudes toward human rights (Hertel

et al. 2009) on FT purchasing intentions.

Information and Communication

The role of information and communication in FT con-

sumption is mostly discussed from a marketing perspec-

tive. Studies focus primarily on strategies to profitably

satisfy consumer needs as well as on identifying consumer

segments to successfully place FT products in the market.

Research on the effect of labels, which help consumers to

identify food and other commodities as FT certified, fea-

tures most prominently in this second subcategory. In

contrast to studies analyzing ethical consumption in terms

of consumer preferences, the effect of social labels is not

investigated with regard to consumers’ WTP.

Howard and Allen (2010) embed their argument on

social labeling within the concept of ethical and political

consumerism. In much the same way as citizens influence

the political sphere by voting, consumers can use the power

of their purse to promote moral causes within society as a

whole. Friedman (1996, p. 440) uses the term ‘buycott’ to

denote ‘‘[…] attempt[s] to induce shoppers to buy the

products or services of selected companies in order to

reward them for behavior which is consistent with the goals

of the activists.’’ Drawing on this notion of positive con-

sumer action, Howard and Allen (2010) argue that social

labels facilitate consumers’ buycotts by providing extra

information from third parties on the production process of

FT commodities.
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To the extent that the scholars theorize their arguments,

De Pelsmacker et al. (2005b), Grankvist et al. (2007), and

Poelman et al. (2008) also investigate how product infor-

mation transmitted via social labels influences consumers’

perception of FT products. Although basic theoretical

foundations within social psychological theories such as

Ajzen’s TPB or sociological concepts of political con-

sumerism are largely missing in these studies, information

on FT standards and issues is assumed to exert a positive

effect on consumer attitudes and motivations since infor-

mation asymmetries between producer and consumer of FT

products are reduced and the credibility of FT claims is

increased.

Research focusing on the more general aspects of

information and communication in FT consumption ana-

lyzes the effect of concrete versus abstract information

about the living conditions of small-scale producers

(d’Astous and Mathieu 2008), or the effectiveness of

communication strategies on consumers’ attitudes (Wright

and Heaton 2006). Searching for strategies to successfully

place FT products in the market, Carrigan et al. (2004) and

Littrell et al. (2005) investigate whether the consumer

segment of the elderly differs with regard to consumer

attitudes and motivations to buy FT products.

Consumer Values

The third subcategory comprises consumer values and their

role in the consumption of FT products. Schwartz and

Bilsky (1990, p. 878) define individual values as ‘‘concepts

or beliefs, pertaining to desirable end states, which tran-

scend specific situations, guide selection or evaluation of

behavior and events, and are ordered by relative impor-

tance.’’ Assuming that values exist which can be found in

all human societies, the Schwartz Value Theory (SVT,

Schwartz 1994) identifies ten motivationally distinct value

types3 and characterizes compatible or conflicting rela-

tionships between them. Based on the SVT, FT consumers’

characteristics are investigated in terms of personal values

(Doran 2009, 2010; Shaw et al. 2005). Drawing in part on

SVT, Doran and Natale (2011) argue that religious con-

sumers are more inclined to buy FT products because of

their pronounced ability to feel empathic concern.

Although not explicitly connected to the framework of

SVT, consumers’ personal values are also theorized to

differ with regard to the retail store they primarily frequent

to buy such products (de Ferran and Grunert 2007). Ana-

lyzing the role of consumers’ ethical value systems as

domain-specific personal values that are expressed through

ethical consumption behavior, Kim et al. (2010) argue that

ethical consumption values primarily determine consum-

ers’ loyalty toward FT brands directly and indirectly

through consumers’ beliefs about FT products and their

evaluation of FT companies.

Sociological Approaches

Personal and, above all, social identity has long been a

central concept in sociological thought (see Callero 2003;

Cerulo 1997 for an overview of the evolution of sociolog-

ical identity research). Sociologists such as Giddens (1991)

or Bauman (1988) see consumption as an identity project

central to the individual expression of self-meaning and

personal selection of self-image in late modernity; through

consumption individuals try to answer—both for them-

selves and for others—the question of ‘Who am I?’ (Gabriel

and Lang 2006). The studies reviewed in this article con-

ceptualize the purchase of FT products as a means to exert

influence in the market through ‘consumer citizenship’

(Dickinson and Carsky 2005) and as a means of expressing

a moral dimension of lifestyles in affluent consumer soci-

eties. In contemporary consumer societies (see Zukin and

Maguire 2004 for an overview of research on consumer

society), important aspects of everyday life are expressed

through monetary transactions, and individual behavior is

perceived as being strongly affected by market forces.

Therefore, consumption is seen as an important means of

influencing social outcomes on a collective level and of

constructing personal consumer identity.

In their exploratory study, Shaw et al. (2006a) discuss

the concept of ‘consumption as voting’ with regard to

various forms of ethical consumption behavior. Consum-

ers’ decisions to purchase FT products or sweatshop-free

clothes are seen in terms of an active struggle for consumer

power within the framework of collective consumer

behavior. Varul (2009, 2010) complements the notion of

ethical or political consumerism understood as power of

the purse by arguing that purchasing FT products is not

only a means of ‘doing good’ but also of expressing con-

sumer identity as a moral person (‘being good’). Using

Barnett et al.’s (2005) term ‘ethical selving’ to describe

‘‘[…] the ways in which Fair Trade consumers engage in

the construction, affirmation and communication of ethical

selves’’ (Varul 2009, p. 183), it is argued that consumers of

FT products express their concerns about mass consump-

tion, and distinguish themselves from conventional shop-

pers, thereby constructing their consumer identity as moral

persons. This argument is further corroborated by the

notion of FT consumption as a link between ethics and

consumption in everyday shopping behavior (Adams and

Raisborough 2010) and the concept of voluntary simplicity

(Shaw and Newholm 2002).

3 These ten value types are: universalism, benevolence, conformity,

tradition, security, power, achievement, hedonism, stimulation, and

self-direction (Schwartz 1994).
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Methods in Research on Fair Trade Consumption

The studies included in this review use a diverse set of

methods to empirically investigate individual FT con-

sumption. Table 2 shows the distribution of methods over

all studies and decomposed by theoretical approaches.

Methods with experimental designs are used by 17 studies

which predominantly employ an economic approach.

Another 15 studies use surveys with almost all of them

relying on social psychological explanations. The 14

studies utilizing qualitative methods are mainly located

within a social psychological or sociological framework.

Four studies rely on contingent valuation (CV) and one

study employs a hedonic approach4 to elicit consumers’

WTP for FT products. Both methods prevail in economic

studies.

Qualitative Approaches

Studies that aim at reconstructing the contexts in which FT

products are purchased and consumed, rely on qualitative

approaches to gather knowledge about different aspects of

FT consumption in everyday life and to formulate tentative

propositions about ethical consumption behavior. Seven of

the 14 studies reviewed in this subcategory use in-depth

interviews with ethical consumers to gain preliminary

insights into the construction of collective consumer

behavior and consumers’ identity as moral persons (Shaw

et al. 2006a; Shaw and Newholm 2002, also using focus

group discussions; Varul 2009, 2010, also using content

analysis), their use of neutralization mechanisms (Chatz-

idakis et al. 2007), global cognitive orientation (Goig

2007), the role of the elderly as ethical consumers (Carri-

gan et al. 2004), and the influence of values (Shaw et al.

2005, also using focus group discussions). Tentative

propositions about the formation of consumer beliefs on FT

products (Shaw and Clarke 1999), the role of children as

ethical consumers (Nicholls and Lee 2006) and the effec-

tiveness of communication in product marketing (Wright

and Heaton 2006) are formulated after gathering material

in focus group discussions. Consumers’ autobiographical

writings about their everyday experiences of ethics and

shopping in the Mass Observation Archive—a collection

of British qualitative longitudinal social data of personal

in-depth accounts (see http://www.massobs.org.uk for an

overview)—are explored using content analysis (Adams

and Raisborough 2010). De Ferran and Grunert (2007)

employ means-end chain analysis—a qualitative method

from consumer research (Gutman 1982)—to investigate

how consumers link the attributes of FT products to

underlying motives and values.

Surveys

Compared to qualitative approaches, a more standardized

method of gaining insights into consumers’ ethical pur-

chase behavior and their attitudes and motivations toward

FT, is by conducting surveys. Combining data from

supermarket scanners with surveys on the household level,

household panels allow the study of consumers’ actual

purchasing behavior and their attitudes and motivations for

buying certain products over time. At present, only Cail-

leba and Casteran (2010) use such data to investigate brand

loyalty toward FT products.

Cross-sectional surveys are used to study the role of

personal values in FT consumption (Doran 2009, 2010), the

store image of FT retail outlets (Nijssen and Douglas 2008),

or consumers’ opinion on ethical trade and obstacles in FT

consumption (Uusitalo and Oksanen 2004). The other

studies reviewed in this subcategory use simple item mea-

sures to gather survey data on respondent’s self-reported

behavior or behavioral intention regarding FT consumption.

Researchers are interested in the annual amount spent on FT

products by respondents (De Pelsmacker and Janssens

2007), or inquire about the frequency of respondents’ FT

Table 2 Methods used in empirical research on Fair Trade

consumption

Methods over all studies N Methods by theoretical approach

Economics Social

psychology

Sociology

Experimentsa 17 12 5 –

Surveysb 15 1 14 –

Qualitative approachesc 14 – 8 6

Contingent valuation

method

4 3 1 –

Hedonic approach 1 1 – –

Total 51 17 28 6

a Include lab experiments (n = 5), conjoint analyses (n = 4), choice

experiments (n = 4), natural field experiments (n = 3) and artificial

field experiment (n = 1)
b Include one study using a household panel that combines house-

holds’ actual purchasing behavior recorded from supermarket scan-

ners and survey the consumption motivations of participating

households (Cailleba and Casteran 2010)
c Include in-depth interviews (n = 7), focus group discussions

(n = 5), means end-chain analysis (n = 1), and content analysis

(n = 1)

4 Assuming that consumers reveal their ethical preferences by

purchasing FT products, WTP can be derived from directly observing

their consumption behavior in the market. For the hedonic approach,

the value of private goods is decomposed into their separate price

elements, which are related to different product characteristics (e.g.,

brand, size, origin, and ethical features). Market data are used to

calculate a hedonic price function and then to elicit WTP for ethical

product features (see Palmquist 1991 for a comprehensive

introduction).
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purchases (Doran and Natale 2011; Goig 2007). Ethical

consumers’ behavioral intention is also surveyed using

items such as ‘‘The next time you go grocery shopping how

likely are you to purchase a fair trade product?’’ (Ozcaglar-

Toulouse et al. 2006, p. 513; Shaw et al. 2000, p. 893; Kim

et al. 1999, p. 213) or ‘‘How strong is your intention to avoid

purchasing an item of sweatshop clothing the next time you

shop for clothing?’’ (Shaw et al. 2006b, p. 432f.; item

slightly modified in Shaw et al. 2007, p. 34). In addition to

surveying respondents past purchasing behavior, Tanner and

Kast (2003, p. 899) use the statement ‘‘I would be willing to

pay a higher price to support small growers from third-world

countries’’ with a five-point response scale (from ‘strongly

agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’) to elicit respondents’ WTP.

Respondents might answer such simple item measures

on their ethical consumption intention or behavior in a

socially desirable manner, leading to an overestimation of

FT consumption in conventional surveys. Auger and

Devinney (2007) argue that—from a methodological point

of view—the gap between stated and actual buying

behavior is caused by unconstrained survey response

methods. When answering simple survey questions about

their attitudes toward FT or their FT purchasing habits,

respondents do not have any incentive to give truthful

answers. Incentive-compatible research instruments that

force respondents to reveal their ‘true’ preferences, attitudes

and intentions are therefore to be preferred in research on

ethical consumption (Auger and Devinney 2007).

Contingent Valuation Method An initial step to reduce

the social desirability bias is the construction of hypo-

thetical markets in surveys. Contingent valuation (CV) is a

stated preference method that has been used in environ-

mental economics to elicit willingness to pay for non-

market public environmental goods (see Carson and

Hanemann 2005 for an overview). Compared to revealed

preference methods which use observed market behavior to

elicit WTP, in CV respondents are directly asked for

monetary values of these goods.

In this review, four studies use CV instead of simple

item measures to elicit consumers’ WTP (Becchetti and

Rosati 2007; Hertel et al. 2009; Loureiro and Lotade 2005;

Trudel and Cotte 2009). Differences between conventional

and FT products are described in detail and survey

respondents are asked for the maximum amount they

would be willing to pay for ethical products. Different

strategies of implementing CV in surveys, and the advan-

tages and disadvantages of various question formats (e.g.,

open-ended questions, bidding game, payment card and

payment ladder formats, dichotomous choice questions),

have been discussed in the literature (Bateman et al. 2002,

p. 135ff.; Carson 2000). Eliciting WTP for FT coffee,

Loureiro and Lotade (2005, p. 133), for example, use a

payment card format with bidding intervals in ten-cent

increments ranging from 0 cents/lb to more than 81 cents/

lb, and ask respondents:

Suppose that in order to buy fair trade, shade grown

coffee, or organic coffee, you have to pay a premium

over the regular coffee price ($6.5/lb). Indicate below

how much of a premium (if any) you would be

willing to pay for the different types of coffee. I

would like to remind you that it is perfectly fine if

you are not willing to pay any premium, given that

paying EXTRA for any of these coffees will leave

you with less disposable income for other products or

savings.

Experiments

Conjoint Analyses and Choice Experiments The basic

idea behind conjoint analysis (CA) and choice experiments

(CE) is that public and private goods can be described as a

bundle of different product attributes; each combination of

these characteristics results in a different product, and sur-

vey respondents are asked to evaluate these changes

(Hanley et al. 1998).5 Product price and ethical features

(e.g., FT label) are two possible product attributes amongst

others. As in studies using CV, a hypothetical market of

goods is constructed. But in contrast to CV methods—and

to simple item survey questions for that matter—consum-

ers’ WTP is measured indirectly and respondents are forced

to make trade-offs between the different product attributes.

Thus, consumer choices are supposed to be more realistic

and therefore yield more valid measures of WTP. The

experimental design of CA and CE allows researchers to

estimate the effect of each product attribute on respondents’

product evaluations or product choices independently.

Four studies in this review use CA to investigate ethical

consumption behavior. While Cranfield et al. (2010), De

Pelsmacker et al. (2005a) and Dickson (2001) include a

price attribute in their description of ethical products to

estimate respondents’ WTP, De Pelsmacker et al. (2005b)

use CA to assess the relative importance of different

marketing strategies of ethically labeled coffee, without

including product price.6 In general price, FT and organic

5 Theoretically, CA and CE are based on Lancaster’s (1966)

‘Characteristics Theory of Value’ in combination with the ‘Random

Utility Theory’ (Hanley et al. 1998). See Louviere et al. (2000) for a

discussion of theoretical and empirical implications.
6 Therefore, we categorized the study by De Pelsmacker et al.

(2005b) within the attitude-based framework, while the studies by De

Pelsmacker et al. (2005a) and Dickson (2001) which include a price

attribute and explicitly aim at eliciting consumers’ WTP was located

within the preference-based framework.
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label, country of origin, type of coffee beans and roast are

product attributes which are often included in these studies.

Basu and Hicks (2008) as well as Auger et al. (2003) draw

on CE to estimate WTP for FT coffee and sweatshop-free

manufactured athletic shoes. CE are also used to assess

respondents’ interest in different criteria for social labels

(Howard and Allen 2010) and to analyze the effect of

social context on FT consumption (Carlsson et al. 2010).

Laboratory Experiments Stated preference methods

describing hypothetical markets in surveys have not

remained uncontested. List (2003) argues that survey

respondents in general have few incentives to reveal their

preferences. Calling this divergence between hypothetical

and actual statements ‘hypothetical bias’ (p. 193f.), List is

in favor of simulating markets in laboratory experiments

where participants make real purchasing decisions within

an environment controlled by the researcher. Random

assignment of participants to different experimental con-

ditions makes it possible to investigate causal relationships

between competing explanatory concepts.

Laboratory experiments are used to investigate the effect

of product information transmitted via social labels on

participants’ product likeability (Grankvist et al. 2007;

Poelman et al. 2008) and to assess participants WTP for FT

products via product auctions (Didier and Lucie 2008;

Rousu and Corrigan 2008; Hustvedt and Bernard 2010;

Rode et al. 2008).

Natural Field Experiments In natural field experiments

(see Harrison and List 2004 for a classification of

experiments), participants are not aware of taking part in

the experiment as their purchasing behavior is studied in

real markets. Using such a method makes it possible to

investigate consumers’ revealed preferences for FT

products from observing individual ethical consumption

behavior. Although natural field experiments are highly

incentive compatible and are seen as the best method

for testing causal propositions (Levitt and List 2007;

Reiley and List 2008), their drawback is that consum-

ers’ dispositions toward FT issues cannot be measured

since it is only their actual buying behavior that is

examined.

Two of the three studies in this subcategory investigate

the effect of relative changes in product price on ethical

consumption. In cooperation with a coffee vendor at a

Canadian university campus, the relative prices for cups of

FT and conventional coffee are experimentally adjusted

(Arnot et al. 2006) and, in a department store, product

prices between two racks of conventional and sweatshop-

free manufactured athletic socks are manipulated (Prasad

et al. 2004). The third natural field experiment investigates

different marketing strategies for ethical consumption

using a commercial stand that sells FT products at a

Canadian university campus (d’Astous and Mathieu 2008).

Study Population in Research on Fair Trade

Consumption

Sample Types

Whether results on individual FT consumption can be

generalized beyond the immediate context of a study

depends on the type of respondent sample that researchers

use. As can be seen from Table 3, few studies base their

analyses on probability samples of the general population

at national level (Carlsson et al. 2010 for Sweden; Dickson

2001 and Hertel et al. 2009 for the USA; Goig 2007 for

Spain; Howard and Allen 2010 for the USA; Uusitalo and

Oksanen 2004 for Finland) or municipal level (Tanner and

Kast 2003 for the city of Bern, Switzerland). Most studies

use non-probability samples such as convenience (n = 30),

purposive (n = 7) or quota samples (n = 2).

Convenience samples feature prominently in research on

FT consumption due to the high number of experimental

studies (see column 4 in Appendix). These studies mostly

rely on university students and academic staff (d’Astous

and Mathieu 2008; Arnot et al. 2006; Auger et al. 2003; De

Pelsmacker et al. 2005a, b; Grankvist et al. 2007; Hustvedt

and Bernard 2010; Rode et al. 2008) or customers in gro-

cery stores and shopping malls (Cranfield et al. 2010; Basu

and Hicks 2008; Didier and Lucie 2008; Poelman et al.

2008; Prasad et al. 2004; Rousu and Corrigan 2008). Since

Table 3 Samples used in studies on Fair Trade consumption

Sample characteristics Type of sample N

Probability samplea National 6

Municipality 1

Non-probability sample

Convenience Shoppersb 20

University staff/students 10

Purposive Fair Trade consumers 7

Quota National 2

Total 46

Notes: Of the 51 publications included in this review, 46 original

samples can be identified. Galarraga and Markandya (2004) use the

hedonic approach method and thus do not have any respondent

sample, while the publications by Doran (2009, 2010), Varul (2009,

2010), and Shaw et al. (2000, 2006b, 2007) are each based on the

same respondent sample. Shaw and Newholm (2002) use the same

respondent sample as Shaw and Clarke (1999). Goig (2007) uses two

different respondent samples in his study
a Includes simple random, systematic random, and stratified samples

of the general population
b Includes shoppers in general and shoppers of Fair Trade products

only
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their primary aim is to test general propositions about

individual FT consumption, probability samples are not

necessary. Yet, general statements about the exact amount

of money consumers are willing to pay for ethical product

features or the prevalence of FT consumers in a given

population cannot be made based on studies that use non-

probability samples.

Purposive samples of ethical consumers are almost

exclusively used by studies drawing on qualitative methods

(Carrigan et al. 2004; Nicholls and Lee 2006; Shaw et al.

2000, 2005, 2006b, 2007; Shaw and Clarke 1999; Shaw et al.

2006a; Shaw and Newholm 2002; Varul 2009, 2010). As

these studies are often exploratory in nature or attempt to re-

construct ethical shopping behavior within everyday con-

texts, accentuated samples are needed. Therefore, research-

ers purposefully select participants who exhibit high levels

of ethical consumerism, for example, members of the Scot-

tish Co-operative Society (Shaw et al. 2005) or subscribers to

the ‘Ethical Consumer’ magazine (Shaw and Clarke 1999).

Country of Origin

The geographical scope of research on FT consumption is

in part determined by the location of researchers selecting

respondents. In this review, we have only included journal

articles published in English. Therefore, we may not pro-

vide a comprehensive picture of the geographical extent of

current research on individual consumption of FT products

as studies published in other languages might cover addi-

tional study locations.

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that individual FT con-

sumption has been studied intensely in North America

(USA = 15; Canada = 4) and the United Kingdom

(n = 13). Table 4 also shows that empirical research in

Europe clusters in France (n = 4), Belgium (n = 3), Ger-

many (n = 2), the Netherlands (n = 2), Spain (n = 2), and

Sweden (n = 2). As sporadic studies show, FT consump-

tion has also been investigated in Finland, Italy, and Swit-

zerland. The studies by Auger et al. (2003) and Kim et al.

(2010) using respondents from Australia and Hong Kong,

and the USA and South Korea, respectively, combine the

only samples located outside Europe and North America.

Five studies combine respondent samples from two

different countries (see column 5 in Appendix). Varul

(2009, 2010) studies differences in the ethical consumption

practices of German and British respondents, while Kim

et al. (2010) explore cultural differences in FT brand loy-

alty of university staff and students in the USA and South

Korea. Poelman et al. (2008) investigate the influence of

product information on FT pineapples between British and

Dutch consumers. Basu and Hicks (2008) compare con-

sumers’ WTP for FT coffee across German and US

respondents. The remaining two studies (Auger et al. 2003;

Littrell et al. 2005) use samples from two countries without

reporting cross-national comparisons.

Selected Results7

Consumers’ WTP

Studies investigating consumers’ preferences for FT prod-

ucts find empirical evidence of positive WTP for such

products. Although product price is found to have a negative

influence on respondents’ purchasing decisions (Cailleba

and Casteran 2010; Carlsson et al. 2010; Cranfield et al.

2010; Basu and Hicks 2008; Dickson 2001; Prasad et al.

2004), some respondents are willing to pay an ethical pre-

mium between US$ 0.22/lb and US$ 1.79/lb for FT coffee

(Carlsson et al. 2010; De Pelsmacker et al. 2005a; Hertel

et al. 2009; Loureiro and Lotade 2005; Trudel and Cotte

2009). For the coffee market in the UK, Galarraga and

Markandya (2004) calculate that FT and organic labels

increase the price of coffee by 11%. In addition, the findings

from Arnot’s et al. (2006) natural field experiment suggest

that Canadian students and academic staff buying FT coffee

are less price sensitive than those buying conventional cof-

fee. FT consumers in France seem to buy FT coffee rather

irregularly and temporarily, indicating low brand loyalty

(Cailleba and Casteran 2010). In the studies included in this

review, the ethical premium for FT chocolate ranges

between US$ 0.10/3.5 oz (0.07€/100 g, Rousu and

Corrigan 2008) and US$ 0.78/3.5 oz (0.61 €/100 g, Didier

Table 4 Respondents’ country

of origin in studies on Fair

Trade consumption

Notes: The publications by

Doran (2009, 2010), Varul

(2009, 2010), and Shaw et al.

(2000, 2006b, 2007) are each

based on the same respondent

sample. Shaw and Newholm

(2002) use the same respondent

sample as Shaw and Clarke

(1999). For these studies, the

country of origin is counted

only once. Six studies (Auger

et al. 2003; Basu and Hicks

2008; Kim et al. 2010; Littrell

et al. 2005; Poelman et al. 2008;

Varul 2009, 2010) combine

respondent samples from two

different countries

Country N

USA 15

United Kingdom 12

Canada 4

France 4

Belgium 3

Germany 2

Netherlands 2

Spain 2

Sweden 2

Australia 1

Finland 1

China (Hong Kong) 1

Italy 1

South Korea 1

Switzerland 1

Total 52

7 Summarizing the results of the studies included in this review, we

have to keep in mind that generalization of empirical findings is

limited.
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and Lucie 2008). Auger et al. (2003) calculate $10.29 as the

ethical premium that respondents are willing to pay for

athletic shoes manufactured without child labor.

Consumer Attitudes, Motivations, and Values

Consumer Attitudes Within the social psychological

framework of consumers’ attitudes, motivations, and val-

ues, the role of product price has been investigated with

regard to respondents’ perceived obstacles to and difficul-

ties in buying FT products. Empirical evidence is mixed as

some respondents’ purchasing intentions for FT products

have been found to be constrained by the lack of ethical

product alternatives or difficulties finding them, by the lack

of information about them, their higher product price

(Shaw et al. 2006b; Uusitalo and Oksanen 2004), and

distance needed to travel to a retail outlet (Becchetti and

Rosati 2007), while for other respondents shopping

inconvenience in general (De Pelsmacker and Janssens

2007) or product price in particular (Tanner and Kast 2003)

do not have any effect on their buying intentions or

self-reported buying behavior.

For Ajzen’s TPB as a whole, empirical research shows

that its explanatory power with regard to FT consumption is

increased when the concepts of self-identity and ethical

obligation are included in the model (Ozcaglar-Toulouse

et al. 2006; Shaw et al. 2000). For respondents rarely buying

FT products, ethical obligation and subjective norm both

influence buying intentions, while for respondents often

buying FT products, it is their positive assessment of that

behavior, their perceived behavioral control (PBC), and their

self-identity as ethical consumers that exert a positive effect

(Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. 2006). In addition, Shaw et al.

(2000) find that the influence of subjective norm decreases

when PBC is added to the empirical model. These findings

are in line with evidence presented by Armitage and Conner

(2001), suggesting that in general the construct of subjective

norm is a weak predictor of intentions while PBC enhances

the explanatory power of the TPB. Regarding sweatshop-

free apparel, Shaw et al. (2007) show that the integration of

desire in terms of volitional processes significantly improves

Ajzen’s basic model. Their empirical evidence suggests that

desire as a personal motivation to avoid purchasing clothes

manufactured in sweatshops, influenced by a negative

assessment of buying such apparel, is needed in order to form

a behavioral intention to avoid such clothes.

So far, such large-scale empirical research on further

modifications of Ajzen’s TPB with regard to the concepts

of neutralization and belief formation is lacking. Yet,

preliminary results can be drawn from in-depth interviews

and focus group discussions in the UK. Here, respondents

do indeed use neutralization techniques to excuse the

purchase of conventional products (Chatzidakis et al.

2007). Participants’ beliefs with regard to ethical con-

sumption are formed by various normative and broader

environmental factors such as family and friends, ethical

organizations, and religion (Shaw and Clarke 1999).

With regard to consumer attitudes in general, socially

responsible attitudes (Kim et al. 1999), support of human

rights (Hertel et al. 2009) and a need for self-uniqueness

(Halepete et al. 2009) among female FT apparel shoppers

in the USA, combined with an increased consciousness for

the global dimension of consumption, have been found to

positively influence FT consumption. Spanish respondents

consuming FT products are found to exhibit a higher level

of global cognitive orientation, which is mediated by their

trust in international NGOs and their sense of social

responsibility (Goig 2007); Dutch respondents with a

favorable image of FT stores are found to be more social-

minded and world-minded (Nijssen and Douglas 2008).

Information and Communication There is mixed evidence

on the influence of social labels on FT consumption.

Information transmitted via FT labels hardly influence

product likeability (Grankvist et al. 2007; Poelman et al.

2008) and mispurchases due to inadequate labeling prevail

even after additional information has been given (Rousu

and Corrigan 2008). Yet, Howard and Allen (2010) find that

when asked in a nationwide survey in the USA, around 80%

of respondents said they are interested in product labels and

75% showed an interest in brochures or retail displays as

sources of product information. When asked about product

labeling criteria, respondents ranked ‘locally grown within

50 miles of the point of purchase’ and ‘humane treatment of

animals’ highest, followed by ‘decent living wages for

workers.’ Belgian respondents’ purchase intentions are

highest for coffee labeled ‘Fair Trade’ and certified by the

European Union (De Pelsmacker et al. 2005b). Studies

investigating the effect of social labels on consumers’ WTP

find evidence that official FT labels positively affect the

amount of money respondents are willing to pay extra for

ethical product features (Basu and Hicks 2008; Dickson

2001; Didier and Lucie 2008; Hustvedt and Bernard 2010).

In terms of strategies in product marketing, the natural

field experiment by d’Astous and Mathieu (2008) shows

that contrary to the researchers’ expectations, abstract

information rather than specific information about the liv-

ing conditions of small-scale producers lead on average to

higher mean spending amounts for FT products. Results

from focus group discussions in the UK (Nicholls and Lee

2006; Wright and Heaton 2006) suggest that creating brand

images for FT products might increase consumer com-

mitment to buy such products.

Consumer Values A diverse set of consumer values seems

to guide respondents’ FT consumption practices. US
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consumers of FT products score high on Schwartz’s uni-

versalism values (Doran 2009, 2010), while ethical con-

sumers in the UK (Shaw et al. 2005) and France (de Ferran

and Grunert 2007) are guided by hedonism, equality, and

self-direction values. In their lab experiment, Grankvist

et al. (2007) find that Swedish participants exhibiting the

value ‘warm relationships with others’ rated the taste of eco-

and FT labeled orange juice higher. In the USA, there is only

a weak link between religion and intentions to consume FT

products (Doran and Natale 2011). Ethical consumption

values are found to directly influence FT brand loyalty for

Starbucks coffee among US and South Korean academic

staff and university students (Kim et al. 2010).

Consumer Identity

As Table 2 indicates, sociological research on personal FT

identity has largely been qualitative in nature. In-depth

interviews with a small number of ethical consumers from

the UK suggest that participants use the metaphor of

‘consumption as economic voting’ to locate their purchas-

ing behavior of FT products as active engagement within

the political sphere of consumer society (Shaw et al. 2006a).

By the same token, tentative conclusions about the con-

struction of consumers as moral persons in the UK and

Germany have been drawn. Varul (2010) finds evidence that

the purchase of FT products reassures interviewees’ self-

image as ‘morally good’ which has to be built up to coun-

teract their hedonistic consumerist desires. FT consumption

is a means of expressing important features of interviewees’

personality and dissatisfaction with consumer society. In

terms of cultural differences, British interviewees placed

more emphasis on individual choice and taste which they

can express by consuming FT products while their German

counterparts see FT consumption more in terms of con-

sumer choices guided by FT certification institutions (Varul

2009). A content analysis of British consumers’ autobio-

graphical writings to the Mass Observation Archive reveals

that respondents see FT consumption as a means of

expressing their commitment to act as morally good persons

(Adams and Raisborough 2010). Shaw and Newholm

(2002) find that purchasing FT products is seen as a means

to achieve more sustainable consumption patterns by

choosing ethical alternatives instead of reducing con-

sumption levels in response to ethical concerns. For their

interviewees, FT consumption is one way to present the

morality of their lifestyle and to secure their integrity.

In summary, categorizing the 51 articles included in this

review according to their key research objective reveals

that research on individual FT consumption has mainly

concentrated on consumers’ attitudes and motivations and

the contexts in which they are formed and, to a lesser

extent, on consumers’ preferences and the elicitation of

WTP for ethical products. Studies draw on several

explanatory concepts from social psychology and sociol-

ogy rather than economic explanations; it is Ajzen’s TPB

with regard to consumer attitudes and—to a lesser extent—

information and communication as social labeling that

features prominently among scholars. Qualitative methods

and surveys based on consumers’ self-reported behavior

are mainly applied in studies analyzing consumers’ atti-

tudes, motivations, and values.

Studies concentrating on consumers’ ethical preferences

mostly rely on experimental designs. Using methods that

increase consumers’ incentives to reveal their preferences

for ethical products, researchers have primarily elicited

consumers’ WTP in hypothetical markets employing con-

tingent valuation, conjoint analyses, and choice experi-

ments. Less frequently, markets are simulated in lab

experiments via product auctions. Few studies set up natural

field experiments in real markets to study FT consumption.

With regard to the study populations used in research on

individual FT consumption, it is non-probability conve-

nience samples of shoppers as well as university students

and academic staff that prevail over national probability

samples of consumers. Furthermore, the majority of

respondents tend to be from the UK, USA, and Canada.

As with most categorizations in the social sciences, the

distinction we make between consumer preferences and

consumer attitudes in terms of key research objectives—and

subsequently theoretical approaches and methods—is not

always clear cut. Our review of current research into indi-

vidual FT consumption leads us to identify three intersecting

aspects regarding the two principal research objectives. First,

product price is—in addition to consumers’ budget restric-

tion—the key explanatory factor in economic approaches to

FT consumption. Eliciting consumers’ WTP is the main

research objective of such studies. This, however, does not

imply that studies drawing on social psychological or

sociological approaches ignore the price of FT products

altogether. Product price is one explanatory factor amongst

others and analyzed in terms of difficulties and obstacles that

consumers might encounter when buying FT products.

Second, information and social labeling are mostly analyzed

with regard to consumer attitudes and motivations, leaving

aside the effect FT labels might have on consumers’ WTP.

Studies explicitly investigating such an effect draw on eco-

nomic explanations within a preference-based research

objective. Third, experimental designs are most often used in

studies investigating consumers’ WTP for FT products,

revealing a close affinity to environmental and transport

economics. Yet, there are several studies which investigate

FT consumption from a marketing perspective that also use

experiments and implicitly draw on economic explanations

for FT consumption.
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Assessing the Current State of Research on Fair Trade

Consumption

We have identified the following eight problems of current

research on individual FT consumption concerning theory

as well as methods: (i) missing links between key research

objectives, (ii) studies with narrow theoretical perspectives,

(iii) ad-hoc arguments and lack of theoretical reasoning,

(iv) unclear assumptions and ignoring conflicting hypoth-

eses, (v) causality, (vi) measuring an individual’s con-

sumption behavior, (vii) generalizability of empirical

findings, and (viii) cultural bias in FT research.

Missing links Between Key Research Objectives

With regard to theory, our review suggests that preference-

based approaches in economics on the one hand and

attitude- and motivation-based approaches in social psy-

chology or sociology on the other hand are rarely inter-

connected. This might be due to the fact that economic,

social psychological and sociological studies are based on

different persuasions regarding theory development and

typically employ different methods to study FT consump-

tion. Experiments and stated preference methods are

mostly used in studies drawing on economic approaches

whereas studies relying on social psychological and

sociological arguments mainly use conventional surveys

and qualitative methods. In economics it is still rather

unusual to test theoretical models using questionnaire data.

Unlike conventional surveys, revealed and stated prefer-

ence methods such as hedonic pricing methods and choice

experiments have a clear theoretical foundation inherent to

these methods. Following, for example, welfare economics

and random utility theory, researchers assume utility

maximizing behavior, given certain behavioral restrictions

such as an individual’s disposable income, and thus focus

on stated or revealed behavioral responses.

Narrow Theoretical Perspectives

The theoretical foundation of stated and revealed prefer-

ence methods might explain why studies drawing on eco-

nomic explanations tend to have a rather narrow theoretical

focus. Although the assumptions of utility theory are not

tested directly and are often contested, economic approa-

ches are based on a formalized axiomatic theory which is

often lacking in social psychological and sociological

studies. Yet, studies relying on economic explanations tend

to neglect important behavioral determinants such as val-

ues and norms which can be considered relevant in the

context of FT consumption (e.g., Arnot et al. 2006; Basu

and Hicks 2008; Cranfield et al. 2010; Didier and Lucie

2008; Galarraga and Markandya 2004; Prasad et al. 2004;

Rode et al. 2008; Rousu and Corrigan 2008). Compared to

studies relying on economic approaches, most social psy-

chological studies analyze individual FT consumption

using survey data that capture values, attitudes, or norms

(in addition to economic factors such as income). Although

their theoretical focus seems to be much broader, our

review suggests that in the end most studies refer to a small

set of recurring and well-known behavioral models such as

Ajzen’s TPB. Most sociological studies included in the

present review do only marginally account for the growing

quantitative research on sustainable consumption and

(green) consumer identity that has emerged within envi-

ronmental sociology and social psychology (see Soron

2010 for an overview). Complementary theories focusing

on social capital (Putnam 1993; Portes 1998), justice

principles (Deutsch 1975; Miller 1992), social identity

(Tajfel and Turner 1986) and altruistic behavior (Andreoni

1990; Schwartz 1977) are rarely taken into account in

empirical research on FT consumption.8 Considering these

theoretical approaches might be useful because they point

to relevant concepts such as ‘trust in (FT) institutions,’

‘perceived fairness of economic structures,’ ‘in- and out-

group bias’ and ‘norm-activating factors.’

Ad-Hoc Arguments and Lack of Theoretical Reasoning

Our review includes studies that propose explanatory fac-

tors but derive behavioral expectations in a rather ad-hoc

manner. For example, Dickson (2001), Littrell et al. (2005)

or Wright and Heaton (2006) propose determinants of FT

consumption which are not linked to in-depth theoretical

discussions. Studies geared towards explaining individual

FT consumption should offer sound theoretical arguments

instead of solely introducing ad-hoc determinants.

Unclear Assumptions and Ignoring Conflicting

Hypotheses

As has already been pointed out, extensions and modifica-

tions of Ajzen’s TPB have dominated social psychological

research on FT consumption to date. This research strategy

is problematic for two reasons: First, most studies do not

clarify how the newly introduced factors are related to the

original theoretical model. The TPB, for instance, is based

on subjective expected utility theory as used in sociological

and social psychological research (Opp 1999). This raises

the question as to whether these underlying calculative

behavioral processes can also be assumed for determinants

8 The study by Basu and Hicks (2008) is an exception in that it is

geared towards investigating how respondents’ WTP for FT coffee is

affected by respondents’ aversion to poverty and inequality due to the

scope of Fair Trade programs.
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such as ‘ethical obligation’ which are introduced with ref-

erence to concepts such as identity and norms (e.g., Chatz-

idakis et al. 2007; Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. 2006; Shaw et al.

2000). Second, extending existing theories might neglect

conflicting theoretical hypotheses following from other

theories. For example, Schwartz’s norm-activation theory

(Schwartz 1977) would suggest several moderating vari-

ables until a personal norm (e.g., an ethical obligation) leads

to corresponding behavior. Thus, before integrating and

extending theories, it seems to be necessary to compare

different theories in a competitive manner; effects of single

determinants might change or even diminish when other

rival explanatory factors are considered.

Causality

Another aspect of testing theories with regard to FT con-

sumption is the question of causality. Based on cross-sec-

tional survey data which are often used in this field of

research, it is difficult to clarify, for example, whether (a) an

attitude towards FT determines behavioral intentions and

behavior, (b) intentions and behavior determine an attitude,

or (c) a mere correlation between attitude and behavior is

present. Experiments employing a ‘before-and-after’ design

such as natural field experiments and panel data can help to

detect causal relations proposed by theories.

Measuring an Individual’s Consumption Behavior

An inappropriate measurement instrument might lead to

misleading conclusions. Obviously, a hypothetical bias—the

gap between stated and actual behavior—would result in an

overestimation of prospective market shares. Arguing from a

methodological perspective, studies relying on economic

explanations of individual FT consumption are based on

more reliable measures of consumption behavior since

experiments, for instance, are more incentive compatible

than simple item measures in surveys (Auger and Devinney

2007).9 Studies relying on social psychological approaches

to explain individual FT consumption might be affected by

social desirability and, hence, untruthful responses are more

likely since our review shows that most of these studies rely

on conventional surveys without making use of incentive-

compatible methods such as choice experiments.

Generalizability of Empirical Findings

The studies included in this review almost exclusively

measure attitudes or behavioral intentions regarding FT

consumption (exceptions are De Pelsmacker and Janssens

2007; Shaw et al. 2006b). Thus, in a strict sense, conclu-

sions can only be drawn for these concepts, but not for the

behavior of interest. Compared to conventional surveys,

laboratory and field experiments comprise a better mea-

surement of behavioral intentions and behavior, yet they

are more likely to lack external validity.

In addition, our review suggests that the overwhelming

majority of studies on FT consumption are based on con-

venience and purposive samples. Often participants are

university students and academic staff, or customers in

shopping malls. Thus, it is not possible to generalize

empirical findings beyond the immediate study context, a

fact which tends to be neglected when discussing empirical

findings (e.g., Littrell et al. 2005; Loureiro and Lotade

2005; Trudel and Cotte 2009)—also regarding studies

which take qualitative approaches (e.g., Nicholls and Lee

2006; Wright and Heaton 2006). Large-scale studies that

use national samples are rare and, hence, are needed more

often in future research. However, compared to small-scale

laboratory and field experiments, it is much more difficult

to implement incentive-compatible measures of FT con-

sumption intentions and behavior in large-scale surveys.

This problem can partly be solved by using experimental

methods such as choice experiments in large-scale surveys

and by conducting systematic research that combines dif-

ferent methods in a cumulative manner (e.g., combining

conventional surveys and field experiments). Thus, con-

clusions can be drawn concerning both the external validity

of small-scale studies and the hypothetical bias that is more

likely to be present in survey data. Ideally, this means that

not only different theories but also the results of different

methods regarding one and the same type of FT con-

sumption behavior (e.g., purchase of FT coffee) should be

compared. None of the studies included in this review

follows this research strategy.

Cultural Bias

Finally, research on FT consumption is prone to a ‘cultural

bias.’ Our review shows that most studies are carried out in

the USA, UK, and Canada. The prevalence of FT con-

sumers within a given country might not be generalizable

to other countries. Country-specific market structures,

cultural traits and other path dependencies might matter for

individual consumption decisions. Yet, research on these

issues is scarce. One indicator for such cross-country dif-

ferences is the market share which varies considerably

9 In contrast to this methodological approach to the attitude-behavior

gap, Carrington et al. (2010) argue for a conceptual model that

accounts for the insights gained into social psychological research on

consumer behavior: ‘‘Our conceptual model is based on the assump-

tion that contextual elements may assist to explain the gap between

purchase intentions and actual purchase behavior. Hence, these

elements are integrated into the cognitive intention-behavior frame-

work to develop a holistic conceptual model of ethical consumer

behavior.’’ (p. 143).
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between Western countries.10 As large scale comparative

studies on individual FT consumption practices are rare,11

it is not at all clear whether results obtained from English-

speaking countries in North America and Europe, for

instance, equally apply to other affluent societies.

Researchers should thus be aware that their findings are not

necessarily transferable to all markets in the global North.

Advancing Research on Fair Trade Consumption

Compared to other fields of research on ethical decision

making (see Ford and Richardson 1994 as well as O’Fallon

and Butterfield 2005 for an overview), scholars are only

just beginning to understand and explain individual FT

consumption. We suggest two steps to be taken in theo-

retical discussions and methodological applications to

advance research on FT consumption.

First, studies to date either employ an economic approach

that is concerned with consumer preferences and measure-

ments of WTP, a social psychological approach or a socio-

logical approach which are concerned, inter alia, with

consumer attitudes, values and identity. Studies typically

draw on a single theory or extend an existing theory to

explain the expression of attitudes, behavioral intention or

the behavior itself. Future research on FT consumption

would benefit from a broader theoretical perspective and

comparisons of different theories in a competitive manner.

This would help to clarify under what conditions certain

determinants and theories are more successful in explaining

FT consumption than others. In addition, divergent impli-

cations resulting from different theories (e.g., norm-related

theories would suggest behavioral mechanisms quite dif-

ferent from those proposed by theories focusing on monetary

restrictions) can be taken into account when applying such a

comparative perspective of theory testing. In addition,

studies investigating the causal relations proposed by theo-

ries are needed. In order to detect causality, field experi-

ments can be considered to be an appropriate method.

Moreover, researchers should evaluate their theories under

consideration. In current research, especially in social psy-

chological studies, the explanatory power of a theory tends to

be equated with the explained variance in statistical models

(e.g., De Pelsmacker and Janssens 2007; Doran 2009; Littrell

et al. 2005; Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. 2006; Shaw et al. 2007,

2000; Tanner and Kast 2003). This might not be the only

criterion for a ‘good’ theory and explanation. For example,

proposed relations such as ‘a positive attitude towards

behavior x increases the likelihood of observing a behavioral

intention towards x’ might be classified as trivial and

somewhat tautological. Thus, research on FT consumption

needs a much more theory-based discussion.

Second, incentive-compatible measures of FT consump-

tion intentions and behavior should be used in empirical

studies whenever possible. From a methodological point of

view, incentive-compatible measures of FT consumption

behavior in experiments are to be preferred to simple item

measures. This is primarily relevant to conventional survey

research as question formats similar to choice experiments or

contingent valuation seem to be promising alternatives. Such

formats should also lower the likelihood of untruthful

responses in general and socially desirable responses in

particular. Moreover, they can be expected to lower the

hypothetical bias—the well-known gap between stated and

actual behavior. From a broader perspective, research on FT

consumption can certainly be improved by taking up a

cumulative research strategy as discussed currently in

behavioral and experimental economics, (e.g., Levitt and

List 2007) and put forward by Auger and Devinney (2007,

p. 378) as well as Carrington et al. (2010, p. 153) in the

context of ethical consumption research. In addition to

competitively comparing theories, this would imply using

different methods such as population surveys, laboratory

and field experiments to study one and the same type of FT

consumption behavior. This strategy might contribute to

estimating the extent of the hypothetical bias, for example, in

terms of calibrating individuals’ WTP. Moreover, it allows

for testing the external validity of small-scale studies such as

laboratory and field experiments. Regarding the external

validity of research on FT consumption in general, there is a

need for additional cross-national studies that consider dif-

ferences in market structures and cultural traits, and try to

assess the extent of a ‘cultural bias’ in this field of research.

Taken together, research on FT consumption would

benefit from both a multiple-motives and a multiple-meth-

ods perspective facilitating a strict comparison of relevant

theories, the uncovering of truthful responses, detection of

causal relations, and generalization of empirical findings.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the

Creative Commons Attribution Noncommercial License which per-

mits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any

medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.

10 For example, within Europe, the market share of FT bananas in

2007 varied between 1.5% in Ireland and 55% in Switzerland (Krier

2008, p. 46).
11 To our knowledge, there are two large-scale studies investigating

cross-cultural differences in consumer ethics. Using best-worst

scaling methodology, Auger et al. (2007) analyze differences in

respondents’ attitudes towards social and ethical issues (e.g., animal

rights, human rights, no child labor) across six countries (Germany,

Spain, Turkey, USA, India, and South Korea), finding higher than

average ratings with regard to human rights, use of child labor, safe

and good working conditions across all countries. Drawing on

empirical findings from in-depth interviews with 160 consumers from

eight different countries (Australia, China, Germany, India, Spain,

Sweden, Turkey, and the USA), Belk et al. (2005) argue that there is a

general lack of concern for ethical issues in consumption regardless of

the country of origin. As these studies do not focus on FT

consumption in particular, they have not been included in this review.
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Appendix

See Table 5.

Table 5 Empirical studies examining individual Fair Trade consumption

Study Theoretical

approach

Method Sample Country Selected results

Key research objective

(1) Consumers’ preferences and WTP for Fair Trade products

Cailleba and

Casteran

(2010)

Social psychology/

marketing

Househod panel

survey with

scanner data

Quota sample F Brand loyalty towards FT coffee is

low among FT consumers.

Customers have become

temporary and sporadic buyers of

FT coffee. Product price exerts a

negative effect on the purchase

of FT coffee.

Carlsson et al.

(2010)

Economics Choice experiment Simple random SWE Female participants’ WTP for FT

coffee is positively influenced by

information about the

consumption choices of others

Cranfield et al.

(2010)

Economics Conjoint analysis Convenience CDN Participants’ purchase decision for

coffee is most strongly

influenced by price and FT label,

with product price having a

negative effect on respondents’

WTP

Hustvedt and

Bernard

(2010)

Economics Lab experiment with

simulated market

Convenience USA Participants’ WTP for apparel

increases when t-shirts are

labeled ‘‘sweatshop-free.’’

Positive attitudes toward social

responsibility and FT increase

participants’ WTP

Trudel and

Cotte (2009)

Economics Contingent valuation

method

Convenience USA Participants are willing to pay an

ethical premium of $1.40/lb for

FT coffee

Basu and Hicks

(2008)

Economics Choice experiment Convenience USA ? D Price has a negative effect on

respondents’ WTP for FT coffee.

WTP is influenced by their

preferences for poverty and

inequality aversion

Didier and

Lucie (2008)

Economics Lab experiment with

simulated market

Convenience F Participants are willing to pay an

ethical premium of 0.61 €/100 g

for FT chocolate

Rode et al.

(2008)

Economics Lab experiment with

simulated market

Convenience ESP Participants are willing to pay an

ethical premium for goods

produced without child labor

Rousu and

Corrigan

(2008)

Economics Field experiment

with simulated

market

Convenience USA Participants are willing to pay an

ethical premium of $0.10 per

3.5 oz for FT chocolate and

$0.24 per 2 lb for FT bananas

Becchetti and

Rosati (2007)

Economics Contingent valuation

method

Convenience IT Respondents’ average monthly

expenditure for FT products is 20

€. Awareness of FT criteria

positively influences their WTP

while purchase in supermarkets

and long distance to retailers

exert a negative influence
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Table 5 continued

Study Theoretical

approach

Method Sample Country Selected results

Arnot et al.

(2006)

Economics Natural field

experiment in

university café

Convenience CDN Price exerts a negative effect on

the demand for FT coffee, yet

participants buying FT coffee are

less price sensitive than those

buying conventional coffee

De Pelsmacker

et al. (2005a)

Economics/

marketing

Conjoint analysis Convenience BE On average, participants are

willing to pay an ethical

premium of 10% (0.19 € per

500 g) for FT coffee

Loureiro and

Lotade (2005)

Economics Contingent valuation

method

Convenience USA Respondents are willing to pay an

ethical premium of $0.22/lb for

FT coffee

Galarraga and

Markandya

(2004)

Economics Hedonic approach – UK Presence of FT/organic label

increases the price of coffee by

11%

Prasad et al.

(2004)

Economics Natural field

experiment in

department store

Convenience USA Consumers’ purchasing decision

for socks produced in accordance

with good working conditions

are dominated by product price

Auger et al.

(2003)

Economics Choice experiment Convenience AUS ? HK Respondents are willing to pay an

ethical premium of $10.29 for

shoes produced without child

labor

Dickson (2001) Social psychology/

marketing

Conjoint analysis Systematic random USA Respondents’ purchase intentions

for a shirt are positively

influenced by a no-sweatshop

label. Yet, price exerts a strong

negative effect

(2) Consumers’ attitudes and motivations toward Fair Trade products

Doran and

Natale (2011)

Social psychology:

consumer values,

religion

Survey Convenience USA Respondents’ self-reported

frequency of buying FT products

is higher if they are Buddhist or

non-religious

Doran (2009,

2010)

Social psychology:

SVT, consumer

values

Survey Convenience USA Respondents consuming FT

products rated universalism

values as most important

Adams and

Raisborough

(2010)

Sociology: ethical

selving, consumer

identity

Content analysis Convenience UK Respondents show a commitment

to act as a morally good person

by purchasing FT products, yet

product price is perceived as the

most important purchasing

obstacle

Howard and

Allen (2010)

Social psychology:

political

consumerism,

product

information via

social labels

Choice experiment Simple random USA 80% of respondents prefer labels

as product information.

Respondents ranked local and

humane as the highest product

labeling criteria, followed by

decent living wages for workers

Kim et al.

(2010)

Social psychology:

consumer values

and beliefs

Survey Convenience USA ? ROK Respondents’ loyalty for FT

brands is positively influenced by

their ethical consumption values

mediated through FT product

belief and FT corporate

evaluation
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Table 5 continued

Study Theoretical approach Method Sample Country Selected results

Varul (2009,

2010)

Sociology: ethical

selving, consumer

identity

In-depth interviews

and content

analysis

Purposive UK ? D Purchase of FT products reassures

interviewees’ self-image as

morally good and expressing an

important feature of their

personality through ethical

consumption

Halepete et al.

(2009)

Social psychology:

consumer attitudes in

product

personalization

Survey Convenience USA Respondents’ need for self-

uniqueness positively influences

their attitudes towards FT apparel

and in turn their purchase

intentions for such clothes

Hertel et al.

(2009)

Social psychology:

consumer attitudes

Contingent valuation

method

Simple random USA 62% of respondents are willing to

pay 5$ extra for sweatshop-free

clothing and 75% of respondents

show WTP of 50c/lb extra for FT

coffee. Support for human rights is

positively associated with WTP for

both products

d’Astous and

Mathieu

(2008)

Social psychology/

marketing:

information

Natural field

experiment at

university

Convenience CDN Participants’ mean spending amount

for FT products was higher when

abstract instead of specific

information about FT products was

given

Nijssen and

Douglas

(2008)

Social psychology:

consumer attitudes as

world-/social-

mindedness

Survey Convenience NL Respondents with a favorable image

of FT stores are more social-

minded and world-minded

Poelman et al.

(2008)

Social psychology/

marketing: product

information via labels

Lab experiment Convenience UK ? NL Information about organic or FT

features of pineapples hardly

influences product liking or

perception

Chatzidakis

et al. (2007)

Social psychology:

TPB, neutralization

mechanisms

In-depth interviews Convenience UK Interviewees show a range of

neutralization techniques (e.g.,

denial of responsibility) to justify

not purchasing FT products

de Ferran and

Grunert

(2007)

Social psychology:

consumer motives and

values

Means-end chain

analysis

Convenience F Respondents buying FT products

have quite different motives and

values (e.g., equality, hedonism,

protection of environment and own

health)

De Pelsmacker

and Janssens

(2007)

Social psychology:

TPB, product

information

Survey Gross-quota

population

BE Respondents’ interest in as well as

their FT concern and knowledge

about FT products exert a positive

effect on self-reported FT buying

behavior. Shopping inconvenience

does not have any effect on buying

behavior

Goig (2007) Social psychology:

consumer attitudes as

global cognitive

orientation

Survey and in-depth

interviews

Simple random ?

convenience

ESP Respondents buying FT products

exhibit a higher level of global

cognitive orientation, yet trust in

international NGOs and social

responsibility moderate this effect

Grankvist et al.

(2007)

Social psychology/

marketing: product

information via labels,

consumer values

Lab experiment Convenience SWE Participants’ liking of orange juice is

not affected by eco- or FT labels.

Participants showing high levels of

the value ‘‘warm relationships with

others’’ rated the taste of eco- and

FT labeled orange juice higher
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Table 5 continued

Study Theoretical approach Method Sample Country Selected results

Shaw et al.

(2007)

Social psychology: TPB

and purchasing

intentions

Survey Purposive UK Respondents’ desire to avoid

sweatshop apparel and their

negative attitude towards such

clothing positively influence their

intention to avoid these kinds of

clothes

Nicholls and

Lee (2006)

Social psychology:

TPB, consumer

socialization theory

Focus group

discussions

Purposive UK Discussants show knowledge about

and positive attitudes towards FT

products, yet due to missing brand

images of FT products, the children

surveyed are not inclined to buy

these

Ozcalgar-

Toulouse

et al. (2006)

Social psychology:

modified TPB with

consumers’ ethical

obligation and self-

identification

Survey Convenience F For respondents rarely buying FT

products, ethical obligation and

subj. norm positively affect buying

intention. For respondents often

buying FT products attitude, PBC,

and self-identity exert a positive

effect

Shaw et al.

(2006a)

Sociology: consumption

as economic voting

In-depth interviews Purposive UK Interviewees frame their ethical

consumption behavior within

perceived collective consumer

behavior understood as voting in

the market sphere

Shaw et al.

(2006b)

Social psychology: TPB

and consumers’

perceived behavioral

control

Survey Purposive UK Respondents’ purchase decisions for

sweatshop-free clothes are

constrained by the difficulty finding

them, by the lack of information

about them, and the high price

Wright and

Heaton

(2006)

Social psychology/

marketing:

effectiveness of

communication,

information in FT

Focus group

discussions

Convenience UK Respondents’ commitment to buy FT

products could be increased by

communicating the benefits of

these products and putting effort

into their branding

De Pelsmacker

et al. (2005b)

Social psychology/

marketing: product

information via labels

and attractiveness of

product features

Conjoint analysis Convenience BE Respondents exhibit highest purchase

intentions for coffee that they can

buy in supermarkets next to

conventional products and that is

labeled FT by the European Union

Littrell et al.

(2005)

Social psychology/

marketing: consumer

segments

Survey Convenience USA ? CDN Respondents differ in their attitudes

towards FT products according to

the generational cohort they belong

to

Shaw et al.

(2005)

Social psychology:

consumer values

based on Schwartz’s

value survey

Focus group

discussions and in-

depth interviews

Purposive UK Diverse set of values guide

respondents’ decisions to buy FT

products: self-direction,

achievement, hedonism, security,

benevolence, and universalism

Carrigan et al.

(2004)

Social psychology/

marketing: consumer

segments

In-depth interviews Purposive UK Older respondents exhibit a sense of

moral responsibility, high level of

awareness, and a consciousness

about FT issues

Uusitalo and

Oksanen

(2004)

Social psychology:

consumer attitudes

and perceived

behavioral control

Survey Simple random FIN Respondents believe that consumers’

ability to promote ethical trade is

poor. Purchase decisions are

constrained by lack of information

about FT products and ethical

product alternatives as well as retail

outlets and higher prices
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