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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to measure whether Hofstede’s cultural di-
mensions influence the interchangeability of consumer social responsi-
bility (CSR) and consumer ethics (CE). The current study consists of two 
steps; (1) A questionnaire, which comprises of socially responsible con-
sumer behavior scale (Roberts, 1996) and consumer ethics scale (Vitell 
and Muncy, 1992) is conducted on 111 undergraduate students. Accord-
ing to the results of aforementioned data revealed the items with higher 
factor loadings (cut-off value = .45). (2) A second questionnaire, which 
comprises of these items and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Yoo et al., 
2004) is conducted on 165 undergraduate students. The frequency analy-
sis showed that a majority of the respondents classified CE items as a CE 
issue, CSR items as a CSR issue correctly; however, three CSR items are 
misclassified as a CE issue. The logistic regression results demonstrated 
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that power distance and individualism/collectivism are the predictors of 
congruence between CSR and CE scale items.

Keywords: Consumer Social Responsibility, Consumer Ethics, Hofst-
ede’s Cultural Dimension

“Tüketici Sosyal Sorumluluğu” ve “Tüketici Etiği” Birbirlerine 
İkame Eden Kavramlar mıdır? Hofstede’in Kültürel Boyutlarının 
Etkisi

Öz

Çalışmanın amacı tüketici sosyal sorumluluğu (TSS) ve tüketici etiği 
(TE) kavramlarının birbirlerinin yerine kullanılabilmesinde Hofstede’in 
kültürel boyutlarının etkisinin olup olmadığını test etmektir. Bu çalışma 
2 aşamadan oluşmaktadır: (1) 111 lisans öğrencisine sosyal sorumlu tü-
ketici davranışı ölçeği (Roberts, 1996) ve tüketici etiği ölçeğinin (Vitell 
ve Muncy, 1992) yer aldığı bir anket uygulamıştır. Söz konusu veriye 
göre daha yüksek faktör yüküne sahip ifadeler (eşik değer = .45) ortaya 
çıkarılmıştır. (2) 165 lisans öğrencisine bu ifadelerin ve Hofstede’nin 
kültürel boyutlarının (Yoo et al., 2004) yer aldığı ikinci bir anket uygu-
lanmıştır. Frekans analizi sonuçları katılımcıların çoğunluğunun TSS 
ifadelerini doğru bir şekilde sosyal sorumluluk meselesi olarak ve TE 
ifadelerini de doğru bir şekilde tüketici etiği meselesi olarak sınıflan-
dırdıklarını göstermektedir. Ancak, katılımcıların çoğu üç TSS ifadesini 
tüketici etiği konusu olarak yanlış bir şekilde sınıflandırmıştır. Lojistik 
regresyon sonuçları güç mesafesi ve bireycilik/toplulukçuluk boyutla-
rının, TSS ölçeği ifadelerinin yanlış bir şekilde tüketici etiği meselesi 
olarak sınıflandırılmasında önemli etkileyenler olduğunu göstermekte-
dir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Tüketici Sosyal Sorumluluğu, Tüketici Etiği, Hofs-
tede’in Kültürel Boyutları
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Introduction

Social responsibility is known as an ‘obligation’ to act for society. It 
is a kind of duty of every individual to take economy, ecosystems, etc. 
into consideration. Ethics, on the other hand, is not an obligation. Bunge 
(2012) explained ethics such as about the good (that is, what values and 
virtues we should cultivate) and about the right (that is, what our moral 
duties may be). Consumers’ ‘obligations’ and ‘right and wrongs’ are the 
basics values for all societies. Consumer shapes consumerism which is 
full of some obligations coming from laws and right and wrong coming 
from the ethical values of that society consumption itself. So it should be 
understood what is an obligation (social responsibility), and what is right 
& wrong (ethics) or how much they are replaceable from the consumer 
point of view within a specific culture.  

Researchers have tried to determine the socially responsible and ethi-
cal behaviors of the consumers. However, it is still a point at issue that 
which behaviors are related to social responsibility and which are related 
to ethics due to a lack of explicit difference between these concepts. Ac-
cording to Fisher (2004), there are inconsistencies in the way these two 
terms are used and defined. A behavior considered responsible might be 
ethically neutral or unsound as well as an ethically dictated action might 
be socially unacceptable in a given society (Robin and Reidenbach, 
1987). Therefore, these inconsistencies make it difficult for consumers 
to evaluate their behaviors or behavioral intentions ethically or responsi-
bly. Besides, culture is a significant factor influencing consumers’ ethical 
decision making and behavior (Singhapakdi et al., 1994; Tavakoli et al., 
2003) and also socially responsible decision making and behavior; as 
ethics is considered to be one of the dimensions of social responsibility 
(Carroll, 1979; Devinney et al., 2006).

A well-known typology, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions: power distance, 
uncertainty avoidance, individualism/collectivism, and masculinity/fem-
ininity, cover the main components of culture (Nakata and Sivakumar, 
1996). Also, these dimensions are accepted to influence the ethical per-
spectives of the individuals (e.g. Armstrong, 1996; Lu et al., 1999; Vitell 
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et al.,1993) so the social responsibility perspectives of them as ethics is 
considered to be one of the dimensions of social responsibility. 

As it is mentioned above, it is hard for consumers to recognize which 
behaviors are associated with ethics and which are associated with social 
responsibility. However, in consumer social responsibility and consumer 
ethics scales, it is assumed that consumers are able to perceive the given 
behaviors correctly as a consumer social responsibility issue or correctly 
as a consumer ethics issue. At this point, a question comes to mind “Are 
consumers able to correctly recognize the socially responsible and ethi-
cal behaviors?”, which has been an unnoticed issue in current literature.

From this point of view, the purpose of this study is to determine to what 
extent behaviors are considered within the scope of social responsibility 
and ethics and if any of them is evaluated interchangeable. Additionally, 
how much of this interchangeability is explained by which of Hofstede’s 
cultural dimensions is tested. For this purpose, a two-step research de-
sign is adopted. In the first step, a questionnaire consisting of socially re-
sponsible consumer behavior scale (Roberts, 1996) and consumer ethics 
scale (Vitell and Muncy, 1992) is conducted on 111 undergraduate stu-
dents. With an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), higher factor loaded 
items are revealed. In the second step, a second questionnaire with these 
items and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Yoo et al., 2004) is conducted 
on 165 undergraduate students. The results indicated that power distance 
and individualism/collectivism dimensions are the predictors of the per-
ceived interchangeability of the CSR and CE scales items. 

In the light of the explanations made above, in this study firstly social 
responsibility and ethics concepts are introduced and evaluated from the 
consumer side. Then, the effect of culture on these concepts is discussed. 
In research design section, two-step survey conducted to answer the re-
search questions in current study is explained in detail. Lastly, in line 
with the results of the analysis, interchangeability of ethics and social 
responsibility concepts are discussed along with Hofstede’s cultural di-
mensions and some recommendations for further researches are exhib-
ited.
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Social Responsibility and Ethics

There is a debate in the literature on ethics and social responsibility (e.g. 
Robin and Reidenbach, 1987; Fisher, 2004). On the one stream, ethics 
and social responsibility are sometimes mutually inclusive so that ethi-
cal behavior may be considered as socially responsible behavior. Carroll 
(1979; 1991) and Devinney et al. (2006) claim that ethics is one of the 
dimensions of social responsibility besides economic, legal, and philan-
thropic dimensions. On the other stream, in a given society actions that 
can be defined as social responsible may be ethically neutral or unsound. 
Similarly, actions that would be dictated by moral philosophy could be 
seen as socially unacceptable (Robin and Reidenbach, 1987) since so-
cial responsibility includes ‘obligation’, but ethics includes relativity as 
‘right-wrong’ values. According to Fisher (2004), there are inconsisten-
cies in the way ethics and social responsibility are defined and used. A 
behavior considered responsible might be ethically neutral or unsound 
as well as an ethically dictated action might be socially unacceptable in 
a given society (Robin and Reidenbach, 1987).

Besides, there is a lack of explicit difference between these concepts. 
Therefore, it is not clarified that which behaviors are related to social 
responsibility and which are related to ethics. Also, these inconsistencies 
make it difficult for consumers to evaluate their behaviors or behavioral 
intentions ethically or responsibly. 

The number of discussion on social responsibility and ethics in market-
ing has increased and most of them have been descriptive (Robin and 
Reidenbach, 1987) and mostly focus on the seller side of the exchange 
relationship. Murphy and Laczniak (1981), after reviewing the research 
in marketing ethics, state that vast majority of studies had examined eth-
ics relating to business or marketing situations, while only five percent 
of the studies examined ethics in consumer situations. As the consumers 
are the key participants in the business process and excluding them from 
ethics issue can lead to an imperfect understanding or that process (Vitell 
et al., 2001). 
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Many marketers have considered social responsibility and ethics to be 
significant issues within marketing field but the question is “how do the 
actual consumers view these matters?” (Carrigan and Attalla, 2001).

Consumer Social Responsibility and Consumer Ethics 

There are few different definitions for social responsibility of consum-
er with different concerns. Webster Jr. (1975: 188) defines the socially 
conscious consumer “as a consumer who takes into account the public 
consequences of his or her private consumption or who attempts to use 
his or her purchasing power to bring about social change.” This defi-
nition is weakly focused on environmental context. The other studies, 
(eg: Constantini and Hanf, 1972; Tognacci et al., 1972; Anderson et al., 
1974; Buttel and Flinn, 1978; Murphy, 1978) however, have clearly un-
derlined environmental concerns.  For instance, in Buttel and Flinn’s 
(1978) study, environmental awareness of households is measured; air 
and water pollution issues are focused. 

Besides, Roberts (1993: 140) added a social dimension to the social re-
sponsibility with the definition as “one who purchases products and ser-
vices perceived to have a positive (or less negative) influence on the 
environment or who patronizes businesses that attempt to effect related 
positive social change”. Similarly, Mohr et al. (2001: 47) defines the 
socially responsible consumer behavior as “a person basing his or her 
acquisition, usage, and disposition of products on a desire to minimize 
or eliminate any harmful effects and maximize the long-run beneficial 
impact on society”. As seen from the above definitions, consumer social 
responsibility is environmental and society based.  

As come to the measurement, many scales have been developed to meas-
ure the socially responsible consumer behavior. Firstly, a scale developed 
by Berkowitz and Daniels (1964) and further tested by Berkowitz and 
Lutterman (1968) adopting the scale of Gough et al. (1952) and Harris 
(1957) measure individual’s traditional social responsibility. Therefore, 
it can be expected that socially conscious individuals, whose orientations 
are reflected in a variety of socially responsible behaviors, would expose 
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social consciousness in consumption decisions. The most comprehen-
sive work on socially responsible consumer behavior has been done by 
Roberts (1993), who develops a 40-item scale using two dimensions: 
societal and ecological concerns. In his further studies of Roberts (1995; 
1996) shorter version of this scale (18-item) is used. 

Consumer ethics is on the other hand; focus on “right” or “wrong” be-
liefs, attitudes and behaviors etc. in the purchasing process. According to 
Hunt and Vitell (1986) the process starts when the individual perceives 
a situation as having ethical content then; the next step is the perception 
of various alternatives that can be followed to resolve the ethical prob-
lem. Once having the evoked set of alternatives, two kinds of evaluation 
will take place: Deontological and teleological. In deontological evalua-
tion, the individual evaluates the intrinsic rightness or wrongness of the 
behaviors implied by each alternative comparing the behaviors within 
a group of deontological norms consisting of personal values, general 
beliefs (honesty, stealing, cheating and etc.), issue specific beliefs, de-
ceptive advertising, and rules of behavior. The teleological evaluation 
consists of the perceived consequences of each alternative for different 
stakeholder groups, the probability that each consequence will arise to 
each stakeholder group, the desirability or undesirability of each conse-
quence and the importance of each group. 

Researchers have different approaches to measure consumer ethics. 
Vitell and Muncy (1992) creates consumer ethics scale that consists of 
some ethical judgements and has four dimensions named as actively 
benefiting (at the expense of seller), passively benefiting (at the expense 
of others), deceptive legal practices and no harm/indirect harm. These 
dimensions have direct or indirect harm to the society can be considered 
either as unethical or socially irresponsible. There are very specific be-
haviors that have ethical implications and one of them is ecologically 
related consumption as in socially responsible behavior. Antil (1984), 
for example, stated that the relationship between perceived consumer 
effectiveness and ecological concern indicates the consumer’s lack of 
belief that he can be effective in the reduction of pollution is indeed an 
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effective deterrent to his becoming personally concerned about ecolog-
ical issues in consumption. And, this ecologically related consumer is 
the socially conscious consumer who feels strongly that he/she can do 
something about pollution and tries to consider the social impact of his/
her purchases (Webster Jr., 1975).

From the above discussion, both socially responsible consumer and con-
sumer ethics have social concerns that have some negative or positive 
consequences for others. Therefore, it can be stated that again there is a 
connection and differentiation between these two concepts.

Effect of Culture on the Discrimination of Consumer Ethics 
and Consumer Social Responsibility 

A group of individuals who share distinctive values, norms and concepts 
form a specific culture. Culture is recognized as one of the most critical 
variables influencing ethical decision-making process (Hunt and Vitell, 
1986; Ralston et al., 1994; Singhapakdi et al., 1994). Differences in con-
sumer ethics may be due to cultural distinction (England, 1975; Hunt and 
Vitell, 1986). That is to say, differences in the structure of the mind may 
differ from one culture to another (Hofstede, 1991). Therefore, ethical 
values are an important component of culture (Rawwas et al., 2005). 
They determinate what is right and wrong within a society (Hofstede, 
1980). Culture determines individuals’ values, and in accordance with 
these values, their behaviors are formed (Rawwas, 2001).

In a similar manner cultural factors have an important effect on social 
responsibility as well (Singhapakdi et al., 2001). In addition, culture af-
fects social responsibility through ethics which is considered to be a di-
mension of social responsibility (Carroll, 1979; Devinney et al., 2006).

So the present study investigates empirically the cultural effect on con-
sumer social responsibility and consumer ethics with the point of con-
sumer view.

The above explanations show that consumer social responsibility and 
consumer ethics are used interchangeably. But the existing literature pro-
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vides some evidence that they are different from the point of salesperson 
or company views. This study promises to give some from the consumer 
side which has a big gap should be filled out. Besides, how the cultural 
differentiation influences the consumers’ classification of a behavior as 
socially responsible or ethical dilemma will have tried to be explored. 

Research Design

The purpose of the study is to find answer to the following research 
question:

“How much of consumer social responsibility behavior and ethical be-
havior inter-changeability are explained by which of Hofstede’s cultural 
dimensions?”

The sample of the first step is of 111; in the second step, the sample con-
sists of 165 business administration students aged between 18-24.

The research has been conducted in the following two steps:

Step 1:

In this step, it is attempted to determine the scale items that will be used 
in the second step. To this end, participants responded a questionnaire, 
which consists of consumers’ ethics scale (Vitell and Muncy, 1992) and 
socially responsible consumer behavior scale (Roberts, 1996). Besides, 
the items are converted into an active form from the passive form. That 
is, instead of a statement that says “changing price-tags on merchandise 
in a retail store”, it is stated as “I can change price-tags on merchandise 
in a retail store” because in Roberts’ (1996) scale the statements give an 
active role to the respondents. Therefore, compatibility between these 
two scales is obtained in terms of the way the statements are expressed. 
Five Point Likert Type scale is used to measure consumer ethics and 
consumer social responsibility concepts. 

Then, the item reduction by Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) is con-
ducted in order to pick the items, which have higher factor loadings. 
Firstly, the appropriateness of the data for EFA is tested with KMO and 



Tüketici ve Tüketim Araştırmaları Dergisi

44 Niray TUNÇEL / Bahtışen KAVAK / Aslı ÇİLLİOĞLU KARADEMİR

Bartlett’s Test. For the social responsibility scale, it is found that KMO 
Measure of Sampling Adequacy is .841 and Bartlett’s Test of Spheric-
ity is significant at .05 level (p = .000). For the consumer ethics scale, 
it is confirmed that KMO Measure of Sampling Adequacy is .884 and 
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity is significant at .05 level (p = .000). With 
these results, appropriateness of the data for EFA is verified. Then, with 
Principal Component Analysis (PCA), each item’s factor loadings are 
extracted in both social responsibility and ethics scales.

For the social responsibility scale, higher factor loading items related to 
environment, recycling and company issues are taken; for the consumer 
ethics scale, higher factor loading items related to each dimension that 
is actively benefiting, passively benefiting, deceptive “legal” practicing 
and no harm/indirect harm, are taken. The underlying reason of it is to 
see if the consumers are able to perceive the items that refer to the differ-
ent situations, correctly as an ethical or a social responsibility issue. For 
instance, in consumer ethics scale, only if the actively benefiting ethical 
items were selected, the results would be limited for the classification of 
actively benefiting ethical items correctly as an ethical issue or incorrect-
ly as a social responsibility issue. Thus, the perception of the consumers 
for the other ethical issues would be underestimated. 

The items will be used in next step are given in Table 1 and Table 2 with 
their factor loadings and descriptive statistics.  The cut-off point for fac-
tor loadings is determined as .45 so the items that have factor loadings 
more than .45 are selected.
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Table 1. Socially Responsible Consumer Behavior Items (SRCBI)
Selected Items Factor 

Loadings
Mean Std. 

Dev.

1. Buying the products that cause the least environment 
pollution .757 4.50 .76

2. Always buying the products that cause the least harm to 
other people .680 4.30 .90

3. If possible, buying the product that has recycling package .679 4.25 .85
4. Giving effort to buy only the recycling products .546 3.09 .93
5. Using recycling box or in some way recycling some of the 

household trash .514 3.61 1.20

6. Not buying the products from the companies’ workers of 
which work under bad working conditions .512 3.88 1.09

7. Not buying the products from companies that discriminate 
against any minority groups .459 4.11 .94

KMO Measure of Adequacy: .841, χ²: 745.67, df: 136, p: .000, % of explained σ²: 61.41

Table 2. Consumer Ethics Items (CEI)

Selected Items Factor 
Loadings Mean

Std. 
Dev.

1. Reporting a lost item as “stolen” to an insurance company 
in order to collect the money .674 4.38 .92

2. Downloading an album from internet instead of buying it .660 2.21 1.04
3. Returning an item after finding out that the same item is 

now on sale. .564 3.71 1.18

4. Observing someone shoplifting and ignoring it .522 4.14 1.05
5. Drinking a can of soda in a supermarket without paying 

for it .505 4.08 1.21

6. Using a long distance access code that does not belong to 
you .467 2.90 1.26

KMO Measure of Adequacy: .884, χ²: 1243.43, df: 253, p: .000, % of explained σ²: 62.54

Step 2:
The purpose of this step is to specify:
-If the consumer social responsibility and consumer ethics items spec-
ified in the first step are evaluated as interchangeable or discriminated 
correctly. 
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-If Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are the predictors of the interchange-
ability of the consumer social responsibility and consumer ethics items. 

The questionnaire consists of two parts. In the first part, Hofstede’s 
Cultural Dimensions are measured with CVSCALE (Yoo et al., 2004), 
Turkish version of which is taken from Turhan’s (2009) master thesis. 
The reason for selecting CVSCALE is that the dimensions of this scale 
are accepted to be equivalent to Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions. 
Moreover, CVSCALE has Confucian Dynamism dimension that is not 
included in this study. The items are placed with a Five Point Likert Type 
scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree. In the second part, the re-
spondents are asked if the items selected in the first step, are accepted as 
consumer social responsibility or consumer ethics. Cronbach Alpha for 
CVSCALE’s each cultural dimension is: .840 for uncertainty avoidance, 
.861 for individualism/collectivism, .775 for masculinity/femininity, 
.836 for power distance.  Crobach Alpha for the scale as a whole is .827. 

Data Analysis and Findings

First of all, a frequency analysis is conducted to see the number of par-
ticipants who are/are not able to discriminate the social responsibility 
and ethics items revealed in the first step (given in Table 1 and Table 2) 
correctly. If more than fifty percent of the participants classify a/an social 
responsibility/ethics item incorrectly as an/a ethics/social responsibility 
item, that item is admitted as interchangeable. As a result, it is found 
that most of the social responsibility and ethics scale items are classified 
correctly except three items, which are “Always buying the products that 
cause the least harm to other people”, “Not buying the products from 
companies that discriminate against minorities” and “Not buying the 
products from the companies, workers of which work under bad working 
conditions”. These items are considered to be ethical issues by a majority 
of the respondents even if they are considered to be social responsibili-
ty issues in the literature. Therefore, it can be said that respondents are 
more likely to misclassify the social responsibility items as consumer 
ethics items. 
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The relevant table (Table 3) that exhibits frequencies is given below. The 
bold items with their frequencies represent misclassified items by the 
respondents.

Table 3. Frequencies of Social Responsibility and Consumer Ethics 
Items Classification

ITEMS Social 
Responsibility Consumer Ethics

Buying the products that cause the least 
environment pollution (SR) 137 28

Always buying the products that cause the least 
harm to other people (SR) 81 84

If possible, buying the product that has recycling 
package (SR) 143 22

Using recycling box or in some way recycling 
some of the household trash (SR) 142 23

Giving effort to buy only the recycling products 
(SR)  142 23

Not buying the products from companies that 
discriminate against any minority groups (SR)  39 126

Not buying the products from the companies 
workers of which work under bad working 
conditions (SR)  

48 117

Drinking a can of soda in a supermarket without 
paying for it (CE) 
Drinking a can of soda in a supermarket without 
paying for it  

11 154

Using a long distance access code that does not 
belong to you (CE) 22 143

Reporting a lost item as “stolen” to an insurance 
company in order to collect the money (CE) 14 151

Observing someone shoplifting and ignoring it 
(CE)  18 147

Downloading an album from internet instead of 
buying it (CE) 27 138

Returning an item after finding out that the same 
item is now on sale (CE) 26 139

SR: Social responsibility

CE: Consumer Ethics
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After this step, a logistic regression was conducted for each misclassified 
items to see whether this misclassification is explained by Hofstede’s 
cultural dimensions, which are individualism/collectivism, masculinity/
femininity, power distance, and uncertainty avoidance. To examine if 
there is multicollinearity between independent variables, VIF (≈1) and 
tolerance (≈0.9) values are checked. It is revealed that there is not mul-
ticollinearity between independent variables. The results of the analysis 
are shown in Table 4 below.

Table 4. Logistic Regression Analysis Results

Dependent binary 
variables:

0: SR
1: CE

Omnibus Test 
of Model 

Coefficient
Sig.

Uncertainty 
avoidance
(B)/Sig.

Collectivism/
İndividualism

(B)/Sig.

Masculinity/
Femininity

(B)/Sig.

Power
Distance
(B)/Sig.

Always buying the 
products that cause 
the least harm to 
other people (SR) 

.032** -.565/.040 .170/.451 .162/.336 .409/.033

Not buying the 
products from 
companies that 
discriminate 
against any 
minority groups 
(SR)  

.065*** .092/.764 .629/.017 -.227/262 -.188/.385

Not buying the 
products from the 
companies workers 
of which work 
under bad working 
conditions (SR)  

.403* 292/.325 -.333/.191 -.261/.153 .107/.596

* Model is not significant at .10 level

**Model is significant at .05 level

***Model is significant at .10 level

First of all, as it is shown in Table X, misclassification of the item “Not 
buying the products from the companies’ workers of which work under 
bad working conditions” as a consumer ethics item, is not explained by 
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cultural dimensions. Besides, misclassification of the item “Always buy-
ing the products that cause the least harm to other people” is explained 
by power distance dimension. Moreover, misclassification of the item 
“Not buying the products from companies that discriminate against any 
minority groups” is explained by collectivism/individualism dimension.

Discussion

The results of this study show that people are able to discriminate con-
sumer social responsibility and consumer ethics issues from each other. 
However, There are three items that respondents are confused are “Not 
buying the products from the companies’ workers of which work under 
bad working conditions”, “Always buying the products that cause the 
least harm to other people” “Not buying the products from companies 
that discriminate against any minority groups”, which are social respon-
sibility issues but are considered as ethical issues by a majority of re-
spondents.

Besides, it is revealed that Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are effective 
on explaining concept confusion between consumer social responsibility 
and consumer ethics. “Always buying the products that cause the least 
harm to other people” item’s misclassification is affected by power dis-
tance dimension and “Not buying the products from companies that dis-
criminate against any minority groups” item’s misclassification is affect-
ed by individualism/collectivism dimension.

In the frame of the abovementioned results, this study provides evidence 
from the consumer side that social responsibility and ethics are perceived 
as different issues. Although there is already a theoretical separation of 
these concepts in literature, there is still an ongoing debate that social 
responsibility and ethics concepts are mutually inclusive (Carroll, 1979, 
1991; Devinney et al., 2006). On the other hand, actions that are regard-
ed as socially responsible may be ethically neutral or unsound and ac-
tions that are dictated ethically may be socially unacceptable (Robin and 
Reidenbach, 1987). However, these inferences are based on the theoret-
ical approaches in which the consumer side is missing. Thus, the current 
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study brings the perspective of the consumers and empirically verifies 
the theoretical separation of these concepts from the consumer side.

Moreover, culture, as a determinative factor on individuals’ behav-
iors (Rawwas, 2001), structure of mind (Hofstede, 1991), ethical deci-
sion-making process (Hunt and Vitell, 1986; Ralston et al., 1994), social 
responsibility attitude (Singhapakdi et al., 2001), is found to be effective 
on the consumers’ misclassification of a behavior as a social responsi-
bility or an ethical issue. In this respect, the current study is the first to 
highlight empirically that the consumer perception of what is a social 
responsibility or an ethical issue is related to the cultural factors. There-
fore, a revision of the items considering the cultural differences may be 
necessary not only for consumer social responsibility and consumer eth-
ics scales selected in this study but also for others, which would benefit 
reliability and validity of the studies.

As it is mentioned above, power distance dimension is a predictor of the 
misclassification of social responsibility items as an ethical issue. Power 
distance at individual level refers to what extent an individual accepts 
the unequal distribution of power in a society (Clugston et al., 2000). 
Therefore, individuals with high-power distance scores are more likely 
to be contented with the unequal distribution of power which is contra-
dicting for the long-term concerns of the society. For the corporate side, 
in their study, Waldman et al. (2006) found that managers, who devalue 
power distance, tend to express managerial skills related to social re-
sponsibility. Accordingly, for the consumer side, it may be suggested that 
a high-power distance scored individual may be less likely to take the 
issues in the scope of social responsibility. That might be the reason that 
the social responsibility item “Always buying the products that cause the 
least harm to other people” is misclassified as a consumer ethics item by 
high-power distance scored consumers. 

Moreover, it is found that the social responsibility item “Not buying the 
products from companies that discriminate against any minority groups” 
is misclassified as an ethical item, which is explained by individualism/
collectivism dimension, where collectivists are more likely to classify 
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the item as an ethical issue. As it is stated before, social responsibility is 
identified as an obligation to act for society whereas ethics is more about 
what is good or bad. Collectivism suggests cooperation, helpfulness and 
consideration of group benefit. Also, collectivists have a motivation to 
sacrifice individual interests if it is “good” for the group (Laroche et al., 
2001). It may be stated that collectivists are more likely to act for the 
group benefit not because it is an obligation but because they believe it is 
good for the group. Thus, collectivists tend to classify the item “Not buy-
ing the products from companies that discriminate against any minority 
groups” as a consumer ethics issue.  

Limitations of the Study

The sample of this study consist of Hacettepe University business ad-
ministrations students who are selected conveniently. Thus, the results 
may differ for the students from other universities/departments and for 
other populations.

Another issue is that in this study, consumer ethics is measured by Vitell 
and Muncy’s (1992) scale and consumer social responsibility is meas-
ured Roberts’ (1996) socially responsible consumer behavior scale. The 
results are limited to the consumer ethics and social responsibility clas-
sification of the respondents related to the items of these scales. Thus, 
the respondents’ classification may change for different measurement 
instruments.

Besides, the current study confirms that power distance and individual-
ism/collectivism dimensions are effective on the misclassification of the 
social responsibility items as an ethical issue. However, these pioneering 
results should be validated by future studies with broader and diversified 
samples. Furthermore, Hoftsede’s cultural dimensions are measured by 
the scale of Yoo et al. (2004) so the use of different ones may give dif-
ferent results.
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Recommendations for Further Research

This study selects the students of business administration departments 
as the main population. These students are familiar with the consumer 
ethics and consumer social responsibility concepts and to what behaviors 
they are related to, from their courses. Therefore, they are able to dis-
criminate these two concepts. If a similar study is conducted to a differ-
ent main population, results would differ and maybe these two concepts 
would not be discriminated.

Additionally, the effect of cultural dimensions on consumer social re-
sponsibility and consumer ethics vary for different countries. Therefore, 
a similar study in a different country may give different results.
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