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Abstract Chinese consumers comprise a unique subcul-

ture that exerts a considerable influence on the market and

are treated as a collective group by researchers. However,

few studies have examined the effects of collectivism and

consumer attitudinal attributes on consumer ethics.

Although the practice of religion was prohibited in China

before economic reforms in the late 1970s, religion remains

a major factor that affects the ethical judgment of con-

sumers. The present study, based on the Hunt–Vitell

model, examines the influence of culture (collectivism and

religion) and personal characteristics (attitude toward

business) on consumer ethics. A total of 284 Chinese

consumers were surveyed. Structural equation modeling

was used to test hypothesized relationships in the research

model. The results indicate that collectivism had a signif-

icant explanatory power for four dimensions of consumer

ethical beliefs: (a) actively benefiting from illegal activi-

ties; (b) passively benefiting from questionable activities;

(c) actively benefiting from deceptive legal activities; and

(d) engaging in no harm and no foul activities. However,

consumer attitude toward business significantly explained

only the passive dimension of consumer ethics, and reli-

gious beliefs significantly explained only the active

dimension of consumer ethical beliefs.

Keywords Attitude toward business � China �
Collectivism � Consumer ethics � Religious beliefs

Introduction

China has become more materialistic during its prosperous

economic development (Swanson 1995). McGregor (1992)

argued that the Chinese government is engaged in pro-

moting materialism because it is correlated with a higher

economic growth rate. However, previous studies have

found that the excessive pursuit of materialism may

increase unethical consumer behavior (Huang et al. 2012;

Lu and Lu 2010). Whitcomb et al. (1998), comparing the

business ethical values between Chinese and Americans,

found that Chinese people were sometimes more motivated

by profit and more likely than Americans to use informal

and illegal means to achieve their profit objectives. Con-

siderable research is required to more clearly understand

the links among cultural values, the institutional environ-

ment, and ethical decision-making in China. It is crucial to

understand why Chinese consumers engage in unethical

behavior, because it could be helpful in ultimately cur-

tailing questionable practices.

Over the past decade, the topics of culture and ethics in

business have gained considerable attention. The general

theory of marketing ethics developed by Hunt and Vitell

(1986, 1993) has specifically been applied to all business

situations. The Hunt–Vitell model proposes cultural and

personal characteristics as two of the constructs that

influence a person’s perceptions in ethical situations.

Although the model recognizes the importance of culture,

few studies have incorporated the cultural component in

ethical situations. Thus, Singhapakdi et al. (1994) and

Tavakoli et al. (2003) indicated that culture is a crucial
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variable that affects consumer ethical decision-making and

behaviors.

Hofstede (1980, 1983, 1984) has argued that four rele-

vant cultural typologies exist: power distance, individual-

ism, masculinity, and uncertainty avoidance. Although

Hofstede’s model has been widely accepted for assessing

the construct of culture, Vitell et al. (1993) were among the

first researchers to develop propositions concerning the

influence of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on ethical

decision-making. Thus far, with the exception of the

propositions by Vitell et al. (1993), empirical examinations

into Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and consumer ethics

are lacking. Only Swaidan (2012) has examined the effect

of culture on the consumer ethics of African-American

consumers by using Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.

Among the four dimensions, the individualism and col-

lectivism dimension has been the most widely applied to

the topic of cross-cultural management in social science

research (Triandis and Bhawuk 1997). According to Hus-

ted and Allen (2008), individualism and collectivism affect

ethical decision-making more than any other cultural

dimension does. From Hofstede’s perspective, the Chinese

are generally treated as a group characterized by collec-

tivism. Similarly, Jenner et al. (2008) proposed that China

has unique subcultural characteristics. Therefore, it is

crucial for marketers to develop internal corporate policies

and external marketing strategies geared toward Chinese

consumers that recognize a collectivist mainstream culture.

In most studies, exploring the relationship between

individual factors and consumer ethics, researchers have

focused on the individual’s personal moral philosophy (e.g.,

idealism, relativism, materialism, and Machiavellianism)

and how it influences his or her perceptions of the ques-

tionable behavior under consideration (Al-Khatib et al.

1995; Arli and Tjiptono 2014; Huang et al. 2012; Lu and Lu

2010; Swaidan et al. 2003). A critical but often neglected

factor is the individual’s attitudinal attributes. Since the first

study of consumer ethics by Vitell and Muncy (1992),

subsequent investigations have seldom discussed the effect

of consumer attitudinal attributes on consumer ethics, and

examination of this construct’s role in consumer ethical

decision-making is overdue (Vitell et al., 2007).

According to the Hunt–Vitell model, religion is both a

personal and cultural characteristic, meaning that it is

intrinsically linked to two factors that affect marketing

ethics. However, research on religion and ethical outcomes

has yielded inconsistent results (Weaver and Agle 2002;

Longenecker et al. 2004; Parboteeah et al. 2008). Some

studies have argued that there are negative relationships

between religion and ethics (Clark and Dawson 1996),

whereas others have found no relationship between the two

(Parboteeah et al. 2008). Interestingly, several studies have

found a positive impact of religion on ethical practices

(Giacalone and Jurkiewicz 2003; Longenecker et al. 2004).

It follows that individuals who are more religious can be

expected to be more ethical.

Although religion and consumer attitudinal attributes

have long been subjects of study, Vitell et al. (2007) and

Vitell (2009) have identified the examination of these two

variables as a relatively under-researched area in consumer

ethics. Thus, the present study was based on the Hunt–

Vitell model and examined the influence of culture

dimensions (specifically, collectivism and religion) and

certain personal characteristics (specifically, attitude

toward business) on consumer ethics. The results con-

tribute to the consumer ethics literature by shedding light

on the roles of collectivism, attitude toward business, and

religious beliefs. Furthermore, because this study was

conducted in China, the results can be compared with the

findings of studies concerning other collectivist cultures.

Theoretical Foundations and Hypotheses

Consumer Ethics

Muncy and Vitell (1992) published a pioneering article in

which they defined and developed a scale for consumer

ethics. Since then, numerous studies relating to consumer

ethics have been published. Vitell and Muncy (1992)

postulated the following dimensions of consumer behavior:

(a) actively benefiting from illegal activities (ACTIVE);

(b) passively benefiting from questionable activities

(PASSIVE); (c) actively benefiting from deceptive legal

activities (DECEPTIVE); and (d) engaging in no harm and

no foul activities (NOHARM). The ACTIVE dimension

refers to the profits obtained by consumers from sellers

through direct behaviors that most consumers think are

illegal (such as changing the labels of goods in a store).

The PASSIVE dimension refers to consumers passively

obtaining profits from seller mistakes (such as keeping

change when a store clerk returns too much). The

DECEPTIVE dimension refers to consumers actively par-

taking in problematic behaviors (such as purchasing goods

by using expired coupons). Although the above behaviors

are not illegal, they are controversial. The NOHARM

dimension refers to insignificant behaviors that do not

directly harm people (such as consumers returning goods

that they do not like after using the goods). Many con-

sumers believe that this type of behavior is acceptable.

Many studies have adopted the Muncy–Vitell consumer

ethics scale to study consumer behavior in various coun-

tries, such as investigations focusing on the United States

(Vitell et al. 1991; Muncy and Vitell 1992; Vitell and

Muncy 1992), Egypt and Lebanon (Rawwas et al. 1994),

Australia and the United States (Rawwas et al. 1996),
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Muslim immigrants in the United States (Swaidan 1999),

Northern Ireland and Hong Kong (Rawwas et al. 1995),

and Northern Ireland and Lebanon (Rawwas et al. 1998).

To summarize, many cross-cultural studies on consumer

ethics have demonstrated that consumer ethics varies

among cultures. However, only a few researchers have

examined consumer ethics in Asia, focusing on Hong Kong

(Chan et al. 1998), Japan (Erffmeyer et al. 1999), Singa-

pore (Ang et al. 2001), and Indonesia (Arli and Tjiptono

2014; Lu and Lu 2010). The present study applied the

Muncy–Vitell consumer ethics scale to Chinese consumers

to provide empirical evidence in support of the generaliz-

ability of the Muncy–Vitell consumer ethics model outside

of North America.

Collectivism

Collectivism presents a unique problem with respect to the

level of analysis because the construct has been concep-

tualized as both a societal-level (Hofstede 1984; House

et al. 1997) and individual-level (Earley 1993; Husted and

Allen 2008) variable and has been applied to countries or

groups to examine ethical decision-making. Husted and

Allen (2008) mentioned, in particular, a lack of research

into the micro-level effect of collectivism on ethical

behavior. Hence, the present study operationalized this

dimension at the individual level to explore the role of

individual perceptions of collectivism on consumer ethical

decision-making.

According to Hofstede (1997), collectivism refers to

valuing group beliefs instead of individual beliefs. A

society oriented toward collectivism is typically charac-

terized by strong social networks such as large families,

patriarchal clans, and groups composed of colleagues. In a

collectivist culture, people believe in group decision-

making (Hofstede 1980) and treat the group interest as the

priority throughout their lives to maintain loyalty-based

ties (Hofstede 1997; Hofstede and Bond 1988; Kluckhohn

and Strodtbeck 1961; Hofstede et al. 2010).

In a collectivist culture, the concept of fairness exists

only with respect to those outside the group (such as

strangers). Concerning those inside the group, equality is

the guiding principle (Triandis 1994a, b). Hence, in such a

culture, the ingroup emphasizes sharing (Hofstede 1997;

Swinyard et al. 1990) as well as following the ethical

regulations and standards constructed by the society (Vitell

et al. 1993).

Few studies have directly discussed the effect of col-

lectivism on consumer ethics; thus, the relationship

between the two can only be inferred. Yoo and Donthu

(2002) suggested that collectivists are more likely to adhere

to marketing ethics than individualists. More recently, Paul

et al. (2006) found a direct relationship between

collectivism and marketing ethics. They suggested that

managers with a stronger sense of collectivism are more

ethical. Swaidan (2012) also found that consumers who

score high in collectivism are more likely to reject ques-

tionable activities than consumers who score low in col-

lectivism. On the basis of the empirical findings, we expect

a positive relationship between collectivism and consumer

ethics. Thus, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

H1 Collectivism is a positive determinant of consumer

ethical beliefs regarding the (a) ACTIVE; (b) PASSIVE;

(c) DECEPTIVE; and (d) NOHARM dimensions.

Attitude Toward Business

People’s behaviors are the outcomes of their attitudes. An

original study conducted by Vitell and Muncy (1992)

suggested that individual attitudes are critical to under-

standing consumer ethical decision-making. On the basis of

various dimensions found in real life, they divided general

attitudes into attitudes toward business, salespeople, gov-

ernment, mankind, and illegal acts. However, only a few

researchers have considered these consumer attitudinal

attributes since the original Vitell and Muncy (1992) study.

Among the various consumer attitudinal attributes,

attitude toward business was the one most frequently

examined in consumer ethics studies. Vitell et al. (2007)

used consumer attitude toward business as an independent

variable and found that it is a significant determinant of the

passive dimension of ethical dilemmas in consumption

situations. The authors suggested that a person’s attitude

toward business is related to his or her ethical beliefs

regarding questionable consumer situations. However,

consumers whose attitude toward business was more neg-

ative were less likely to regard various questionable prac-

tices as unethical. In a later study, Patwardhan et al. (2012)

found that attitude toward business was a significant pre-

dictor of PASSIVE consumer behaviors for Anglo-Amer-

icans, but not for Hispanics. Furthermore, attitude toward

business was a significant predictor of the NOHARM

dimension of consumer behavior for Hispanics, but not for

Anglo-Americans. Hence, studies on the influence of atti-

tude toward business on consumer ethics have produced

mixed results, suggesting a need for further investigation.

In the present study, consistent with Vitell and Muncy

(1992), we expected that consumers with a more positive

attitude toward business are more likely to reject ques-

tionable consumer activities. Thus, this study proposes the

following hypothesis:

H2 Attitude toward business is a positive determinant of

consumer ethical beliefs regarding the (a) ACTIVE;

(b) PASSIVE; (c) DECEPTIVE; and (d) NOHARM

dimensions.
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Religious Beliefs

Previous research concerning the effects of religion on

ethical behavior tended to rely on limited sample sizes

based on convenience sampling, and in particular on

undergraduate and MBA student samples (Parboteeah et al.

2008; Vitell et al. 2007). Sedikides (2010) observed that

religion is a crucial matter worldwide. Many studies have

demonstrated that religion influences a person’s ethical

judgments, ethical intentions, and behaviors (Terpstra et al.

1993; Vitell 2009). Singhapakdi et al. (2013) found that

religiosity has a significant effect on ethical intentions in

marketing situations.

According to the Global Index of Religiosity and

Atheism survey conducted by WIN-Gallup International

(2012) using data from a sample of more than 50,000

people in 57 countries, China has the highest percentage of

atheists (47 %) in the world. According to the survey

results, only 14 % of Chinese respondents reported that

they consider themselves religious, and among these peo-

ple, most were Buddhist and Taoist. According to these

findings, it might be inappropriate to measure Chinese

religious beliefs by using the two facets of religious

motivation referred to as intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity.

Smith (1998) indicated that there are two types of reli-

gion surveys in the United States: one that gathers data

from church attendance numbers to measure the status of

religion, and one that relies on asking respondents directly

about their religious beliefs. The present study examined

religion by determining how individuals perceive them-

selves vis-a-vis the religious beliefs that they hold instead

of considering the concept in terms of intrinsic and

extrinsic religiosity. Thus, we expect that self-identification

as a religious believer has a positive relationship with

consumer ethical beliefs. According to the theoretical and

empirical literature, this study proposes the following

hypothesis:

H3 Religion is a positive determinant of consumer ethi-

cal beliefs regarding the (a) ACTIVE; (b) PASSIVE;

(c) DECEPTIVE; and (d) NOHARM dimensions.

Methodology

Sample

Tuncalp (1988) found that convenience sampling is

appropriate for research that is designed to gain an

understanding of final consumers and their behavior. Pre-

vious studies on consumer ethics have also used conve-

nience samples (e.g., Al-Khatib et al. 1997; Lu and Lu

2010; Rawwas 1996; Rawwas et al. 1994). Given the lack

of a dependable postal service in China, data were col-

lected through convenience sampling from 10 Taiwan-

based small and medium enterprises located in Guangdong

and Fujian provinces, China. Guangdong and Fujian are the

main provinces where Taiwan-based enterprises have

investments in China. Questionnaires were forwarded to

executives of Taiwan-based companies with favorable

guanxi (i.e., personal networking connections) with the

authors to distribute the questionnaires. A total of 450

questionnaires (including an explanation letter and a return

envelope) were hand-delivered to Chinese office workers

by company managers.

The original questionnaire items were in English. A

back translation technique was applied. Specifically, con-

structs with multi-item measures were translated into

Chinese by one of the researchers, and the Chinese version

was then translated back into English by another researcher

who was fluent in both Chinese and English. The two

English versions were discussed and compared. Any vari-

ation in the meanings of the original items resulted in

rewording and refining the Chinese questionnaire. Several

iterations were performed to ensure the authenticity of the

translation.

The completed questionnaires (in sealed envelopes)

were returned to the management departments of the

enterprises. After 166 invalid questionnaires with incom-

plete responses were eliminated, a total of 284 valid sam-

ples remained, producing a valid return rate of 63.11 %.

The majority of the respondents were female (63.4 %),

were under 35 years old (89.1 %), had no religious beliefs

(72.9 %), had an educational level of college or higher

(53.2 %), and had an average personal income per month

of less than RMB 2,500 (70.1 %). Table 1 lists the detailed

demographic information of the respondents.

Measurement of the Constructs

The questionnaire contained four parts. The first part was

the Muncy–Vitell Questionnaire (MVQ), which is used to

explore consumer decision-making in controversial ethical

situations. The MVQ measures consumer beliefs by using

22 consumer descriptions that have potential ethical

implications (Muncy and Vitell 1992). The MVQ has been

applied in many ethical studies, which have demonstrated

its reliability and validity. Moreover, past research has

supported the four factors validated by the MVQ (Al-

Khatib et al. 1995, 2005; Ang et al. 2001; Chan et al. 1998;

Dodge et al. 1996; Erffmeyer et al. 1999; Fullerton et al.

1996; Gardner 1999; Lascu 1993; Muncy and Vitell 1992;

Rawwas 1996, 2001). A 5-point Likert scale was used for

measurement, with a higher score indicating a higher level

of ethical beliefs.
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The second part of the questionnaire measured the

respondents’ degree of collectivism. This measurement

scale was developed by Hofstede (1984, 1997) and modi-

fied by Blodgett et al. (2001). The respondents rated their

level of agreement with given statements on a 5-point

scale, with a higher score indicating a higher degree of

collectivism.

The third part of the questionnaire measured the

respondents’ general attitude toward business, a variable

that was included in the original Muncy and Vitell (1992)

study; however, no related study has examined the relia-

bility of the scale. All statements were adopted directly

from the Muncy and Vitell (1992) study. Three statements

were used to evaluate the respondents’ attitude toward

business. The respondents rated their level of agreement

with the statements on a 5-point scale, with a higher score

indicating a more positive consumer attitude toward

business.

The fourth part of the questionnaire measured the

respondents’ demographic information, including their

religious affiliation (Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity,

Catholicism, or other).

Data Analysis and Results

Reliability and Validity of Research Constructs

Data analysis was conducted using a two-stage methodol-

ogy involving a measurement model and a structural

model, as recommended by McDonald and Ho (2002). The

first step in the data analysis was to assess the construct

validity for the six measurement elements (i.e., ACTIVE,

PASSIVE, DECEPTIVE, NOHARM, collectivism, and

attitude toward business) by performing LISREL confir-

matory factor analysis. The adequacy of the measurement

model was evaluated according to the criteria of reliability,

convergent validity, and discriminant validity. Reliability

assesses the extent to which varying approaches construct

measurements and yield the same results (Campbell and

Fiske 1959), and composite reliability (CR) is used to

examine the reliability. As shown in Table 2, all of the CR

values were greater than the common acceptance level of

0.60 (Bagozzi and Yi 1988), except that for the attitude

toward business scale (CR = 0.56).

The convergent validity of the measurement scales was

evaluated using two criteria suggested by Jöreskog and

Sörbom (1989): (a) all indicator factor loadings (k) should
be significant and exceed 0.45, and (b) the average variance

extracted (AVE) by each construct should exceed 0.50. All

k values were higher than the 0.45 benchmark in this study.

As shown in Table 2, most AVEs were greater than 0.5,

except those for the collectivism and attitude toward

business scales, both of which had AVE values (0.44 and

0.41, respectively) slightly below the required minimum

criterion of 0.5. Hatcher (1998) proposed that even if the

AVE of one or two of the constructs is less than 0.5, the

convergent validity can still be considered acceptable.

Therefore, the convergent validity was deemed accept-

able in the present study.

Discriminant validity assesses the extent to which a

concept and its indicator differ from another concept and

its indicators (Bagozzi and Phillips 1991). The discriminant

validity of the measures was assessed using the guidelines

Table 1 Sample characteristics

(n = 284)
Variable Demographics Number Valid percent

Gender Male 104 36.6

Female 180 63.4

Age Under 25 years 157 55.3

26–35 years 96 33.8

36–45 years 16 5.6

Over 45 years 15 5.3

Religious beliefs With religious beliefs 80 27.1

Without religious beliefs 204 72.9

Education level High school or below 133 46.8

College 101 35.6

University 43 15.0

Graduate school or above 7 2.6

Personal income per month Under RMB$999 77 27.1

RMB$1000–2499 122 43.0

RMB$2500–4999 52 18.3

RMB$5000–6999 15 5.3

Over RMB$ 7000 18 6.3
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suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981); namely, the

square root of the AVE for each construct should exceed

the correlation between that and any other construct.

Table 2 lists the correlation matrix, with the correlations

among the constructs and the square root of the AVE on the

diagonals. The diagonal values exceeded the inter-con-

struct correlations; hence, the measures met the standard

for discriminant validity.

Model Testing Results

Four separate models were tested to examine the relation-

ships among the three independent variables (collectivism,

attitude toward business, and religious beliefs) and the four

dimensions of consumer ethics (ACTIVE, PASSIVE,

DECEPTIVE, and NOHARM) as the dependent variables.

Structural equation modeling was used to test the hypoth-

esized relationships in the research model. For models with

a good fit, the Chi-square normalized by degrees of free-

dom (v2/df) should not exceed 5, and the non-normed fit

index (NNFI), comparative fit index (CFI), and goodness-

of-fit index (GFI) should exceed 0.9 (Bentler 1983, 1988;

Browne and Cudeck 1993; Hayduk 1987). The root mean

square error of approximation (RMSEA) should be less

than 0.8 (Jöreskog and Sörbom 1993). For the four struc-

tural models (see Table 3), v2/df was 1.555, 1.556, 1.472,
and 1.869; the NNFI was 0.955, 0.956, 0.933, and 0.916;

the CFI was 0.968, 0.973, 0.964, and 0.949; the GFI was

0.964, 0.973, 0.981, and 0.969; and the RMSEA was 0.044,

0.044, 0.041, and 0.055. In summary, the overall results

suggest that the research model provided an adequate fit to

the data.

Table 4 shows the standardized LISREL path coeffi-

cients. All paths were significant between collectivism and

the four dimensions of consumer ethical beliefs

(b = 0.308, 0.522, 0.248, 0.255; t = 2.813, 4.185, 1.963,

2.490). The signs of the beta weights were all in the

expected direction. Therefore, H1a, H1b, H1c, and H1d

were supported.

As shown in Table 4, the paths between attitude toward

business and the four dimensions of consumer ethics were

significant for one of the four dimensions. The path

between attitude toward business and PASSIVE was sig-

nificant (b = 0.522; t = 2.813). Thus, H2b was supported.

The paths between attitude toward business and ACTIVE

(b = -0.004, t = -0.026), attitude toward business and

DECEPTIVE (b = -0.160, t = -0.985), and attitude

toward business and NOHARM (b = 0.022, t = 0.132)

were not significant. Hence, H2a, H2c, and H2d were not

supported.

Furthermore, the paths between religious beliefs and the

four dimensions of consumer ethics were significant for

one of the four dimensions. The path between religious

beliefs and ACTIVE was significant (b = 0.263,

t = 2.734). Thus, H3a was supported. The paths between

religious beliefs and PASSIVE (b = -0.007, t = -0.284),

religious beliefs and DECEPTIVE (b = 0.041, t = 1.538),

Table 2 Mean, correlations,

CR, and AVE among latent

variables

Construct Mean 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. ACTIVE 4.27 0.83

2. PASSIVE 3.78 0.36** 0.78

3. DECEPTIVE 3.90 0.43** 0.41** 0.71

4. NOHARM 2.82 0.05 0.35** 0.19** 0.76

5. Collectivism 3.68 0.21** 0.29** 0.15* 0.16** 0.66

6. Business 2.90 0.04 0.18** 0.01 0.15* 0.04 0.64

7. Religious beliefs NA 0.22** 0.03 0.09 0.11 0.09 0.02 NA

CR 0.91 0.82 0.64 0.80 0.70 0.56 NA

AVE 0.68 0.60 0.50 0.57 0.44 0.41 NA

Diagonal elements (in bold) are the square root of the average variance extracted (AVE)

Off-diagonal elements are the correlations among latent variables (* p\ 0.05. ** p\ 0.01, two-tailed)

CR composite reliability, AVE average variance extracted

1. ACTIVE = actively benefiting from an illegal activity; 2. PASSIVE = passively benefiting from

questionable activities; 3. DECEPTIVE = actively benefiting from deceptive legal activities; 4.

NOHARM = no harm/no foul activities, 6. Business = attitude toward business

Table 3 Model fit index summary

Model v2 df v2/df GFI RMSEA NNFI CFI

Model 1 60.656 39 1.555 0.964 0.044 0.955 0.968

Model 2 34.240 22 1.556 0.973 0.044 0.956 0.973

Model 3 22.074 15 1.472 0.981 0.041 0.933 0.964

Model 4 41.109 22 1.869 0.969 0.055 0.916 0.949

GFI goodness-of-fit index, RMSEA root mean square error of

approximation, NNFI non-normed fit index; CFI comparative fit

index
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and religious beliefs and NOHARM (b = -0.052,

t = -1.898) were not significant. Hence, H3b, H3c, and

H3d were not supported. The results of the hypothesis

testing are shown in Table 4.

Conclusions and Implications

This study makes several contributions to the understand-

ing of the relationships among collectivism, attitude toward

business, religious beliefs, and consumer ethics. The pre-

sent empirical survey demonstrates four major results.

First, the four dimensions of consumer ethics ranked

according to the mean from the highest to lowest are

ACTIVE, DECEPTIVE, PASSIVE, and NOHARM. This

suggests that Chinese consumers perceived actively bene-

fiting from an illegal activity as unethical and unaccept-

able behavior. This result is consistent with previous

studies suggesting that actively benefiting from an illegal

activity is generally considered unethical and wrong. In

addition, the Chinese consumers considered DECEPTIVE

activities to be more unethical or wrong than PASSIVE

activities. This is not surprising, considering that actively

benefiting from deceptive legal activities entails active

deception, even if the activity in question is not illegal per

se. PASSIVE activities were generally considered to be

ethical. The NOHARM dimension was the most accept-

able to Chinese consumers among the four dimensions

considered. This result is consistent with previous research

that found that NOHARM activities were generally per-

ceived to not be harmful to others (Vitell 2009). In sum-

mary, Chinese people maintain high ethical standards in

relation to obviously illegal behaviors, but may relax their

standards regarding less readily observable behaviors.

Second, collectivism was a significant factor in deter-

mining consumer ethical beliefs for all four dimensions. As

anticipated, the results revealed that consumers with a

stronger collectivist orientation were more likely to regard

questionable consumer activities as wrong or unethical.

This result is consistent with the findings of Swaidan

(2012), who suggested that consumers high in collectivism

are more sensitive to questionable consumer activities than

those who demonstrate low collectivism. This is probably

because collectivists pay attention to other perspectives and

treat group norms as the standard by which to measure

behavior. Apparently, Chinese consumers who are highly

collectivist are more likely to reject questionable consumer

practices. In the context of collectivism, people feel that

they are members of an extended family, and the welfare of

the group is more crucial than personal benefit (Hofstede

et al. 2010). Swaidan (2012) proposed that socially

responsible companies are more readily accepted by col-

lectivists, because they are suited to collectivist cultural

traits. If international marketers in China were to establish

a positive corporate image with group interests as the

foundation, Chinese consumers would be attracted because

of their highly collectivist nature; thus, these companies

can gain regarding consumer recognition. Consequently,

the results of this study suggest that multinational corpo-

rations in China should take the initiative to contribute to

the community and consider how well their corporate

reputation corresponds to collectivist cultural traits to

reduce unethical consumer behaviors and to develop better

strategies.

Third, attitude toward business was significant only in

determining consumer ethical beliefs regarding the PAS-

SIVE dimension. This is consistent with Vitell et al. (2007)

and Patwardhan et al. (2012), who found that attitude

toward business was only significantly associated with the

PASSIVE dimension of the consumer ethics scale. The

mean of the attitude toward business dimension (2.90)

indicates that Chinese consumers have a slightly negative

Table 4 A summary table of

the hypotheses and results
Model Hypotheses Relationship of construct Path Results

Model 1 H1a Collectivism ? ACTIVE 0.304** Supported

H2a Attitude toward business ? ACTIVE -0.004 Not supported

H3a Religious beliefs ? ACTIVE 0.263** Supported

Model 2 H1b Collectivism ? PASSIVE 0.509*** Supported

H2b Attitude toward business ? PASSIVE 0.522*** Supported

H3b Religious beliefs ? PASSIVE -0.006 Not supported

Model 3 H1c Collectivism ? DECEPTIVE 0.248** Supported

H2c Attitude toward business ? DECEPTIVE -0.160 Not supported

H3c Religious beliefs ? DECEPTIVE 0.041 Not supported

Model 4 H1d Collectivism ? NOHARM 0.299** Supported

H2d Attitude toward business ? NOHARM 0.022 Not supported

H3d Religious beliefs ? NOHARM -0.052 Not supported

* p\ 0.05; ** p\ 0.01; *** p\ 0.001
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attitude toward business in general. This may explain why

attitude toward business was generally unrelated to the

various consumer practices. As Tian and Keep (2002)

observed, consumers engage in unethical behavior not only

because of their individual ethical beliefs but also because

they are affected by instances of corporate misconduct such

as a company providing poor quality products, information

asymmetry, or unfair pricing. When customers trust a

specific company, they are less likely to abuse and

undermine the long-term relationship that exists between

them and the company and are more likely to refrain from

unethical consumer behavior.

Finally, Chinese consumers’ religious beliefs signifi-

cantly explained only their ethical beliefs for the ACTIVE

dimension, as almost all survey respondents regarded these

activities as being wrong. However, religious beliefs were

not a determinant of the three other consumer ethics

dimensions (i.e., PASSIVE, DECEPTIVE, NOHARM).

Apparently, religious orientation had very little influence on

respondent perceptions of various questionable consumer

practices. The Chinese government advocated atheism and

outlawed the practice of religion before the economic

reforms of the late 1970s. Although the government per-

mitted the practice of religion after the reforms, various

restrictions such as banning free missionary work were

established and enforced. According to the Global Index of

Religiosity and Atheism survey conducted by WIN-Gallup

International (2012), only 14 % of Chinese respondents

reported that they consider themselves religious. The high

percentage of atheists in China may explain why the

dimension of religious beliefs was generally unrelated to the

various consumer behaviors. Yao andZhao (2010) explained

that Chinese culture has been molded by three philosophical

traditions: Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. For Chi-

nese people, Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism are not

religions but philosophical teachings. Most scholars believe

that Chinese people are less concerned with religion than

people of other countries are (Adler 2014; Yao and Zhao

2010). In particular, Confucian culture attaches great

importance to the basic goodness of people, and this has

some bearing on Chinese consumers making ethical deci-

sions (Yao 2000). It might beworthwhile for future studies to

examine the effect of Confucianism on various questionable

consumer practices.

Limitations are inevitable in any study on cross-cultural

ethics. First, concerns related to self-reporting are a com-

mon problem in the questionnaire survey process and were

inevitable in this study. Future studies can introduce

additional variances to the results to address this method-

ological concern. By contrast, some respondents may have

provided what they perceived to be socially desirable

responses to appear more ethical (Al-Khatib et al. 2005).

As Hofstede (1980) reported, the Chinese have a strong

cultural motivation toward group conformity and a concern

with ‘‘saving face.’’ To save face, Chinese people may

make decisions according to peer pressure and group

norms. The social desirability bias may have thus been a

factor in the responses to some questions about ethical

judgments. To control for such a bias, future studies should

examine the inclusion of social desirability measures. The

sample size of this study also limited the generalizability of

the findings. Before the economic reforms in China, reli-

gious beliefs were forbidden, and most Chinese are there-

fore atheists. Among the sample of this study, only 27.1 %

of the respondents reported having religious beliefs; hence,

sampling such a small proportion of the population might

have resulted in a statistical bias. Future studies should

investigate larger random samples in China. Finally, only a

small percentage of the variance was explained for some of

the consumer ethics dimensions. Further studies should

determine additional variables to facilitate explaining more

of the variance in consumer ethics dimensions.
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