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Abstract 

 
Evidence of the increasing importance of ethical consumption to consumer behaviour is 
growing; and this research uses empirical evidence from the Australian grocery sector to 
investigate the significance of ethics and social responsibility (ESR) on consumers’ choice of 
grocery store. 

 
Introduction 

 
The notion that shopping is more than a simple transactional relationship has evolved over the 
past half-century. In this period, a number of  shopper taxonomies, based on orientation 
(Darden and Reynolds, 1971), preferred stores (Williams et al, 1978) and attitudes to 
shopping (Chetthanrongchai and Davies, 2000), have identified a wide array of shopper types. 
Alongside these developments, motivation-based typologies have attempted to frame more 
comprehensive theories of shopping behaviour (Tauber, 1972; Westbrook and Black, 1985; 
Jarratt, 1996).  These have generally proposed that reasons for shopping extend beyond the 
provisioning domain (Miller, 1998) to include wider non-utilitarian motives (Babin et al, 
1994).  
 
In particular, the emergence of ethical and socially responsible consumers, who use their 
purchasing power to express their concerns, has in recent years attracted an increasing amount 
of interest from academics (Cowe and Williams, 2001; Jackson 2005), governments 
(Parliament of Australia Senate Committee, 2001) and retail groups (Australian Food and 
Grocery Council, 2003a). Specifically, there is growing evidence of the emergence of ESR 
consumers in Australia (Australian Consumers’ Association, 2005), whose concerns include 
obesity and overweight; packaging, waste and disposal, the greenhouse impact (Australian 
Food and Grocery Council, 2003b), organic foods (Rudder, 2004), the concentration of 
grocery retailing multiples (Snapshots International, 2003) and food safety (Smith and 
Riethmuller, 2000). 
 
Another dimension to shopping behaviour is that ‘fill-in’ (or ‘top-up’) shopping (Kollat and 
Willet, 1967; Kahn and Schmittlein, 1989; 1992), is regarded as being different from major 
shopping trips, not only in terms of timing and frequency, but also the extent of influences on 
purchasing (Walters and Jamil, 2003). The study reported on here therefore investigates ESR 
influences on Australian shoppers in these different shopping situations. 
 
The importance of store image (Martineau, 1958; Lindquist, 1974) on consumer choice 
(Grewal et al, 1998) has been particularly recognised by retailers and academics. Store choice 
is determined by shoppers’ perceived importance of specific constructs comprising the retail 
offer (Kunkel and Berry, 1968; Zimmer and Golden, 1988). In addition, products and services 
are endowed with tangible and intangible brand characteristics (Aaker, 1992) which are in 
their own right critical to purchase decisions. Hence retail brands (such as the Co-op in the 
UK which has been proactive in driving ethical shopping) can act as ‘choice editors’ 
(Sustainable Development Roundtable, 2006), filtering out products incompatible with an 
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ethical stance on behalf of their customers, therefore simplifying consumer decision-making 
(Vranešević and Stančec, 2003). Such retailers are then perceived as ethical ‘brands’ in their 
own right. 
 
Despite the level of interest in the implications of ESR for consumer behaviour on retailers 
and retail brands (Klein, 2000; Jackson, 2005), limited research has been done investigating 
this market in Australia. Australian consumers are deemed to have started to include ESR 
factors into their purchasing behaviour rather later than some of their European and U.S. 
counterparts, (Bhaskaran et al, 2006). However the Australian ethical food market is currently 
experiencing significant growth: the value of the organic industry has risen in value from 
AU$190 million in 2000 to AU$400 million in 2006 (Biological Farmers of Australia, 2006), 
and retail sales of Fairtrade labelled products grew from just over AU$146 thousand to 
AU$11.7 million between 2003-2007 (Fairtrade Association of Australia and New Zealand, 
2008). 
 
This study is therefore timely, in that it aims to identify the ESR factors affecting Australian 
consumers when choosing a grocery store, and to provide insights into consumers’ store 
choice by evaluating the influence of these factors alongside traditional store image criteria. 
 

Research Methodology 
 

The research reported on here replicated a study originally conducted in the UK, to allow for 
international comparisons of ESR consumers. However, there are major differences in the 
structure and values of both the retail sector and grocery consumers in Australia, so a separate  
qualitative study was conducted in this country, consisting of 15 individual interviews and 
two focus groups (26 respondents in total). This small sample was heterogeneous in its 
composition, with fieldwork conducted in Sydney as well as two country towns in New South 
Wales (one of which is coastal).  
 
Discussions concerned traditional store image influences on shopping behaviour and attitudes 
as well as ESR factors. The pattern of regular ‘main’ shop, interspersed with more frequent 
‘top-up’ shopping, was supported by the Australian qualitative findings.  
 
A web-based survey of subscribers to a market research providers’ database was then 
conducted amongst 212 grocery shoppers in New South Wales. Respondents were screened to 
filter out those with only a limited understanding of ESR issues. In addition, quotas ensured 
that the sample was representative of grocery shoppers in terms of gender, age and socio-
economic group, as well as country/city location and family composition. Questionnaire items 
focussed around 14 ESR influences on store choice (see Table 1) as well as a further 18 
traditional store image attributes (see Table 2). Responses were gathered for both ‘main’ and 
‘top-up’ shopping situations, using a 7-point Likert scale. 
 

The Nature and Influence of ESR Factors in Grocery Store Choice 
 

Preliminary scales were developed by analysing the ESR items relating to store choice. All 
the original items (>0.5) were retained for exploratory factor analysis (Tian et al, 2001), using 
principal components extraction with Varimax rotation, in line with the procedure adopted in 
the original study (Kline, 2000; Megicks et al 2008). Table 1 shows the rotated component 
solution for both main and top-up shopping situation. Rotation converged in 5 iterations for 
the main shop factors, and in 3 iterations for top-up shopping. The 3-factor solution extracted 
for the main shop situation accounted for 66% of total variance.  
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The first of these components can be interpreted as dealing with stores’ fair trading policies,  
including environmental concern: in other words, with the stores’ perceived ‘world view’.  
The second component relates to their national and local – ‘community’ - roles and values; 
while the third component is concerned with specific product offerings, and those products’ 
heritage in terms of animal welfare and ‘natural’ farming. 
 
Table 1: ESR Factors Affecting Store Choice: Main and Top-up Shop 
 

ESR Factors Main shop components 
α = 0.91 

Top-up shop components 
α = 0.96 

Importance of: 
Fair trade/ 

environment 
α = 0.87 

Community 
values 

α = 0.83 

Ethical 
range 

α = 0.84 

Fair trade/ 
environment 

α = 0.94 

Community/ 
ethical range

α = 0.96 
Don’t trade with 
repressive regimes .829   .878  

Don’t exploit workers 
in developing countries .822   .851  

Don’t sell products 
affecting ozone layer .836   .798  

Avoid pollution from 
transportation of goods .705   .757  

Don’t sell factory-
farmed products .576   .624  

Fair social and 
employment policies  .439   .616  

Sell Australian products  .823   .755 
Sell local produce  .790   .781 
Support small farms and 
firms  .748   .765 

Provide recycling  .612   .754 
Don’t sell animal tested 
products   .618  .725 

Sell organic products   .830  .835 
Sell free-range products   .815  .842 
Hormone-free products 
available   .734  .834 

 
The factor analysis for top-up shop choice accounted for 78% of variance, and follows a 
similar pattern, with the same items as for the main shop solution loaded onto the first factor 
i.e. fair trading and environmental concern. Here, however, issues relating to community 
values and the heritage of specific product offerings are combined to form one component. 
 
Having identified these ESR grocery store choice factors, an assessment of their relationship 
with other, more traditional, store image attributes was conducted using multiple regression 
analyses. The dependent variables (DVs) were intention to use an ESR store, both for a main 
shop and to top-up on groceries (see Table 2).  
 
The results indicate interesting differences between the composite ESR factors that have a 
significant effect on store choice, depending on shopping situation, as well as highlighting the 
most important traditional store choice factors within an ESR context.  
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Table 2: Regression Results: ESR Store Shopping Decisions 
 

N = 212 Store Main Shop Decision 
(Constant val. B=1.869) 

Store Top-Up Shop Decision 
(Constant val. B=3.331) 

 
Importance of: 
 

Standardized
Coefficients 

(β) 
t Sig. 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

(β) 
t Sig. 

Fair trade/environment .113 1.362 .175 .379 3.375 .001**
Community values .156 1.724 .086    
Sell ethically farmed 
produce .242 2.660 .008**    

Ethical range and 
community values    .160 1.386 .167 

Price -.081 -.724 .470 .066 .558 .578 
Quality of merchandise .007 .050 .960 -.033 -.241 .809 
Range of merchandise .205 1.551 .123 .062 .540 .590 
Location .028 .270 .787 -.109 -.843 .400 
Parking at store -.222 -2.418 .017* -.230 -2.243 .026* 
Opening hours .045 .490 .625 .094 .845 .399 
ATM at store -.004 -.057 .955 -.057 -.757 .450 
Petrol discounts offered .176 2.442 .016* .116 1.396 .164 
Mall location with other 
facilities -.099 -1.377 .170 .008 .106 .916 

Friendly/helpful store 
personnel -.029 -.335 .738 -.182 -1.852 .066 

In-store promotions .106 1.346 .180 -.043 -.512 .610 
Store design and layout -.046 -0.555 .580 -.004 -.050 .960 
Returns and exchanges 
available -.135 -1.697 .091 .060 .628 .531 

Credit cards accepted .036 .463 .644 .045 .551 .582 
F-value 4.031   4.584   
Adjusted R2 .196   .214   

Significance: * p < 0.050, ** p < 0.010, *** p< 0.001 
 
For main shop choices, the sale of products that were ethically farmed and related to animal 
welfare was the only ESR variable significantly and positively associated with store choice (β 
= .242, p < .01). The only traditional store image factor significantly and positively affecting 
store choice here was the offer of petrol discounts (β = .176, p < .05); while store parking was 
significantly but negatively linked with choice (β = -.222, p < .05). This equation accounted 
for 21% of the DV variance. 
 
When top-up shopping, the single ESR factor significantly affecting store choice related to 
broad-based fair-trade and environmental responsibility (β = .379, p < .01); there were no 
significant traditional factors positively affecting choice here, though parking again had a 
significant negative effect (β = -.230, p < .05). This equation explains about 21% of DV 
variance. 
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Conclusions and Implications 
 

A view was expressed at the start of this study that ESR issues were not relevant in the 
context of grocery shopping in Australia, due to the neo-monopoly of grocery multiples. 
However, from the outset, feedback from consumers indicated clearly that they want more 
ESR choices than are available to them.  
 
ESR store choice factors fall into three discrete groups: ‘global’ issues, relating to fair trading 
practices, including environmentally responsible trading; more local ‘community’ issues; and 
animal welfare issues, linked to the provision of ‘naturally’ farmed produce. So the first factor 
relates to wider perceived ESR trading policies; whereas the final two relate to what the store 
says about itself in terms of the ESR choices it makes available for its consumers. In the 
context of top-up shopping, these last two factors are combined, indicating that consumers 
may be less discriminating of the nature of products on sale when conducting more frequent, 
less expensive, convenience-based top-up shopping. 
 
This theme of greater discrimination when choosing a store for consumers’ main shop as 
opposed to top-up shopping is followed through in terms of the main influences on ESR store 
choice. The significant ESR choice factor when doing a main shop is the availability 
specifically of ‘naturally’ produced goods; with top-up shopping it is sufficient that stores 
have broad fair trade and environmental policies. Therefore specific range and choice seem to 
be more important for main shops, while more general ESR store image distinguishes top-up 
shop choice. 
 
It should be noted that the influence of traditional store image was evaluated by respondents 
in the context of ethical and socially responsible shopping choices (i.e. not in terms of the 
current everyday shopping experience). Interestingly, consumers do not seem prepared to 
sacrifice petrol discount vouchers when doing their main shop. This does not apply when top-
up shopping, though it is unclear whether the reason is based on the type of store, or simply 
the fact that petrol discounts are not relevant to these lower-value shopping occasions. 
 
Store parking was a negative choice factor for both main and top-up shopping situations, 
possibly because, of all the traditional store factors evaluated, this is the one least likely to 
have an impact on choice, particularly in country areas. 
 
The main implication of these findings for larger grocery retailers is that their store brands 
may be seen as more ethical in themselves if they offer products with an ESR pedigree, 
particularly those that are ethically farmed and related to animal welfare; thus encouraging 
ESR consumers to use them for their main shop. These findings may also find favour with 
environmental lobby groups, who can use them as leverage to encourage major retailers to 
purchase products with ESR heritage. The results for ‘top-up’ shopping indicate that, in 
addition, smaller retailers might benefit by demonstrating their commitment to supporting 
their local community.  
 
From an academic perspective, these findings confirm the relevance of ESR choice factors in 

the context of Australian grocery shopping: further research could profile Australian 
consumers more distinctly, in terms of their ESR influences, as well as continuing the work of 

monitoring and refining our understanding of this important new influence on retail 
consumption.
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