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Abstract
The article reports the findings of an empirical study among consumers, regarding the impact of physical, social, and psy-
chological proximity on their engagement to the fair trade idea and purchasing behavior. Based on a random sample of 211 
British and 112 Indian consumers and using structural equation modeling, it was found that high levels of physical, social, 
and psychological proximity leads to high consumer fair trade engagement. Moreover, consumer fair trade engagement was 
confirmed to have a positive impact on fair trade purchasing behavior. Furthermore, consumer empathic concern was found 
to positively moderate the association between proximity and consumer fair trade engagement, while the opposite was true 
with regard to consumer hypocrisy. Finally, consumer nationality was found to have a control effect on physical, social, and 
psychological proximity, with the latter felt stronger among Indian, as opposed to British consumers.
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Introduction

Consumers worldwide are increasingly becoming aware of 
the social, economic, and environmental consequences of 
their consumption and are modifying their preferences, atti-
tudes, and behaviors accordingly. One significant movement 
that has influenced such consumption patterns globally is 
that of fair trade (FT), defined as “a trading partnership, 

based on dialogue, transparency and respect that seeks 
greater equity in international trade. It contributes to sus-
tainable development by offering better trading conditions 
to, and securing the rights of, marginalized producers and 
workers—especially in the South” (Moore 2004). In fact, 
the FT business model seeks to re-establish a more equita-
ble environment in international trade, which will enable a 
more equitable distribution of wealth among marginalized 
producers/workers (Nicholls and Huybrechts 2016; Davies 
and Doherty 2018).

Consumer support to marginalized producers/workers is 
manifested through a variety of ways, such as actively peti-
tioning government/local authorities to support FT, canvass-
ing for changes in conventional trading, donating to pertinent 
causes, and raising awareness about the living standards of 
producers/workers from developing countries (Loureiro and 
Lotade 2005; Chatzidakis et al. 2016). The epitome of this 
support is for consumers to proceed with the purchase of 
FT products, because this denotes a positive predisposition 
toward maintaining fair prices in the market, caring about 
the living conditions of marginalized producers/workers, and 
helping secure a regular and fair income for poor people 
(Doherty et al. 2013).

This unique ethical consumer behavior caused by FT 
products has caught the attention of a number of researchers 
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in recent decades, producing numerous articles on the sub-
ject (Andorfer and Liebe 2012; Chatzidakis et al. 2016). 
Despite the useful insights offered by this line of research, 
it suffers from a number of gaps: (a) there has been little, if 
any, emphasis on the role of consumer proximity to margin-
alized producers/workers from developing countries (Ander-
son 2018); (b) the critical role of consumer engagement as a 
driving force in purchasing FT products has been only tan-
gentially tackled in extant research (Adams and Raisborough 
2010); (c) the contingent role of various factors pertaining to 
personal traits of individuals on FT engagement has rarely 
been examined, although there are hints that these may be 
responsible for differences in consumer FT behavior (Hwang 
and Kim 2018); and (d) despite significant differences in 
their attitudes, habits and preferences, most FT consumption 
studies focused on consumers from developed rather than 
emerging countries, thus providing an incomplete picture on 
the subject (Sheth 2011; Narasimhan et al. 2015).

In light of the above gaps, our aim is to better understand 
the dynamics of FT consumer behavior in both developed 
and emerging market contexts (Andorfer and Liebe 2012; 
Anderson 2018). Specifically, the objectives of our study 
are fourfold: (a) to determine the extent to which the three 
proximity dimensions (i.e., physical, social, psychological) 
impact on consumer FT engagement; (b) to examine the 
influence of consumer FT engagement on his/her FT pur-
chasing behavior; (c) to investigate the moderating role of 
empathic concern and hypocrisy on the relationship between 
the various proximity dimensions and consumer FT engage-
ment; and (d) to examine the role of consumer nationality, 
whether residing in a developed or an emerging country, on 
each of the three proximity dimensions.

Our study contributes to the pertinent literature in vari-
ous ways: first, it is among the first studies to raise the issue 
of consumer proximity in relation to the engagement of 
consumers with FT issues; second, it focuses on the role of 
consumer FT engagement in influencing purchasing deci-
sions with regard to FT products; third, it introduces two 
important, but relatively unexplored, psychological con-
structs, namely empathic concern and hypocrisy, that could 
play a moderating role on the relationship between proxim-
ity dimensions and consumer FT engagement; and finally, 
it draws useful comparisons on proximity perceptions by 
consumers in developed (i.e., the United Kingdom) versus 
emerging (i.e., India) market contexts, due to economic, 
socio-cultural, or political-legal differences.

The rest of the article is structured as follows: first, we 
present a review of the extant literature on FT consumer 
behavior and summarize the main findings. Subsequently, 
we explain the key aspects of Social Identity Theory and 
how this can be related to the FT idea. Then, we propose 
a conceptual model and develop a set of research hypoth-
eses. This is followed by an explanation of the methodology 

used in collecting and analyzing the data of the study. The 
next section presents the findings with regard to the various 
hypotheses set. Then, conclusions, as well as theoretical and 
managerial implications are derived from the study. The final 
section refers to the limitations of the study and directions 
for future research.

Prior Research on FT Consumer Behavior

Research on FT consumer behavior first made its appearance 
in the early 1990s, with studies on the subject taking five 
different directions (see Table 4 in Appendix for a summary 
of recent empirical studies). The first group of studies exam-
ines consumers’ willingness to pay (WTP) for FT products. 
These were mainly anchored on Random Utility Theory 
(McFadden 1974), which postulates that enhancing the util-
ity of an object guides consumer decision-making in a way 
to choose the option with the maximum utility. However, 
empirical results are mixed: while some studies (e.g., De 
Pelsmacker et al. 2005; Loureiro and Lotade 2005; Trudel 
and Cotte 2009) show that consumers express their will-
ingness to pay an ethical premium for FT labeled products, 
others (e.g., Basu and Hicks 2008; Cailleba and Casteran 
2010) indicate that consumers consider the ethical premium 
to have a negative impact on their purchase decision. This is 
because, as opposed to the former group of consumers, the 
latter possess ethical values that are undermined by utilitar-
ian considerations (McFadden 1974; Mahé 2010).

The second line of research examines FT-purchasing 
behavior, using Schwartz’s and Rokeach’s value frame-
works. Based on Schwartz’s value system, it was found that 
universalism, benevolence, self-direction, and stimulation 
are crucial in guiding individual FT consumption (Doran 
2009, 2010; Ma and Lee 2012). On the other hand, Ladhari 
and Tchetgna (Ladhari and Tchetgna 2015) revealed that 
the dominant values underlying Canadian FT consumers 
are social justice and equality. In addition, De Ferran and 
Grunert (2007) found that French consumers buying FT 
products from specialized stores are motivated by values 
related to protecting the environment, whereas supermarket 
purchases for these products were mainly associated with 
concerns for human rights and social responsibility.

The third stream of studies adopts a social psychological 
lens, mainly using the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) 
to examine consumers’ attitudes, motivations, and intentions 
to buy FT products. For example, Shaw et al. (2000) and 
Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. (2006) found that the predictive 
power of TPB increases when ethical obligation and ethi-
cal self-identity are added to the TPB. In challenging the 
TPB logic, some scholars (e.g. Yamoah et al. 2016) modify 
TPB to better predict FT consumption behavior and bridge 
what is called the attitude–behavior gap. For example, by 
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surveying Dutch consumers, Graafland (2017) suggested 
that adherence to the tenets of Christian religiosity boosts 
positive sentiments toward FT, thus increasing investment in 
FT products. Adopting a social perspective, Reese and Kohl-
mann’s (2015) survey among German consumers showed 
that consumers purchasing FT products identify themselves 
as global citizens caring for humanity as a whole, and that 
this global identification guides their consumption patterns. 
In a similar vein, Varul (2009) contended that the self-iden-
tification of a consumer as a purchaser of FT goods acts as 
a distinction from conventional shopping and serves in the 
self-construction of a moral persona.

The fourth group of studies presents findings from a 
marketing standpoint. Some researchers examined the role 
of product labels incorporating social and environmental 
messages on FT product purchase by consumers (Basu and 
Hicks 2008; Howard and Allen 2010). However, while some 
studies found that consumer purchase intentions are stronger 
regarding products labeled ‘Fair Trade’ (De Pelsmacker 
et al. 2005), others reported a minimal influential role by 
such social labels (Poelman et al. 2008). Further, by analyz-
ing the effect of ethical product information on consumers’ 
purchase decisions, Osburg et al. (2017) proposed that the 
greater the consumer awareness and knowledge of ethical 
(and organic) production, the less was the impact of price 
on consumer decision-making.

The final set of studies adopts a cross-cultural perspective, 
suggesting that culture impinges on FT consumer behavior 
(Andorfer and Liebe 2012). Although, FT by default, tran-
scends national boundaries, this is manifested differently 
across countries (Varul 2009). For instance, employing 
Schwartz’s value system, US FT consumers reported a high 
score in universalism (Doran 2009), while British FT con-
sumers were led mainly by the values of equality, hedonism, 
and self-direction (Shaw et al. 2005). In addition, research 
by Kim et al. (2010) demonstrated that, while product loy-
alty to FT in the US was predicated on ethical consumption 
values, in South Korea, this was based on corporate evalu-
ation issues.

Theoretical Background

Our study is theoretically anchored on Social Identity The-
ory (SIT) and extends current research on proximity and 
consumer behavior by examining the impact of proximity on 
consumer FT engagement and subsequent buying behavior. 
Underpinned by a socio-psychological viewpoint, SIT posits 
that groups of people will coalesce around a cause or subject 
with which they can identify and draw a group identity, leav-
ing those who are not part of that group, outside the group 
(Tajfel and Turner 1979).

Social identity is an important aspect of self-worth, con-
fidence, and pride, which a person strives to attain from 
members of the groups they identify with (Tajfel and Turner 
1979). SIT has been adopted widely in the management lit-
erature, specifically in the area of organizational psychology, 
where it has been argued that an individual’s identification 
with the organization is more likely to produce positive atti-
tudes and behaviors toward this organization (Ashforth and 
Mael 1989; Zhu et al. 2017).

The sense of proximity—physical, social, psychologi-
cal—which a consumer experiences, dictates the degree to 
which s/he will identify with marginalized producers/work-
ers. For example, when, as a result of socially responsible 
initiatives by a company, a consumer is persuaded to identify 
with this company, s/he will act in ways which are socially 
meaningful, rather than individually instrumental. This is 
because socially responsible practices affect both the con-
sumers’ self-identification with that enterprise, their evalua-
tion of it, and their purchase intention (Sen and Bhattacharya 
2001; Mohr and Webb 2005).

Socially responsible practices have the potential to affect 
consumers’ purchasing intentions, both directly—wherein 
the activity of the enterprise matches the consumers’ beliefs 
and support for the ideas—and indirectly, through the pur-
chase of products (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). Based upon 
this rationale, when consumers perceive proximity (physi-
cal, social or psychological) with marginalized producers/
workers, this will strengthen the bond between consumers 
and marginalized producers/workers, bringing them into 
‘membership’ of the same family. It will also advance the 
cause of the FT movement and provide financial support 
for marginalized producers/workers through the purchase 
of FT products.

Conceptual Model and Hypotheses

Figure 1 presents our conceptual model, which consists of 
seven constructs connected with six hypothesized links. Spe-
cifically, we propose that proximity (whether physical, social 
or psychological) with FT producers/workers is a crucial 
precondition for consumer engagement with FT. In turn, FT 
engagement on the part of the consumer will promote invest-
ment by purchasing FT products. We also contend that the 
consumer’s level of empathic concern and hypocrisy will 
moderate the relationship between FT engagement and FT 
purchasing behavior. Finally, we set consumer nationality 
as a control variable on the three dimensions of proximity.

Main Hypothesized Paths

Proximity is defined as the “feeling that the moral agent 
has for victims (beneficiaries) of the evil (beneficial) act 
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in question” (Jones 1991, p. 376) and comprises physical, 
social, and psychological dimensions. Contextualizing prox-
imity in FT purchase decision-making implies that consum-
ers (moral agents) who are physically, socially, and psycho-
logically closer to marginalized producers/workers could be 
affected more by the issues around their living conditions.

Physical proximity refers to the geographical nearness 
between someone making a decision or performing an 
action and those affected by this decision or act (Jones 
1991). When examined in an ethical or moral context, it 
was found that physical proximity enhances helping behav-
ior (Grau and Folse 2007; Adams and Raisborough 2008; 
Chang 2012). For instance, Grau and Folse (2007), in 
examining the impact of nearness of donation activity and 
the nature of messages on consumers’ attitudes and inten-
tions, revealed that a donation is more likely when local 
people are involved and hence, identify with the cause. 
Although FT is a movement initially developed to connect 
consumers in the global north to the marginalized produc-
ers/workers of the global south, recent developments in 
consumer markets indicate that FT is no longer limited to 
the north but it also extents to emerging economies with 
serious implications for physical proximity between con-
sumers and marginalized producers/workers (Alexander 
and Nicholls 2006; Doherty et al. 2013). Although the role 
of physical proximity has not yet been examined within a 
FT context, Adams and Raisborough’s (2010) study among 
British consumers indirectly found that ‘closer to home’ 
describes a consumer type whose consumption prefer-
ences are predicated upon products being local. They also 
revealed that most participants expressed a common con-
cern, namely promoting and looking out for the welfare 

of others. However, there was a vast difference in whom 
and why they perceived some parties as a deserving ben-
eficiary, which then had an impact on whether they backed 
FT products from marginalized producers/workers or sup-
ported local British goods. The above suggest that:

H1 The closer the physical proximity of consumers to mar-
ginalized producers/workers, the more the consumer FT 
engagement.

Social proximity exists when people share a social 
familiarity based on collective experiences, deriving 
from closeness in terms of values, norms, customs, family, 
background, and beliefs (Boschma 2005). Ghorbani et al. 
(2013) suggest that social proximity is an empowering fac-
tor in ethical behavior, grouping the social ties into strong 
and weak. It is proposed that social identification increases 
as a function of commitment or a feeling of familiarity to 
a group and this influences behavioral outcomes (Mencl 
and May 2009). It is the founding intention of FT that the 
norms and values of society be changed to reveal peo-
ple, places, and relations responsible for the commodi-
ties, which can facilitate the change where consumers 
could be more actively engaged with FT instead of pas-
sive involvement (Golding and Peattie 2005). As Raynolds 
(2000) puts it, greater understanding of the socio-cultural 
traits of marginalized producers/workers by consumers 
helps in understanding the invisible forces that govern the 
marketplace. In other words, consumers’ social proximity, 
that is, familiarity with the values, norms, customs, and 
beliefs of marginalized producers/workers, is more likely 

Fig. 1  The conceptual model
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to influence their engagement with FT issues (Narasimhan 
et al. 2015). Hence, the following hypothesis can be made:

H2 The closer the social proximity of consumers to mar-
ginalized producers/workers, the more the consumer FT 
engagement.

Psychological proximity is described as an affective 
propinquity or a ‘high level of commitment’ (Mencl and 
May 2009, p. 206). This commitment is directed towards 
those who are close to the decision-maker, such as family 
members and close friends (Ghorbani et al. 2013). In a FT 
context, it is the subjective experience of perceived close-
ness to marginalized producers/workers from developing 
countries. Psychological proximity can be generated, for 
example, through media coverage, awareness programs, 
and personal visits to these countries. FT organizations, 
striving to increase awareness of their raison d’être, gener-
ate national marketing awareness campaigns, demonstrat-
ing the quintessential differences between the FT process 
and the traditional model, thus enhancing the psychological 
proximity between consumers and impoverished produc-
ers/workers (Nicholls and Lee 2006). Thus, to some extent, 
the distancing, out-group aspects of the far-away producer/
worker (Turner and Tajfel 1986) can be ameliorated as the 
consumer begins to develop a genuine rapport, overcoming 
the out-group aspects of ‘disadvantaged producers in far-
flung corners of the globe’ (Doran 2010, p. 538), which s/
he demonstrates by engaging in FT concerns (Doran 2009). 
Further, De Ferran and Grunert (2007) found that consum-
ers supporting FT products were motivated by a desire for 
greater equality among mankind, resulting in an enhanced 
psychological proximity with the marginalized producers/
workers. In other words, increased psychological proxim-
ity between consumers and marginalized producers/workers 
results in heightened involvement and investment in the FT 
ethos. Therefore, we may posit the following:

H3 The closer the psychological proximity of consumers to 
marginalized producers/workers, the more the consumer FT 
engagement.

Customer engagement is defined as a process by which a 
customer becomes actively involved with the brand, includ-
ing and beyond purchase (Hollebeek et al. 2014; Vivek et al. 
2014; Pansari and Kumar 2017; Gupta et al. 2018). It is a 
multifaceted concept, which includes such dimensions as 
cognitive, behavioral, social, and emotional aspects (Vivek 
et al. 2012), as well as brand interaction and identification 
(So et al. 2014). Customer engagement creates value for 
businesses (Pansari and Kumar 2017) and as such it can 
be demonstrated as having links with customer satisfaction 
and loyalty (Bowden 2009; Van Doorn et al. 2010; Vivek 

et al. 2012). From an ethical consumption perspective, cus-
tomer engagement influences FT purchase behavior. This 
is because ethical engagement permits consumers to dem-
onstrate a feeling of responsibility toward society and their 
admiration of businesses employing socially responsible 
approaches, as expressed by purchasing products which 
have positive, moral, and ethical qualities. This contrasts 
to exploitative and unethical firms (such as those classified 
as ‘modern slavery’), which are scrupulously avoided (de 
Pelsmacker et al. 2005; Andorfer and Liebe 2015). In fact, 
there is empirical evidence showing that consumers, for 
whom ethical issues are of concern, are likely to change 
their behavior and buy FT products to support marginalized 
producers/workers (e.g., Nicholls and Lee 2006; Ozcaglar-
Toulouse et al. 2006; Bray et al. 2011; Hassan et al. 2016). 
Although the addition of an ethical premium to the price 
of FT merchandise as a means of providing a remittance to 
marginalized producers/workers may be considered nega-
tively by some consumers, others may regard it as a valida-
tion of the product which represent the fight against poverty, 
exploitation, and slavery (Thompson and Coskuner-Balli, 
2007). Hence, we can argue that:

H4 The more the consumer FT engagement, the higher the 
propensity by the consumer to purchase FT products.

Moderation Hypotheses

Empathy is defined as a moral emotion deriving from senti-
ments of wishing to benefit a person in need, thus demon-
strating concern for the wellbeing of others (Batson et al. 
1988). Empathy comprises two distinct dimensions, per-
spective taking and empathic concern. While perspective 
taking (or cognitive empathy) suggests that the empathiser 
is not only aware of, but also adopts the perspectives of the 
other person, in the case of empathic concern (or affective 
empathy) the empathiser has moral feelings and emotions of 
warmth and compassion toward others (Davis 1980, 1983; 
Kamdar et al. 2006; Chowdhury and Fernando 2014). In 
this study, we focus on empathic concern, because it allows 
the consumers to express the emotions of sympathy and 
compassion toward the plight of marginalized producers/
workers, rather than perspective taking, which involves 
stepping in others’ shoes which, for proximity reasons (e.g., 
physical, social, etc.), may be unachievable for many con-
sumers. Support for the argument that moral emotions of 
empathic concern, including compassion and care for others, 
enhance engagement with ethical decision-making is found 
in a number of studies (Batson et al. 1988; Basil et al. 2008; 
Mencl and May 2009; Kim and Kou 2014). For example, 
Mencl and May (2009), in a study involving HR profession-
als, found that empathic concern moderates the relationship 
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between physical proximity and ethical decision-making 
process. In addition, in examining children’s attitudes toward 
FT, Nicholas and Lee (2006) found that empathic concern 
led to involvement with FT issues as they could psychologi-
cally relate to the issues of child labor.

Notably, high empathic concern will strengthen the 
positive impact of proximity on customer FT engagement, 
because it allows individuals to feel the plight of others 
and generate an affective state of unhappiness and sadness 
(Hwang and Kim 2018). To alleviate these negative feelings, 
consumers will seek to collaborate with and actively par-
ticipate in FT networks (as activists, buyers, etc.), express-
ing in this way their affiliation and sympathy toward these 
marginalized producers/workers (Ballet and Carimentrand 
2010; Peattie and Samuel 2018). On the other hand, lower 
levels of empathic concern dampen the impact of physical, 
social, and psychological proximity on consumer engage-
ment with FT issues due to an indifference to the working 
conditions and living of marginalized producers/workers. In 
fact, people with low-empathic concern tend to care more 
about their self-interests rather than the interests of the soci-
ety, weakening in this way the favorable impact of proxim-
ity on consumers engaging with the FT ethos (Doran 2010; 
Peattie and Samuel 2018). Hence, we can hypothesize that:

H5 Consumer empathic concern positively moderates the 
association between (a) physical proximity, (b) social prox-
imity, and (c) psychological proximity with consumer FT 
engagement.

Hypocrisy is defined as a “motivation to appear moral 
yet, if possible, avoid the cost of actually being moral…. 
it allows one to engender trust, and still relentlessly pursue 
personal gain” (Batson et al. 2006, p. 321). It takes place 
when a person’s deeds do not align with their words (Wagner 
et al. 2009). In this vein, research pertaining to ethical con-
sumption suggests that often consumers’ words and actions 
are misaligned, also known as the ‘attitude–behavior gap’, 
and that the desire to appear ethical is such that the con-
sumer fabricates an untrue attitude—a false persona (Boul-
stridge and Carrigan 2000; Carrington et al. 2010, 2014; 
Hassan et al. 2016; Park and Lin 2018: Gamma et al. 2018). 
For example, in the context of FT, while on one hand some 
consumers are willing to pay more for local products (and 
therefore, price appeared less of an issue), they are not will-
ing to pay extra for FT products since the consumer finds it 
easier to relate to buying local products (Adams and Rais-
borough 2010). Hypocritical consumers may also use the 
uncertainties associated with geographic and psychic dis-
tance from marginalized producers/workers as a pretext for 
failing to engage with FT.

This moderating role of hypocrisy can be justified by 
the fact that consumers who show inconsistent behaviors 

when compared to their attitudes toward FT are less likely 
to engage with the FT ethos, even though they perceive 
themselves to be close to marginalized producers/workers. 
Indeed, consumers who demonstrate higher levels of physi-
cal, social, and psychological proximity, when coupled with 
hypocrisy, tend not to tie in their behaviors the moral prin-
ciples and social norms they advocate. As a result, this per-
ceived proximity with the marginalized producers/workers 
may not necessarily translate into active involvement with 
the FT ethos, even if the consumers harbor positive attitudes 
toward FT (Carrington et al. 2014; Shaw et al. 2016). In 
contrast, in the case of consumers characterized by lower 
levels of hypocrisy, their proximity to marginalized produc-
ers/workers will show stronger effects on engagement with 
the FT ethos. This is because when consumers are less hypo-
critical, their moral beliefs are well aligned with their behav-
iors, thus displaying more commitment toward marginalized 
producers/workers (Hassan et al. 2016; Park and Lin 2018). 
Based on the above, we can hypothesize that:

H6 Consumer hypocrisy negatively moderates the associa-
tion between (a) physical proximity, (b) social proximity and 
(c) psychological proximity with consumer FT engagement.

Study Method

Sampling Procedures

Data were collected through a Qualtrics panel, a research 
agency having branches in multiple countries, using various 
sources to offer respondents for completing online surveys. 
This method of recruiting panelists for data collection has 
been used widely in business research recently and thus was 
deemed appropriate for the cross-country focus of our study 
(Ward and Dahl 2014; Kumar and Pansari 2016; Merz et al. 
2018). Respondents were qualified to take part in the study 
if they were aware of the concept of FT and FT products. To 
avoid leading the consumers, we gave them options of ethi-
cal issues, such as animal rights, recycling, climate change, 
and FT, and only when the FT option was selected could 
consumers proceed to participate in the study.

While we acknowledge the limitations related to the use 
of such data collection methods, such as identity checks, 
response integrity, sampling issues, and data quality issues 
(Lowry et al. 2016), these were addressed by folllowing 
Smith et al.’s (2016) recommendations: first, we utilized 
attention check items to filter panelists that did not devote 
adequate time to answer all questions; second, we included 
reverse coded items for various constructs to avoid random 
responses; third, we eliminated responses that were com-
pleted very quickly as compared to the average response 
time, thus avoiding speeding issues; fourth, we checked 
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for response duplications by reviewing respondents’ IP 
addresses; finally, we included several screening questions 
to ensure response quality.

Construct Operationalization

With regard to the operationalization of constructs, we used 
only published, validated measures, with the exception for 
proximity where there was no readily available scale (see 
Table 5 in Appendix). Consumer FT engagement comprised 
19 items adopted from So et al. (2014), measuring the four 
dimensions of engagement, namely, enthusiasm (4 items), 
attention (5 items), absorption (5 items), and interaction (5 
items). FT purchasing behavior includes five items taken 
from Hollebeek et al. (2014); Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher 
(2016) and Zanjani et al. (2016) and adapted it to our con-
text. Empathic concern was measured using a 7-item scale 
adopted by Kamdar et al. (2006), which in fact is a short ver-
sion of the interpersonal reactivity index (IRI) developed by 
Davis (1980), which comprises 28 items. For the hypocrisy 
construct, we reviewed the measure of corporate hypocrisy 
developed by Wagner et al. (2009) and adjusted it from the 
perspective of consumers.

For the construct of proximity, in the absence of estab-
lished scales due to limited empirical research on the rela-
tionship between proximity and ethical consumer decision-
making, we had to develop a new scale that captures its three 
dimensions, namely physical, social, and psychological. In 
doing so, we followed the scale development and validation 
procedure suggested by Churchill (1979). First, we based 
the item generation phase on thoroughly reviewing the exist-
ing literature and carrying in-depth interviews with eight 
British and six Indian consumers. This has contributed to 
generating an exhaustive list of items that could be of rel-
evance to each of the three dimensions of proximity.1 This 
list of items was subsequently presented to a panel of five 
academic experts, specializing in ethical business issues, to 
obtain their views about their suitability to operationalize 
proximity. Some items had to be deleted, others had to be 
adjusted, while some other new items had to be added. The 
resulting list of items was allocated by the panel experts to 
each of the three dimensions of proximity. These were in 
turn thoroughly reviewed with the assistance of 15 British 

and 12 Indian consumers to confirm their nomological valid-
ity. This process resulted in obtaining four items for physical 
proximity, five items for social proximity, and five items for 
psychological proximity.

Questionnaire Design

The questionnaire included a list of pre-coded questions 
which were reflecting the scales derived from the prior lit-
erature or were self-developed. These were measured on 
a 5-point Likert type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disa-
gree) to 5 (strongly agree). We also included a section in the 
questionnaire requiring information about the demographic 
characteristics of respondents, namely age, gender, educa-
tion level, and residential area. Prior to starting the complete 
study, we pilot-tested the questionnaire with five British and 
five Indian consumers (using face-to-face interviews) to con-
firm its workability in terms of flow, structure, and length, 
revealing no problems.

Data Collection

Our fieldwork took place in two countries, namely the 
United Kingdom (a developed country) and India (an emerg-
ing economy), which overall are characterized by different 
levels of proximity from marginalized producers/workers 
based in developing countries. Altogether, we received 323 
responses, 211 from the United Kingdom and 112 from 
India.2 The demographic profile of the UK sample versus 
that of the Indian sample exhibited differences, attributable 
mainly to differences in the overall population structure of 
the two countries. Specifically, British respondents had the 
following demographic profile: gender (male: 46.2%, female: 
53.8%), age group (18–24 years: 21.5%, 25–34 years: 25.7%, 
35–44 years: 15.0%, 45–54 years: 20.0%, 55–64 years: 
17.8%), and level of education (primary: 0.5%, second-
ary: 56.0%, undergraduate: 29.6%, postgraduate: 13.9%). 
On the other hand, the demographic profile of the Indian 
respondents was the following: gender (male: 58.5%, female: 
41.5%), age group (18–24 years: 14.5%, 25–34 years: 59.1%, 
35–44 years: 18.2%, 45–54 years: 4.6%, 55–64 years: 3.6%), 

1 Notably, the review of the literature revealed little empirical 
research on the relationship between proximity and ethical consumer 
decision-making (Mencl and May 2009). In fact, the few studies 
focusing on proximity used manipulation scenarios, employed simple 
measures, and covered only few aspects of proximity. For example, 
Ghorbani et al.’s (2013) study measured only psychological proxim-
ity and simply used only one item in a manipulation check as follows: 
“Participants indicated how close they felt to each owner on a 5-point 
scale (1 = not close at all, 5 = very close).”.

2 The difference in the size of the British versus the Indian sample is 
because the Qualtrics research agency faced more difficulties in find-
ing respondents in India, as opposed to the UK, who could qualify to 
participate in the study. This can be attributed to the fact that the FT 
concept is relatively less developed among Indian than British con-
sumers. In the UK, 223 out of 1222 respondents (i.e., 18.2%) were 
aware of FT issues. After discarding incomplete questionnaires, 211 
consumers comprised the final UK sample. In India, 123 out of 946 
respondents (i.e., 13.0%) were aware of FT issues. Following exclu-
sion of questionnaires with incomplete data, 112 consumers remained 
in the final Indian sample.
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and level of education (primary: 13.8%, secondary: 65.1%, 
undergraduate: 14.1%, postgraduate: 7.0%).

Analytical Method

We adopted structural equation modeling (SEM) to test the 
proposed conceptual model and the hypothesized relation-
ships between the constructs, owing to three major reasons: 
(a) it allows simultaneous analysis of relationships hypoth-
esized between the constructs of the model in a compre-
hensive manner; (b) it is based on confirmatory instead 
of an exploratory approach to the data analysis; and (c) it 
considers explicit estimates of measurement error, whereby 
the model fit is regarded (Hair et al. 2014). The analysis 
was performed using the EQS statistical program, which, 
compared to other available programs, places less strin-
gent assumptions on the multivariate normality of the data 
(Bentler 2008).

Research Findings

In this section, we first present the results of the measure-
ment model, followed by the results of the structural model. 
We then report the results of the moderation analysis, as well 
as those of control effects.

Measurement Model

With regard to the measurement model, using confirma-
tory factor analysis (CFA), each item was restricted to load 
on its a priori specified factor, while the underlying factors 
were allowed to correlate (Anderson and Gerbing 1988) 
(see Table 1). To estimate the model, we used the ellipti-
cal reweighted least-squares (ERLS) procedure, which is 
superior to other estimation techniques (Stump and Heide 
1996). The Chi square statistic was found to be significant 
(χ2 = 1173.62, p = 0.000), which is not surprising given the 
sensitivity of this index of fit to sample size (Hair et al. 
2014). However, the results of the alternative fit indices 
pointed to a good model fit, as all values were well within 
the commonly accepted critical levels (Byrne 2006). Specifi-
cally, the non-normed fit index (NNFI) was 0.95, the com-
parative fit index (CFI) was 0.97, and the root mean square 
error of approximation (RMSEA) was 0.07.

Construct reliability was satisfactory because all con-
structs had Cronbach’s alphas greater than the critical value 
of 0.70. The same was also true with regard to composite 
reliability, because all coefficients being greater than 0.65. 
In addition, we have examined convergent validity, which 
was verified because the t value for each item was high and 
significant, all standard errors of the estimated coefficients 
were very low, and the average variance extracted for each 

construct was equal to or above 0.45 (Hair et al. 2014). With 
regard to discriminant validity, this was verified because 
the confidence interval around the correlation estimate 
for each pair of constructs examined never included 1.00, 
while the squared correlation for each pair of constructs 
never exceeded their average variance extracted (Fornell 
and Larcker 1981; Anderson and Gerbing 1988).

To check for common method bias, we first employed 
the Harman’s single-factor test (Podsakoff and Organ 1986), 
where all questionnaire items were included in a principal 
component analysis with varimax rotation. Five separate 
factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 emerged from 
the unrotated factor solution, with these factors explaining 
65.9% of the total variance (of which 19.8% was explained 
by the first factor). We also used a confirmatory factor 
approach, in which all items included in the measurement 
model were restricted to load on a single factor (Venkatra-
man and Prescott 1990). The model fit indices revealed very 
poor values, well below the commonly acceptable cut-off 
points (i.e., χ2 = 3396.23, p = 0.000; df = 527; NFI = 0.78; 
NNFI = 0.79; CFI = 0.80; RMSEA = 0.14). Finally, we 
used the partial correlation technique (Lindell and Whitney 
2001), where a theoretically unrelated construct served as a 
marker variable. This neither exhibited a significant correla-
tion with any other constructs used in the model nor changed 
the significance of the correlation coefficients after having 
the partial correlation adjustments. Based on the results of 
the above three tests, we can safely argue that there is no 
problem with common method bias.

Structural Model

We tested the hypothesized associations between the con-
structs by estimating the structural model using the ellip-
tical re-weighted least squares (ERLS) technique. While 
the Chi square for the model was found to be significant 
(χ2 = 1230.74, p = 0.000), this was anticipated owing to the 
shortcomings of this statistic and thus is not solely relied 
upon when accepting or rejecting the model (Kline 2005). 
Therefore, we used the alternative fit indices, which showed 
an acceptable structural model fit (NFI = 0.94; NNFI = 0.96; 
CFI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.08). The standardized path coeffi-
cients, along with corresponding t values of the structural 
model, are reported in Table 2. All the standardized path 
coefficients are statistically significant, thus providing sup-
port for the hypothesized paths.

The first three hypotheses examined the relationship 
between the three dimensions of proximity (i.e., physi-
cal, social, and psychological) with consumer FT engage-
ment. With regard to  H1, physical proximity was found to 
be conducive to the formation of consumer FT engagement 
(β = 0.17, t = 2.74, p = 0.01). This suggests that physical 
proximity enhances the consumer engagement directed 
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toward FT issues, thus providing support for our first 
hypothesis. This is in line with Adam and Raisborough’s 
(2010) study, where it was found that British consumers 
framed ethical consumption in terms of supporting physi-
cally proximate local British farmers because it benefits the 
local communities. Social proximity was also revealed to be 
positively linked with consumer FT engagement (β = 0.56, 
t = 6.76, p = 0.00), thus confirming  H2. This is concurrent 
with previous FT research which contends that, consumers 

may benefit individuals within their social group (in group), 
and hence may distance themselves from engagement with 
FT as they consider marginalized producers/workers out 
group (Doran 2010). Thus, increased levels of social prox-
imity can also lead to consumer FT engagement.  H3 was 
also supported, since a positive relationship was established 
between psychological proximity and consumer FT engage-
ment (β = 0.42, t = 5.36, p = 0.00). Our finding is consistent 
with the previous studies that the closer psychologically 

Table 1  Measurement model and summary statistics

a Higher-order factor (Mean = 4.03, StD = 0.56)
*Fit statistics: χ2 = 1173.62, p = 0.000, df = 513; NFI = 0.95; NNFI = 0.97; CFI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.072 (0.067, 0.077)

Constructs Scale items Standard-
ized load-
ings

t value α ρ AVE Mean score Standard 
deviation

Item mean Standard 
deviation

Physical proximity PHP1 0.68 * 0.71 0.66 0.51 4.00 0.59 3.93 0.85
PHP2 0.66 8.24 4.09 0.69
PHP3 0.71 8.75 3.96 0.78

Social proximity SCP1 0.78 * 0.82 0.76 0.54 3.95 0.61 4.01 0.77
SCP2 0.78 12.95 3.94 0.72
SCP4 0.66 10.71 3.84 0.78
SCP5 0.71 11.67 3.99 0.73

Psychological proximity PSP1 0.63 * 0.82 0.76 0.54 4.02 0.58 4.19 0.65
PSP2 0.77 10.20 3.96 0.76
PSP3 0.83 10.69 3.92 0.74
PSP5 0.69 9.34 4.02 0.71

Consumer  engagementa

 Consumer enthusiasm CEE1 0.68 * 0.86 0.80 0.61 3.99 0.65 3.89 0.75
CEE2 0.85 12.01 4.01 0.79
CEE3 0.80 11.40 4.07 0.74
CEE4 0.80 11.45 3.97 0.80

 Consumer attention CEA1 0.72 * 0.90 0.85 0.65 4.09 0.64 4.24 0.72
CEA2 0.84 13.13 4.01 0.78
CEA3 0.86 13.51 4.07 0.73
CEA4 0.81 12.60 3.96 0.80
CEA5 0.81 12.67 4.15 0.76

 Consumer absorption CEB1 0.78 * 0.89 0.84 0.64 4.00 0.69 3.99 0.87
CEB2 0.90 15.67 3.98 0.82
CEB3 0.83 14.36 4.02 0.81
CEB4 0.83 14.28 3.97 0.81
CEB5 0.64 10.61 4.05 0.83

 Consumer interaction CEI1 0.84 * 0.90 0.84 0.65 4.04 0.65 4.10 0.78
CEI2 0.81 15.54 4.02 0.75
CEI3 0.84 16.42 4.01 0.78
CEI4 0.86 17.04 4.02 0.79
CEI5 0.66 11.58 4.05 0.76

 FT purchasing behavior FPB1 0.74 * 0.85 0.79 0.60 4.00 0.65 3.94 0.82
FPB2 0.82 12.85 4.01 0.75
FPB3 0.77 12.01 4.04 0.76
FPB5 0.77 12.04 4.03 0.77
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an individual feels toward the beneficiary and understand 
their situation, the more likely they are to engage with their 
cause (Mencl and May 2009; Ghorbani et al. 2013). Among 
the three dimensions of proximity, social proximity was the 
most significant predictor of consumer FT engagement, fol-
lowed by psychological proximity and physical proximity.

Our study also confirmed that consumer FT engage-
ment is conducive to the purchase of FT products (β = 0.84, 
t = 7.74, p = 0.00), thus confirming  H4. Indeed, this is in line 
with previous empirical research that argues that consumers 
who care about FT issues are more motivated to purchase FT 
products (Nicholls and Lee 2006; Bondy and Talwar 2011; 
Chatzidakis et al. 2016; Yamoah et al. 2016). Clearly, this 
indicates that consumers who actively engage with and sup-
port FT issues are willing to purchase FT products, even if 
this means paying a slightly extra price.

Moderation Analysis

To examine moderating effects, we adopted the split-group 
approach, where the initial sample was divided into two sub-
groups using the median (Sharma et al. 2009). Two models 
were subsequently estimated for each hypothesized moderat-
ing effect: (a) a constrained model, where the path affected 
by the moderating variable was fixed to 1; and (b) a free 
model, where all paths of the structural model were allowed 
to be freely estimated. A significant Chi square difference 
between the two models implies that the moderator vari-
able has a significant effect on the hypothesized association 
between constructs. The outcomes of this analysis are pre-
sented in Table 3.3

With regard to consumer empathic concern, our results 
show a strong moderating effect on the link between the 
three proximity dimensions and consumer FT engagement. 
In specific, the effect of physical proximity and consumer 
FT engagement is stronger when the consumers demon-
strate higher levels of empathic concern (β = 0.36, t = 3.10, 
p < 0.01) than when they express lower levels of empathic 
concern (β = 0.23, t = 2.07, p < 0.05) (Δχ2= 2.94, p < 0.10). 
Besides, the interaction effect between social proximity and 
consumer FT engagement was marginally higher, when con-
sumers display higher levels of empathic concern (β = 0.47, 
t = 4.33, p < 0.01) than they show lower levels of empathic 
concern (β = 0.45, t = 3.24, p < 0.01) (Δχ2 = 0.52, p < 0.10). 
Further, empathic concern also exhibited significant asso-
ciations between psychological proximity and consumer FT 
engagement. Results reveal that psychological proximity was 
more strongly related to consumer FT engagement when 
consumers demonstrated higher levels of empathic con-
cern (β = 0.47, t = 3.51, p < 0.01) than when they feel lower 
levels of empathic concern (β = 0.18, t = 1.74, p < 0.10) 
(Δχ2 = 5.07, p < 0.05). These findings concur with previous 
research, which suggests that consumers with empathic con-
cern are more likely to recognize the distress of marginalized 
producers/workers, which enhances their involvement with 

Table 2  Structural model 
results—main and control 
effects

Fit statistics: χ2 = 1230.74, p = 0.000, df = 518; NFI = 0.94; NNFI = 0.96; CFI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.085 
(0.081, 0.090)

Hypothesis Hypothesized path Standardized 
path coeffi-
cients

t value p value

Main effects
 H1 Physical proximity → Consumer FT engagement 0.17 2.74 0.01
 H2 Social proximity → Consumer FT engagement 0.56 6.76 0.00
 H3 Psychological proximity → Consumer FT engagement 0.42 5.36 0.00
 H4 Consumer FT engagement → FT purchasing behavior 0.84 7.74 0.00

Control effects
Consumer nationality → Physical proximity 0.86 7.08 0.00
Consumer nationality → Social proximity 0.83 8.37 0.00
Consumer nationality → Psychological proximity 0.88 7.46 0.00

3 We also ran additional analyses based on split groups to exam-
ine possible moderating effects of consumer empathic concern and 
hypocrisy on the association between consumer FT engagement 
and consumer FT purchasing behavior. With regard to consumer 

empathic concern, our results show a strong moderating impact 
(Δχ2(1) = 11.76; p < 0.01), with the effect of FT consumer engage-
ment on FT purchasing behavior becoming stronger among con-
sumers characterized by high empathic concern (β = 0.85, t = 4.90, 
p < 0.01), rather than low-empathic concern (β = 0.75, t = 4.88, 
p < 0.01). A strong moderating effect was also revealed in the case 
of consumer hypocrisy (Δχ2(1) = 9.61; p < 0.01), where the effect 
of consumer FT engagement on FT purchasing behavior weakens in 
the case of consumers in the high hypocrisy group (β = 0.87, t = 5.82, 
p < 0.01), as opposed to consumers who are characterized by low 
hypocrisy (β = 0.80, t = 5.14, p > 0.01).

Footnote 3 (continued)
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FT issues (Nicholls and Lee 2006; Doran and Natale 2011; 
Lee 2016; Hwang and Kim 2018).

The moderating role of consumer hypocrisy on the 
relationship between each of the three proximity dimen-
sions and consumer FT engagement was also supported. 
Our results confirmed that the effect of physical proxim-
ity on consumer FT engagement weakens in the case of 
consumers in the high hypocrisy group (β = 0.22, t = 1.98, 
p < 0.01), as opposed to consumers who are characterized 
by low hypocrisy (β = 0.36, t = 3.61, p < 0.01) (Δχ2 = 3.13, 
p < 0.10). Similarly, the relationship between social prox-
imity and consumer FT engagement wanes when consum-
ers display higher levels of hypocrisy (β = 0.39, t = 3.38, 
p < 0.1) as opposed to lower levels of hypocrisy (β = 0.49, 
t = 4.42, p < 0.01) (Δχ2 = 0.70, p < 0.10). Finally, the effect 
of psychological proximity and consumer FT engagement is 
weaker in consumers demonstrating higher levels of hypoc-
risy (β = 0.27, t = 2.24, p < 0.05) than those showing lesser 
levels of hypocrisy (β = 0.52, t = 4.28, p < 0.01) (Δχ2 = 5.23, 
p < 0.10). Although there are hints in the literature that 
hypocrisy could influence ethical consumption (Carrington 
et al. 2016; Gamma et al. 2018), our findings offer a new 
explanation for the relationship between proximity dimen-
sions and consumer FT engagement. This is in line with 
the arguments of Reczek et al. (2017), who found that peo-
ple wilfully ignore information about ethical attributes to 
avoid emotionally difficult ethical information (e.g., child 

labor, exploited marginalized farmers) in purchase deci-
sions, suggesting that wilfully ignorant memory is a more 
morally acceptable form of coping with ‘want/should’ con-
flict. In doing so, people stray from embedded beliefs and 
behavior to satisfy the want self’s desire to feel good, even 
though they may be physically, socially or psychologically 
proximate to the marginalized producers/workers (Hassan 
et al. 2016). Hence, the effect of proximity on consumer FT 
engagement is weakened by hypocrisy as the consumer is 
able to reconcile self-perception as hypocrite, by justifying 
and rationalizing his or her actions.

Control Effects

The role of consumer nationality, whether British or 
Indian, as a control variable on proximity, was also exam-
ined, revealing a significant effect on all three proxim-
ity dimensions. Specifically, compared to their British 
counterparts, Indian consumers perceived higher levels 
of physical (β = 0.86, t = 7.08, p = 0.00), social (β = 0.83, 
t = 8.37, p = 0.00), and psychological (β = 0.88, t = 7.46, 
p = 0.00) proximity to the marginalized producers/work-
ers. This reinforces that India, being itself an FT producer 
and a consumer market for FT goods, is geographically 
nearer to marginalized producers/workers in the ‘global 
south’ and thus its consumers are more likely to be 
engaged with FT issues than British consumers (Doherty 

Table 3  Results of individual moderating effects

Main effect Hypothesized moderating effect Low empathic concern group High empathic concern group Δχ2 (Δdf = 1)

a. Consumer empathic concern as a moderator
 PHP → CEN H5a: Effect is stronger when consumer empathic 

concern is higher
β = 0.23
t = 2.07
(p < 0.05)

β = 0.36
t = 3.10
(p < 0.01)

2.94
(p < 0.10)

 SCP → CEN H5b: Effect is stronger when consumer empathic 
concern is higher

β = 0.45
t = 3.24
(p < 0.01)

β = 0.47
t = 4.33
(p < 0.01)

0.52
(p < 0.10)

 PSP → CEN H5c: Effect is stronger when consumer empathic 
concern is higher

β = 0.18
t = 1.74
(p < 0.10)

β = 0.47
t = 3.51
(p < 0.01)

5.07
(p < 0.05)

b. Consumer hypocrisy as a moderator
 Main effect Hypothesized moderating effect Low hypocrisy group High hypocrisy group Δχ2

(Δdf = 1)
 PHP → CEN H6a: Effect is weaker when consumer hypocrisy 

is higher
β = 0.36
t = 3.61
(p < 0.01)

β = 0.22
t = 1.98
(p < 0.01)

3.13
(p < 0.10)

 SCP → CEN H6b: Effect is weaker when consumer hypocrisy 
is higher

β = 0.49
t = 4.42
(p < 0.01)

β = 0.39
t = 3.38
(p < 0.01)

0.70
(p < 0.10)

 PSP → CEN H6c: Effect is weaker when consumer hypocrisy 
is higher

β = 0.52
t = 4.28
(p < 0.01)

β = 0.27
t = 2.24
(p < 0.05)

5.23
(p < 0.05)
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et al. 2015). The results relating to social proximity can 
also be explained by the fact that Indian consumers tend 
to share similar social experiences with marginalized 
producers/workers and show higher commitment to their 
wellbeing, as they are more likely to perceive the poor 
producers/workers as an in-group than British consumers 
(Doran 2009). Finally, the greater psychological proxim-
ity of Indian consumers to FT issues can be attributed to 
the fact that they may be able to understand plight of the 
marginalized producers/workers and show higher commit-
ment to their wellbeing, thus, they would want to support 
them by engaging more with FT products (Nicholls and 
Lee 2006; Doherty et al. 2015).4

Conclusions and Implications

Our previous analysis has amply demonstrated that 
consumers engaged with FT are influenced by various 
proximity dimensions, namely physical, social, and psy-
chological. This association between these proximity 
dimensions and consumer FT engagement is strengthened 
by feelings of empathic concern, while the existence of 
hypocrisy has a detrimental role on this association. In 
turn, consumer engagement in FT comes to play a domi-
nant role in their lives by affecting their FT purchasing 
behavior. Our findings also show that nationality plays an 
important role in consumer FT engagement, with Indian 
consumers showing higher levels of proximity to mar-
ginalized producers/workers compared to their British 
counterparts.

The findings of our study have important theoretical 
and managerial implications. Theoretically, we provide 
key insights into the neglected association of dimensions 
of proximity (for which we developed a new measurement 
scale) as a significant predictor of consumer FT engage-
ment. We examine FT consumption behavior through the 
lens of Social Identity Theory, which stresses that iden-
tification with a group (with similar moral values and 
beliefs) is likely to produce positive outcomes toward a 
specific product. This extends the research emphasizing 
the bonds developed through proximity and their impact 
on ethical consumption, particularly in the FT context 
(Nicholls and Lee 2006; Doran 2009; Ghorbani et  al. 
2013). Our study also introduces a previously untested 
mechanism demonstrating that consumer FT engagement 
can positively impact FT purchasing behavior. This finds 

support with the customer engagement literature, which 
suggests purchasing behavior is a direct consequence of 
customer engagement (Pansari and Kumar 2017). We also 
stress the importance of empathic concern and hypocrisy 
as moderating the impact of proximity on consumer FT 
engagement. This is in line with prior ethical decision 
making studies, which argue that familiarity and relation-
ships with the beneficiary could enhance understanding 
in them (Ballet and Carimentrand 2010). The finding of 
consumer hypocrisy implies a words-deeds misalignment, 
which means that even if the consumers are proximate to 
the beneficiary, they may not actively involve themselves 
with FT issues (Hassan et al. 2016). Finally, we found 
country-level effects on the three proximity dimensions, 
which indicates that proximity is susceptible to cultural 
differences. This suggests that instead of assuming a uni-
versal value of FT, there is a need to account for con-
textual factors influencing FT consumption in different 
countries.

Managerially, the strong relationship found between the 
various proximity dimensions and consumer FT engage-
ment, implies that sound marketing strategies could be 
used in strengthening consumer proximity to FT issues. 
This can be achieved, for example, by enhancing the con-
tent of advertisements, product labeling, and other infor-
mation material accompanying FT products, with details 
about the name and a picture of the producer, so as to 
ensure that the consumer explicitly identifies the origins of 
the product. Moreover, retailers can place in-store adver-
tisements, brochures, and even sampling regarding FT 
products to raise awareness, interest, and likeness among 
shoppers in their stores to overcome the challenges of 
proximity. Such a strategy can evoke empathic concern 
to encourage a sense of personal involvement, and, there-
fore, engagement with the concept of FT. Furthermore, the 
organization of social events, such as a ‘day in the life’ of 
a marginalized producer (accompanied with images from 
the country producing the FT products and exhibition of 
their FT products), would also seriously help to increase 
proximity between these producers and potential buyers. 
Finally, companies should take advantage of the growing 
role of social media as a means of increasing proximity 
and enhancing consumer engagement and try to demon-
strate through them (e.g., using advertisements, upload-
ing specialized articles, participating in discussions) the 
benefits to consumers and society at large derived from 
the use of FT products.

4 The existence of a control effect of nationality on each of the 
various proximity dimensions (i.e., physical, social, psychological) 
implies that there are unique aspects of nationality that can affect 
consumer FT engagement and purchasing which are not explained by 
geographic location alone.
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Limitations and Future Directions

This study has number of limitations that proffer many 
future research directions. First, we examine proxim-
ity, which is a component of moral intensity in shaping 
consumer engagement. More light needs to shed on the 
remaining components of moral intensity (i.e., magnitude 
of consequences, probability of effect, social consensus, 
temporal immediacy, and concentration of effect), as this 
will help to extend our initial findings. Moreover, the 
potential role of other antecedent (e.g., animosity) and 
outcome (e.g., trust) factors of consumer FT engagement 
is also worth investigating.

Second, while this is the first study to include (apart 
from developed country-based consumers) a consumer 
sample from emerging economies, other studies could 
focus on other emerging economies, such as China, Brazil, 
and South Africa (Anderson 2018). As FT is increasing 
its presence in these markets, future studies could also 
investigate the role of proximity and consumer FT engage-
ment in influencing FT consumer decision-making across 
countries of different stage of economic development.

Third, we have used self-reported data to measure the 
drivers and outcomes consumer FT engagement. This 
might have led to social desirability bias, as data col-
lected from consumers refer to their perceptual and not 
their actual FT purchasing behavior. This problem could 
be reduced by observing real time purchasing behavior 
through ethnographic studies (Carrington et al. 2014) and/
or collecting loyalty card data from retailers selling FT 
products (Yamoah et al. 2014).

Fourth, we employ a cross-sectional research design 
to examine consumer perceptions with regard to proxim-
ity, FT engagement, empathic concern, hypocrisy, and FT 
purchasing behavior. Due to the dynamic nature of these 
issues, future research should embark on longitudinal 
designs, which can monitor changes over time. In addi-
tion, the complex causal nature among these constructs 
necessitates the greater use of experimental studies among 
consumers from different nationalities, demographic pro-
files, and psychographic backgrounds.

Fifth, although our study has shown that there are 
marked differences in the way physical, social, and psy-
chological proximity is perceived among consumers in 

developed, as opposed to emerging economies, there are 
indications in the literature (e.g., Doran 2009) that con-
sumers from two different developed countries may also 
have different motivations for FT consumption. Hence, 
future research should explore such differences in proxim-
ity perceptions of consumers between developed countries 
(as well as of consumers between emerging economies).

Finally, our conceptual model could be augmented with 
additional constructs with a potential on FT consumer 
attitudes and behavior. For example, the ‘Big Five’ per-
sonality traits (i.e., openness, extraversion, conscientious-
ness, agreeableness, and neuroticism) could play a key 
role in predicting consumer decision-making related to 
FT products (Mischel and Shoda 1995, 2002). Moreover, 
since the results of our control analysis with regard to 
nationality underscore a potential association of culture 
with FT, it would be interesting to explore the unique 
role of Hofstede’s (1984) cultural orientation dimensions 
(i.e., uncertainty avoidance, power distance, masculinity, 
individualism, and long-term orientation) on influencing 
consumer FT engagement and purchasing behaviors.
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Table 5  Measurement scales and their sources

PHP-physical proximity PHP1 I consider myself physically close to the poor pro-
ducers/workers producing Fairtrade products

Self-developed

PHP2 I can see the plight of the poor producers/workers 
producing Fairtrade products

PHP3 I often feel a physical connection between poor 
producers/workers producing Fairtrade products 
and myself

PHP4 I consider myself physically distant from the poor 
producers/workers producing Fairtrade products 
(R)

SCP-social proximity SCP1 I consider myself socially and culturally close to 
the poor producers/workers producing Fairtrade 
products

Self-developed

SCP2 I often feel a social connection between poor produc-
ers/workers producing Fairtrade products and 
myself

SCP3 I consider a social and cultural gap between myself 
and the poor producers/workers producing Fair-
trade products (R)

SCP4 My cultural values, beliefs, attitudes, and traditions 
are similar to those of the poor producers/workers 
producing Fairtrade products

SCP5 I am familiar with the values, norms, customs, and 
beliefs of the poor producers/workers producing 
Fairtrade products

PSP-psychological proximity PSP1 I can understand the plight of the poor producers/
workers producing Fairtrade products

Self-developed

PSP2 I consider myself psychologically close to the poor 
producers/workers producing Fairtrade products

PSP3 I often feel a psychological connection between poor 
producers/workers producing Fairtrade products 
and myself.

PSP4 I consider a psychological gap between myself and 
the poor producers/workers producing Fairtrade 
products. (R)

PSP5 I can identify with the poor producers/workers pro-
ducing Fairtrade products

CEN-Fairtrade consumer engagement Enthusiasm So et al. (2014)
CEE1 I am heavily into Fairtrade
CEE2 I am passionate about Fairtrade
CEE3 I am enthusiastic about Fairtrade
CEE4 I feel excited about Fairtrade

Attention
CEA1 I would like to learn more about Fairtrade
CEA2 I pay a lot of attention to anything about Fairtrade
CEA3 Anything related to Fairtrade grabs my attention
CEA4 I concentrate a lot on Fairtrade.
CEA5 I like learning more about Fairtrade

Absorption
CEB1 When I am interacting with Fairtrade, I forget every-

thing else around me
CEB2 Time flies when I am interacting with Fairtrade
CEB3 When I am interacting with Fairtrade, I get carried 

away
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Table 5  (continued)

CEB4 When interacting with Fairtrade, it is difficult to 
detach myself

CEB5 When interacting with Fairtrade intensely, I feel 
happy

Interaction
CEI1 In general, I like to get involved in Fairtrade com-

munity discussions
CEI2 I am someone who enjoys interacting with like-

minded others about Fairtrade
CEI3 I am someone who likes actively participating in 

Fairtrade-related discussions
CEI4 In general, I thoroughly enjoy exchanging ideas with 

other people related to Fairtrade
CEI5 I often participate in activities related to Fairtrade

CEM-consumer empathic concern CEM1 I would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted 
person

Davis (1980), Kamdar et al. (2006)

CEM2 When I see someone being treated unfairly, I some-
times don’t feel very much pity for him/her (R)

CEM3 When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel 
kind of protective toward him/her

CEM4 Other people’s misfortunes do not usually disturb me 
a great deal (R)

CEM5 I am often quite touched by things that I see happen
CEM6 I often have tender, concerned feelings for people 

less fortunate than me
CEM7 Sometimes I don’t feel very sorry for other people 

when they are having problems (R)
CHY-Consumer hypocrisy CHY1 What I say and do are two different things Wagner et al. (2009)

CHY2 I pretend to be something that I am not
CHY3 I do exactly what I say (R)
CHY4 I put my words into action (R)
CHY5 I fail to practise what I preach.
CHY6 I pretend to have beliefs and feelings that I do not 

really have
FPB-Fairtrade purchasing behavior FPB1 I spend a lot of time buying Fairtrade products, com-

pared to other products
Hollebeek et al. (2014), Sudbury-Riley 

and Kohlbacher (2016), Zanjani et al. 
(2016)FPB2 I often purchase Fairtrade products

FPB3 When there is a choice, I always choose Fairtrade 
products

FPB4 I do not buy products from companies that I know 
use sweatshop labor, child labor, or other poor 
working conditions

FPB5 I am willing to pay more for Fairtrade products, even 
when there is a cheaper alternative

The sign (R) refers to a reverse item
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