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2. WAMBOUT A T OEHBER ) AENENE

Company moral transgressions are prevalent in today’s marketplace. Company moral transgressions can
be broadly defined as the breach of social and/or moral norms (Huber, Vogel, and Meyer 2009; Kaptein
2008).1 According to research on business ethics, people have a belief system about right and wrong and
thus what companies ought and ought not to do (Evan and Freeman 1988). These moral beliefs about
business organizations comprise the rules, standards, principles, or codes that people use to evaluate
company behaviors (Lewis 1985). When a company deviates from these moral beliefs, it constitutes a
moral transgression (Jones 1991). Consider Nike’s poor labor practices in developing countries, BP’s oil
spill in the Gulf of Mexico, Urban Outfitter’s offensive clothing and advertising, and Volkswagen’s
emissions scandal. Due to the Internet and social media, such company moral transgressions rapidly
receive public scrutiny (Crockett 2017) and can damage transgressing firms. For example, company sales
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and stock market value may plummet due to angry customers and disappointed investors (Frooman 1997;
Grappi, Romani, and Bagozzi 2013; Klein, Smith, and John 2004). Yet not all consumers are likely to
have the same level of concern toward company moral transgressions given that people often differ in
how they judge and respond to everyday moral transgressions (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Lovett,

Jordan, and Wiltermuth 2012).

While this organizational misconduct may lead consumers to penalize companies when it comes to
purchasing their products (Hardeck and Hertl 2014), little is known about the reasons that explain why
most consumers actually decide to continue to support these perpetrators. Research on corporate social
irresponsibility and expectancy violation theory supports the idea that organizations can be punished by
consumers for their unethical conducts (Bhattacharya et al. 2009; Trudel and Cotte 2009; Kim et al.
2019). According to Hardeck and Hertl (2014), unethical actions might be value-destroying activities that
may erode buying intentions, corporate reputation, and consumers’ willingness to pay ptice premiums.
However, as explained by Jackson et al. (2014), in contrast to accepted wisdom, evidence suggests that
the link between corporate irresponsibility and reputational penalties is actually weaker than expected.
From a consumer behavior perspective, many consumers decide not to boycott irresponsible brands, even
though doing so could damage their moral self.

Research exploring individuals’® support for transgressors has its origin in motivated reasoning theory,
which essentially explains that individuals need to preserve cognitive consistency in their decisions to
protect the self (Kunda 1990). To achieve this, individuals tend to engage in a variety of moral
justification processes, For example, the disengagement theory suggests that individuals tend to support
transgressors by engaging in a process of moral rationalization (Tsang 2002). This mechanism involves a
self-regulatory process by which individuals employ diverse strategies to justify immoral actions and
make them personally acceptable (Bandura 1999). As moral rationalization puts the individuals’ social
image at risk by publicly revealing information about their own moral standards, Bhattacharjee et al.
(2013) proposed that individuals may prefer to use alternative reasoning strategies that do not imply
condoning the immoral action. These authors claimed that individuals may be supporting transgressing
actors by engaging in a process of moral decoupling. Moral decoupling is a moral reasoning strategy by
which the individual selectively dissociates judgments of performance and judgments of morality
(Haberstroh et al. 2017). Thus, moral decoupling enables individuals to acknowledge that an organization
is engaged in an immoral action, but to still justify their support for the company because of its
performance. Both moral rationalization and, more recently, moral decoupling have been applied to
explain counterfeit purchasing behaviors (Chen et al. 2018), support for public figures or celebritics or
endorsed brands (Lee et al. 2016; Wang and Kim 2019), or purchases of pirated products (Eisend 2019).
In addition to rationalization and decoupling, Lee and Kwak (2016) propose coupling as another moral
reasoning strategy, which integrates morality judgment with performance judgment, Owing to their high
moral standards or the nature of the scandal, some consumers may find it difficult to justify improper
behavior or to dissociate judgment of morality from judgment of performance. Individuals engaged in
moral coupling tend to take company moral fransgressions into consideration when evaluating a
company’s performance. This strategy may lead individuals to view a transgressed celebrity unfavorably,
and such perceptions may be transferred to the associated brands and products. As a result, consumers
using moral coupling strategies view the transgressor’s morality, as well as the transgressor’s
performance, more negatively, and thus, react negatively to the transgressor and related entities (Lee and
Kwak, 2016; Lee et al., 2016).

Despite this recent research interest, there is still only a limited understanding of the essential issue as to
why consumers continue to buy products from legal companies that have been publicly exposed as|
performing unethical actions. While most of the previous studies are focused on analyzing morally
reprehensible purchasing conducts that can generate increased cognitive dissonance, such as buying

RAFHEEHT  FYUETORTHHA




BIP WAL 113 RFEATHBELAMEIER L L HAA

HE L FEE eEEmaATEcal] A 446002
MAHBREERE TRATU RS ERCGLALA) S5 HELE

counterfeit goods (Chen et al. 2018; Orth et al. 2019), little effort has been devoted to exploring how
consumers react to business misconduct. Due to the complex nature of moral dilemmas, it is critical to
understand how consumers respond to businesses’ unethical actions in ambiguous situations where they
may engage in different reasoning strategies to support the perpetrators with their own actions.
Furthermore, a literature review on the central topic on consumers’ reactions to business misconduct
reveals additional research gaps. Although it is has been acknowledged that ethical organizational
misbehaviors in the marketplace affect consumers’ emotions, attitudes and behavioral reactions,
consumers do not always arrive at similar negative moral judgments (Lo et al. 2019). Some consumers
reduce and rationalize the offense, others judge the transgression in a strict way, others dissociate the
immorality and performance judgments to maintain their support for the transgressor, and still others find
it difficult to make these disassociations and engage in coupling routes to condemn the perpetrator
(Ingram et al. 2005; Lee and Kwak 2016; Lo etal. 2019). Hence, diverse contextual and personal
idiosyncrasies and boundary conditions could explain why consumers reach different moral judgments
and engage in different reasoning mechanisms to continue to buy products from a transgressing brand.
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3. HAMHETIIXE
“Consumer-brand relationship and psychological distance”

We employ psychological distance as a useful complement to the consumer—brand relationship (CBR)
literature as a means of conceptualizing self-brand distance. Psychological distance refers to the
“subjective experience that something is close or far away from the self, here, and now” (Trope and
Liberman 2010, p. 440). At its core, psychological distance reflects the subjective feeling of how far, in
abstract psychological space, a target (e.g., object, event) is perceived to be from the self (Alter and
Oppenheimer 2008). We suggest that psychological distance can be construed as the foundation
underlying the numerous conceptualizations of self-brand distance in the CBR literature.

Because CBRs represent socially construed dyads that are in many ways akin to an interpersonal
relationship (Fournier 1998), the array of consumer—brand relationships identified in previous research
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should vary predictably along the social dimension of psychological distance, based on the relational
norms and behaviors that constitute each relationship. Consider two examples. With “committed” brand
relationships, consumers are faithful to the brand in some lasting way and think about these brands
relatively similarly to their more intimate interpersonal connections (Miller, Fournier, and Allen 2012).
In this case, much like personal relationships (e.g., Linville, Fischer, and Yoon 1996), it is clear that the
brand will be perceived as psychologically close and incorporated into the self-concept (Fournier 1998).
Conversely, “secret affair” brand relationships, also characterized by high levels of affect, imply that
brands are kept hidden to avoid a public association. Indeed, their nearest relational neighbor is the
“complete stranger” type (Zayer and Neier 2011), underlining that secret affair brands lie more in the

domain of “not me.”

#i4% & Connors, S., Khamitov, M., Thomson, M., & Perkins, A, (2021). They’re just not that into you:
how to leverage existing consumer—brand relationships through social psychological distance. Journal of
Marketing, 85(5), 92-108.
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