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Investigating the Impact of Guilt and Shame Proneness on Consumer 

Ethics: A Cross National Study 
  

Abstract 

Studies show that emotions of guilt and shame significantly influence how people live their 

daily lives when it comes to making ethical decisions. Nonetheless, individuals’ proneness 

toward guilt and shame has received limited attention in consumer behavior literature. The 

study focuses on the impact of anticipated emotions (i.e. guilt and shame) on various 

consumers’ ethical and unethical behaviors. Using a combination of a panel data sample and 

a university sample, the overall results between the two countries (i.e. Australia and 

Indonesia) reveal more similarities than differences. Consumers with high guilt-proneness are 

less likely to agree on those unethical behaviors.   This study has important theoretical 

implications for understanding the similarities and differences between both nations and the 

impact of guilt and shame proneness on consumer ethics.  

Keywords: consumer ethics, guilt proneness, shame proneness, Australia, Indonesia.  

 

Introduction 

Emotions of guilt and shame significantly influence the way people live their daily lives, 

particularly in ethical decision-making in a variety of situations (Bedford & Hwang, 2003; 

Cohen et al., 2013; Connelly et al., 2004; Steenhaut & Kenhove, 2006). In the context of 

consumers’ ethical decision-making, emotions have been found to play a significant role 

(Gaudine and Thone, 2001; Steenhaut and Kenhove, 2006). Studies show that consumers’ 

guilt levels have an impact on a variety of consumption-related decisions, such as using 

recycled product, smoking and dieting (Dahl et al., 2003; Peloza et al., 2013). Studies on 

consumer misbehavior also highlight the importance of shame and guilt in determining 

consumers’ level of perceived ethicality of deviant behaviors (Harris & Dumas, 2009; 
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Rosenbaum et al., 2011; Tonglet, 2002). Accordingly, managers who comprehensively 

understand the role of specific emotions in various decision-making processes can develop 

relevant strategies to encourage consumers to behave ethically.   

Tangney (2003, p. 386) suggested “moral emotions provide the motivational force-the 

power and energy- to do good and to avoid doing bad”. Thus, these emotions help to maintain 

order and functioning in society (Bedford & Hwang, 2003; Creighton, 1988). Moral emotions 

encourage ethical behavior because they help people behave according to the acceptable 

standards of right and wrong (Cohen et al., 2011). These positive and negative emotions 

guide ethical behavior as they remind individuals of the severity of the consequences arising 

from their acts. Thinking about the negative consequences of unethical behaviors may trigger 

negative anticipated emotions, which in turn reduce an individual’s intention to perform the 

act (Steenhaut & Kenhove, 2006).  

Recent studies on consumer behavior have focused on specific emotions such as anger 

(Bougie et al., 2003); embarrassment (Verbeke & Bagozzi, 2003); guilt (Steenhaut & 

Kenhove, 2006); regret (e.g. Inman & Zeelenberg, 2002); sympathy and empathy (Escalas & 

Stern, 2003). Despite general agreement that moral emotions are critical for deterring 

antisocial behaviors (e.g. Eisenberg, 2000; Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney et al., 2007), 

the cross-cultural examination of distinctive proneness towards guilt and shame have 

received limited attention in the consumer behavior literature. Vitell (2003) highlighted that 

one of the key variables yet examined is guilt proneness. Understanding guilt and shame 

proneness can aid in detecting individuals’ susceptible to unethical decision-making (Cohen 

et al., 2011). In addition, Vitell (2003) suggested researchers should conduct additional cross-

cultural studies on consumer ethics since guilt and shame may differ across nations. Cohen et 

al. (2011) also called for more research to apply the guilt and shame proneness measure in 
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cross-cultural research. Thus, this study fulfils the need to conduct research in these specific 

areas.  

In essence, the circumstances that make someone feel guilty and shameful in an 

unethical situation in one culture might not be similar to another culture (Liem, 1997). 

Addressing these gaps in current research, this study aims to: (a) explore differences between 

consumers in Indonesia and Australia on their perception toward various consumers’ ethical 

situations, and (b) investigate the impact of guilt and shame proneness on various ethical 

decision-making in Indonesia and Australia. Findings of this study have important theoretical 

and managerial implications for understanding the similarities and differences between 

nations and the impact of guilt and shame proneness on consumer ethics. This understanding 

can help institutions devise effective ways to reduce unethical behavior among consumers.  

 

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development 

To acquire further insights into the impact of guilt and shame proneness on consumer ethics, 

the literature review offers definitions and previous research findings on these issues. The 

following section begins by outlining the extant literature on consumer ethics, followed by 

guilt and shame proneness. Subsequently, we propose several hypotheses based on previous 

research. 

 

Consumer Ethics   

Consumer ethics is defined as “the moral principles and standards that guide behavior of 

individuals or groups as they obtain, use and dispose of goods and services” (Muncy & 

Vitell, 1992, p. 298). Muncy and Vitell (1992) developed a consumer ethics scale to explore 

consumer ethical beliefs regarding specific behaviors and the scale consists of four 

dimensions: (a) actively benefiting from illegal activities. This is a situation where an 
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individual is purposely performing illegal activities such as drinking a can of soda inside a 

supermarket without paying it or returning damaged merchandise when the damage is their 

fault; (b) passively benefiting at the expense of others. This is a situation where an individual 

receives the benefit from others’ mistake such as getting too much change and the recipient 

did not say anything. In this case the person did not purposefully act out an illegal activity; 

(c) questionable behavior involves actively benefiting from deceptive or questionable (but 

legal) practices. This is a situation whereby an individual performs activities where the 

recipient is unsure whether the act is ethical or unethical, for example, using an expired 

coupon for merchandise; and (d) no harm/no foul activities. This is a situation where an 

individual performs activities that cause inconvenience to others. For example, a consumer 

may spend over an hour trying on different dresses and eventually not purchasing any of 

them.  

Each of these behaviors varies on the spectrum of ethicality. Actively benefiting from 

illegal activities is considered unethical in many contexts and is more likely to be perceived 

as illegal (Al-Khatib et al., 1997). Most consumers believe that it is less ethical to actively 

benefit from an illegal activity than to passively benefit from other people’s mistakes. 

Furthermore, consumers believe that passively benefiting from other people’s mistakes is less 

ethical than benefiting from questionable, but legal activities (questionable behavior). 

Finally, consumers believe that benefiting from a questionable behavior (questionable 

behavior) is less ethical than benefiting from no harm/no foul behaviors (Vitell & Paolillo, 

2003). More recently, Vitell and Muncy (2005) updated the scale by adding new items 

grouped into three distinct categories of: (a) downloading/buying counterfeit goods (e.g., 

downloading pirated software and purchasing counterfeit goods), (b) recycling/environmental 

awareness (e.g., returning cans and bottles), and (c) doing good that involves performing 

good deeds toward others (e.g., correcting a bill that has been miscalculated in your favour). 
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Unlike previous categories, the latter two categories (recycling and doing good) reflect 

positive, rather than negative unethical behaviors.  

 

Guilt and Shame Proneness – Definition   

Guilt and shame are feelings of distress or agony arising from personal failure or 

transgressions (Baumeister et al., 1994; Cohen et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2002; Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002; Wolf et al., 2010). Individuals experience these feelings when they evaluate 

themselves negatively, when others evaluate them negatively, or when they fail to meet 

particular standards (Wong & Tsai, 2007). Hence, guilt and shame represent moral emotions 

(Tangney & Stuewig, 2004).  

Freedman et al. (1967) suggested that guilt is a feeling resulting from an individual′s 

knowledge that he or she acted against personal moral or ethical standards. These traits reveal 

individual differences in affective, cognitive, and behavioral responses to personal 

transgression (Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Wolf et al., 2002). Researchers often use the terms 

guilt and shame interchangeably (Yi, 2012). Cohen et al. (2011) suggested there are two 

schools of thought regarding the key differences between guilt and shame. The first one is the 

‘self-behavior distinction’ (Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tracy & Robin, 2004) and the second 

is the ‘public-private distinction’ (Combs et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2002).  

The first school of thought suggests that guilt focuses on one’s behavior (e.g., I did a 

bad thing) while shame focuses on one’s self (e.g., I am a bad person) (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Guilt occurs when individuals make internal, unstable, or specific attributions about one’s 

actions, which lead to negative feelings about specific behaviors that one committed. 

Conversely, shame occurs when individuals make internal, stable, or global attributions about 

one’s self, which lead to negative feelings about the global self (Tracy & Robins, 2004; 

Cohen et al., 2011).  
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The second school of thought has its root in anthropology. Benedict (1946) suggested 

guilt is associated with a private sense that the subject of the action did something wrong. 

Shame is the negative feelings that results when someone’s failure and shortcoming are put 

on public display (Cohen et al. 2011). A failure that is not publicly exposed is more likely to 

produce feelings of guilt, whereas a failure that is publicly exposed is likely to produce shame 

(Combs et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2002). Thus, guilt is about “one’s behavior and the effects 

of that behavior on others”, whereas shame is “all about oneself and what others might be 

judging oneself” (Tangney et al., 2009, p. 194). Recently, Cohen et al. (2011) noted there are 

scales neither to measure guilt proneness and shame proneness using both the self-behavior 

and public-private distinctions nor to measure differences between emotional and behavioral 

responses to failure or transgression.  

Consequently, Cohen et al. (2011) developed a new guilt and shame proneness scale 

incorporating those factors. Four sub-dimensions of guilt and shame proneness include (a) 

Guilt–Negative-Behavior-Evaluation (NBE), (b) Guilt-Repair, (c) Shame-Negative-Self-

Evaluation (NSE), and (d) Shame-Withdraw. Guilt-NBE items describe feeling bad about 

how one acted (e.g., after realizing you have received too much change at a store, you decide 

to keep it because the salesclerk does not notice. What is the likelihood that you would feel 

uncomfortable about keeping the money?). Guilt-repair items describe action tendencies or 

behavioral intentions (e.g., you reveal a friend’s secret, though your friend never finds out. 

What is the likelihood that your failure to keep the secret would lead you to exert extra effort 

to keep secrets in the future?). Shame-NSE items describe feeling bad about oneself (e.g., you 

make a mistake at work and find out a co-worker is blamed for the error. Later, your co-

worker confronts you about your mistake. What is the likelihood that you would feel like a 

coward?). Finally, shame-withdraw items describe action tendencies focused on hiding or 

withdrawing from public (e.g., after making a big mistake on an important project at work in 
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which people were depending on you, your boss criticizes you in front of your co-workers. 

What is the likelihood that you would feign sickness and leave work?). Researchers found 

that guilt proneness is associated with empathic concern and perspective taking (Leith & 

Baumeister, 1998; Tangney, 1994), whereas shame proneness is associated with personal 

distress and low self-esteem (Tangney et al., 1995).  

 

Hypotheses Development 

The following section discusses various research findings on the differences across nations on 

consumers’ perceptions toward consumer ethics and their propensity to experience guilt and 

shame, and the impact of guilt and shame proneness on attitudes and behaviors. Below, we 

propose several hypotheses on the differences between nations and the impact of guilt and 

shame proneness on consumer ethics. 

 

Consumer ethics, guilt and shame proneness – differences between countries 

Studies report cross-national differences on consumers’ perception toward various ethical 

situations: Egypt and Lebanon (Rawwas et al. 1994); Hong Kong and Northern Ireland 

(Rawwas et al., 1995); the US and Australia (Rawwas et al., 1996); the US and Egypt (Al-

Khatib et al., 1997); the US and Korea (Lee & Sirgy, 1999); the US and Malaysia 

(Singhapakdi et al., 1999); the US and Thailand (Singhapakdi et al., 1994); the US and 

Turkey (Rawwas et al., 2005).  

In general, consumers in developed countries (e.g., the US, Australia) are less likely to 

accept various questionable consumer practices than consumers in developing countries may 

accept. This is because consumers in developed countries tend to be more idealistic and less 

relativistic than consumers in developing countries (Al-Khatib et al., 2005). Previous studies 

involving more than two countries also show differences on perceptions toward various 
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unethical situations. For example, Jackson (2000), using managers from seven countries 

(Australian, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, Poland, Russia and the US), found cross cultural 

differences for both the structure and content of managers’ ethical judgments. Similarly, 

using managers from four countries (Australia, Chile, Ecuador and the US), Robertson et al. 

(2002) reported a complex interaction of situation and culture that influences how managers 

make ethical judgements. Consistent with the differences reported in these studies, we 

propose the following hypothesis: 

H1:  There are significant differences between consumers in Australia and Indonesia on 
their perceptions toward: (a) actively benefiting; (b) passively benefiting; (c) 
questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading; (f) doing good, and (g) recycling. 

 

Guilt proneness is characterized by the tendency to anticipate negative emotions with 

regard to committing wrongdoings, as opposed to feeling guilty in a particular moment 

(Cohen et al., 2011). Studies have shown people who are prone to feeling guilty after 

committing offenses behave less aggressively when angered (Stuewig et al., 2010) and 

express more disagreement on lying in business negotiations (Cohen, 2010). Thus, it seems 

the emotions of guilt and shame help maintain a sense of personal identity (Hultberg, 1988) 

and serve the function of social control (Creighton, 1988). Both emotions cause people to 

behave in certain ways that help them avoid experiencing these emotions (Bedford & Hwang, 

2003; Creighton, 1988). However, various studies that compared guilt and shame in different 

cultures yielded inconclusive results. Some studies report significant differences between 

cultures (Bierbrauer, 2007; Johnson et al., 1987; Glenn & Glenn, 1982). Specifically, 

individuals in an individualistic culture are more prone to guilt whereas individuals in a 

collectivist culture are more prone to shame. In contrast, other studies found no significant 

differences between cultures (Fountaine et al., 2006; Johnson et al., 1987). Consistent with 

previous inconclusive results, we propose this hypothesis: 
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H2:  There are no significant differences between consumers in Australia and Indonesia on 
their: (a) guilt-NBE; (b) guilt-repair; (c) shame-NSE and (d) shame-withdraw.  

 

The impact of guilt and shame proneness on consumer ethics 

Guilt and shame have different impacts on consumer ethics. In the area of consumer 

ethics, studies have emphasized the importance of guilt emotions in ethically questionable 

consumer situations. For example, enhancing the anticipation of guilt increased consumers’ 

ethical intention (Cohen et al., 2011; Steenhaut & Kenhove, 2006; Tangney et al., 2007) and 

people experienced guilty feelings when choosing an unethical option (Marks & Mayo, 

1991). Consumers are likely to anticipate guilty feelings when they decide to engage in 

unethical acts (Steenhaut & Kenhove, 2006). This is because the anticipated guilt or shame 

acts as a behavioral interruption or action-control mechanism to indicate a particular action is 

unacceptable and is to be avoided (Baumeister et al., 1994; Steenhaut & Kenhove, 2006; 

Tangney, 1995).  

Since consumers’ ethical questions occur mostly in private situations, it is likely that 

guilt plays a stronger role than shame. That is, individuals feel guilt over questionable 

practices and experience a sense of responsibility for one’s transgression. Because of the 

close connection with responsibility, moral transgressions closely relate to guilt rather than 

shame (Bedford & Hwang, 2003). Nonetheless, shame plays a role in public situations. 

Shame is associated with the fear that an individual’s group will reject the individual due to 

his or her inadequacies (Bedford & Hwang, 2003). As such, the emotion has more influence 

than guilt in public ethical situations. By comparison, shame sanctions what is socially 

undesirable whereas guilt results from the flouting of private norms (Teroni & Deoana, 

2008). Most negative forms of consumer ethics behaviors are private in nature and are 

generally unacceptable. For example, using an expired coupon usually happens in a secretive 

manner and downloading usually occurs in the confines of one’s home. Consequently, it is 
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likely that individuals high in guilt proneness will exercise restraint in negative consumer 

ethics behaviors. In contrast, the positive ethical behaviors such as doing good and recycling 

that seem more community-based and exposed to the public eye are likely to be of concern to 

individuals who are prone to shame.  

In general, studies report inconclusive results on the differences between guilt and 

shame across cultures. The first group of studies found cultural differences on response 

toward guilt and shame. Bierbrauer (2007) suggested that in individualistic cultures there are 

greater guilt reactions and less shame reactions because individuals tend to develop their own 

standards for conduct because of less rigid social controls. In Western cultures, individuals 

are more responsible for their own behavior. Consequently, moral guidance evolves from 

within these individuals (Bedford & Hwang, 2003). In Eastern cultures, however, individuals 

internalize a sense of proper behavior in congruence with social norms and experience guilt 

when they violate these social norms (Bedford & Hwang, 2003). Other studies found cross-

cultural differences in the relationship between guilt and shame due to the role these emotions 

play in society (Bedford & Hwang, 2003).  

In general, there is high shame control in collectivist cultures (Bierbrauer, 2007; 

Triandis, 1985), for example, Asian Americans are more shame-prone than their Caucasian 

counterparts are (Szeto-Wong, 1997; Lutwak et al., 1998). Individuals who fail to fulfil their 

group requirements tend to lose their group acceptance (Bradford & Hwang, 2003). In 

contrast, a second group of studies report a high degree of similarity between cultures on their 

responses toward guilt and shame. For instance, Johnson et al. (1987) found individuals from 

the US, Korea and Taiwan share similarities on their guilt and shame emotions. Similarly, 

Fountaine et al. (2006) outlined similarities between individuals in Peru and Belgium. These 

studies reinforce that the structure and phenomenology of guilt and shame are largely 

identical across cultures (Liem, 1997). Due to the overall inconclusive findings uncovering 
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differences between guilt and shame across cultures, we propose identical hypotheses 

between Australian and Indonesian consumers on the relationship between the guilt/shame 

proneness and consumer ethics:  

H3:  In Australia, guilt-NBE is significantly related to: (a) actively benefiting; (b) passively 
benefiting; (c) questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading but not 
significantly related to: (f) doing good and (g) recycling.  

 
H4:  In Australia, guilt-repair is  significantly related to: (a) actively benefiting; (b) 

passively benefiting; (c) questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading but not 
significantly related to: (f) doing good and (g) recycling. 

 

H5:  In Australia, shame-NSE is not significantly related to: (a) actively benefiting; (b) 
passively benefiting; (c) questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading; (f) but 
significantly related to doing good and (g) recycling.  

 

H6:  In Australia, shame-withdraw is not significantly related to: (a) actively benefiting; (b) 
passively benefiting; (c) questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading; (f) but 
significantly related to doing good and (g) recycling. 

 
H7:  In Indonesia, guilt-NBE is  significantly related to: (a) actively benefiting; (b) passively 

benefiting; (c) questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading but not 
significantly related to: (f) doing good and (g) recycling. 

 
H8:  In Indonesia, guilt-repair is significantly  related to: (a) actively benefiting; (b) 

passively benefiting; (c) questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading but not 
significantly related to: (f) doing good and (g) recycling. 

 
H9:  In Indonesia, shame-NSE is not significantly related to: (a) actively benefiting; (b) 

passively benefiting; (c) questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading; (f) but 
significantly related to doing good and (g) recycling. 

 
H10:  In Indonesia, shame-withdraw is not significantly  related to: (a) actively benefiting; 

(b) passively benefiting; (c) questionable behavior; (d) no harm; (e) downloading; (f) 
but significantly related to doing good and (g) recycling. 

 

Methodology  

Sample and procedure 

We collected the Australian sample from a panel data market research firm. Response rate for 

the survey request was 17.9%. We used demographic quotas in the recruitment of 

respondents and the final sample consists of 313 people. The data collection process resulted 

in 227 completed questionnaires. The Australian sample consists of approximately equal 
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females (50%) and males (50%). The age range for respondents was between 17 to 67 years. 

The number of respondents with a college (42.2%) and University or postgraduate education 

(41.2%) was relatively equal. The majority of Australian respondents earned between 

A$21,000 and A$60,000 per year. We collected data from the Indonesian sample by means of 

a questionnaire distributed to University business students in a major private Indonesian 

university. The Indonesian sample consists of 109 (48%) males and 118 females (52%). The 

student sample contained a majority people who were 18 to 24 years old (90%). The majority 

of respondents earned less than 20 million Rupiah per year (89%).  

 

Measures  

The questionnaire consisted of adapted items from existing scales in the literature. We 

measured consumer ethics beliefs using an established scale developed by Muncy and Vitell 

(2005). As previously discussed, the consumer ethics scale consists of four dimensions: (a) 

actively benefiting from illegal activities (α= .59), (b) passively benefiting at the expense of 

others (α= .78), (c) actively benefiting from deceptive or questionable (but legal) practices 

(questionable behavior; α= .86), and (d) no harm/no foul activities (α= .82). In addition, this 

study used the updated scale by adding new items grouped into three distinct categories: (e) 

downloading/buying counterfeit goods (α=.63), (f) doing good toward others (α =.78) and (g) 

recycling/environmental awareness (α= .77). Items were Likert scaled on 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Moreover, we used a 16-item scale developed by Cohen et al. (2011) to measure four 

sub-dimensions of guilt and shame proneness: (a) guilt–Negative-Behavior-Evaluation (NBE) 

(α=.63), which describes feeling bad about how one acted, (b) guilt-repair, which describes 

action tendencies or behavioral intentions (α=.66), (c) shame-Negative-Self-Evaluation 

(NSE) (α=.64) describes feeling bad about oneself, and (d) shame-withdraw (α=.60), which 
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describes action tendencies focused on hiding or withdrawing from public. Table 1 outlines 

the number of items in each scale, the reliability statistics, and item-to-total correlation of 

these scales. Items were Likert scaled on 1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely). For respondents 

in Indonesia, the questionnaire was translated from English to Indonesian and then back-

translated to ensure consistency (see Table 1). 

Insert Table 1 about Here 

Results  

To address our first research objective, we analyzed the data using multivariate analysis of 

variance (MANOVA) to investigate differences in respondents’ consumer ethics beliefs 

across two cultures. When the multivariate test was significant, we used analysis of variance 

(ANOVAS) to determine the nature of the differences.  The cross-cultural comparison of the 

six consumer ethics dimensions reveals significant cross-cultural differences. 

The one-way MANOVA showed a significant multivariate main effect for country, 

F(7, 532)= 41.2, p<.01; Wilk's Λ= .65, partial eta squared =.352. Power to detect the effect 

was 1. Given the significance of the main effect in the test, we examined univariate main 

effects next. Results of the univariate ANOVAS showed significant main effects for country 

on actively benefiting F(1, 538)= 26.7, p<.01; partial eta squared =.05. Power =.99; 

questionable behavior F(1, 538)= 29.4, p<.01; partial eta squared =.006. Power =.1; 

downloading, F(1, 538)= 43.6, p<.01; partial eta squared =.07. Power =.1; and recycling F(1, 

538)= 21.8, p<.01; partial eta squared =.004. Power =.1. Thus, the results support H1a, H1c, 

H1e, and H1g. Australian consumers have higher disagreement toward actively benefiting 

activities and downloading than Indonesian consumers do, while Indonesian consumers have 

higher disagreements toward questionable behavior and recycling. The striking differences 

are consumers’ agreement toward downloading between Australian (M=2.8) and Indonesian 

consumers (M=3.3). This shows that Indonesian consumers did not perceive the specific 
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unethical consumer behaviors of downloading or pirating music or software as unethical 

activities, and is indicative that these activities are commonplace. 

Moreover, for H2, the results showed significant main effects for country on guilt-

NBE F(1,538)=13.173, p<.01; partial eta squared = 0.019. Power=.1; guilt-repair 

F(1,538)=10.571, p<.01; partial eta squared = 0.019. Power=.1 and shame-withdraw 

F(1,538)=63.20, p<.01; partial eta squared = 0.105. Thus, H2c is supported while H2a, H2b, 

and H2d were not supported. Overall, Indonesian consumers have higher guilt-NBE, guilt-

repair and shame-withdraw than Australian consumers (see Table 2) and this highlights the 

importance of the moral emotions within the collectivistic contexts.  

Insert Table 2 about Here 

 

After establishing cross-cultural differences in the ethical beliefs between Australians 

and Indonesians, to address the second research objective, seven multiple regression analyses 

for each consumer ethics were employed for each sample to predict the influence of guilt-

NBE, guilt-repair, shame-NSE and shame-withdraw on each of the consumer ethics 

dimensions in both cultures. Tests for multicollinearity indicated relatively low levels of 

multicollinearity present with VIF scores of less than 1.5. Results of the regression analyses 

show all the models achieved overall significance at <.01 for both samples (see Table 3). 

Insert Table 3 about Here 

 

Three predictors of guilt-NBE (β=.20; p<.05), shame-NSE (β= -.15; p<.05), and 

shame-withdraw (β=.13; p<.05) explained actively benefiting for the Australian sample. 

Thus, H3a is supported, while H5a and H6a were not supported as we predict no relationship 

between shame proneness and consumer ethics. Moreover, H4a was not supported as the 

result was not significant. For Indonesia, only guilt-NBE (β= -.26; p<.05) was significantly 
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related to actively benefiting. Thus, H7a, H9a, and H10a were supported while H8a was not 

supported. The results indicate that in both individualistic culture (i.e. Australia) and 

collectivist culture (i.e. Indonesia), guilt-NBE influences consumers’ perceptions toward 

illegal activities.  

For both Australians and Indonesians, guilt-NBE was the only predictor that 

significantly explained consumer ethics beliefs of passively benefiting (Aus β=;-.36; p<.01; 

Indo β= -.31; p<.01),  questionable behavior (Aus β=;-.23; p<.05; Indo β= -.22; p<.05), no 

harm (Aus β=;-.28; p<.01; Indo β= -.18; p<.01), and download (Aus β=;-.28; p<.01; Indo β= 

-.19; p<.05). Shame-NSE and shame-withdraw did not significantly influence passively 

benefiting, questionable behavior, no harm, and download. Thus, for Australians, (H3b, H3c, 

H3d, H3e), (H5b, H5c, H5d, H5e) and (H6b H6c, H6d, H6e) were supported. While (H4b, H4c, H4d, H4e) 

were not supported. For Indonesians, (H7b, H7c, H7d, H7e), (H9b, H9c, H9d, H9e) and (H10b H10c, 

H10d, H10e) were supported. However, (H8b, H8c, H8d, H8e) were not supported. These results 

support other studies (i.e. Johnson et al., 1987; Liem, 1997) suggesting that guilt and shame 

are largely identical across culture. Thus in the context of consumer ethics, we may argue that 

there is no high shame control in collectivist culture (Bierbrauer, 2007).  Hence, in  

Indonesia, using shame technique to reduce unethical behavior will not be as effective as 

many people would expect.   

Moreover, three predictors of guilt-repair (β=.17; p<.05), shame-NSE (β=.24; p<.01), 

and shame-withdraw (β=-.11; p<.05) significantly explained doing good for Australians. 

Thus, H5f and H6f were supported while H3f and H4f were not supported. For Indonesians, 

only guilt-repair (β=.20; p<.05) significantly predicted doing good. Therefore, (H7f, H8f, H9f 

and H10f) were not supported.  

Finally, two predictors of shame-NSE (β=.24; p<.05) and shame-withdraw (β=-.24; 

p<.05) significantly predicted recycling for Australians. Yet, guilt-NBE and guilt-repair did 
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not significantly relate to recycling. Thus, (H3g, H4g, H5g and H6g) were supported. For 

Indonesians, guilt-repair (β=.15; p<.05) and shame-withdraw (β=-.23; p<.05) predicted 

recycling for Indonesians. Thus, H10g was supported while H7g, H8g, and H9g were not 

supported. Broadly, the results suggest that guilt-NBE relates more strongly to antisocial 

behaviours and has an internal attribution. Since many of these behaviours are private in 

nature, the internal attribution will constrain behaviours. Shame is more of a negative 

evaluation by others; therefore will not affect consumers’ perception toward most of 

unethical situations. The results may offer a specific content strategy for managers whether to 

use ‘guilt’ or ‘shame’ messages in reducing consumer unethical behaviour. The overall 

theoretical and managerial implications derived from this study are elaborated in the next 

section.  

 

Theoretical and Managerial Implications 

This finding contributes to the application of guilt and shame proneness measure to various 

cultural contexts. As previously mentioned, guilt and shame emotions received limited 

attention in consumer behaviour literature, where one of the key variables yet examined is 

guilt proneness (Vitell, 2003). The finding advances consumer ethics theory by investigating 

the role of emotions in individuals’ ethical decision-making process. We deepened the Hunt-

Vitell  (1986) and  Steenhaut and Kenhove’s (2003) model by establishing the notion that 

consumers’ proneness towards guilt and shame form an integral part of consumers’ ethical 

decision-making process. That is, distinct guilt and shame proneness operate distinctively in 

influencing consumer behaviours. Indeed, the findings show that moral emotions are critical 

for deterring antisocial behaviors (e.g. Eisenberg, 2000; Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney 

et al., 2007), Results between the two countries (Australia and Indonesia) reveal more 

similarities than differences. The study suggests that guilt-NBE negatively relates to all 
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negative consumer ethical situations (i.e. actively benefiting, passively benefiting, 

questionable behavior, no harm, and downloading) and positively influenced doing good for 

both Australian and Indonesian consumers. Thus, consumers with high guilt-proneness are 

less likely to agree on those unethical behaviors.  

The present research findings are in line with the argument that consumers do not 

make purely rational decisions in ethically questionable situations. Instead, emotions play a 

central role in the decision-making process (Connelly et al., 2004; Gaudine & Thorne, 2001; 

Steenhaut & Kenhove, 2006). When consumers confront an unethical decision, their guilt-

proneness challenges their rationale. Consequently, to reduce consumer unethical behavior, 

the results reveal that it is more effective to focus on increasing consumers’ guilt (i.e., guilt-

NBE) before they act, rather than focusing on correcting or compensating for the 

transgression (i.e., guilt-repair).  

These findings have important managerial implications for reducing consumer 

unethical behavior and for increasing ethical behavior. Researchers have demonstrated the 

effectiveness of using guilt to alter behavior (Cotte et al., 2005; Lindsay, 2005; Huhmann & 

Brotherton, 1997). Accordingly, managers can use ads to generate guilt and trigger 

consumers’ evaluation of their own behavior, preventing them from conducting unethical 

behaviors. Likewise, a retail store can put up warning signs to alert consumers of the 

illegalities and consequences of their unethical behaviors. These deterrents potentially 

increase consumers’ sensitivity to guilt. Consequently, it is likely these consumers will 

reconsider their attempts before acting out particular unethical behaviors due to the threat of 

exposure.  

In the context of downloading pirated software, government and companies may also 

promote that pirating software or music is illegal. Digital piracy can produce serious 

consequences to the artists and businesses. Hence, it is possible that printed or online ads 
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close to piracy sources can serve as a reminder to consumers that piracy is an illegal act. Such 

guilt-producing messages potentially reduce consumers’ intentions to pirate. The use of 

reminder interventions is appropriate given Chiou et al.’s (2005) finding that most consumers 

are not aware that they are violating copyright law when pirating music or software. 

Interestingly, the results show both type of shame (shame-NSE and shame-withdraw) have no 

effect on negative consumer ethics except for actively benefiting. These results suggest using 

shame as a strategy to reduce unethical consumer behaviors may not be as effective.  

In addition, this study also contributes to existing literature on shame and guilt 

proneness in understanding how the distinct sub-scales relate to positive consumer ethical 

behaviors. Findings that show shame-NSE has a positive effect on doing good and recycling 

for Australians suggest an anticipation of shameful emotions encourages people to do good 

toward others in individualistic cultures. Possibly, an advanced economic development and a 

wider acceptance of social responsibility in developed nations encourage consumers’ 

involvement in positive ethical behaviors within the public sphere. Thus, consumers in these 

cultures are likely to be more sensitive of their self-image and affected by shame when they 

do not act in societal interests.  

In contrast, guilt-repair has a positive effect for Indonesian consumers on positive 

ethical behaviors, thus indicating that moral action orientations are more relevant for Eastern 

cultures when enacting positive ethical behaviors. Possibly, in developing countries where 

socially responsible behaviors are less popularized, consumers view socially responsible 

behaviors as private transgressions affecting others and requiring reparation (e.g., Bedford & 

Hwang, 2003).  

Finally, the negative effect of shame-withdraw on recycling for both cultures is 

consistent with Cohen et al.’s (2011) conclusion that shame-withdraw is a form of a 

maladaptive and dark behavioral response. From this perspective, managers wanting to 
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encourage positive ethical behaviors have to be cautious in inducing shame in consumers 

high in shame-withdraw as this can be counterproductive and may trigger antisocial 

behaviors.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study is not free of limitations. First, the samples for Indonesians are mostly younger 

consumers as compared to the Australian sample and the University sample for Indonesia 

presents a higher level of education comparatively. Thus, caution should be exercised in 

interpretation of the findings in these contexts.  Other study indicated that income and 

educational level did not influence consumers’ ethical behaviour (Kwong et al., 2003). 

Despite these shortcomings, the study provides insights into similar and different effects of 

guilt and shame proneness, and consumer ethics between both cultures. Therefore, we 

fulfilled the primary research questions of this study. Opportunities arise for researchers to 

delineate further consumer segments within Australian and Indonesian cultures to test similar 

relationships. For example, we can test predictions relating to age, income and  education 

levels.    

Second, this study used cross-sectional data collected from an online survey for 

Australian and a paper-based survey for Indonesian samples. The use of a cross-sectional 

research design neglects the temporal sequence of variables tested in this study. However, we 

have taken precautions to design the survey in a way that tests both the causal relationships 

and ensures anonymity and confidentiality to reduce possibilities in systematic bias. This 

limitation presents opportunities for researchers to undertake a longitudinal research design to 

examine the relationships of these variables across time.  

Third, this study focused only on the emotional propensity of guilt and shame as key 

antecedents of consumer ethics. Although this exclusive focus provides in-depth 
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understanding of different effects of guilt and shame proneness, there is scope to investigate 

additional factors. For instance, it is possible that individuals high in shame-NSE are able to 

reappraise unethical situations to negate their personal responsibility. It might also be of 

interest for future research to investigate at which critical points individuals high in guilt-

NBE and shame-NBE are affected by these moral emotions.  

In sum, this study highlighted the importance of cross-cultural influences and the 

impact of guilt and shame proneness in understanding consumer ethics. In doing so, we can 

undertake more effective measures to manage distinct consumer ethical behaviors within 

different cultural contexts, thus this study represents an initial step to further interesting 

avenues for research. 
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Appendix 

 

Table 1. Means, reliability and item-to-item correlation 

 
Australia 

 

Indonesia 

 

Variables Mean SD Item-To-

Total 

Correlation 

Mean SD Item-To-Total 

Correlation 

Actively Benefiting 1 1.7 0.87 0.57 1.8 0.84 0.52 

Actively Benefiting 2 1.7 0.76 0.66 2.1 0.88 0.54 

Actively Benefiting 3 1.4 0.65 0.62 2.1 0.77 0.41 

Actively Benefiting 4 1.5 0.8 0.59 1.3 0.54 0.53 

Actively Benefiting 5 1.6 0.76 0.65 1.8 0.83 0.55 

5 items 1.6 0.59  1.8 0.47  

Cronbach Alpha 0.82   0.57   

Passively Benefiting 1 2.1 0.99 0.64 2.1 0.84 0.5 

Passively Benefiting 2 2.3 1 0.73 2.1 0.95 0.68 

Passively Benefiting 3 1.9 0.84 0.46 2 0.86 0.41 

Passively Benefiting 4 2.2 1 0.76 1.9 0.89 0.71 

4 items 2.1 0.78  2 0.68  

Cronbach Alpha 0.82   0.77   

Questionable Behavior 1 2.6 1.05 0.75 2  0.58 

Questionable Behavior 2 2.5 1.07 0.7 1.9 0.81 0.59 

Questionable Behavior 3 3.2 1.17 0.66 2.5 0.72 0.58 

Questionable Behavior 4 2.6 1.12 0.65 2.4 0.87 0.65 

Questionable Behavior 5 2.2 1.01 0.58 2 1 0.61 

5 items 2.6 0.86  2.2 0.65  

Cronbach Alpha 0.85   0.81 0.86  

No Harm 1 2.8 1.1 0.78 3 0.92 0.75 

No Harm 2 2.8 1.09 0.81 2.9 0.9 0.64 

No Harm 3 3.6 1.17 0.4 3.1 0.88 0.75 

No Harm 4 2.8 1.15 0.7 3.4 1 0.37 

4 items 3 0.92  3.1 0.74  

Cronbach Alpha 0.82   0.8   

Downloading 1 2.9 1.12 0.47 3.6 0.91 0.52 

Downloading 2 2.6 1.17 0.47 3 0.82 0.52 

2 items 2.8 0.98  3.3 0.75  

Cronbach Alpha 0.63   0.68   
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Table 1. Means, reliability and item-to-item correlation (cont) 

 
 Australia Indonesia 

Variables Mean SD Item-To-

Total 

Correlation 

Mean SD Item-To-Total 

Correlation 

Doing Good 1 3.3 1.1 0.55 4.2 0.82 0.44 

Doing Good 2 3.7 0.99 0.76 4.2 0.7 0.55 

Doing Good 3 3.8 0.91 0.71 3.3 0.95 0.41 

Doing Good 4 4.6 0.69 0.39 3.4 0.82 0.41 

4 items 3.8 0.73  3 0.81  

Cronbach Alpha 0.78   0.66   

Recycling1 3.9 1.2 0.66 3.2 0.79 0.34 

Recycling2 4 0.96 0.67 3.6 0.78 0.52 

Recycling3 4 0.89 0.48 3.6 0.74 0.42 

Recycling4 4 0.96 0.49 4.3 0.84 0.43 

4 items 3.9 0.77  3.7 0.55  

Cronbach Alpha 0.77   0.64   

Guilt NBE 1 3.4 1.2 0.32 4 0.99 0.25 

Guilt NBE 2 4.2 1 0.5 4.6 0.66 0.27 

Guilt NBE 3 4.2 0.99 0.37 3.7 0.92 0.19 

Guilt NBE 4 3.9 1 0.5 4.3 0.8 0.38 

4 items 3.9 0.75  4.1 0.53  

Cronbach Alpha 0.63   0.46   

Guilt Repair  1 4.1 1.05 0.32 4.5 0.73 0.22 

Guilt Repair  2 3.8 1.07 0.51 4 0.9 0.38 

Guilt Repair  3 4 0.92 0.45 4.4 0.66 0.4 

Guilt Repair  4 4.1 0.85 0.5 3.9 0.72 0.32 

4 items 4 0.69  4.2 0.49  

Cronbach Alpha 0.66   0.54   

Shame NSE 1 4.3 1.02 0.51 3.9 1.05 0.38 

Shame NSE 2 4 1.09 0.38 4.1 0.89 0.41 

Shame NSE 3 4 1.07 0.41 4.2 0.77 0.41 

Shame NSE 4 3.9 1.09 0.4 3.8 1.06 0.38 

4 items 4 0.74  4 0.65  

Cronbach Alpha 0.64   0.61   

Shame Withdraw 1 2.1 1.06 0.42 2.4 0.96 0.33 

Shame Withdraw 2 2.6 1.02 0.37 2.6 0.98 0.33 

Shame Withdraw 3 2 1.07 0.34 2.8 1.02 0.34 

Shame Withdraw 4 2.1 1.07 0.39 2.9 1 0.3 

4 items 2.2 0.71  2.7 0.64  

Cronbach Alpha 0.6   0.54   
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Table 2. MANOVA results on the differences between Australian and Indonesia. 

Dimension (Consumer Ethics) Australian 

(Mean) 

Indonesia 

(Mean) 

F 

(a) Actively benefiting 1.6 1.8 26.68** 

(b) Passively benefiting 2.1 2.0 3.04 

(c) Questionable behavior 2.6 2.2 48.08** 

(d) No harm 3.1 3.0 1.33 

(e) Downloading 2.8 3.3 43.64** 

(f) Doing good 3.8 3.7 2.54 

(g) Recycling 3.9 3.7 21.76** 

Dimension (Guilt and Shame Proneness) Australian 

(Mean) 

Indonesia 

(Mean) 

F 

(a) Guilt-NBE 3.9 4.1 13.17** 

(b) Guilt-repair 4.0 4.2 10.57** 

(c)Shame-NSE 4.0 4.0 0.69 

(d) Shame-withdraw 2.2 2.7 63.20** 

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001  
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 Table 3.  Regression Results 

 

 Australia    Indonesia    

Variable Beta Std 

Error 

Standardised 

Co-efficient 

t-value Beta Std 

Error 

Standardise

d Co-

efficient 

t-value 

Dependent Variable:        

Actively benefiting 
 

       

Guilt-NBE -0.16 0.05 0.2 -3.055* -0.23 0.07 -0.26 -3.523* 

Guilt-repair -0.05 0.05 -0.05 -0.841 -0.07 0.07 0.07 0.96 

Shame-NSE -0.12 0.05 -0.15 -2.362* -0.05 0.05 0.07 0.92 

Shame-
Withdraw 

0.11 0.04 0.13 2.424* -0.06 0.05 0.09 -1.318 

 Adjusted R-square=.12; F(11.9, 4 ), p<.01  Adjusted R-square=.11; F(8.2, 4 ), p<.01 
 

Dependent Variable:        

Passively benefiting        

Guilt-NBE -0.38 0.07 -0.36 -
5.442** 

-0.41 0.1 -0.31 -4.229** 

Guilt-repair -0.09 0.07 0.08 -1.191 0 0.1 0 0.009 

Shame-NSE 0.04 0.07 0.03 0.546 -0.1 0.08 -0.1 -1.325 

Shame-
withdraw 

0.04 0.06 0.03 0.534 0.06 0.07 0.06 0.858 

 Adjusted R-square=.14; F(14, 4 ), p<.01  Adjusted R-square=.11;p F(8.1, 4 ), p<.01 
 

Dependent Variable:        

Questionable behavior        

Guilt-NBE -0.27 0.08 -0.23 -3.33* -0.27 0.09 -0.22 -2.907* 

Guilt-repair -0.05 0.09 -0.04 -0.598 -0.11 0.1 -0.09 -1.128 

Shame-NSE 0.07 0.08 0.06 0.904 -0.11 0.07 -0.11 -1.473 

Shame-
withdraw 

-0.01 0.07 -0.01 -0.19 -0.02 0.07 0.02 -0.27 

 Adjusted R-square=.05; F(4.3, 4 ), p<.01  Adjusted R-square=.11; F(7, 4), p<.01 

Dependent Variable:        

No harm        

Guilt-NBE -0.35 0.09 -0.28 -
3.999** 

-0.25 0.11 -0.18 -2.3* 

Guilt-repair 0.04 0.09 0.03 0.477 -0.01 0.12 -0.01 -0.09 

Shame-NSE 0.13 0.08 0.1 1.529 -0.06 0.09 -0.06 -0.76 

Shame-
withdraw 

-0.07 0.07 -0.06 -1.023 -0.1 0.08 -0.09 -1.27 

 Adjusted R-square=.04; F(4.6, 4 ), p<.01  Adjusted R-square=.04; F(3.3, 4), p<.01 

Dependent Variable:        

Downloading        

Guilt-NBE -0.37 0.09 -0.28 -3.993* -0.267 0.11 -0.19 -2.40* 

Guilt-repair -0.02 0.1 -0.02 -0.233 0.085 0.12 0.05 0.7 

Shame-NSE 0.1 0.09 0.07 1.103 -0.08 0.09 0.07 0.87 

Shame-
withdraw 

0.02 0.08 0.02 0.311 -0.01 0.08 -0.01 -0.13 

 Adjusted R-square=.05; F(5.4, 4 ), p<.01  Adjusted R-square=.02; F(2.2, 4 ), p<.01 
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Table 3.  Regression Results (cont) 
 

 

 

  Australia       Indonesia       

Variable Beta Std 

Error 

Standardised 

Co-efficient 

t-value Beta Std 

Error 

Standardised 

Co-efficient 

t-value 

Dependent Variable: 

 
       

Doing good 

 
       

Guilt-NBE -0.01 0.07 -0.01 -0.173 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.993 

Guilt-repair 0.18 0.07 0.17 2.551* 0.24 0.09 0.2 2.615* 

Shame-NSE 0.23 0.06 0.24 3.619** 0.03 0.07 0.04 0.513 

Shame-
withdraw 

-0.11 0.05 -0.11 -2.01* 0 0.06 0 -0.007 

 Adjusted R-square=.11  Adjusted R-square=.06 

Dependent 

Variable: 

        

Recycling         

Guilt-NBE 0.02 0.07 0.02 0.255 0.05 0.08 0.04 0.573 

Guilt-repair 0.12 0.07 0.1 1.614 0.17 0.09 0.15 1.978* 

Shame-NSE 0.25 0.07 0.24 3.739** -0.01 0.06 -0.01 -0.123 

Shame-
withdraw 

-0.227 0.06 -0.24 -4.608** -0.09 0.06 -0.23 -3.422* 

 Adjusted R-square=.14; F(13.6, 4 ), 
p=<.01 

 Adjusted R-square=.06; F(4.7, 4 ), p<.01 
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Table 4.  Summary of hypothesis results  
 

Hypotheses Findings 
H1 There are significant differences between consumers in Australia and 

Indonesia on their perception toward: 

 

 (a) Actively benefiting Supported 

 (b) Passively benefiting Not supported 

 (c) Questionable behavior Supported 

 (d) No harm Not supported 

 (e) Downloading Supported 

 (f) Doing good Not supported 

 (g) Recycling Supported 

H2 There are no significant differences between consumers in Australia and 
Indonesia on their propensity to experience: 

 

 (a) Guilt-NBE Not supported 

 (b) Guilt-repair Not supported 

 (c) Shame-NSE Supported 

 (d) Shame-withdraw Not supported 

H3 In Australia, guilt-NBE is significantly related to:  

 (a) Actively benefiting Supported 

 (b) Passively benefiting Supported 

 (c) Questionable behavior Supported 

 (d) No harm Supported 

 (e) Downloading Supported 

 In Australia, guilt-NBE is not significantly related to:  

 (f)  Doing good Supported 

 (g)  Recycling Supported 

H4 In Australia, guilt-repair is significantly related to:  

 (a)  Actively benefiting Not supported 

 (b)  Passively benefiting Not supported 

 (c)  Questionable behavior Not supported 

 (d)  No harm Not supported 

 (e)  Downloading Not supported 

 In Australia, guilt-repair is not significantly related to:  

 (f)  Doing good Supported 

 (g)  Recycling Supported 

H5 In Australia, shame-NSE is not significantly related to:  

 (a)  Actively benefiting Not supported 

 (b)  Passively benefiting Supported 

 (c)  Questionable behavior Supported 

 (d)  No harm Supported 

 (e)  Downloading Supported 

 In Australia, shame-NSE is significantly related to:  

 (f)  Doing good Supported 

 (g)  Recycling Supported 

H6 In Australia, shame-withdraw is not significantly related to:  

 (a)  Actively benefiting Not Supported 

 (b)  Passively benefiting Supported 

 (c)  Questionable behaviour Supported 

 (d)  No harm Supported 

 (e)  Downloading Supported 

 In Australia, shame-withdraw is significantly related to:  

 (f)  Doing good Supported 

 (g)  Recycling Supported 
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Table 4.  Summary of hypothesis results (cont) 
 Hypotheses Findings 

H7 In Indonesia, guilt-NBE is significantly related to:  

 (a)  Actively benefiting Supported 

 (b)  Passively benefiting Supported 

 (c)  Questionable behavior Supported 

 (d)  No harm Supported 

 (e)  Downloading Supported 

 In Indonesia, guilt-NBE is not significantly related to:  

 (f)  Doing good Supported 

 (g)  Recycling Supported 

H8 In Indonesia, guilt-repair is significantly related to:  

 (a)  Actively benefiting Not supported 

 (b)  Passively benefiting Not supported 

 (c)  Questionable behavior Not supported 

 (d)  No harm Not supported 

 (e)  Downloading Not supported 

 In Indonesia, guilt-repair is not significantly related to:  

 (f)  Doing good Supported 

 (g)  Recycling Supported 

H9 In Indonesia, shame-NSE is not significantly related to:  

 (a)  Actively benefiting Supported 

 (b)  Passively benefiting Supported 

 (c)  Questionable behavior Supported 

 (d)  No harm Supported 

 (e)  Downloading Supported 

 In Indonesia, shame-NSE is significantly related to:  

 (f)  Doing good Supported 

 (g)  Recycling Supported 

H10 In Indonesia, shame-withdraw is not significantly related to:  

 (a)  Actively benefiting Supported 

 (b)  Passively benefiting Supported 

 (c)  Questionable behaviour Supported 

 (d)  No harm Supported 

 (e)  Downloading Supported 

 In Indonesia, shame-withdraw is significantly related to:  

 (f)  Doing good Supported 

 (g)  Recycling Not supported 
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