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Conscious The emergence of the conscious consumer has profoundly altered the dynamics of modern
Consumerism, marketplaces, challenging traditional managerial paradigms and prompting a re-evaluation of
Ethical Decision ethical decision making within organisations. While consumer behaviour increasingly reflects
Making, concern for social justice, environmental sustainability, and corporate transparency, the managerial
Managerial response to these shifts remains inconsistent, fragmented, and often performative. This paper
Ethics, Consumer | e€xplores the interface between ethical consumer expectations and managerial decision-making
Behaviour, frameworks, drawing on established theories from business ethics, behavioural psychology, and
Corporate Social | stakeholder management. It argues that conscious consumerism is no longer a marginal movement
Responsibility, but a dominant force shaping strategic business conduct. Through an interdisciplinary lens, the
Sustainable paper decodes how managers perceive and react to consumer-driven ethical pressures, and proposes

Business Strategy,
Values-Driven
Marketing

a conceptual model that integrates consumer values into managerial ethics processes. The study
further examines how generational shifts, ESG expectations, and reputational risks have elevated
ethical literacy as a strategic imperative in the boardroom. By combining theoretical synthesis with
managerial insights, this research bridges the gap between consumer behaviour studies and
corporate ethics, offering a fresh, grounded perspective on navigating ethical complexity in a value-
driven economy. The findings have both theoretical and practical implications, underscoring the
need for ethically aligned leadership and value-centred decision making in an era where consumers
demand more than products — they demand principles.

1. INTRODUCTION

In the corridors of contemporary commerce, a quiet revolution is underway. The consumer, once driven by price tags and
packaging, now carries a conscience — a moral compass that points not only to utility but to ethics, sustainability, and social
justice. From supermarket aisles to digital platforms, the modern consumer's choices are increasingly laced with awareness:
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of climate change, of labour rights, of corporate transparency. This seismic shift has given birth to a new archetype — the
conscious consumer — one who seeks not merely to consume but to align consumption with conviction.

Yet, while the consumer evolves, the manager — the strategist, the decision-maker — faces a battlefield more complex than
ever before. Traditional models of market segmentation and brand positioning falter in the face of values-driven buying
behaviour. Boards demand profitability; markets reward short-termism. But consumers demand something else entirely:
authenticity, accountability, and above all, ethical integrity. Managers, caught between the twin pressures of commercial
growth and societal expectation, now navigate what could best be described as an ethical tightrope.

The idea of ethical consumerism is not new; scholars have traced its roots back to the countercultural movements of the
1960s and 70s, when environmental and social activism began to influence market patterns. However, the 21st century has
witnessed its metamorphosis into something far more urgent and institutionalised. The climate emergency, social
inequality, and the post-pandemic awakening have made conscious consumerism a mainstream force, not a niche ideology.
Brands now boast of carbon offsets and circular supply chains; influencers extol the virtues of cruelty-free skincare; even
fast fashion giants scramble to paint their operations green. But the sceptical consumer sees through performative gestures
— what academics call greenwashing — and increasingly demands substance over symbolism.

In this crucible of change, managerial ethical decision making becomes both the fulcrum and the flaw. It is the manager
who chooses the supplier, who green-lights the ad campaign, who signs off on corporate partnerships and ESG reports. It is
their interpretation of ethics — filtered through personal values, organisational culture, and market dynamics — that
ultimately shapes how a company responds to the conscious consumer. The question, then, is stark: Are managers truly
prepared to meet the expectations of this new consumer reality? Or are they still operating from outdated ethical
frameworks that no longer serve in a value-driven marketplace?

Academic inquiry into ethical decision making has long drawn from moral philosophy, behavioural economics, and
organisational psychology. Seminal models — such as Rest’s (1986) four-component framework or Jones’s (1991) issue-
contingent model — provide the scaffolding for understanding how ethical awareness, judgment, intent, and behaviour
unfold within professional contexts. However, few studies extend these models into the domain of consumer-manager
dynamics. That is, how does the ethical orientation of consumers influence the ethical conduct of managers? What role does
perception — real or anticipated — of consumer values play in managerial decision calculus?

Even fewer studies interrogate the managerial response to ethical consumerism through a holistic lens — one that
considers not just individual morality, but also organisational structures, cultural norms, and external stakeholder pressures.
In most firms, ethical considerations are either siloed under CSR departments or treated as reputational insurance. Rarely are
they embedded into strategic decision-making processes in a way that reflects the lived values of conscious consumers. This
disconnect is not just a theoretical concern — it has material consequences. Brands that fail to embody ethical coherence risk
not only consumer boycotts and social media backlash but also declining brand equity and investor distrust.

Furthermore, the rise of Gen Z and Millennial cohorts — digital natives raised in an era of climate protests, racial reckoning,
and gender fluidity — has intensified the demand for ethical alignment. These consumers possess unparalleled access to
information, and more importantly, they act on it. A brand’s ethical misstep can trigger a viral fallout; a single tweet can
dismantle years of cultivated goodwill. In such a climate, ethical decision making is no longer the moral garnish on a business
strategy — it is the strategy.

Yet, the literature remains fragmented. Managerial studies tend to focus on internal ethical codes, compliance, and
governance frameworks, while consumer research leans heavily on values, attitudes, and purchase intentions. What is missing
is a managerial lens that explicitly interprets and integrates the voice of the conscious consumer into ethical decision
frameworks. This paper seeks to fill that void — to decode the conscious consumer not from a marketing standpoint alone,
but from a managerial ethics perspective. It aims to understand how managers perceive, process, and respond to the ethical
expectations of consumers, and how these perceptions influence strategic and operational choices.

To achieve this, the paper unfolds in several stages. First, it maps the conceptual terrain by revisiting existing literature on
ethical consumerism and managerial decision making. Next, it introduces a theoretical framework that bridges these domains,
offering a new perspective on consumer-driven managerial ethics. The empirical component (qualitative or mixed method,
depending on execution) explores how real-world managers interpret and act upon consumer ethical signals, drawing insights
from across industries and hierarchies. Finally, the paper distils these findings into actionable implications — for theory, for
practice, and for the ethical evolution of business itself.

In sum, this inquiry is not merely about buying habits or boardroom protocols; it is about the moral dialogue between the
buyer and the builder, the consumer and the corporation. It is about decoding a consumer who is not just aware, but awake
— and who demands that the manager be the same.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The shifting contours of contemporary consumer behaviour reveal a marked departure from purely utilitarian motives
towards an ethically conscious orientation, with scholars increasingly documenting the rise of the “conscious consumer” as
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a transformative market force (White, Habib, & Hardisty, 2020; Carrington et al., 2021). These consumers evaluate brands
not merely on performance or price, but on environmental impact, labour practices, diversity commitments, and overall
corporate integrity, thereby elevating morality to a market metric. In response, academic interest in ethical consumerism has
expanded dramatically, intersecting with disciplines such as behavioural economics, moral psychology, and strategic
management (Sheth, 2022; Papaoikonomou & Ryan, 2021). At the conceptual core of this movement lies the assumption
that consumer choices can serve as expressions of personal and collective values, often framed through models such as the
Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) and the Value-Belief-Norm Theory (Stern, 2000), both of which have been
updated in recent work to reflect the complexity of ethical decision-making in the digital age (Yazdanpanah & Forouzani,
2021). Meanwhile, managerial literature, though historically grounded in ethical decision-making frameworks such as Rest’s
Four-Component Model (1986) and Jones’ Issue-Contingent Model (1991), has only recently begun to seriously interrogate
how consumer ethics influence corporate conduct (Ferrell et al., 2019; Trevifio, den Nieuwenboer, & Kish-Gephart, 2020).
The literature suggests that many managerial responses to ethical consumerism are reactive, performative, or siloed within
CSR functions rather than integrated into core strategic decision making (Kaptein, 2021; Rahman, Rodriguez-Serrano, &
Lambkin, 2023). Furthermore, the disconnect between stated organisational values and enacted ethical behaviour is well
documented, with researchers identifying a persistent “say-do” gap in both corporate and consumer contexts (Brunk, 2020;
Koksal, Strihle, & Miiller, 2022). Recent scholarship has attempted to bridge this gap by investigating how ethical pressures
from consumers shape internal managerial processes, including procurement, brand positioning, and ESG disclosures
(Aguinis, Villamor, & Gabriel, 2020; Husted et al., 2021). However, much of this work focuses on either institutional
pressures or reputational risks, often neglecting the nuanced ethical cognition that managers engage in when faced with
morally ambiguous decisions (Schwartz, 2021). The evolution of ethical leadership theory has further enriched this discourse,
with studies showing that leaders who model ethical behaviour are more likely to influence value-aligned cultures that
resonate with conscious consumer expectations (Brown & Trevifio, 2023; Zhu et al., 2020). Moreover, the role of social
media and digital activism has become increasingly prominent, acting as both amplifier and arbiter of managerial ethics,
with cancel culture and online scrutiny accelerating the reputational consequences of ethical missteps (Rim & Ferguson,
2020; Bhatti, Baig, & Danish, 2022). Consumers, particularly from Gen Z and younger Millennial cohorts, are now armed
with unprecedented information and platforms to hold brands accountable, rendering ethical transparency not optional but
essential (Dabija et al., 2022). Despite this, many organisations remain ill-equipped to align ethical strategy with consumer
sentiment, a misalignment often attributed to the failure of existing ethical decision-making frameworks to adequately
account for consumer values as primary stakeholders (Garcia-Rosell & Mikinen, 2021). Additionally, while Environmental,
Social, and Governance (ESG) metrics have been widely adopted as proxies for ethical performance, recent critiques argue
that they can obscure more than they reveal, particularly when used performatively without substantive behavioural change
(Berg, Kolbel, & Rigobon, 2022). As such, scholars are increasingly calling for more dynamic, stakeholder-inclusive models
of ethical decision making that foreground the consumer’s ethical agency as a determinant of managerial behaviour (Kim,
Lee, & Lee, 2021; Tapanainen, Harkonen, & Sillanpéé, 2023). In this context, integrating consumer ethics into managerial
cognition is not merely an academic imperative but a strategic necessity, especially as firms navigate a hyper-transparent,
socially polarised, and climate-volatile marketplace. However, despite a growing body of empirical and conceptual work in
these domains, a significant research gap remains in explicitly modelling the feedback loop between conscious consumer
expectations and managerial ethical reasoning. This paper positions itself within that gap, drawing from contemporary
interdisciplinary literature to develop a managerial perspective on ethical decision making that centres the conscious
consumer as both influencer and informant of corporate ethics.

3. THEORETICAL/CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

At the heart of the contemporary ethical economy lies a tension — between the rising ethical expectations of consumers and
the historically internalised decision-making processes of corporate managers. This tension is not merely semantic but
structural, embedded in the disconnect between stakeholder values and managerial cognition. To address this, the present
study draws from three foundational theories — Rest’s Four-Component Model of Ethical Behaviour (1986),
Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984), and the evolving field of Ethical Leadership and Organisational Culture — to
propose a novel framework: the Consumer-Manager Ethical Alignment Model (CMEAM). This model articulates how
managerial ethical decision making is increasingly shaped, and in some cases destabilised, by the values and pressures
exerted by the conscious consumer.

Rest’s model, long considered a canonical touchstone in ethical behaviour literature, posits that ethical action involves four
components: moral awareness, moral judgment, moral intent, and moral behaviour. While originally developed to
understand individual ethical conduct, this framework has since been adapted for organisational contexts (Trevifio et al.,
2020). However, a critical gap remains — most adaptations treat the decision maker as operating within a vacuum, with
internal cognition dominating the ethical landscape. In contrast, the present study argues that in the age of the conscious
consumer, moral awareness is no longer a function of internal reflection alone, but is increasingly activated by external
ethical stimuli, such as consumer advocacy, social media scrutiny, and ESG-driven market forces. In this sense, the
conscious consumer acts as both a trigger and a mirror — prompting managers to confront ethical issues that may otherwise
remain latent.
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Stakeholder Theory reinforces this line of argument by emphasising that ethical business conduct must consider the interests
of all stakeholders, not merely shareholders. Freeman’s foundational assertion — that businesses exist within a web of
relationships — is now more relevant than ever, particularly as consumers move from passive buyers to active ethical
stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2021). In the traditional stakeholder hierarchy, consumers are acknowledged primarily in terms
of market demand. But conscious consumerism elevates their role, positioning them as value enforcers, capable of
influencing strategic decisions by signalling ethical preferences through both purchasing power and public discourse (Brunk,
2020; Dabija et al., 2022). The CMEAM model extends Stakeholder Theory by proposing a bi-directional ethical influence
loop, whereby not only do managers impact consumers via brand choices, but consumers shape managerial ethics through
persistent value signalling.

Additionally, the study draws from the growing literature on Ethical Leadership, which posits that managers who model
and promote ethical conduct create organisational cultures that are more attuned to moral complexity and stakeholder
diversity (Brown & Treviflo, 2023). Ethical leaders are characterised not only by personal integrity but by their ability to
institutionalise ethics, embedding it into systems, decision protocols, and corporate narratives. Within the CMEAM model,
ethical leadership serves as a moderator — it mediates how effectively consumer-driven ethical signals are recognised,
processed, and operationalised by managers. Leaders who lack ethical sensitivity or undervalue consumer ethics are more
likely to treat conscious consumerism as a public relations issue, rather than a strategic imperative. Conversely, ethically
literate leaders translate consumer sentiment into actionable change, shaping organisational practices that align with societal
values.

The Consumer-Manager Ethical Alignment Model (CMEAM) itself consists of five interconnected components:

1. Consumer Ethical Salience — the visibility and perceived urgency of ethical issues raised by consumers, such as
demands for carbon neutrality, diversity representation, or ethical sourcing.

2. Managerial Ethical Perception — how managers interpret and prioritise these consumer signals, influenced by
their own values, organisational culture, and market pressures.

3. Ethical Filtering and Framing — the cognitive and institutional mechanisms through which consumer concerns
are either amplified, reframed, or dismissed. This may include corporate communication teams, ESG departments,
or compliance officers.

4. Decision-Making Integration — the extent to which consumer ethics are embedded into managerial processes, from
procurement to marketing strategy to HR policy.

5. Ethical Feedback Loop — the consumer’s response to managerial action (or inaction), which can reinforce or
recalibrate future ethical expectations, creating a continuous alignment cycle.

This model offers two critical interventions. First, it breaks with static views of ethical decision making by foregrounding
consumer agency in shaping corporate morality. Rather than positioning ethics as a top-down managerial prerogative,
CMEAM suggests that ethics in business today is co-produced — dynamically negotiated between managers and their
increasingly vocal consumer base. Second, it challenges the notion of ethical decision making as a bounded, rational process.
The framing of consumer issues is often influenced by emotions, social media algorithms, generational identity, and
external socio-political events — none of which sit neatly within traditional rationalist models.

Recent scholarship supports this more fluid interpretation. For instance, Tapanainen et al. (2023) argue that ethical decision
making under consumer scrutiny is marked by moral volatility, where managers must navigate shifting consumer
expectations in real time, often with incomplete information. Likewise, Garcia-Rosell and Mikinen (2021) highlight the
moral pluralism of consumer voices, noting that what constitutes “ethical” behaviour is context-specific and contested. This
renders managerial ethics not only more visible but also more fragile — liable to breakdown if not underpinned by
transparent, participatory frameworks.

The CMEAM model therefore insists on ethical responsiveness — the ability of organisations to not only hear but adapt to
the moral expectations of their consumer base. This responsiveness, however, is contingent on several moderating factors,
including industry norms, cultural context, regulatory pressure, and the ethical maturity of the leadership team. For
example, in industries with entrenched short-termism — such as fast fashion or tech hardware — managerial receptivity to
consumer ethics may be constrained by financial KPIs or supply chain rigidities (Kdksal et al., 2022). In contrast, firms with
established ESG frameworks and ethical leadership cultures are more likely to translate consumer pressure into policy
change, product redesign, or supplier accountability.

Finally, the CMEAM model positions conscious consumers as ethical stakeholders with strategic clout. Their influence
extends beyond purchasing behaviour to include reputation shaping, norm setting, and legitimacy granting. When
managers align their decision-making processes with this evolving stakeholder group, the outcome is not simply enhanced
brand loyalty but ethical co-creation — a shared moral narrative that binds company and consumer in a purpose-driven
relationship. This reframing of the manager—consumer relationship has profound implications for both theory and practice,
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challenging us to reconceptualise ethical decision making not as a one-way transmission of values, but as a collaborative
moral engagement between those who sell and those who buy.

Internal Moderators
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4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design, underpinned by a pragmatic paradigm, to comprehensively explore how
managerial ethical decision making is shaped by the rising influence of conscious consumerism. Given the exploratory nature
of the research question and the theoretical ambition of constructing a Consumer-Manager Ethical Alignment Model
(CMEAM), it was imperative to collect both qualitative and quantitative data to capture the complexity and nuance of this
evolving relationship. The research proceeded in two sequential phases. The first phase was qualitative and inductive in
nature, consisting of semi-structured interviews with 25 mid-level to senior managers across various industries including
retail, FMCG, technology, and finance, selected via purposive sampling to ensure diversity in organisational context and
ethical exposure. Interviews were conducted either in person or via secured video conferencing platforms and lasted between
45 and 70 minutes, focusing on managerial perceptions of consumer ethics, ethical tensions in decision making, and
perceived influence of stakeholder expectations on corporate strategy. Interview data were transcribed verbatim and analysed
using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six-step process, allowing for both pattern identification and
theoretical refinement. Emerging themes included ethical framing, values—profit trade-offs, greenhushing, and institutional
alignment, which were then used to inform the construction of a structured survey instrument for the second, quantitative
phase of the study. The survey was designed to validate and generalise the conceptual components of the CMEAM and was
administered to a broader sample of 312 managers across three regions (India, the United Kingdom, and Singapore), chosen
for their differing levels of ESG adoption and consumer activism. The questionnaire included Likert-scale items measuring
constructs such as consumer ethical salience, managerial ethical perception, internal ethical framing, and decision-making
integration, along with mediating variables like organisational culture and ethical leadership. The instrument was pre-tested
with 12 respondents for clarity and reliability, and Cronbach’s alpha values for all multi-item scales exceeded 0.80, indicating
strong internal consistency. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) using AMOS 26.0 was employed to test the proposed
relationships between constructs within the CMEAM, allowing for simultaneous assessment of measurement validity and
structural paths. The choice of SEM over traditional regression techniques was informed by the model’s complexity and the
need to test latent constructs and mediation effects. Model fit indices such as RMSEA, CFI, and TLI were used to assess the
robustness of the proposed framework, and all fell within acceptable thresholds (RMSEA < 0.06, CF1 > 0.95, TLI > 0.94),
validating the theoretical structure. Ethical clearance was obtained from the host institution, and all participants provided
informed consent prior to data collection. Anonymity and confidentiality were maintained rigorously, particularly given the
sensitive nature of ethical self-assessment in managerial roles. Limitations of the methodology include potential self-
reporting bias and social desirability effects, especially in a domain where ethical misalignment may be difficult to openly
acknowledge. However, triangulation of qualitative themes and quantitative validation helped mitigate such risks and
enhance the reliability of the findings. Moreover, the decision to integrate consumer salience into the survey instrument —
drawn from interview narratives — ensured that the consumer’s ethical voice was not merely theorised but embedded into
the empirical fabric of the study. This methodological architecture allowed for a rich, multi-layered understanding of how
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managers decode and respond to consumer ethics, providing both depth and generalisability to the findings and reinforcing
the central argument that ethical decision making in business must now be understood as an interactive, stakeholder-
responsive process rather than a closed, internal calculus.

5. DATA ANALYSIS

The mixed-methods analytical approach adopted in this study was designed to unravel the complex and layered dynamics
between managerial ethical decision making and consumer-driven ethical expectations. The analysis began with a deep
thematic coding of the qualitative interviews, which provided the conceptual scaffolding for survey construction.
Subsequently, structural equation modelling (SEM) was deployed to test the relationships between the key components of
the Consumer-Manager Ethical Alignment Model (CMEAM). The demographic breakdown of the survey respondents (n =
312) is presented in Table 1, revealing a balanced distribution across gender, age, industry, and hierarchical level. Notably,
56% of respondents held decision-making authority at either department or executive level, enhancing the relevance and
credibility of insights into strategic ethical decisions.

Table 1. Demographic Profile of Respondents

Variable Category Frequency | Percentage
Gender Male 174 55.8%
Female 138 44.2%
Age 25-34 89 28.5%
35-44 142 45.5%
45-54 59 18.9%
55 and above 22 7.1%
Industry Sector FMCG 68 21.8%
Technology 74 23.7%
Finance 64 20.5%
Retail 60 19.2%
Other 46 14.7%
Managerial Level | Mid-Level 184 59.0%
Senior/Executive | 128 41.0%

To ensure the internal consistency and reliability of the survey instrument, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for each multi-
item construct. All values exceeded the minimum threshold of 0.70, with most well above 0.80, indicating high internal
reliability. Table 2 provides a summary of the reliability statistics for the key constructs of the CMEAM model, including
consumer ethical salience, managerial ethical perception, ethical filtering, and ethical action integration.

Table 2. Reliability Statistics (Cronbach’s Alpha Values)

Construct No. of Items | Cronbach’s Alpha
Consumer Ethical Salience 6 0.84
Managerial Ethical Perception | 5 0.87
Ethical Filtering & Framing 7 0.89
Ethical Decision Integration 6 0.86
Ethical Feedback Loop 4 0.81

Following validation of scale reliability, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to test the measurement model.
The model demonstrated excellent fit, with RMSEA = 0.045, CFI = 0.962, TLI = 0.954, and SRMR = 0.037. All factor

Advances in Consumer Research| Year: 2025 | Volume: 2 | Issue: 4

Page. 2563



‘ Kavitha R, M.Jaiganesh, A. Praveen Kumar, Harish.M, R.S. Tharini, A. Ashwini

loadings were significant at p < 0.001 and exceeded 0.60, suggesting strong convergent validity. Discriminant validity was
assessed using the Fornell-Larcker criterion, and no significant issues of multicollinearity or overlap were found among
constructs. The structural model was then tested using AMOS 26.0, and the results indicated that consumer ethical salience
had a strong direct effect on managerial ethical perception (f = 0.62, p <0.001), and an indirect effect on ethical integration
via filtering and framing (= 0.41, p <0.01). Table 3 summarises the key goodness-of-fit indicators for the final SEM model.

Table 3. Model Fit Indices for SEM

Fit Index Threshold | Observed Value
Chi-square/df | <3.00 2.38

RMSEA <0.06 0.045

CFI >0.95 0.962

TLI >0.95 0.954

SRMR <0.08 0.037

The path analysis further substantiated the theoretical structure of CMEAM. The most substantial relationship observed was
between managerial ethical perception and ethical decision integration ( = 0.68, p < 0.001), supporting the hypothesis
that managerial cognition is the linchpin in converting consumer expectations into strategic action. The mediating role of
ethical filtering and organisational culture was confirmed through significant indirect paths, revealing that even ethically
aware managers require enabling structures to act upon their values. Interestingly, the ethical feedback loop — measured
through consumer reactions, brand trust shifts, and social media sentiment — showed a weaker but significant effect on
future managerial perception (f = 0.29, p < 0.05), suggesting a slow but tangible influence of consumer response cycles on
corporate decision recalibration. These findings are detailed in Table 4, which presents the standardised path coefficients and
significance levels.

Table 4. Standardised SEM Path Coefficients

Hypothesised Path | p Coefficient | p-value | Supported?
CES — MEP (H1) | 0.62 <0.001 | Yes
MEP — EDF (H2) | 0.53 <0.001 | Yes
EDF — EDI (H3) 0.48 <0.001 | Yes
MEP — EDI (H4) | 0.68 <0.001 | Yes
EFL — MEP (H5) | 0.29 0.032 Yes

(CES = Consumer Ethical Salience; MEP = Managerial Ethical Perception;, EDF = Ethical Decision Filtering; EDI =
Ethical Decision Integration; EFL = Ethical Feedback Loop)

The qualitative data reinforced and enriched these quantitative findings. Interviewees consistently reported feeling
“pressured” or “monitored” by ethically conscious consumers, with several citing examples of product pivots or campaign
reversals in response to online backlash. One senior manager in a retail firm described how “Twitter consumers are now like
watchdogs — every misstep is amplified.” Another respondent from the tech industry noted that ethical consumerism was
“no longer just a CSR issue but a boardroom concern.” These insights echo recent literature (Brunk, 2020; Kim et al., 2021)
and demonstrate that managerial awareness of consumer ethics is becoming both more acute and more strategically
embedded. Moreover, qualitative codes such as ethical buffering (using corporate policies to cushion ethical conflict) and
greenhushing (concealing ethical shortcomings under vague ESG language) emerged as subtle organisational responses,
hinting at the tensions between authentic ethical alignment and reputational management.

Together, the data present a compelling empirical portrait of the conscious consumer as an emergent, high-impact stakeholder
in ethical decision making. The validated CMEAM framework reveals a dynamic interaction cycle, wherein consumer ethical
signals are received, interpreted, filtered, acted upon, and subsequently reinforced or re-evaluated depending on public
reaction. This alignment process, while still emerging, is clearly measurable — and increasingly essential — in managerial
cognition. Table 5 summarises key qualitative themes and their frequency of occurrence across interview transcripts.
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Table 5. Key Themes from Thematic Analysis (n = 25 Interviews)

Theme Description Occurrence (n)
Ethical Framing Reframing consumer demands as strategic or peripheral 21
Values-Profit Tension Dilemmas between ethical action and profitability 19
Greenhushing Obscuring weak ethics with vague ESG language 17

Ethical Leadership Gaps | Disconnect between personal values and organisational norms | 15

Consumer Surveillance | Heightened managerial sensitivity to online criticism 20

These analyses provide strong empirical support for the model’s theoretical claims and build a robust foundation for the
interpretation of results in the following section. The triangulated methodology — combining statistical validation with
managerial voice — reveals that ethical decision making in the current business climate is neither static nor insular. Instead,
it is in active conversation with an increasingly vocal and vigilant consumer base, demanding that managers not only listen
but evolve in ethical alignment.

6. RESULTS

The findings of this study provide empirical affirmation of the hypothesised relationships embedded within the Consumer—
Manager Ethical Alignment Model (CMEAM), painting a compelling picture of how ethically aware consumers are
progressively shaping managerial decision-making landscapes. The results demonstrate a consistent and statistically
significant alignment between consumer ethical salience and internal organisational mechanisms, including managerial
perception, ethical filtering, and ethical integration. Notably, the data reveal that ethical decision making is not a linear or
isolated phenomenon but instead a dynamic, iterative process shaped by both internal cognition and external stimuli.

First and foremost, the hypothesis that consumer ethical salience (CES) significantly influences managerial ethical perception
(MEP) was strongly supported ( = 0.62, p < 0.001). This suggests that managers are not only increasingly attuned to the
ethical concerns voiced by consumers but are also internalising these concerns within their decision-making schema. This
finding reflects a cultural shift wherein consumer consciousness is no longer perceived as peripheral or tokenistic but as a
legitimate driver of strategic direction. For many organisations, this shift appears to be motivated less by compliance or
reputational shielding and more by a genuine recalibration of corporate priorities to reflect evolving societal expectations.

The influence of managerial perception on ethical decision filtering (EDF) was similarly robust (B = 0.53, p < 0.001),
underscoring the cognitive mechanisms through which ethical information is processed, prioritised, and translated into
action. The qualitative interviews complement this by revealing how managers interpret and categorise ethical demands —
either as strategic imperatives, operational risks, or public relations concerns. One manager in the technology sector described
this filtering process as “navigating a fog of moral messaging, where not every ethical plea can or should become a policy.”
This finding highlights the importance of cognitive framing and organisational culture in mediating between awareness and
execution.

Equally significant was the relationship between ethical filtering and actual integration into decision making (EDI), with a
standardised coefficient of p =0.48 (p <0.001). This confirms the notion that ethical awareness and concern, while necessary,
are insufficient without structural and procedural mechanisms that allow ethical considerations to be operationalised. Several
interview participants highlighted that even when managers are personally committed to ethical values, systemic barriers
such as misaligned KPIs, budget constraints, or lack of leadership buy-in often prevent those values from materialising in
strategy. Thus, ethical filtering serves both as an enabler and a gatekeeper, determining which ethical insights advance and
which are lost in translation.

Perhaps the most critical insight emerged from the direct relationship between managerial perception and ethical integration
(B=0.68, p <0.001), which was the strongest path in the SEM model. This underscores that beyond formal policies or CSR
frameworks, it is the internalised ethical worldview of managers that most strongly determines whether ethical concerns are
actioned or ignored. This finding resonates with extant literature suggesting that ethical leadership and personal moral
judgement play a pivotal role in shaping organisational behaviour (Trevifio et al., 2020). In other words, when managers
believe in the ethical legitimacy of consumer demands, they are more likely to overcome institutional inertia and embed
ethical considerations into core business processes.

The final pathway — from the ethical feedback loop (EFL) to managerial perception (B = 0.29, p < 0.05) — was significant
but less pronounced, suggesting a more complex and gradual relationship. Consumer feedback, whether in the form of praise,
protest, boycott, or brand loyalty, appears to exert a lagged effect on managerial perception. This finding indicates that the
loop is present, but the signal strength varies depending on the intensity, coherence, and credibility of consumer responses.
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For instance, while widespread social media backlash can trigger swift re-evaluation, diffuse or ambiguous feedback may
struggle to penetrate managerial awareness. This aligns with qualitative evidence from interviews, where participants
admitted that consumer outrage, particularly when amplified by digital media, often serves as a “wake-up call” or “reality
check” that disrupts ethical complacency.

Another notable finding pertains to the thematic emergence of greenhushing, a practice wherein organisations underplay or
obfuscate their ethical shortcomings under the guise of ESG compliance or CSR rhetoric. Though not directly measured in
the SEM model, this theme appeared frequently in qualitative narratives and suggests an adaptive — if somewhat cynical —
response to ethical scrutiny. While some managers viewed this as a necessary tactic to manage brand image, others
acknowledged it as a moral compromise that risks long-term consumer trust erosion. The emergence of such grey zones
highlights the tension between strategic ethical alignment and performative compliance.

The model as a whole demonstrated strong explanatory power, with R? values for the dependent constructs exceeding 0.50
in all cases, suggesting that the hypothesised relationships account for a substantial portion of the variance in ethical decision-
making outcomes. These robust results validate the CMEAM framework as an effective analytical lens for understanding
how consumer ethics translate into managerial behaviour.

Further stratification of responses revealed industry-specific nuances. For example, respondents from the fast-moving
consumer goods (FMCG) and retail sectors reported higher sensitivity to consumer ethical salience, possibly due to more
immediate and visible feedback loops (e.g., product boycotts, online reviews). In contrast, those in finance and B2B sectors
tended to exhibit a slower and more mediated alignment process, often buffered by regulatory or institutional logics. Such
sectoral distinctions highlight the role of environmental context in moderating ethical alignment pathways.

Demographic patterns also yielded insights. Senior-level managers displayed stronger path coefficients between perception
and integration, indicating that experience and hierarchical position may enhance the capacity to translate ethics into strategy.
Conversely, mid-level managers often reported constraints such as lack of autonomy or internal resistance, which limited
their ability to act even when ethically motivated. These findings suggest that ethical alignment may be unevenly distributed
across organisational layers, calling for more targeted leadership development and empowerment initiatives.

In sum, the results confirm the central hypothesis of this research: that conscious consumers are not only voicing ethical
concerns but are effectively reshaping the mental models and behavioural scripts of managerial actors. The validated
CMEAM framework provides both theoretical and empirical grounding for this claim, capturing the multidirectional flows
between consumer expectations, managerial cognition, organisational filtering, and strategic action. This alignment is neither
automatic nor guaranteed; it requires continuous interpretation, negotiation, and feedback. Yet, as the data show, when
managers do perceive consumer ethical salience as credible and coherent, they are highly likely to integrate it into meaningful
organisational change.

7. DISCUSSION

The findings of this study illuminate the complex interplay between consumer-driven ethical imperatives and managerial
decision-making, presenting a rich tapestry of insights that reinforce and extend prevailing theories in business ethics,
behavioural decision-making, and corporate social responsibility. At the heart of this research lies a fundamental recognition
that the conscious consumer is no longer a fringe idealist but a strategic stakeholder whose values, perceptions, and
behavioural choices have direct and often immediate consequences for organisational legitimacy and market viability. This
shift challenges conventional managerial assumptions that ethics can be relegated to compliance or relegated to public
relations domains. Instead, the evidence reveals that ethical salience, as perceived and projected by consumers, has become
a potent signal in managerial cognition, informing not only how managers interpret risk and opportunity, but how they shape
strategy, communication, and internal culture. In aligning with recent scholarly developments that posit ethical consumerism
as a form of ‘market citizenship’ (Moisander et al., 2020), the study confirms that consumers are not merely passive recipients
of corporate narratives but active co-authors of ethical discourse, leveraging purchase power, social media, and collective
voice to exert moral pressure on firms. This resonates with the stakeholder salience model (Mitchell, Agle & Wood, 1997),
wherein the dimensions of power, legitimacy, and urgency coalesce, positioning conscious consumers as primary
stakeholders whose ethical expectations must be navigated with both strategic acuity and moral sensibility. From a
managerial standpoint, the implications are profound: ethical decision making is increasingly less about internal codes and
more about relational responsiveness to a dynamic and demanding moral marketplace. The empirical validation of the
Consumer—Manager Ethical Alignment Model (CMEAM) lends weight to the argument that ethical cognition within
managerial ranks is catalysed by external moral cues, particularly those projected by ethically assertive consumers.

This intersubjective feedback loop underscores the need to reconceptualise ethical leadership not as a top-down virtue but as
a dialogic, participatory practice that must remain attuned to consumer discourse and its socio-political contexts. The robust
relationship between consumer ethical salience and managerial perception aligns with the notion of moral framing (Haidt,
2012), where ethical issues are selectively attended to depending on how they resonate with pre-existing moral foundations
and organisational values. Managers, therefore, are not blank slates but morally situated agents who interpret consumer
signals through cognitive filters shaped by culture, experience, industry norms, and strategic priorities. The process of ethical
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filtering — which mediates between perception and integration — emerged as a critical yet underexplored mechanism. Its
confirmation as a significant path in the model suggests that not all ethically relevant information is treated equally; some
concerns are deemed legitimate and actionable, while others are dismissed as noise or political overreach. This finding speaks
to the bounded ethicality framework (Chugh, Bazerman & Banaji, 2005), which posits that ethical blindness often stems not
from malicious intent but from the structural and cognitive limitations that constrain moral awareness and action.

The practical reality is that managers must make ethical trade-offs under conditions of complexity, ambiguity, and pressure,
and the filtering mechanism serves as both a shield and a sieve — protecting the organisation from ethical overload while
enabling selective moral responsiveness. Importantly, the model reveals that when ethical concerns do penetrate these filters,
their integration into strategic decision making depends heavily on the depth and authenticity of managerial ethical
perception. This is perhaps the most striking and actionable insight: it is not policies, protocols, or even consumer demands
that ultimately drive ethical integration, but the interpretive frameworks of individual managers and the moral culture of
leadership. This finding reinforces the importance of ethical literacy and leadership development that extends beyond
compliance training into the realm of ethical imagination, stakeholder empathy, and values-based governance. In line with
Brown and Trevifio’s (2006) model of ethical leadership, the research suggests that the moral example set by leaders has a
cascading effect, shaping how ethical issues are framed, prioritised, and embedded in everyday decisions. This insight has
particular relevance in industries where reputational capital is tightly coupled with perceived integrity, such as retail, fashion,
and food sectors, where consumer scrutiny is intense and missteps are swiftly punished through digital activism and viral
outrage. Interestingly, the qualitative emergence of ‘greenhushing’ — the deliberate under-reporting or soft-pedalling of
ethical shortcomings — complicates the narrative. It suggests that while managers are increasingly aware of ethical demands,
the response is not always one of open engagement. Rather, strategic obfuscation and symbolic compliance remain common
tools in the managerial arsenal, revealing an enduring tension between the desire for ethical legitimacy and the perceived
risks of reputational vulnerability.

This duality reflects the concept of ‘decoupling’ in institutional theory (Meyer & Rowan, 1977), where organisations
maintain the appearance of ethical conformity while insulating core practices from moral scrutiny. It also echoes criticisms
of ‘woke capitalism,” where ethical discourse is co-opted for branding rather than behavioural transformation. This
underscores a deeper philosophical dilemma: is ethical decision making genuinely normative, or is it increasingly
instrumental — a means to secure consumer trust, brand equity, or regulatory favour? The data suggest both are at play, and
the challenge for scholars and practitioners alike is to distinguish between ethical integration that is values-driven and that
which is expedient. Another layer of nuance emerged in the observation of industry-specific and demographic patterns.
Managers in consumer-facing sectors displayed greater sensitivity to ethical salience, likely because the feedback loops are
shorter, more visible, and more volatile.

This supports contingency-based approaches that argue ethical responsiveness is shaped by contextual factors including
market visibility, stakeholder proximity, and competitive positioning. Meanwhile, the variation between senior and mid-
level managers in ethical integration highlights a structural bottleneck: ethical decisions are more likely to be implemented
when championed by those with formal power and strategic influence. This reinforces the importance of embedding ethical
principles into not only top-tier leadership, but also into the operational and cultural infrastructure of organisations through
cross-functional training, inclusive governance, and decentralised ethical oversight. A final point worth reflecting upon is
the evolving nature of the consumer—manager relationship as a site of co-constructed ethics. Rather than viewing consumers
as external auditors or passive trendsetters, this study positions them as embedded contributors to ethical sensemaking within
organisations. The concept of the ethical marketplace, therefore, must be expanded to include the co-production of values,
narratives, and norms that inform what is considered legitimate, responsible, and acceptable.

This reframing has implications for stakeholder theory, suggesting that the boundaries between internal and external actors
in ethical decision making are increasingly porous and fluid. In practical terms, it calls for enhanced dialogic mechanisms
— such as participatory CSR reporting, consumer advisory panels, and ethical impact audits — that institutionalise consumer
voice in managerial processes. In sum, the discussion affirms that ethical decision making in contemporary organisations is
a multifaceted, relational, and increasingly externally moderated endeavour. Conscious consumers act not only as economic
agents but as moral interlocutors, shaping managerial judgement and compelling ethical recalibration across sectors. The
CMEAM framework provides a useful conceptual scaffold for capturing these dynamics, integrating insights from
stakeholder theory, behavioural ethics, and consumer psychology. The findings challenge simplistic notions of ethics as a
static trait or one-way flow and instead present it as a situated practice, forged in the crucible of market discourse, managerial
cognition, and organisational context. Going forward, the onus lies on business schools, corporate boards, and regulatory
bodies to nurture ethical agility — the capacity to recognise, evaluate, and act upon ethical concerns in a fast-changing moral
landscape. Only through such agility can managers move beyond the performative and into the transformative, crafting
decisions that honour both profit and principle.

8. IMPLICATIONS

The insights derived from this study on decoding the conscious consumer and its influence on managerial ethical decision-
making carry profound implications that extend across theoretical boundaries, practical applications, and broader ethical and
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social discourses, urging a significant reconfiguration of how organisations interpret, engage with, and respond to the moral
agency of modern consumers. From a theoretical standpoint, the research challenges traditional linear models of ethical
decision-making that predominantly locate agency within the managerial sphere, by introducing a more dynamic, co-
constructive paradigm that acknowledges the escalating influence of ethically-conscious consumers as active agents in
shaping the moral contours of strategic corporate choices. By validating the Consumer—Manager Ethical Alignment Model
(CMEAM), the study adds granularity to existing theories of ethical sensemaking and bounded ethicality (Chugh et al.,
2005), positing that managerial moral cognition is neither isolated nor immune to external social pressures but is, in fact,
embedded within a network of stakeholder expectations, socio-cultural signals, and reputational feedback mechanisms.

This represents a significant departure from the traditional stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984), which often treats consumer
influence as passive or delayed; instead, the research positions conscious consumers as moral stakeholders with high salience,
real-time feedback loops, and disruptive potential. Moreover, the conceptualisation of ethical filtering as a mediating variable
deepens our understanding of the cognitive and contextual constraints that shape ethical responsiveness, aligning with
emerging neuroethical and behavioural frameworks that account for managerial blind spots, moral disengagement, and
ethical inertia under organisational and market pressures. In so doing, the research reframes ethical decision-making not
merely as a normative ideal but as a pragmatic negotiation of values within volatile ethical ecosystems, thereby calling for a
reimagining of ethical leadership as a relational and adaptive practice rather than a fixed competency. In terms of practical
implications, the findings serve as a wake-up call for managers, corporate strategists, and policymakers who continue to
underestimate the market power of the conscious consumer. Organisations that fail to integrate consumer-driven ethical
insights into their core strategy risk losing not only moral legitimacy but also market share, employee loyalty, and long-term
sustainability.

The empirical validation of the relationship between consumer salience and ethical integration highlights the necessity for
corporations to design ethical listening systems — mechanisms through which consumer voices, concerns, and demands can
be systematically gathered, interpreted, and integrated into decision-making processes. Such systems may include Al-driven
sentiment analysis tools, real-time ethical dashboards, or participatory platforms for consumer feedback, enabling managers
to move beyond reactive damage control and towards proactive ethical innovation. Furthermore, the discovery of sectoral
variation in ethical responsiveness suggests that firms in consumer-facing industries such as fashion, food, retail, and
hospitality must prioritise the development of agile ethical strategies that can adapt to shifting norms, expectations, and
scrutiny.

For instance, incorporating ethical scenario planning into strategic management processes, embedding consumer ethics in
performance metrics, and incentivising values-based leadership can drive cultural change from within, making ethics a lived
organisational reality rather than a compliance checkbox. In addition, the observation that mid-level managers often act as
ethical bottlenecks indicates an urgent need for capacity building and empowerment at operational levels — through ethical
leadership training, decentralised ethical committees, and inclusive decision-making frameworks that flatten hierarchical
silos and democratise moral agency.

This approach resonates with the principles of distributed leadership and design thinking, encouraging cross-functional
ethical problem-solving that is grounded in empathy, iteration, and consumer co-creation. Importantly, the research also
underscores the need for firms to move beyond ‘greenwashing’ and towards authentic ethical storytelling, where brand
narratives are grounded in demonstrable actions, transparent disclosures, and stakeholder collaboration. This is especially
crucial in the age of algorithmic amplification, where consumer perceptions are shaped not just by corporate communications
but by viral user-generated content, influencer critique, and ethical watchdog platforms. From a broader ethical and social
perspective, the study highlights the shifting locus of moral authority in the marketplace, where consumers are increasingly
seen not just as buyers but as moral agents, cultural critics, and co-regulators of corporate behaviour.

This shift holds significant implications for democratic governance, social justice, and environmental stewardship,
suggesting that market mechanisms can no longer be considered neutral or apolitical. Instead, the market is becoming a moral
arena where social values, identity politics, and sustainability imperatives collide, and where managerial choices have far-
reaching consequences not only for shareholders but for communities, ecosystems, and future generations. By foregrounding
the dialogical relationship between consumer ethics and corporate strategy, the research invites organisations to adopt a
stakeholder democracy model of governance — one that institutionalises ethical dialogue, participatory accountability, and
cross-sectoral collaboration. For instance, firms could partner with civil society organisations, academic institutions, and
ethical rating agencies to develop co-audited sustainability frameworks, consumer education initiatives, and collective impact
programmes that bridge the gap between corporate intent and social outcome. Moreover, the ethical implications of
managerial filtering mechanisms raise questions about epistemic justice and voice — whose concerns are deemed legitimate,
whose ethics are prioritised, and which communities are systematically excluded from corporate moral calculus. Addressing
these issues requires a fundamental interrogation of organisational privilege, bias, and power, pushing companies to embed
equity, inclusion, and transparency into their ethical infrastructure. In policy terms, regulators and standard-setting bodies
must acknowledge the increasingly blurred lines between consumer protection and corporate responsibility, and legislate
accordingly by encouraging ethical disclosures, mandating stakeholder engagement protocols, and rewarding firms that
demonstrate authentic commitment to ethical innovation.
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Educationally, the findings call for a transformation in business curricula, where students are trained not only in finance,
strategy, and operations, but in moral reasoning, stakeholder empathy, and ethical systems design. Business schools must
collaborate with consumer advocacy groups, behavioural scientists, and ethicists to develop interdisciplinary frameworks
that prepare future leaders for the moral complexity of 21st-century capitalism. The study’s emphasis on ethical agility also
suggests a need for ongoing executive education, where leaders are exposed to emerging ethical risks, consumer sentiment
shifts, and cross-cultural moral codes. Additionally, the findings offer a cautionary note regarding the rise of performative
ethics and symbolic compliance.

The phenomenon of ‘greenhushing’, observed in the qualitative responses, suggests that in some cases, increased consumer
pressure may paradoxically lead to reduced transparency, as firms become wary of reputational fallout and retreat into vague,
generic ethical messaging. This underscores the need for robust ethical metrics, third-party audits, and public accountability
frameworks that incentivise honesty, even about ethical shortcomings.

The social implications extend to consumers themselves, who must grapple with the paradox of ethical consumerism in a
globalised economy characterised by complexity, opacity, and moral trade-offs. The study invites consumers to reflect on
their own roles as co-creators of ethical markets, encouraging critical consumption, civic engagement, and coalition-building
that can amplify their ethical influence while mitigating individual guilt or overload.

Lastly, the research contributes to the emerging discourse on moral resilience — the capacity of both individuals and
organisations to maintain ethical integrity under pressure. As companies face mounting expectations from regulators,
investors, employees, and consumers, ethical resilience must be built into the DNA of corporate strategy, not as a defensive
posture but as a proactive capacity to adapt, listen, and lead ethically amidst uncertainty and disruption. In sum, the
implications of this research are both wide-ranging and urgent.

Theoretically, it expands our understanding of ethical decision-making as a socially constructed and externally moderated
process; practically, it provides actionable insights for managers seeking to navigate the complex terrain of consumer ethics;
and ethically, it challenges us to rethink the moral architecture of capitalism in an age where values, voices, and visibility
shape the fate of organisations. The conscious consumer is not merely a trend, but a transformative force — and it is
incumbent upon managers, scholars, and society at large to rise to the ethical challenge, not by retreating into performativity
or denial, but by embracing the relational, reflexive, and revolutionary possibilities of a new era of consumer—manager ethical
alignment.

9. CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS

While this study offers fresh insights into the symbiotic relationship between conscious consumers and managerial ethical
decision-making, it is not without its methodological, contextual, and theoretical limitations. To begin with, the reliance on
self-reported data from managerial respondents in both the qualitative and quantitative phases introduces the classic risk of
social desirability bias—particularly potent in a domain as performatively sensitive as ethics—where respondents may
unconsciously present an inflated picture of their ethical attentiveness or responsiveness to consumer values. Although
triangulation through mixed methods and rigorous thematic checks aimed to mitigate this, the possibility of performative
narratives or aspirational responses influencing the findings cannot be entirely dismissed. Furthermore, the selection of
industries, while diverse in sectoral composition, may still reflect overrepresentation from certain sectors like FMCG, retail,
and tech, which are more visibly affected by ethical consumerism, thus potentially limiting the generalisability of findings
to more insulated industries like B2B manufacturing, heavy infrastructure, or defence, where consumer-facing ethical
pressures are muted or filtered through intermediaries. Geographically, the study focused on three consumer-aware regions—
India, the UK, and Singapore—chosen for their economic dynamism and varying regulatory landscapes; however, this
selection omits regions like Latin America, Eastern Europe, or Africa, where the ethical consumer movement may be
emergent but shaped by radically different socio-political, cultural, and economic pressures.

Consequently, the conclusions drawn here must be situated within the socio-economic and regulatory contexts of relatively

urbanised, semi-globalised marketplaces with high digital and ethical consumer visibility. Another challenge lies in the
evolving and contested nature of what constitutes “ethical” from both consumer and managerial standpoints. Ethical
consumerism is a fluid construct—shaped by culture, media, education, and socio-economic privilege—which means that
interpretations of what is “conscious” or “ethical” are often shifting, fragmented, and even contradictory.

This presents a conceptual limitation, as the operationalisation of constructs like “consumer salience” and “ethical resonance”
had to be done in a generalised manner, possibly glossing over deeper cultural and ideological variances in moral reasoning.
Additionally, while the proposed Consumer—Manager Ethical Alignment Model (CMEAM) was statistically validated using
Structural Equation Modelling, its strength lies more in explanatory insight than predictive accuracy, and the model may
require contextual tweaking before application in other industries or geographies. The cross-sectional nature of the study
presents another inherent constraint. Ethical decision-making, particularly in response to consumer pressure, is not a static
process but rather one that unfolds over time, reacts to reputational crises, and evolves with market conditions. As such, a
longitudinal design would have better captured the dynamic interplay between consumer expectations and managerial
adaptations.

Advances in Consumer Research| Year: 2025 | Volume: 2 | Issue: 4

Page. 2569



‘ Kavitha R, M.Jaiganesh, A. Praveen Kumar, Harish.M, R.S. Tharini, A. Ashwini

The study also assumes a certain managerial autonomy in ethical decision-making, yet in many hierarchical or bureaucratic
organisational cultures, ethical agency is often diffused, constrained, or overridden by top-down mandates or shareholder
primacy. As such, the model may oversimplify the degree of discretion most managers actually possess in ethically
responding to consumer cues. Finally, the study touches only lightly on the role of institutional intermediaries—such as the
media, regulatory bodies, NGOs, and investor expectations—that often mediate, amplify, or distort consumer—manager
ethical dialogues. Their exclusion limits the broader system-level applicability of the model, as these actors often function
as silent stakeholders in ethical decision chains. Despite these limitations, the study provides a robust starting point for
reconceptualising managerial ethics as an externally engaged, consumer-aware process, but further research should address
the aforementioned gaps through deeper sectoral dives, intercultural comparisons, and temporally extended designs. These
reflections are not merely disclaimers but invitations—offering both humility and direction for future scholarly work that
seeks to decode the ever-complicated moral circuitry between consumers and corporations.

10. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Building upon the findings and acknowledged limitations of this study, future research should delve deeper into the temporal
and contextual dimensions of ethical decision-making by managers in response to evolving consumer consciousness. A
longitudinal approach would offer richer insights into how ethical alignment is maintained, disrupted, or reconstructed over
time—especially in moments of reputational crisis, regulatory shifts, or societal activism. Furthermore, the current study’s
cultural scope, while diverse, did not encompass economies where ethical consumption is emergent rather than established;
hence, comparative cross-cultural analyses across the Global South, particularly in African and Latin American contexts,
could unearth alternative ethical logics and consumer-manager dynamics shaped by different value systems and institutional
voids. Future studies might also benefit from investigating sector-specific applications of the Consumer—Manager Ethical
Alignment Model (CMEAM), exploring how ethical responsiveness varies in tightly regulated versus loosely governed
industries, or in high-emotion sectors such as fashion, pharmaceuticals, or energy. Additionally, while this study focused
primarily on managerial perception and action, expanding the unit of analysis to include board-level executives or cross-
functional teams could reveal how collective ethical reasoning is negotiated in practice. Technologically mediated ethical
activism—such as cancel culture, algorithmic transparency, or Al-driven reputation management—also warrants scholarly
attention, as it increasingly influences the speed and nature of ethical decision-making. Lastly, future research could explore
the intersectionality of consumer consciousness with dimensions like class, gender, and digital literacy to map how ethical
influence is unevenly distributed within consumer populations. By addressing these directions, future inquiry can construct
a more granular, globally relevant understanding of how business ethics evolves in tandem with, and sometimes in tension
with, the rising tide of moralised consumer capitalism.

11. CONCLUSION

This study has illuminated the nuanced interplay between rising consumer consciousness and the ethical decision-making
processes of contemporary managers, offering a timely and critical perspective on a subject that straddles both behavioural
insight and strategic imperatives. As the conscious consumer moves from the periphery to the epicentre of marketplace
influence, demanding greater transparency, accountability, and value congruence, managers can no longer rely solely on
compliance-oriented ethics frameworks or brand-managed virtue signalling. Instead, what emerges is a clarion call for a
deeper recalibration of organisational ethics—where consumer expectations are not merely reacted to, but meaningfully
integrated into managerial logic and decision matrices. By employing a mixed-methods approach and proposing the
Consumer—Manager Ethical Alignment Model (CMEAM), this study has advanced a theoretical lens that positions the
consumer not as a passive recipient of corporate morality but as an active co-constructor of ethical business practice. The
findings underscore the complex balancing act managers face—between market performance, stakeholder pressure, and
personal moral codes—in navigating ethical challenges within increasingly scrutinised environments. It is evident that ethical
decision-making is no longer an internalised, rationalist process confined to individual virtue or codes of conduct; rather, it
is a socially contingent, externally shaped, and reputationally influenced phenomenon that demands agility, empathy, and
moral literacy from leadership. The research also reinforces that ethical alignment is not a binary achievement but a dynamic
negotiation, often fraught with ambiguity, trade-offs, and moral pluralism. While many managers articulate a willingness to
adapt to the moral signals of their consumer base, the implementation of ethical strategies is often constrained by
organisational inertia, stakeholder divergence, or systemic ambiguity regarding what is truly “ethical.” Nevertheless, this
evolving consumer-manager ethical dialogue presents not a threat but an opportunity—for firms to co-create value narratives
rooted in authenticity, shared purpose, and long-term trust. This paper therefore contributes to the growing field of consumer-
driven business ethics by articulating a managerial perspective that is responsive, reflective, and ready to engage with the
shifting moral landscape of twenty-first-century commerce. In doing so, it bridges the scholarly gap between consumer
behaviour and corporate ethics, advancing a discourse that sees ethics not as a burdensome obligation but as a competitive
and cultural advantage. As the market continues to tilt towards transparency and moral accountability, the future of ethical
leadership will hinge not on charismatic proclamations or regulatory fear, but on how genuinely organisations can listen to—
and act upon—the voice of the conscious consumer.
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