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Abstract  The purpose of this research was to develop a typology of fair-trade apparel consumers and 
present a clear overview of the influence of product knowledge on consumer behaviors. A two-step cluster 
analysis was used to classify respondents into sub-groups based on their level of self-perceived knowl-
edge and purchase experience. In addition, ANOVA was used to test the predictive validity of the cluster 
solution. Income was the only demographic variable that significantly differed across groups. The more 
familiar and more experienced group had higher income than the other groups. Psychographic data 
showed that attitudes and moral norms varied across groups. The more familiar and more experienced 
group had more positive attitudes and higher level of moral norms than the less familiar and less expe-
rienced group. In terms of behavioristic data, groups differed significantly in purchase intentions and 
willingness to pay more for fair-trade apparel. That is, the more familiar and more experienced group 
was willing to pay more and had higher purchase intentions than the less familiar and less experienced 
group. Overall, the level of product knowledge and purchase experience were considerably low. This 
study thus confirmed the need to increase consumers’ familiarity related to fair-trade apparel products.

Key words  Fair-trade, Knowledge, Consumer Behavior, Cluster-analysis

Introduction

Growing awareness about the social impact of consumption has created a demand for more ethical prod-
uct alternatives. Apparel industry is no exception suggesting variety of products that involve social issues 
that matter to consumers. Among those, fair-trade products that offer support for employment and human 
rights are obtaining unprecedented popularity in recent years. Fair-trade is undoubtedly a growing cat-
egory in the retail sector. For example, in 2014, there were 12%, 28%, and 42% increase in retail sales 
of fair-trade coffee, cotton, and processed fruits respectively (Fairtrade International, 2015). It is reported 
that certification of Fair Trade USA now appears on 20 apparel brands (Cheng, 2015).
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Workers’ rights and safe working conditions are major concerns especially in the fashion and appa-
rel industry since majority of the work cannot be mechanized and requires human labor (Jones & 
Williams, 2012). In 2013, a garment factory collapsed in Bangladesh killing more than 1,000 people. 
This incident has put a spotlight on working conditions in the fashion and apparel industry and as a result, 
the concept of fair-trade is gaining ground. For consumers, purchasing products that label themselves as 
fair-trade is one way to shop ethically and sustainably. Fair-trade adheres to “a philosophy focused on 
paying a fair wage, improving the daily life of workers, enhancing working conditions, and contributing 
to environmental sustainability" (Littrell, Ma, & Halepete, 2005, p. 408).

However, many consumers face high barriers to purchasing these products. For example, lack of 
knowledge is one of the main reasons that consumers do not buy products with ethical certifications. 
Approximately 60% of participants from a study stated that they had never purchased such products simply 
due to their lack of knowledge (Demeritt, 2002). Product knowledge is considered to be a key determi-
nant of consumers’ buying decisions, however, there are very limited empirical findings on how product 
knowledge influences ethical buying behaviors. Previous studies indicated that people generally feel pos-
itively toward products with ethical certifications (Ha-Brookshire & Norum, 2011; S. Lin, 2009) in spite 
of the fact that they do not know much about them. When people were provided with learning oppor-
tunities related to these products, not only their knowledge level increased significantly but it also led 
their attitudes to a more positive directions (Ha-Brookshire & Norum, 2011). Previous studies have 
shown that providing more information or increasing knowledge about ethical products affects attitude 
formation (Ha-Brookshire & Norum, 2011; Han & Stoel, 2016) but further investigation is needed on 
how individuals’ level of product knowledge influences purchasing behaviors. Moreover, examining 
diverse consumer characteristics in relation to product knowledge would be of interest to scholars as 
well as retailers who wish to identify important consumer segments to target their marketing efforts.

It is reported that familiarity with ethical issues related to the apparel industry is considerably low 
among consumers (Ha-Brookshire & Norum, 2011). This could be problematic, especially to retailers, 
because familiarity and knowledge about products are essential factors that influence consumers’ buying 
decisions (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987). In addition, academic and public attention towards fair-trade con-
sumption has been increasing in the past few years, but information about consumers who are more 
involved in the purchase of fair-trade products is still not fully provided.

Therefore, the purpose of this research was to develop a typology of fair-trade apparel consumers 
and present a clear overview of the influence of product knowledge on consumer behaviors. This 
research categorizes consumers based on their knowledge level (i.e., self-perceived knowledge and previous 
purchase experience) to examine the difference across subgroups on consumers’ demographic, psycho-
graphic, and behavioristic data.
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Literature Review

Product knowledge

Product knowledge is generally defined as “product related information stored in memory, such as 
information about brands, products, attributes, evaluations, decision heuristics and usage situations” 
(Selnes & Gronhaug, 1986, p. 67). Previous research has shown that consumers with higher knowledge 
have broad generalized knowledge about a product category, including diverse models available in the 
market, product attributes, and how those attributes affect performance (Mitchell & Dacin 1996). 
Consumers with lower knowledge, on the other hand, have less generalized knowledge about a product 
category. Their knowledge mostly consists of episodic experiences related to the product and accrue 
indirectly from others who actually own that product. 

Objective and subjective measures have been commonly used to measure product knowledge. 
Subjective knowledge (i.e., self-perceived knowledge) is based on an individual’s own interpretation of 
what he/she knows about the product, while objective knowledge (i.e., actual knowledge) is based on 
others’ objective evaluation (Selnes & Gronhaug, 1986). Mitchell (1982) suggested that researchers should 
choose objective or subjective measures depending on their research objectives. Objective measures are 
more preferable when research objectives involve examining consumer behaviors of choosing between different 
product alternatives or encoding new information (Selnes & Gronhaug, 1986). Subjective measures of 
product knowledge have significant effects on motivation to perform various behaviors; an individual who 
perceives he/she is very knowledgeable about a specific product will feel more confident and perceive 
less risk associated with the purchase (Cox, 1967).

Previous literature has shown that greater level of knowledge or awareness concerning ethical prod-
ucts is associated with forming positive attitudes toward the purchase (Aertsens, Mondelaers, Verbeke, 
Buysse, & Van Huylenbroeck, 2011). Examining the effect of product knowledge is crucial especially in 
this study domain because consumers have relatively poor understanding of fair-trade products. A recent 
survey showed that majority of consumers have low level of knowledge and feel confused when shop-
ping for ethical products. Lack of knowledge was reported to be a major barrier to purchasing these 
products (Manget, Roche, & Munnich, 2009). 

For the present research, two constructs were used to measure an individual’s knowledge level: 1) 
self-perceived knowledge (this construct is conceptually identical to subjective knowledge) and 2) purchase 
experience. Self-perceived knowledge which is a self-assessed measure can be defined as one’s own per-
ceptions of what or how much they know about the product (Selnes & Gronhaug, 1986). Researchers 
mentioned that self-perceived knowledge or subjective knowledge is a more significant motivation for purchase 
behaviors than objective knowledge, the accurate and objective information about a product stored in one’s 
memory (Feick, Park, & Mothersbaugh, 1992; Selnes & Gronhaug, 1986). Pieniak, Aertsens, and Verbeke 
(2010) examined the effect of knowledge on socially responsible purchasing and found that self-perceived 
knowledge was strongly and directly associated with purchase behaviors while objective knowledge was 
only indirectly related to purchase behaviors through self-perceived knowledge.
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Purchase experience is generally assessed by an individual’s self-reported experience with the product 
domain or category. For instance, Bettman and Park (1980) classified participants into knowledge catego-
ries based on their self-reported possession, usage, and information search experience related to the 
product. Various studies using purchase experience as a measure of product knowledge have suggested 
that its nature is distinct from that of objective or subjective knowledge (e.g., Alba & Hutchinson, 1987; 
Bettman & Park, 1980; Brucks, 1985). Not only is purchase experience closely related to product knowl-
edge but it also was found to be a critical predictor of later behavior and purchase intentions (Pollard, 
Kirk, & Cade, 2002). Consumers generally purchased depending on their experience in the past and con-
tinued purchasing according to those habits. Although some researchers have suggested that purchase 
experience is not knowledge per se, particular type of knowledge accrues with continual experience with 
the product (Raju, Lonial, & Mangold, 1995).

Segmentation variables

It is becoming increasingly important that companies locate their most desirable group of consumers to 
whom they should promote their products or services. Marketers suggest that it is generally more effective 
to apply marketing strategies to a specific target market, rather than the entire consumer market. Market 
segmentation is a method commonly used by marketers to break up the market into meaningful 
segments. 

Segmentation variables are “characteristics of people in the overall (mass) market that aids in dividing 
it." (Schoell, Guiltinan, Pritchett, & Pritchett, 1988, p. 214). Demographic, psychographic, behavioristic, 
and geographic data are considered as major segmentation variables that are typically used for target 
marketing. Kotler (1997) suggested that consumer markets need to be divided based on these four varia-
bles to develop effective marketing strategies. Each market segment categorized by these variables con-
sists of people who share a similar set of needs and wants. It is, therefore, worthwhile for a company 
to design a particular product or service for a market if there are enough people in this segment. The 
present study created consumer sub-groups based on knowledge level related to fair-trade products and 
examined differences in consumers’ demographic, psychographic, and behavioristic information. Only people 
living in the U.S. were recruited for the study, and geographic data were not further examined.

Demographic data (Characteristics of consumers including age, gender, income, and education): 
Several studies have examined socially responsible consumers in terms of their demographic characteristics. 
Anderson and Cunningham (1972) suggested that younger consumers were more socially aware, while the 
income level had no impact on determining these consumers. Dickson’s (2001) study on the effect of 
no-sweat labels on apparel purchase found that ethical buying behaviors were not influenced by demo-
graphic variables such as income, age, and employment status.

Psychographic data (Information on attitudes and values of consumers): Attitudes can be defined as 
‘‘the degree to which a person has a favorable or unfavorable evaluation or appraisal of the behavior in 
question’’ (Ajzen, 1991, p. 188). Previous studies have supported the strong and positive relationship between 
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attitude and purchase of fair-trade products (Han & Stoel, 2016; Ma, Littrell, & Niehm, 2012). Also, 
moral norms, “personal feelings of moral obligation or responsibility to perform, or refuse to perform, a 
certain behavior.” (Ajzen, 1991, p.199), are found to be especially powerful in predicting human behav-
iors in the ethical domain (Conner & Armitage, 1998).

Behavioristic data (Information about consumers’ purchasing activities): According to the theory of 
planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), behavioral intention is a strong predictor of the actual behavior. Previous 
studies on ethical consumption have found that an individual’s intentions to purchase significantly lead to 
the actual purchasing behavior (e.g., Saba & Messina, 2003; Tarkiainen & Sundqvist, 2005). Additionally, 
consumers’ willingness to pay (WTP) for fair-trade products can be a strong predictor of fair-trade demand 
that directly leads to purchasing activities. Laroche, Bergeron, and Barbaro-Forleo (2001) suggested that 
concerns or attitudes towards social issues are significantly related to WTP for ethical products.

Consumers within the same demographic segment may have very different psychographic and 
behavioristic characteristics. Therefore, companies need to take into account consumer attitudes, values, 
and purchasing habits when seeking marketing opportunities (C. F. Lin, 2002).

Methods

Sample

Data were collected in August 2015 using a web-based survey with 250 U.S. residents. This study only 
included Generation Y participants because they tend to be the major target for fair-trade retailers. When 
defining this demographic cohort, researchers commonly use birth years ranging from the late 1970s to 
around 2000 (Schewe & Noble, 2000). Generation Y is characterized as the most civic-minded among all 
generations responding positively to social issues (Sheahan, 2005), and with annual buying power of 200 
billion dollars, it is the most consumption oriented generation (Sullivan & Heitmeyer, 2008) that has a 
huge influence across all industry sectors from fashion to food.

Participants were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (Mturk), a crowdsourcing web service 
that has been widely used for recruiting research subjects. Here a researcher uploads a posting that 
explains the survey, and individuals review and decide to undertake the survey for which they are 
eligible. Table 1 shows the demographic summary statistics of the sample. For the current study, there 
were higher numbers of male (66%) than female (34%) participants. A majority of participants were in 
their twenties (65.2%) and Caucasian (76.4%) with personal income of less than $35,000 (60%). Slightly 
less than half of the participants (43.2%) had obtained a bachelor’s degree, and 28.8% of them had 
some college education. Recent U.S. census data (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016) showed that 50.8% of 
Americans were female, the median age was 37.2 years, and 72.4% were Caucasians. Additionally, the 
median household income during 2011-2015 was $53,889 and 29.8% had Bachelor's degree or higher 
during the same time period. Comparison to U.S. census data suggests that there were overrepresentation 
of male, lower-income, and higher-education groups in our sample. 
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Table 1. 
Demographic summary statistics of the sample

(n=250)

Variable Frequency %

Gender

   Male 165 66.0

   Female 85 34.0

Age

  20-24 65 26.0

   25-29 98 39.2

   30-34 59 23.6

   35-37 28 11.2

Race

   Caucasian 191 76.4

   Black or African American 12 4.8

   Hispanic or Latino 17 6.8

   American Indian or Alaska Native 2 0.8

   Asian 26 10.4

   Other 2 0.8

Annual personal income

   Less than $10,000 47 18.8

   $10,000 - $24,999 55 22.0

   $25,000 - $34,999 48 19.2

   $35,000 - $49,999 48 19.2

   $50,000 to $74,999 39 15.6

   More than $75,000 13 5.2

Education

   Did Not Complete High School 1 0.4

   High School/GED 24 9.6

   Some College 72 28.8

   Associate Degree 26 10.4

   Bachelor's Degree 108 43.2

   Master's Degree 13 5.2

   Advanced Graduate/Professional work or Ph.D. 5 2.0

   Other 1 0.4
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Instruments

An online questionnaire in which respondents self-report their responses was developed to measure the 
constructs used for the study: self-perceived knowledge, purchase experience, demographic data (age, gender, 
education level, and income), psychographic data (attitudes and moral norms), and behavioristic data 
(purchase intentions of fair-trade apparel and willingness to pay more for fair-trade apparel) (Table 2).

Purchase experience, age, gender, education level, income, and willingness to pay more for 
fair-trade apparel were measured with a single item. Purchase experience was measured by asking 
respondents how many times they had purchased fair-trade products within the past 12 months and they 
needed to choose an answer from the following options: 0 time; 1 time; 2 - 3 times; 4 - 5 times; and 
more than 6 times. To measure willingness to pay more for fair-trade apparel, participants were asked 
how much more they were willing to pay for fair-trade apparel compared to conventional apparel 
products. Participants then had to select one from the six answer choices: I will not pay more for 
fair-trade apparel; less than 5%; 5 - 10%; 10 - 20%; 20 - 40%; more than 40%.

Multiple items that measured self-perceived knowledge, attitudes, moral norms and purchase 
intentions were from previous studies and were modified to fit the study topic. Four items were used to 
measure self-perceived knowledge which were developed by Flynn and Goldsmith (1999) and included 
statements like “I know pretty much about fair-trade apparel,” “I feel knowledgeable about fair-trade apparel,” 
and “Compared to most other people, I know more about fair-trade apparel.” Respondents’ level of 
agreement was rated on a seven-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). Items that 
measured attitudes were adopted from Bansal and Taylor (2002) and Conner, Warren, Close, and 
Sparks’s (1999) research that applied the theory of planned behavior model. Respondents were asked to 
describe their attitudes toward buying fair-trade apparel and responses were rated on a seven-point scale 
regarding the following descriptions: negative - positive, unpleasant - pleasant, foolish - wise, a bad idea 
- a good idea, undesirable - desirable. In terms of moral norms, similar to Taute and McQuitt’s (2004) 
measure, respondents were asked to rate their agreement on a seven-point scale for three statements 
including “I am willing to help others,” and “I think helping is important.” Finally, to measure purchase 
intentions of fair-trade apparel, respondents indicated the extent to which they will try to buy the product 
on a seven-point scale. It had three statements including “I would like to purchase fair-trade apparel in 
the future,” and “If I see fair-trade apparel, I intend to purchase or consider purchasing it.” (Conner et 
al., 1999; Kang, Liu, & Kim, 2013). Reliability of these variables were examined: Cronbach’s alphas 
ranged from 0.90 to 0.94, indicating good levels of internal consistency (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). 
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Table 2. 
Survey measurements

Variable Item(s)

Self-perceived knowledge I know pretty much about fair-trade apparel.

I feel knowledgeable about fair-trade apparel.

Among my circle of friends, I’m one of the “experts” on fair-trade 
apparel.

Compared to most other people, I know more about fair-trade apparel.

Purchase experience How many times have you purchased fair-trade products within the last 
12 months? (0 time; 1 time; 2-3 times; 4-5 times; more than 6 times)

Attitudes How would you describe your attitude toward buying fair-trade apparel? 
For me buying fair-trade apparel would be:

negative - positive

unpleasant - pleasant

foolish - wise

a bad idea - a good idea

undesirable - desirable

Moral norms I am willing to help others.

I think helping others is important.

Charity is the right thing to do.

Purchase intentions I would like to purchase fair-trade apparel in the future.

If I see fair-trade apparel, I intend to purchase or consider purchasing it.

If I see a retail store selling fair-trade apparel, I intend to visit the 
store to purchase a product.

Willingness to pay more for 
fair-trade apparel

How much more will you pay for fair-trade apparel compared with 
conventional apparel products? (I will not pay more for fair-trade 
apparel; less than 5%; 5 - 10%; 10 - 20%; 20 - 40%; more than 40%)

Results

A two-step cluster analysis was used to classify respondents into sub-groups based on their level of 
self-perceived knowledge and previous purchase experience of fair-trade products. According to the results, 
a three cluster solution was suggested. ANOVA results confirmed the significant difference among the 
three clusters in terms of their self-perceived knowledge and purchase experience scores. 

The self-perceived knowledge score was calculated by summing the scores on each of the four 
items that measure the construct using 7-point Likert scales and thus ranged between 4 and 28. Purchase 
experience was a single-item measure and the score ranged between 1 and 5. The overall mean scores 
were 11.44 and 1.84 for self-perceived knowledge and purchase experience respectively. Mean scores and 
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standard deviations of self-perceived knowledge and purchase experience of each cluster are presented in 
Table 3. Three clusters were suggested by the cluster analysis results including (1) less familiar and less 
experienced, (2) more familiar and more experienced, and (3) more familiar and less experienced. The 
description and comparison of the three clusters are as follows.

1) Less familiar and less experienced: This group was by far the largest among the three clusters 
(n= 101, 40.4%). It mostly consist of people with low level of self-perceived knowledge and low pur-
chase experience related to fair-trade products. The self-perceived knowledge score was only 6.19 out of 
a total of 28 points which indicates that most people from this group do not know much about 
fair-trade apparel. Similarly, purchase experience score was considerably low; it was only 1.07 out of a 
total of 5 points. This means that people in this group, on average, had never purchased a fair-trade 
product in the past 12 months. The result is consistent with previous research that suggest many con-
sumers have low level of knowledge related to products with ethical certifications (Ha-Brookshire & 
Norum, 2011; S. Lin, 2009).

2) More familiar and more experienced: This group consists of 30.8% (n=77) of the sample and 
has moderate level of self-perceived knowledge and several experience related to fair-trade products. 
Although the self-perceived knowledge score was significantly higher than the first cluster and highest 
among the three clusters, it was only 15.45 out of a total of 28 points which indicates only a moderate 
level of knowledge. This result once again highlights consumers’ lack of knowledge related to fair-trade 
apparel. Purchase experience score was 3.32 which means that people from this group had purchased 
fair-trade products 2 - 3 times in the past 12 months. 

3) More familiar and less experienced: This group was the smallest among the three clusters (n= 
72, 28.8%). People from this group feel relatively knowledgeable about fair-trade apparel but have low 
experience with fair-trade products. The self-perceived knowledge score was just slightly lower compared 
to the more familiar and more experienced group but purchase experience score was significantly lower. 
Similar to the less familiar and less experienced group, people in this group, on average, had never pur-
chased a fair-trade product in the past 12 months. This implies that their moderate level of knowledge 
related to fair-trade apparel may have originated from indirect experience with the product rather than direct 
purchase or usage experience.

The results showed that consumers generally have very low experience related to fair-trade 
products. The overall mean score of previous purchase experience of fair-trade products was 1.84 out of 
5. This number (1.84) is between response 1 and response 2 and they indicate that the person had used 
fair-trade products 0 time and 1 time respectively in the past 12 months. More than half (56.8%) of the 
respondents answered they had no purchase experience of fair-trade products within the timeframe.
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Table 3. 
Cluster means (standard deviation) of self-perceived knowledge and purchase experience

Cluster 1:
Less familiar & less 

experienced
(n=101)

Cluster 2:
More familiar & 
more experienced

(n=77)

Cluster 3:
More familiar & less 

experienced
(n=72)

F

self-perceived 
knowledge

6.19
(2.19)

15.45
(5.31)

14.47
(2.77) 182.99***

purchase experience 1.07
(0.26)

3.32
(0.66)

1.33
(0.48) 553.32***

Note. ***p<0.001

The results regarding the demographic, psychographic, and behavioristic data are shown in Table 4. 
Regarding demographic data, ANOVA results showed that there was significant difference in consumers’ 
income level, F(2, 247)=5.77, p< 0.01, across groups; Tukey’s HSD post hoc test indicated that the more 
familiar and more experienced group had significantly higher income level (M=3.53 SD=1.46) than the 
other two groups. However, the more familiar and less experienced group (M=2.93 SD=1.50) did not 
significantly differ from the less familiar and less experienced group (M=2.80 SD=1.48). Age did not 
significantly differ, F(2, 247)=0.20 p=0.82, across groups; the mean age of all three groups were reported 
to be approximately 29. In addition, Chi-Square results showed that gender (2, N=250)=4.00 p=0.14, and 
education level, (14, N=250)=17.86 p=0.21 did not differ significantly across the three groups. Commonly 
for all three groups, there were more male participants than female participants and the highest pro-
portion of participants had reported that bachelor's degree was the highest level of education they had 
attained. As a result, income level was the only factor that was found to differ among clusters with 
respect to demographic variables.

Examining psychographic data showed that attitudes toward purchasing fair-trade apparel, F(2, 247)= 
7.41 p<0.01, and moral norms, F(2, 247)=11.66 p<0.001, significantly varied across groups. Tukey’s HSD 
post hoc test indicated that the more familiar and more experienced group had significantly more positive 
attitudes (M=28.70 SD=5.07) than the less familiar and less experienced group (M=25.73 SD=5.24). 
However, its difference with the more familiar and less experienced group (M=27.26 SD=5.00) was 
non-significant. The difference between the less familiar and less experienced group and the more famil-
iar and less experienced group was also non-significant. Attitudes toward purchasing fair-trade apparel 
was calculated by summing the scores on each of the five item using 7-point Likert scales. Therefore, 
attitudes scores ranged from 5 to 35. The mean scores of this construct were over 25 in all three groups 
which were fairly high. This implies that consumers overall have positive attitudes toward buying 
fair-trade apparel in spite of the prevalence of low level of knowledge related to the product.

The more familiar and more experienced group also had significantly higher level of moral norms 
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(M=15.69 SD=3.10) than the other two groups. The difference between the more familiar and less expe-
rienced group (M=14.44 SD=3.43) and the less familiar and less experienced group (M=13.42 SD=2.87) 
was non-significant.

Table 4. 
Difference in demographic, psychographic, and behavioristic data 

Less familiar & 
less experienced

More familiar & 
more experienced

More familiar & 
less experienced

F Chi- 
Square

Demographic 

Age 29.28 (4.63) 29.31 (4.91) 28.88 (4.51) 0.20

Gender
 Male
 Female

74 (73.3%)
27 (26.7%)

47 (61%)
30 (39%)

44 (61.1%)
28 (38.9%)

4.00

Education
 Did Not Complete 
 High School
 High School/GED
 Some College
 Associate Degree
 Bachelor's Degree
 Master's Degree
 Advanced Graduate/ 
 Professional work or Ph.D.
 Other

0 (0%)

14 (13.9%)
31(30.7%)

13 (12.9%)
35 (34.7%)

6 (5.9%)
1 (1.0%)

1 (1%)

1(1.3%)

5 (6.5%)
22 (28.6%)
8 (10.4%)

34 (44.2%)
6 (7.8%)
1 (1.3%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

5 (6.9%)
19 (26.4%)
5 (6.9%)

39 (54.2%)
1 (1.4%)
3 (4.2%)

0 (0%)

17.86

Income
 Less than $10,000
 $10,000-$24,999
 $25,000-$34,999

27 (26.7%)
19 (18.8%)
20 (19.8%)

6 (7.8%)
17 (22.1%)
14 (18.2%)

14 (19.4%)
19 (26.4%)
14 (19.4%)

5.77**

 $35,000-$49,999
 $50,000-$74,999
 More than $75,000

20 (19.8%)
12 (11.9%)

3 (3.0%)

16 (20.8%)
18 (23.4%)

6 (7.8%)

12 (16.7%)
9 (12.5%)
4 (5.6%)

Psychographic 
 Attitudes 25.73 (5.24) 28.70 (5.07) 27.26 (5.00) 7.41**

 Moral norms 13.42 (2.87) 15.69 (3.10) 14.44 (3.43) 11.66***

Behavioristic 

 Purchase intentions 12.36 (3.63) 15.49 (3.08) 13.79 (3.54) 18.16***

 Willingness to pay more 1.89 (0.92) 3.00 (1.03) 2.36 (1.04) 27.60***

Note. Numbers for age, attitudes, moral norms, purchase intentions, and willingness to pay more indicate means 
(standard deviation). Numbers for gender, education, and income indicate frequencies (percentage within cluster). 
**p<0.01, ***p<0.001
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In terms of behavioristic data, groups differed significantly in both purchase intentions, F (2, 247)= 
18.16 p<0.001, and willingness to pay more for fair-trade apparel, F(2, 247)=27.60 p<0.001. That is, the 
more familiar and more experienced group had significantly higher purchase intentions (M=15.49 
SD=3.08) and was willing to pay significantly more for fair-trade apparel (M=3.00 SD=1.03) than the 
less familiar and less experienced group (purchase intentions M=12.36 SD=3.63; willingness to pay more 
M=1.89 SD=0.92) and the more familiar and less experienced group (purchase intentions M=13.79 
SD=3.54; willingness to pay more M=2.36 SD=1.04). Differences between the less familiar and less expe-
rienced group and the more familiar and less experienced group were also significant. People who know 
more and feel familiar with fair-trade apparel tend to have more positive purchase behaviors than people 
with low level of knowledge related to the product. Willingness to pay more for fair-trade apparel scores 
were 1.89, 3.00, and 2.36 for the three groups. This result shows that most people have intention to 
spend more for buying fair-trade apparel compared with conventional apparel products. In particular, people 
in the more familiar and more experienced group answered they would pay a significantly higher 
amount: 5 - 10% more than conventional apparel on average. 

Discussion

Certified ethical apparel needs to be offered to a wider market audience to make a positive change in 
the industry, similar to organic foods making a great impact in the mainstream food industry (Cheng, 
2015). This goal may be achieved by increasing knowledge of and familiarity with products among con-
sumers to motivate sales in the market.

The present study supported the need to increase consumers’ knowledge level related to fair-trade 
products. Overall, the level of self-perceived knowledge was considerably low which was similar to pre-
vious findings on ethical consumer behaviors (Ha-Brookshire & Norum, 2011; S. Lin, 2009). The average 
score of self-perceived knowledge was only 11.44 out of 28. The findings directly show the prevalence 
of lack of consumers’ knowledge on fair-trade apparel products and thus call for a greater attention on 
consumer education in this field. Considering the current rise in consumer interest and market demand 
for fair-trade products, greater dissemination of accurate and timely information of fair-trade issues that 
can help increase consumers’ awareness is necessary. 

Similarly, the results showed that consumers had very low experience with fair-trade products. 
Majority of the respondents had never purchased fair-trade products in the past 12 months. The results 
present the need to put more focus in promoting fair-trade products and increase the availability to a 
wider group of consumers. 

The current study confirmed that consumers generally have positive attitudes toward purchasing 
fair-trade apparel. Participants in this study considered buying fair-trade apparel as a positive, pleasant, 
wise, good, and desirable decision. Moreover, participants, on average, were willing to pay more money 
for fair-trade apparel compared to conventional apparel. This is in stark contrast to the finding above 
that the majority of people have very few experience of buying fair-trade products. Lack of product 
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knowledge as well as low experience with the product may have played a major role in preventing con-
sumers from actually buying these products. The findings present implications to marketers by highlighting 
consumers’ preference toward fair-trade apparel. This can possibly lead to generating more sales, provided 
that marketers enhance product knowledge and familiarity among consumers in this industry sector.

Product knowledge is considered being of crucial importance as it influences various stages of con-
sumer behavior such as purchase decisions, product evaluation, and satisfaction (e.g., Brucks, 1985; L. Y. 
Lin & Chen, 2006; Sujan, 1985). Consumers with greater level of knowledge on ethical products gen-
erally have more positive attitudes toward the purchase (Aertsens et al., 2011). Han and Stoel (2016) 
found that knowledge about fair-trade leads to forming positive attitudes which in turn strongly affects 
the purchase of fair-trade apparel. Therefore, fair-trade retailers need to identify consumers who have 
more knowledge related to fair-trade concepts to target their marketing efforts and increase sales. On the 
other hand, fair-trade retailers also need to locate consumers who are not yet familiar with fair-trade and 
place greater efforts in giving opportunities to learn more about ethical issues in the apparel industry as 
a way to promote their business. 

The largest group (42% of the sample) resulting from the cluster analysis consisted of consumers 
who have very low level of self-perceived knowledge and purchase experience related to fair-trade 
apparel. Previous literature has stated that lack of knowledge is a major barrier to purchasing ethical 
products (Manget et al., 2009). Therefore, marketers may consider directing more promotional efforts to 
target this group as potential buyers. For example, they can implement marketing plans that offer general 
information about fair-trade concepts and develop marketing materials that can increase consumers’ famil-
iarity level and awareness of fair-trade products. 

This study segmented the consumer market based on individuals’ self-perceived knowledge and pre-
vious purchase experience related to fair-trade products. Difference across subgroups was examined in 
terms of their demographic, psychographic, and behavioristic information. The three subgroups were found 
to be considerably different in terms of their psychographic and behavioristic characteristics. That is, con-
sumers’ knowledge level had a strong impact on their attitudes towards purchasing fair-trade apparel, moral 
norms, purchase intention, and willingness to pay more for fair-trade apparel. However, income level was 
the only demographic variable that significantly varied across groups. Although participants were classi-
fied based on their knowledge level related to fair-trade, there was no difference in education level 
among groups. This finding implies that the current curriculum in higher education may not contain suf-
ficient sustainability learning opportunities that can increase our knowledge on ethical products as well as 
the impact of business practices on our social environment. Ha-Brookshire and Norum (2011) mentioned 
that even students of apparel and fashion disciplines in higher education have very few chances to learn 
and talk about sustainability issues in the apparel industry. Curricula in this area are rather focused on 
product development, merchandising, and consumer behavior that teach students the techniques of how to 
sell more products. It would be important to provide more opportunities that can deliver sustainability 
information and, thus, help people gain more knowledge and further influence ethical buying behaviors.

Findings of this study suggest that psychographic and behavioristic segmentation variables can be 
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effectively used to identify consumers who are more knowledgeable and possibly become more involved 
in purchasing fair-trade apparel. Kotler and Armstrong (1999) suggested that traditional demographic vari-
ables including age, gender, education, and income cannot fully describe the characteristics of the con-
sumer segment because people in one demographic group generally have very different psychographic 
characteristics. A good market segmentation strategy depends on choosing relevant segmenting variables. 
Demographic data are most commonly used for market segmentation but research suggest that diverse 
segmentation variables should be used to effectively divide the market (e.g., Kotler & Armstrong, 1999; 
C. F. Lin, 2002). This study showed that psychographic and behavioristic variables can provide more 
complete information for market segmentation than traditional demographic data. Therefore, fair-trade mar-
keters need to closely examine consumers' lifestyle, personality, and purchasing habits to develop market-
ing strategies and satisfy consumer demand in each sub-market.

This study classified consumers based on the knowledge of fair-trade products and identified differ-
ences across subgroups. The findings provide a sound basis for the theoretical understanding of fair-trade 
consumers. Despite the contribution of the research, it is important to address its limitations and offer 
suggestions for future studies. First, the sample of this research consisted only of Generation Y consumers 
(approximately 65% were in their twenties) who are living in the U.S. Limiting the sample to a young 
age group from the U.S. can restrict the generalizability of the study results. Future studies might con-
sider conducting similar research with a more heterogeneous consumer sample that involves various types 
of demographics and nationalities. 

There is another sampling issue that could be a threat to external validity. When comparing with 
U.S. population data, the sample of this study was biased toward males and appeared to be overly repre-
sentative of lower-income and higher-education groups. This bias in the sample might have affected the 
results such as the non-significant differences among the groups in education levels. To accurately repre-
sent Generation Y consumers, future studies would need to obtain a sample that better reflects the pop-
ulation characteristics. 

Another limitation of this study is the weakness of employing Amazon MTurk, an online platform 
for recruiting subjects to perform tasks. It is plausible that Mturk users have different characteristics than 
general consumers. For example, Goodman, Cryder, and Cheema (2013) found that Mturk sample are less 
extraverted and have lower self-esteem than general consumers which presents challenges to some study 
domains. Future studies may use samples that better represent the overall population and increase the external 
validity of the study.

Furthermore, this study incorporated variables such as attitudes, moral norms, and purchase 
intentions that have been widely examined in previous studies of ethical consumption. Future studies 
may consider including unique and interesting variables to expand our knowledge on fair-trade consumers 
and offer practical insights to retailers. De Pelsmacker and Janssens (2007) mentioned that ethical products 
often suffer from poor credibility and lack of accurate information available to consumers. Accordingly, 
skepticism which involves consumers’ trust associated with the claims (Yiridoe, Bonti-Ankomah, & 
Martin, 2005) made on fair-trade products may be incorporated to see its impact on purchase decisions. 
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Also, considering the crucial role of product-related factors in ethical buying (Shaw & Clarke, 1999), it 
would be meaningful to examine variables such as price, convenience, and availability related to 
fair-trade products. In-depth interviews with a small group of people could be helpful in identifying some 
significant variables that are important to consumers of fair-trade products.
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