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Abstract  
 
Background: Brand loyalty has been studied by a large number of scholars over the past few 

decades, including its impact on consumer purchase behavior and as a core concept when 

creating brand value. Having ethical business practice helps retain customers trust and enforce 

their loyalty to the brand. However, brand’s unethical behavior has always been a topic 

discussed by society, especially for the soft drinks industry.  

 

Problem: Previous research has shown that there is a link between brand loyalty, brand trust 

and brand attachment. It has also been implied that consumers with high commitment to a brand 

might justify a brands unethical behavior. However, there is a lack of research within the field 

of brand loyalty and ethical business practices within the beverage industry. 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to understand how millennials with different levels of 

brand loyalty respond to unethical marketing activities to soft drink brands within the beverage 

industry. Furthermore, this research would like to give an insight to whether consumers care 

about ethical brands within this industry or not. Additionally, this study can help brands in the 

beverage industry to build their marketing strategies and maintain their consumer relationship. 

 

Method: This study used a qualitative research method, where 15 semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with a purposive sampling method, with millennials as research objects. 

Additionally, the brand Pepsi has been used as a case to measure the participants brand loyalty 

in order to classify them to one of the three levels of loyalty in the conceptual framework.   
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Conclusion:  

The results show that the more loyal consumers are towards brands, the less impact the brand’s 

unethical behavior has on them. For consumers with low loyalty, the chances of turning to 

alternatives when brands have ethical issues are greater. Whereas consumers who are on the 

Satisfied level have a neutral opinion towards the brand when it comes to unethical issues. 

While, consumers with high brand loyalty may ignore the brand's unethical behavior because 

of their loyalty and love for the brand. Brand image, product quality, product safety, 

environmental footprint and how brands handle the unethical issues have been identified as 

important factors when consumers make the purchasing decision. 
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1. Introduction 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
This chapter starts off with a background to the subject, then continues with the problem 
discussion, followed by the purpose of this study together with the research question. 
Ultimately, it ends with a small section for definitions and keywords. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

1.1. Background 

Brand loyalty has been the subject of discussion for many years and has been identified as a 

core concept in brand equity that is used to build brand value. Additionally, it brings marketing 

advantages to brands by gaining new customers and increasing trade leverage (Aaker, 1991; 

Bither, Howard and Sheth, 1971). Brand loyalty has been seen as a pattern of purchase behavior, 

however, Aaker (1991) argues that consumers express their loyalty through their purchase 

behavior as well as their and attitude towards the brand. Also, that consumers can express 

different amount of loyalty towards a brand. A common understanding of brand loyalty is that 

it is a consumer behavior pattern where consumers have positive feelings related to the brand 

and make repeat purchases over a longer period of time, regardless of price or convenience. 

The degree to how much these factors impact the purchase decision differs based on ones 

loyalty to the brand (Aaker, 1991; Lau and Lee 1999). It is becoming harder to keep customers 

loyal to a brand due to the high competition and existence of substitute products within many 

industries. Therefore, many companies have marketing strategies such as rewards programs and 

bonus systems to increase customer satisfaction, ultimately, increasing brand loyalty. Since, 

consumers second purchase from the same brand depends on how satisfied they felt with the 

first experience with the brand (Bolton, Kannan and Bramlett, 2000).  

  

Though, when it comes to brand management, according to Rosenbaum-Elliott, Percy, and 

Pervan (2018), brands are given functional or emotional characteristics, which allows 

consumers to connect with them. However, since it can be interpreted differently by people 

there is a potential risk concerning ethical issues in the process of emotional marketing. Such 

as in the case of Pepsi’s commercial in 2017 that has been a controversial topic that will be 

further explained in this thesis. Where incorporating ethical business practices can help to retain 

customers trust and enforce their loyalty to the brand (Valenzuela, Mulki, and Jaramillo, 2010).  

Furthermore, recent research has identified consumer perceived ethicality (CPE) as how 

consumers perceive the ethicality represented in the products they purchase. In relation to which 

a framework has been developed, that brings up some ethical issues which may affect 
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consumers purchasing decision, such as environmental impact, treatment of employees, and 

aspects related to customers, such as advertising, pricing and targeting (Brunk, 2010).  

 

However, even though these ethical issues exists, they have different amount of impact on 

different people, since there is a difference in the level of importance people have for ethical 

behavior. As well as the fact that what is considered ethically right or wrong may vary between 

individuals, where culture and level of educations have been identified as factors behind the 

difference (Fullerton, Kerch, and Dodge, 1996; Sanchez-Runde, Nardon and Steers, 2013). 

Moreover, study shows that consumers do not consume ethically all the time, but might justify 

the unethical behavior of the brand, where economical rationalization has been recognized as 

one underlying reason to justification, which is where people want to get as high value as 

possible for their money (Eckhardt, Belk, and Devinney, 2010). According to a survey 

conducted by Touch (2015), regarding ‘global corporate social responsibility’, 84% of 

consumers are willing to buy more responsible products. The study also shows that 90% of 

consumers say they will stop buying their products when they have ethical issues. As consumers 

are getting more aware of brand and their ethical behavior, companies have started to put more 

effort on managing their social responsibility by focusing on including ethics in their business 

decisions (Creyer, 1997)  

 

In recent years, ethical issues in the beverage industry have been more emphasized, where some 

key aspects involve the environment, use of sugar, workers’ rights and advertising ("Top five 

ethical soft drinks", n.d.). Where sugar can affect one’s health, the use of plastics in packaging 

and using drinking water can affect the environment, human rights issue when dealing with 

employees and advertising that can have either positive or negative effects on people. 

Nowadays,  millennials have grown to be 18 to 35 years old and they are increasingly concerned 

about the impact these ethical issues have on them (Asaad, 2018). Over time, soft drink brands 

have gradually lost their status among millennials, and has not reached the expected sales 

growth (Taylor, 2018). Therefore, this study would like to further investigate millennials view 

on unethical marketing issues of brands in the beverage industry. 
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1.2. Problem Discussion 

Previous literature within the field of brand loyalty explores the relationship between corporate 

ethics and its impact on consumers or stakeholders, as well as consumers attitudes towards 

unethical businesses (Brunk, 2010; Shea, 2010). Additionally, Brunk (2010) has identified six 

categories for evaluating CPE, including 36 subcategories. In recent years, scholars' research 

on corporate ethics and brand loyalty has continued. However, there seem to be no further in-

depth research regarding how these kinds of ethical issues impact consumers in their purchase 

decision and the ethical decision-making process. Accompanied by corporate ethical issues 

such as Pepsi’s controversial advertisement in 2017 and Coca Cola’s pollution issue in India. 

The authors found that there is very little literature discussing the relationship between brand 

loyalty and corporate ethical behavior in the beverage industry, especially from a consumer 

point of view using millennials as the subject of research. Also, since millennials are considered 

to be the core consumers in the beverage industry and the fast food industry (Littman, 2019) 

having an insight to the problem from their point of view can be important for a company when 

developing its marketing strategy.  

 

Although, some articles express millennials' view towards corporate social responsibility and 

business ethics form a labor perspective (Curtin, Gallicano and Mathews 2011; Teresa, Judith 

Winters and Vernon 2011), they rarely involve their attitude from a consumer perspective. 

Additionally, previous research and statistics have emphasized that millennials have positive 

social values (Johnson, 2015), but are less ethically conscious. Although, having ethical 

awareness has different impact on consumers purchase intention (Weber, 2017). As an 

individual's personality and attitude towards a product can influence their purchase decisions 

(Grubb and Grathwohl, 1967). Research shows that consumers are willing to pay more for 

companies with more ethical behavior, and that different levels of unethical behavior have 

different effects on consumption (Creyer, 1997). Other studies show that people who are loyal 

to specific brands might be biased and therefore dismiss negative issues (Ahluwalia, 2000).  

 

Combining the issues mentioned above, the authors will investigate millennial consumers 

response to brands unethical behavior in their marketing activities, in order to see if unethical 

behavior has an impact on consumers decision making process. Ultimately, giving an insight to 

whether consumers care for ethical brands within the soft drink industry. 
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1.3. Purpose and Research question 

The aim of this research is to understand how millennials with different amount of brand loyalty 

respond to unethical marketing activities, with a focus on soft drink brands within the beverage 

industry. More specifically, this research will include a case study of Pepsi, to be able to 

measure consumers brand loyalty and analyze their perception of the brands marketing 

activities. This will make it possible to see if unethical marketing activities has an impact on 

consumers purchasing decision. Ultimately giving an insight to whether consumers care about 

ethical brands within this industry or not. This will be done by answering following research 

question: 

 

RQ: How does millennials with different levels of brand loyalty respond to a soft drink 

brands unethical marketing activity? 

 

This research would be beneficial for companies operating within the beverage industry to get 

a better understanding of the consumers point of view regarding ethics in marketing activities. 

This could enable companies to better manage their relationships with consumers by 

understanding their point of view on the matter, and design the marketing strategies to target 

different types of consumers.  

 

1.4. Definitions 

Soft drink 

Soft drink is defined as “A non-alcoholic drink, especially one that is carbonated” (Oxford 

Dictionary, 2019). This definition will be used when referring to soft drinks in this thesis.  

 

Culture 

Culture is defined as “A set of ideas, beliefs and ways of behaving of a particular organization 

or group of people” and could in example be within an organization or between students 

(Macmillan Dictionary, 2019).  
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2. Frame of Reference  
___________________________________________________________________________ 
This chapter covers previous literature on the subject of brand loyalty and ethics. Initially, it 

starts off with a description of the process of collecting the literature. Then, it continues with 

explaining the concepts of brand, attitudinal- and behavioral brand loyalty, brand attachment, 

and brand trust. Then, it continues with covering business ethics, the ethical decision-making 

process, consumer perceived ethicality (CPE), and ends with a section on Millennials. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2.1.  Process of collecting the literature 

For this frame of reference, 16 articles and books have been used as the main literature in this 

study. Also, additional sources have been used in order to better understand the subject. The 

search engines Primo from Jönköping University Library as well as Google Scholar has been 

used to find these sources. Moreover, to find relevant articles keywords such as brand loyalty, 

brand attitude, brand trust, brand attachment, brand equity, ethical decision making, 

millennials, purchase behavior, and CPE have been used. Additionally, in order to find relevant 

articles to the subject, the authors looked at the references in some of the articles that were of 

interest. 

 
2.2. Brand 

Brand is a well discussed concept within research, yet, there is no academic consensus to the 

term, as all experts within the field make up their own definitions to it. Though, there seem to 

be a common understanding to the concept (Stern, 2006; Kotler, Armstrong, Harris and Piercy, 

2017; Kapferer 2008). Kotler et. al (2017) defines brand as ”A name, term, sign symbol (or a 

combination of these) that identifies the maker or seller of the product.”. Although, brands were 

initially used as a tool for manufacturers to distinguish themselves from competitors, today they 

are also used as a tool to create value for consumers, which is done by trying to manage 

consumers perception and attitude towards the brand by creating and maintaining a good 

reputation (Riezbos, Kist and Kootstra, 2003; Corstjens, J. and Corstjens, M., 1995). 

 

Brands can be divided into two more broad categories: emotional brands and functional brands. 

Even though all brands have a functional purpose, it is argued that brands hold an emotional 

value for consumers, such as memories and feelings, that justifies their preference of a brand 

over its competitor. Thus, making it important for brands to evoke an emotional response from 

consumers in order to be superior, regardless if it is a low- or high involvement product. Since, 
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brands can compete on a functional level, but it is hard to replicate the emotions consumers 

relate to a brand (Aaker, 1991; Rosenbaum-Elliott, et. al, 2018). 

 

2.3. Brand Loyalty 
Brand loyalty has been discussed extensively by researchers, though there seem to be no 

academic agreement upon the definition to the concept. However, scholars appear to have a 

shared understanding to the concept and it is described as a repeated buying behavior of a 

specific brand that is reinforced with a sense of commitment or attachment to the brand (Jacoby 

and Kyner, 1973; Aaker, 1991; Amine, 1998; Lau and Lee 1999). Moreover, brand loyalty, 

together with brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations, and other proprietary 

brand assets, has been identified as the core dimensions of brand equity, which is a concept 

used to establish the value of a brand (Aaker 1991). 

  

Consumers can express different amount of loyalty to a brand, based on which scholars have 

attempted to categorize consumers, where characteristics of consumers belonging to the 

categories are explained. Three similar concepts have been used by the scholars when trying to 

identify consumers level of brand loyalty: perceived risk in switching, satisfaction, and 

commitment to the brand. Perceived risk in switching refers to the cost, in terms of money, 

time, energy, or the risk that the product from the new brand might not perform as well as the 

first one, that will be required when wanting to switch to another brand. If the perceived risk in 

switching is high, then brands would have to offer additional value that would work as a 

compensation, in order for a consumer to consider switching brands. Satisfaction refers to the 

liking of the actual product and the consumers perception of it, such as if the product fulfills 

the consumers’ expectations. The higher the satisfaction a consumer experiences, the less 

chance is it that they would switch to another brand that is in the same price category. Finally, 

commitment to a brand refers to how dedicated consumers are to a brand, and this part is not 

only concerned with how often consumer purchase from a specific brand, but also concerns the 

attachment consumers have towards the it. High satisfaction, commitment and perceived risk 

in switching, results in high brand loyalty (Aaker 1991; Rosenbaum-Elliott, et. al., 2018; 

Baldinger and Rubinson, 1996). 
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The characteristics of consumers with different amount of loyalty are described as followed: 

 

Consumers that express no brand loyalty are indifferent to brands and the brand itself 

does not play a big role in the purchase decision. Consumers are very price sensitive 

and prefer products based on convenience or price. 

  

Consumers that express low of brand loyalty are satisfied, or at least not dissatisfied 

with the product or service, and they see no reason to switch to another brand especially 

if it takes much effort. Even though, consumers on this amount of loyalty are vulnerable 

to competitors that can offer better value, they might be harder to reach as they are not 

looking for alternatives, since they are satisfied with the current brand. 

 

Consumers that express moderate amount of brand loyalty, while sharing similar 

characteristics as the low loyal consumers with being satisfied with the brand, also have 

high switching cost, such as money, time, effort, or risk of diminished product 

performance, that need to be taken into consideration when considering switching to 

another brand.  

  

Consumers that express high amount of brand loyalty have an emotional attachment to 

the brand and are committed to it, they even consider the brand as a friend. The brand 

plays an important role in the consumer's life, either as an function or to their personal 

identity, and their preferences may be based on previous experience with a brand, 

perceived quality, or a symbol. Consumers on this level feel pride of being associated 

with the brand and would recommend it to others. Committed customers are highly 

beneficial for brands in terms of the impact they have on other consumers that are on 

other levels of the pyramid.  

(Aaker 1991; Rosenbaum-Elliott, et. al., 2018) 

 

Looking at the fact that there is no agreement when defining brand loyalty this shows that this 

concept still has some unresolved aspects that require further research to get a deeper 

understanding of it. Initially brand loyalty was seen as a result of repeat purchase behavior 

(Brown, 1953; Cunningham, 1956). However, later scholars argue that when studying brand 

loyalty it should be considered, not only in terms of behavior, but should also include the 

attitude consumers express towards a brand, as it the factor that initiates the behavior. Thus, 
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proposing brand loyalty as a two-dimensional concept, in which the two identified elements of 

brand loyalty are referred to as: behavioral loyalty and attitudinal loyalty. Though, 

Worthington, Härtel and Russell-Bennett (2009) argue that a combination of cognitive, 

emotional and behavioral response makes up human behavior, and therefore proposed brand 

loyalty as a three-dimensional concept. In which attitudinal loyalty is divided into two subsets: 

cognitive loyalty and affective loyalty (Guest and Darley, 1953; Jacoby, 1971; TaghiPourian 

and Bakhsh, 2015). Illustration of brand loyalty as a multidimensional concept can be seen in 

figure 1, appendix 1. 

 

2.3.1. Behavioral Loyalty 

Behavioral loyalty is concerned with what the consumers purchasing behavior and suggests that 

an individual’s preference is visible in their purchasing behavior. Hence, in order to measure 

behavioral loyalty, one has to look as the amount and frequency of the purchasing though. If a 

consumer purchases product from the same brand frequently, then according to this theory, it 

would indicate that the consumer is loyal to the brand. However, the aspect of behavioral loyalty 

does not take the reason behind the purchase into account (TaghiPourian and Bakhsh, 2015; 

Worthington et. al, 2009). 

 

2.3.2. Attitudinal Loyalty 

Compared to behavioral loyalty that looks at consumers purchasing behavior, attitudinal loyalty 

refers to the psychological attachment a consumer has towards a brand, and is more concerned 

the consumers attitude towards the brand such as their feelings towards it. The customers 

loyalty is visible in their attitude towards the brand, and it is possible to measure this type of 

loyalty by looking at the consumers intention to engage in word-of-mouth and repeat 

purchasing. The cognitive loyalty refers to what the customer thinks of the brand, whereas, 

affective loyalty refers to the emotional connection on has with the brand as well as feelings 

that arises when purchasing products from a brand (TaghiPourian and Bakhsh, 2015; 

Worthington et. al, 2009).  

 

2.4. Brand Attachment 

According to previous research brand attachment directly affects brand loyalty and is positively 

correlated (Thomson, MacInnis and Park, 2005; Tsiotsou, 2010; Schmalz and Orth, 2012). Park 

et. al, (2006) states that brand attachment refers to the power of cognitive and emotional bonds 
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that link the brand to the self in a symbolic manner. Also, the study showed two necessary 

factors which is ‘connectedness between the brand and the self’ and ‘a cognitive and emotional 

bond’. When consumers are highly concerned about brands, they are more likely to eliminate 

negative product information by biasing them (Ahluwalia et al. 2000). Moreover, when it comes 

to marketing, attachment can also motivate consumers to make a deep connection to the brand 

(Thomson et. al, 2005).  

 

Results from Schmalz and Orth’s (2012) study showed that attachment weakens consumers' 

judgments about unethical behavior, leading to emotional conflicts and affecting purchase 

intentions. Moreover, they argue that consumers behavior in relation to brand attachment can 

generally be understood as a way for consumers to look for excuses or make some defensive 

behaviors as “accepting” the facts when the brand engages in unethical behavior. Although, 

consumers with less attachment to brands are generally more rational when it comes to 

unethical behavior. However, as consumers become more dependent on brands, they may have 

a stronger sense of awareness and motivation to maintain a connection with the brand when 

faced with the brand's unethical behavior. However, the buffering effect of brand attachment 

does not apply to all situations. Consumers with a particularly high degree of attachment will 

instead respond to the brand's extremely bad behavior (repetitive negative information) in a 

similar way as consumers with low brand attachment (Schmalz and Orth, 2012). Moreover, 

Ahluwalia (2002), suggests that consumers are more likely to notice news and advertising 

related to brands they are familiar with, thus neglecting brands they do not engage with. In 

addition to this, previous studies have found that individuals choose brands not only because of 

the high functionality of their products or services, but also because of their symbolic attributes 

(Wattanasuwan, 2005).  

 
2.5. Brand Trust 

Brand trust can lead to brand loyalty, both of which are indispensable factors in relationship 

marketing, and trust is seen as key mediator in this relationship (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Trust 

is a risk-averse assumption and expectation when people buy goods, and it gives them a sense 

of security (Deutsch, 1958; Boon and Holmes, 1991; Delgado and Munuera, 2001). Brands 

build trust in conscientious behavior and indirectly increase consumer loyalty (Willmott, 2003). 

Lau and Lee (1999) defines brand trust as a confident expectation of brand reliability and brand 

intention in the case of a risk for consumers. Though, it can also be referred to as the ability of 

consumers to rely on brands to fulfill their declared functions (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). 
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With the increasing number of available brands and product alternatives, consumers are paying 

more attention to the value of buying rather than to the brand itself, which brings more pressure 

on companies in the consumer goods market (Donath, 1994). There are increasing anonymous 

consumers in the market, and it is more difficult for companies to connect with individuals. 

Consumer marketers need to rely on 'brands' as a substitute for connecting with consumers and 

use it to develop trust (Lau and Lee, 1999). The same authors proposed three factors that 

influence brand trust and lead to brand loyalty, which are: the brand itself, the company behind 

the brand, and the customer interacting with the brand. Additionally, research shows that shows 

that brand reliability and brand intent are also two important factors in brand trust. Brand 

reliability means that consumers believe that the brand will meet their needs. Whereas, brand 

intent refers to that consumers believe that the brand's behavior is motivated by positive 

intentions of consumers interests or benefits (Delgado-Ballester et. al, 2003) 

    

Brand trust may vary by product type, which contributes to enhance purchase loyalty and 

attitudinal loyalty, which in turn makes a significant contribution to market share and relative 

price, respectively (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). Brand trust as a variable generates a key 

role for customer commitment and has a high impact on customer commitment (Delgado and 

Munuera, 2001). According to Commitment Trust Theory (Morgan and Hunt, 1994), lose 

control of brand trust may lead to over-emphasis on developing the brand's consumer 

satisfaction. Also, trust plays a mediating role in influencing consumers' perceptions of 

altruistic motives in corporate social responsibility work (Alcañiz et al., 2010). At last, if the 

brand has a good reputation, then the consumer will fully trust the brand and purchase from it, 

and the reputation will help to enhance consumer trust (Lau and Lee, 1999). 

 

2.6. Business Ethics 

In modern society, ethical issues are particularly important for a brand or marketer (Brunk, 

2010; Singh et. al, 2012), and for brands to show its ethical side to the public is a strategy to 

attract consumers (Morsing, 2006). In order to explain what business ethics is, it is important 

to first understand the concept of ethics. Unfortunately, there is no precise definition of ethics, 

though, according to Treveno and Nelson's (2004) ethics refers to principles, norms and 

standards of conduct governing an individual or group (Treveno and Nelson, 2004). It describes 

personal subjective moral judgment for what is considered to be right and wrong, or, good and 
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bad. An individual's moral perception of an event can be negative, neutral or positive (Brunk, 

2010). Business ethics reflects the values, standards and principles, applied when separating 

questions from right and wrong in regard to commercial and non-commercial business activities 

(Crane and Matten, 2016; Eagle and Dahl, 2015). 

 

Ac When it comes to brands that are perceived as ethically responsible, consumer will not 

necessarily act on the brands unethical behavior (Creyer, 1997), but the unethical concept of 

the business does have a potentially negative impact on consumer attitudes and purchase 

behavior (Brunk, 2010). In addition, unethical behavior can have a long-term damage on the 

company’s overall reputation and could affect its ability to remain effective in the market. 

Therefore, ethics plays an important role when making business decisions (Brunk, 2012; 

Bendixen and Bratt, 2007; Eagle and Dahl, 2015) 

 
2.7. Ethical decision-making process  

Companies do not fully understand consumers' perceptions and values of ethics, and consumers' 

subjective beliefs and attitudes toward ethics lead to their buying behavior (Crane and Matten. 

2016; Brunk, 2010). Consumers add their ethical expectations and judgments about the brand 

to their purchasing decisions, and they consider the brand's past ethical behavior to continue or 

establish a business relationship with the seller (Whalen et al., 1991). The ethical decision 

process helps to analyze the reasons that influence their decisions. Figure 2 depicts the basic 

four-stage ethical decision model proposed by Rest (1979), which describes a process in which 

people respond to ethical issues in commercial content when making decisions. According to 

the model, personal decision start from (1) Recognize a moral issue; (2) Make some kind of 

moral judgement about that issue (3) Establish an intention of moral judgement about that issue 

to (4) Act according to their intentions. According to the research, these stages are independent 

of each other, so reaching a stage in the model does not necessarily mean that one will go to the 

next stage. Whilst individuals might be ethically aware, an ethical issue does not always affect 

their purchasing decision. This phenomenon is referred to as attitude-behavior gap, in which 

the attitude of the consumer does not reflect upon their behavior (Jones, 1991; Crane and 

Matten, 2016; Carrington et al, 2010). 

 
Figure 2. Ethical decision-making process (Rest, 1979) 



 
 

 18 

2.8. Consumer Perceived Ethicality (CPE) 

Brunk’s research (2010) identifies and conceptualizes potential sources of consumer perceived 

ethics (CPE) for companies or brands. As shown in Figure 3, they are divided into six segments: 

consumer, employees, environment, overseas community, local community and economy and 

business community. The thinking of modern consumers is more complex, so each category 

also extends the areas that may be involved in six different ethical issues that may have a 

positive or negative impact on the business or brand. CPE helps corporates understand 

consumers perceptions and can effectively avoid behavior that might be considered as negative. 

Additionally, the CPE scale helps to explore different situations from a consumer perspective 

such as, evaluating companies and brands, ethics related to products and services, and also 

human right.  

 

Further research on CPE also indicates that this scale is about individual, which means that the 

consumer's level of interest in the company's behavior determines the intensity of their impact 

on CPE. According to the study of Brunk (2010), consumer awareness of personal interests will 

enlarge or reduce the judgment of the company’s or brands unethical behavior. Even though 

the event might be considered as immoral, when the personal interest is great, it will not affect 

CPE. The research results also show that when the company has both benign behavior and 

malignant behavior, the impact of malignant behavior on CPE is generally higher than positive 

behavior. Therefore, malignant behavior usually determines the direction of CPE (Brunk and 

Blümelhuber, 2011). According to Brunk’s research (2010) concerning CPE, Cohn (2010) 

suggests that consumers do not treat all companies' unethical behavior equally, so Cohn 

suggests that the CPE hierarchy can be further explored because consumer acceptance of these 

behaviors varies. Finally, the study found that brand trust works as an intermediary that links 

the corporate brand's CPE to brand loyalty and confirms the indirect impact between the two. 

If the impact is positive, it will help to retain customers and promote future purchases (Singh 

et. al, 2012). 



 
 

 19 

 
Figure 3: Consumer Perceived Ethicality – Domains of origin (Brunk, 2010) 

Examples of subcategories 
 

2.9. Millennials (Generation Y) 

Nowadays, millennials have gradually become the main consumer groups in society (Güven, 

2015). Though, there is no general consensus regarding the period of Millennials, or Generation 

Y as they are also known as, although when referring to millennials in this study, people born 

between year 1980 and 2000 will be considered belonging to this group (Richard K. Miller and 

Associates, 2011). Millennials have higher levels of education and consumption than people in 

other eras (Pitta, 2012). Most of them grew up during the Internet outbreak, and their way of 

thinking has been greatly affected by the it. Companies have started using digital marketing and 

opinion leaders as brand ambassadors is a marketing strategy to attract more people, especially 

those who spend time on social media (Pitta, 2012),  

 

According to Gurau, (2012) there is no clear understanding of whether millennials are loyal to 

brands or not. Where some claim that the constant exposure to price promotions makes them 

sensitive to price (Ritchie, 1995). Whereas, others have found that they use brand in their 

personal networks as a way to create their personal image or communicate their values and 

beliefs (StrategyOne, 2010). Other findings indicate that Millennials do not tolerate bad brand 

experiences, which can instantaneously result in loss of trust and patronage (Parris, 2010), and 

it has also been found that millennials care about other people's opinions (Syrett and 

Lamminman, 2004; Pitta, 2012). 
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3. Methodology 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section covers the conceptual framework 

and classification system developed by the authors. The second section covers the methodology 

of the study including the research purpose, research philosophy, research approach, and 

research strategy. The third section covers the chosen method of the study, including empirical 

material, data quality, ethical considerations, data collection process, including the 

construction of the interview questions, and ends with the method for data analysis. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

3.1. Methodology 

3.1.1. Conceptual Framework and Classification System 

As previously mentioned there have been attempts by previous researchers to classify 

consumers in relation to their commitment or loyalty to a brand, while looking at purchase 

behavior, brand attitude, brand trust and brand attachment. In the various models developed by 

these scholars, some common characteristics regarding consumers behavior and attitude 

towards brands have been identified. Based on these common characteristics a conceptual 

framework (see figure 4) was developed by the authors of this thesis. This model illustrates 

three levels of brand loyalty followed by characteristics of consumers belonging to each level:  

 

(1) The bottom level is where there is little to no loyalty, as the brand barely holds any value 

for the consumer. Additionally, consumers on this level purchases products based on 

convenience, price and are likely to switch between different brands. Consumers at this 

level are referred to as Low Loyal Consumers.  

 

(2) The middle level is where the consumers have moderate loyalty to a brand. At this level, 

consumers have a positive attitude towards the brand and purchase product from the 

brand just as frequently, if not more often, than other brands. Additionally, the 

consumers are not price sensitive and are satisfied with the brand. Consumers at this 

level are referred to as Satisfied Consumers. 

 

(3) The top level is where the brand holds great importance for the consumer, where they 

have a more emotional relation to the brand and consider it a friend. Furthermore, they 

would recommend the brand to others. Consumers at this level are referred to as High 

Loyal Consumers. 
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Figure 4: 3 Levels of Brand Loyalty, (Bidiwala and Liu, 2019) 

 

As the aim of this research is to investigate how consumers with different levels of brand loyalty 

respond to unethical marketing activities, this framework will be used to identify and place the 

interviewees in one of the three levels based on the characteristics they fulfill. This will be done 

with the help of a classification system developed by the authors.  

 

Before making a classification system it must meet five criteria: (1) Adequacy for specifying 

the phenomena, (2) Adequacy of characteristics to be used in classifying, (3) Mutual 

exclusiveness of categories, (4) Collective exhaustiveness of categories, and (5) Usefulness of 

schema (Hunt, 1976,  as cited in Fern and Brown, 1984). The classification system developed 

for this research (see table 1, appendix 3) was constructed with the aim of being able to classify 

the participants to one of the three levels in the conceptual framework. The criteria’s used in 

the classification system are based on the conceptual framework and the following criteria has 

been used: 

  

High Loyal Consumer: the individual considers the brand a friend, the individual is a 

committed buyer, and the individual would recommend the brand to a friend. 

  

Satisfied Consumer: the individual is satisfied with the brand and its products, the 

individual is a habitual buyer of the brand, and the individual is not price sensitive. 
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Low loyal consumer: the individual has low or no satisfaction to the brand, the 

individual is switchable, and the individual is price sensitive. 

 

When the participants have been classified in to one of the three levels of brand loyalty 

portrayed in the conceptual framework, the authors will be able to analyze if there is any 

significant resemblance or difference when it comes to how consumers with different levels of 

loyalty respond to unethical marketing activities.  

 

3.1.2. Research Purpose  

An exploratory research is conducted when there is little to no previous research in a specific 

field, where the intention is to develop a hypothesis rather than testing it. Furthermore, this type 

of research uses a quantitative method to collect the data (Collis and Hussey, 2014). However, 

as the aim of this study is to gain a more in-depth understanding of consumers perception 

towards unethical marketing activities, it makes this thesis a descriptive research. A descriptive 

research is conducted when the goal is to explore and develop existing phenomena and add on 

to present literature. This type of research uses a qualitative research method and examines a 

problem more in-dept, than compared to an exploratory research (Collis and Hussey, 2014). 

 

3.1.3. Research Philosophy 

Research paradigm refers to the philosophical framework that functions as a guide to how the 

research should be conducted and the way in which the author views this world (Saunders, 

Lewis and Thornhill, 2016; Collis and Hussey, 2014). The two most commonly used 

philosophies in business and management research are positivism and interpretivism. 

 

A positivistic philosophy uses scientific methods to validate prior theories or models through 

data collection. In most cases it is used in relation to quantitative research, making assumption 

based on a highly structured method, thereafter developing ways to collect data. In which the 

existing theory is expanded by collecting data from a large number of samples and observing 

the phenomena therein. Also, positivism lack complexity and makes the study monotonous 

(Saunders et. al, 2016). 

 

Whereas, interpretivism was developed as a critique of positivism, though, with a subjectivist 

perspective, and is the philosophy applied in this research. Interpretivism emphasizes the 
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relation between people, that humans create meaning based on different physical phenomena 

and then study this meaning. The purpose of interpretative research is to create a deeper and 

richer understanding and interpretation of the social world and context, which is often done 

with small sample surveys and is common in qualitative research studies (Saunders et. al, 2016). 

  

As previously mentioned, the purpose of this study was to understand how consumers with 

different amount of brand loyalty responds to unethical marketing in the beverage industry. Due 

to the limited research in this area, especially concerning millennials, the authors want to further 

study the relationship between brand loyalty and view on unethical behavior from different 

perspectives. Since, each consumer has different views and experiences, they will have a 

different understanding and attitude towards ethical issues. Thus, making it unsuitable to use a 

unified method to analyze the answers. Therefore, making interpretivism the most suitable 

research philosophy for this research. 

 

3.1.4. Research Approach 

A research can either have a deductive approach or an inductive approach. An inductive 

approach comprises of primarily collecting data and then development of a theory based on the 

analysis of the empirical findings (Saunders et. al, 2016). Whereas, the deductive approach goes 

in the opposite direction of an inductive approach, consisting of theory development based on 

previous literature that is tested by empirical observations. Also, this is the most commonly 

used approach in natural sciences. Additionally, this approach should include a highly 

structured methodology to facilitate replication (Collis and Hussey, 2014; Saunders et. al, 

2016). This study aims to have a deductive approach as it starts with reviewing previous 

research, based on which a conceptual framework was developed before the collection of 

empirical data.  

 

3.1.5. Research Strategy 

The conceptual framework has been developed by the authors based on previous scholars 

attempts at assigning characteristics to consumers in regard to their loyalty to a brand. To be 

able to classify the participants loyalty to a brand more specifically, the brand Pepsi was chosen 

as a case study for this research. Saunders et. al (2016) explains a case study as a strategy to 

research and examine a subject in-depth to get an understanding for a phenomenon within its 

real-life context. Additionally, some ethical issues regarding their marketing activities will be 
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discussed, where the information will be used to investigate the different views of consumers 

on the same ethical issues. Based on the thematic approach of this study, other surprising factors 

that impact how people respond to the unethical marketing activities will be discussed. 

 

3.2. Method 

The previous existing literature reviewed on the subject has served as a foundation upon which 

the conceptual framework has been developed. Thereafter, the conceptual framework was used 

to match the participants to one of the three loyalty levels, in relation to which a classification 

system was used. Furthermore, this study used a qualitative research method in the form of 

semi-structured interviews to collect primary data, where the interviewees discussed their views 

on unethical marketing practices. The following is the application, reflection and further 

explanation of the chosen method. 

 

3.2.1. Empirical material 

Primary data is collected from first-hand sources and can be collected in both qualitative and 

quantitative methods, such as through interviews, experiments or surveys (Saunders et.al, 

2016). As the aim of this study is to understand and examine people’s response to unethical 

marketing activities, a qualitative research has been identified as the most appropriate method 

for the study. The primary data have been collected through 15 semi-structured interviews that 

lasted between 25-40 minutes each, which will be explained later on in this chapter. 

 

3.2.2. Data Quality 

When collecting data for a qualitative research it is important to consider following criteria in 

order to ensure that the data is of high quality: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1989).  

 

3.2.2.1. Credibility 

Credibility refers to the truth of the findings and the ability of the researchers to interpret and 

present the data in an accurate and truthful way (Collis and Hussey, 2014). In order to establish 

the credibility of the research there are different techniques that can be used. The technique 

used for this research is analyst triangulation, which refers to the use of more than one person 

to analyze the data (Lincoln and Guba, 1989). This was done in order to minimize the risk of 

personal values or opinions getting involved when presenting the results of the research, 
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especially since the research topic revolves around unethical marketing activities. Additionally, 

the quotes that have been used from the interviews have been translated by more than one 

person in order to minimize the risk of translation errors. 

 

3.2.2.2. Transferability 

Transferability refers to the degree in which the findings from the research can be applied in 

other similar contexts to allow generalization (Collis and Hussey, 2014). This can be done by 

providing a thick description of the research process, to then allow other researchers who wants 

to transfer the findings to assess whether the information can be transferred to their study or not 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1989). This will be dealt with by providing sufficient information regarding 

the process of the research, such as information regarding the data collection including the 

sampling method, the formation and execution of the interviews, and other necessary 

information required.  

 

3.2.2.3. Dependability 

Dependability refers to the extent to which the study could be replicated by other researchers 

and get similar results, with the information provided in the research (Collis and Hussey, 2014). 

In order to increase the dependability of the study researchers can inquire an audit, which is an 

assessment by another researcher (Lincoln and Guba, 1989). This will be dealt with by 

providing a thorough description of the process and the reasoning behind the steps taken when 

conducting the research. Thereafter, based on the feedback provided during the audit the authors 

will be able to check if the information regarding the research process is deemed sufficient and 

logical enough to replicate the study. 

 

3.2.2.4. Confirmability 

Confirmability refers to the degree of neutrality the findings are presented in, without any signs 

of bias or personal motivation from the researchers. Additionally, confirmability can be reached 

when credibility, transferability and dependability are established (Collis and Hussey, 2014; 

Lincoln and Guba, 1989). Confirmability will be established by carefully explaining all steps 

taken during the research, including the reasoning behind them. Additionally, the interviews 

will be recorded in order to be able to go back to the interviews when presenting them to avoid 

the chance of missing valuable information. Also, quotes from the participants will be used in 

order to support the statements when presenting the findings. Furthermore, to get a more 
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elaborate interpretation of the data it will be analyzed separately by the researchers, then merged 

together. 

 

3.2.3. Ethical Considerations 

According to Saunders et. al (2016), when collecting qualitative data there are some ethical 

concerns that should be considered during the research process, such as voluntary participation, 

informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity. All these ethical concerns were taken into 

account during the research process, where the participants in the interview were made aware 

of the topic and purpose of the study then asked to participate in the study. Also, since the 

research concerns views on unethical behavior a private location of the interviews was chosen. 

Then, once they had agreed to partake in the study, they were further informed about the process 

of the interview as well as their rights, such as that they could at any time during the interview 

choose to withdraw or not answer any questions they felt uncomfortable with. Additionally, the 

participants were informed about the interview being recorded and were asked for their consent, 

whilst assuring them that they would remain anonymous in the study. Since, some interviews 

were made face to face and some through FaceTime, all participants were made aware of their 

rights and then when the recording had begun were asked to confirm their consent of partaking 

in the study and that they were aware of their rights, by saying “yes”. 

 

3.3. Data Collection 

3.3.1. Semi-structured interviews  

The general types of interviews fall into three categories: structured interviews, semi-structured 

interviews, and unstructured or in-depth interviews (Saunders et. al., 2016). Semi-structured 

interviews include questions that are prepared in advance, however, this method incorporates 

open ended questions in order to encourage the interviewee to openly discuss aspects of the 

topic which the interviewee finds interesting. Furthermore, this also allows the interviewer to 

ask to follow up questions to clarify and deepen their understanding of the interviewees 

thoughts. Therefore, the questions are flexible and do not have to be limited to the original 

script.  

 

As, the study is aimed at individuals' perceptions of brands unethical behavior the use of semi-

structured interview has been acknowledged as the most suitable method for this research. 

Since, in the case of group discussions such as focus group, respondents are susceptible to 
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others and there is a risk of third-party opinions influencing the participants' ideas and 

willingness to express their views on matters since ethics can be a sensitive issue. To ensure 

the data is guaranteed to be true and effective, the authors believe that one-on-one semi-

structured interviews are the most ideal data collection method for this study (Saunders et al., 

2016). 

 

The purpose of the semi-structured interview is to understand the personal constructs and 

develop an understanding of interviewees meaning, since the authors might influence them 

during the interview. Conducting face-to-face interviews gives the interviewer the advantage 

of not just hearing what the interviewee has to say, but also allows one to see the expressions 

and body language of the participant. Additionally, it reduces the risk of being influenced by 

others (Collis and Hussey, 2014). In total 15 semi-structured interviews were conducted, that 

lasted between 25-40 minutes. The rationale behind consciously using a small sample was due 

to the fact that that a pattern could be seen between the respondents the authors deemed the 

information as sufficient in order for the research question to be answered. Most of the 

interviews were conducted face-to-face, however, due to geographical restrictions of some 

participants, some of the interviews have been made through FaceTime instead, in order to 

maintaining the face-to-face aspect. Additionally, the interviews were conducted in three 

languages, English, Swedish, and Chinese, where the participants could choose which 

language, they prefer to do the interview in. These options were given to the participants in 

order for them to feel more comfortable during the interview, as well as to be able to fully 

express their thoughts, thus providing with more elaborate and proper responses.  

 

3.3.2. Design of interview  

As the aim of this research is to understand how consumer with different levels of brand loyalty 

respond to unethical marketing activities towards soft drink brands, a brand had to be chosen 

to which the participants loyalty could be measured. Additionally, taking into consideration that 

the participants in the study come from different countries, it was of high importance that the 

brand chosen to be used in this study is a global and well-known brand, therefore, the brand 

Pepsi was chosen. The interview questions (see appendix 2) were divided up in two separate 

sections. Questions belonging to the first section were constructed with the aim of identifying 

the participants brand loyalty. In which questions regarding their purchasing behavior were 

asked to establish their behavioral loyalty, whereas, questions related to their attachment and 

feelings towards the brand were asked to establish their attitudinal loyalty. 
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The second section of the interview had a focus on ethical aspects within the field of marketing, 

where two of Pepsi's marketing actions were discussed. The first one was concerned with 

misleading advertising regarding the use of the word “diet” in their products. In relation to 

which Pepsi was sued for misleading advertisement (Fickenscher, 2017). The second marketing 

issue that was discussed was of a commercial in which Pepsi had collaborated on with the 

celebrity Kendall Jenner, which has been a controversial topic where the brand has taken down 

the commercial due to negative response towards from the public (Victor, 2017). 

  

When constructing the interview, the authors looked at how scholars in previous studies within 

the field of brand loyalty had structured their questions, in order to see if they had provided 

with the expected result. The purpose of doing so was to use this knowledge when constructing 

the interview questions for this research and also as a measure to increase the chance of the 

questions giving accurate information on the first try. However, a test interview was conducted 

prior to starting the interviews, in order to try the questions and to see if they give the 

information needed or if any changes had to be made. 

 

3.3.3. Population and Sampling  

This research uses a purposive sampling method, which is also referred to as judgmental 

sampling, in which the researcher is able to select participants based that will enable the 

researcher to answer their research question and meet their objectives. Additionally, this 

method is often used when working with smaller samples (Saunders, et. al 2016). There was 

one main criterion that the participant had to fulfill in order to be in the study, which was that 

the participant must be a millennial as they are the subject of investigation. Also, gender was 

taken into consideration when choosing participants, as it could be a factor which leads to 

different results. Therefore, the aim was for the gender ratio of all participants to be as consistent 

or as similar as possible to minimize the deviation of the investigation. Even though the purpose 

is not to compare between the genders. The participant’s characteristics including gender, age, 

and geographical location can be seen in Appendix 3. 

  

Acquaintances and friends of the researchers that fulfilled this criterion were asked to 

participate in the interview. The reason behind choosing the purposive sampling method and 

asking acquaintances to participate was due to that the participants had to meet the specific 

criteria of being millennials, but also since the authors believed that the participants would be 
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more comfortable to discuss their views on ethical issues with someone they know and are 

comfortable with. However, the risk of participant bias was taken into consideration, which 

could be that instead of giving their real opinion on the matter, the participants modify their 

answer in a way they believe the interviewer would want them to answer (Saunders, et. al 2016). 

In order to minimize the risk of participant bias, the individuals who volunteered to be in the 

study were made aware of the subject that would be discussed during the interview and were 

chosen based on their willingness to discuss this topic. Additionally, the assurance of anonymity 

was given in order to decrease the level of bias.  

 

Furthermore, the participants in the study come from different cultural backgrounds, from both 

Asia and Europe, which could mean that they have different views on certain issues and might 

have been more exposed to certain type of marketing from brands. However, the purpose of 

including people with different cultural backgrounds was to get a better understanding of the 

subject by gaining views from different perspectives on the matter.  

 

3.3.4. Data Analysis 

A thematic coding approach will be used to do the research design and analysis in this research. 

This approach is systematic which providing an orderly and logical way to analyze data. It can 

be used to analyze small sample qualitative data and to provide a rich description, explanation 

and theorization (Saunders et. al., 2016). The authors will design relevant interview questions 

based on the characteristics of each level of loyalty which can refer to the conceptual framework 

mention before. Since this study is a qualitative study and interviews are used as a method of 

data collection, so it is important to transcribe interviews. In order to convert participants’ 

responses more effectively, Saunders et. al., (2016) suggests that in the interview process, the 

points that the participants said and the places worth highlighting could be briefly summarized. 

At the end of the interview, the author transcribed all recording into more detail and clarified 

the participants' responses and translated them into English. Due to interviews are using 

English, Swedish and Chinese, in order to ensure the accuracy of translation, all content is 

reverse translated and tested by people who use the language. 

 

In the division of the loyalty of the participants, the classification system mentioned in section 

3.1.1. are used. The table lists the participants' age, nationality, gender and loyalty 

characteristics. This form allows the author to analyze the participants of a loyalty level more 

clearly. Finally, a separate analysis and summary is performed according to each level. 
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4. Findings  
___________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter covers the primary data, where the findings from the interviews are presented. It 

starts off with looking at High Loyal Consumers, followed by Satisfied Consumers, and Low 

Loyal Consumers, in regard to their brand loyalty and views on unethical marketing activities. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

4.1. High Loyal Consumers 

4.1.1. Behavioral and Attitudinal Loyalty 

According to the answer, participants 1, 2, 3, 4 were identified as consumers with high loyalty 

to the brand. The information is as follows: 

 

First of all, the four participants were very interested in soft drinks, though there were some 

slight differences in the frequency of their purchases. Some participants buy drinks once or 

twice a week but they drink more than 5 days a week. Participant 2 said that she drinks soft 

drinks almost every day, usually instead of drinking water. Several participants showed signs 

of highly loyal performance in their purchase behavior. 

 

When asked “How do you choose the drink?“ and “Do you prefer any specific brand?”, the 

four participants agreed that the factors that prompted them to purchase the product was 

familiarity with the brand, and that they generally chose brands that they often buy or are 

familiar with. When choosing carbonated beverages, they all chose Pepsi as the main preferred 

brand. Participant 1 expressed great loyalty to Pepsi, where she said that even if other brands 

are cheaper, she would still choose Pepsi. For her it is more of a subconscious decision, as she 

does not consider other brands because when she thinks of soft drinks, the first brand in her 

mind is Pepsi.  

 

 “I don’t think that I’m going to drink Pepsi, I just do it.” 

 

The other three said that their first choice of soft drink is Pepsi as well, and if not available, 

only then will they consider another brand. It can be seen that all four participants have a great 

affection for Pepsi. These are all reflect the performance of the previously mentioned attitude 

loyalty. 
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In addition, participants 1, 2 and 4 have a common that they will not change depend on price. 

The reason they chose the brand was because of the taste and flavor of the product, as well as 

out of habit. The effect of price on Participant 3 is also limited to the fact that he will purchase 

more when the brand is on sale. But when the same price or a lower price alternative appears, 

he will still choose Pepsi's products first. 

 

Participants 2, 3 and 4 all said that when they want to drink carbonated drinks, they first want 

Pepsi, and Participant 4 said: 

 

“I feel enjoyment when drink Pepsi, it fit for every weather” 

 

This reflects their attachment to the brand. As mentioned above, consumer attachment to brands 

is positively related to their loyalty. In the end, all participants said that they have more trust 

for the brand itself, because Pepsi is a well-known brand that can be trusted. Therefore, the 

products of this brand will be preferred compared to the same type of products from other 

brands. Additionally, all participants claimed that they would actively recommend the brand to 

the people around them, which also reflects the characteristics of the high loyal consumers. 

 

4.1.2. Views on unethical issues in marketing activities 

After asking all participants about the issue of misleading advertising in relation to the Diet 

Pepsi, most participants had a consistent or similar view. 

 

"If it is confirmed that this misleading is true, I will feel that this company is not 

responsible for consumers, it is an imprecise behavior." 

—— participant 2 

 

"I think that a big company like Pepsi says that this product can help to lose weight, it 

must be justified. But if a scientist proves that the product is not as advertised, then this 

is definitely unethical." 

—— participant 3 
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Although, participant 4 agrees that this is an unethical issue, his ideas are somewhat different: 

 

“For me Pepsi represents ‘unhealthy’, so any products they have are (for me) 

considered as unhealthy, they just make this product look healthy. Even there is no 

sugar add in.” 

 

All three participants considered misleading marketing to be an unethical issue, in which 

participant 2 and 4 indicated that they would reduce the number of purchases but would not 

reject the brand completely. However, Participant 3 stated that he might stop buying because 

there are many alternatives in the market. 

 

In contrast, to the views of the participants above, participant 1 showed a completely different 

view on the matter, where she expressed that this type of misleading marketing is not a problem 

for her, as she does not consider this to be misleading or unethical. Also, this is not something 

that would make her not want to purchase from the brand. 

 

“Most people know that the product contains sugar, or some type of sweetener in the 

product.” 

 

In the following question about the advertising, the four participants have created opposing 

ideas. Participants 1 and 4 both believe that this advertising contains unethical factors and will 

therefore reduce their purchases from the brad. They think that people are trying to use a bottle 

of Pepsi to solve the problem and consider this as a misleading issue. Also, they pointed out 

that the purpose of Pepsi is to sell its products, but the advertising content involves the interests 

of others, thus, making it easy for consumers to misinterpret the purpose of the commercial, 

making it the fault of the company.  

 

“Because the advertisement reflects the real event, it shows bad side to people. It is very 

emotional to some people who are actually affected by this problem which is very 

sensitive to them.” 

—— participant 4 

 

Participant 1 have similar thinking that she think this did not seem to be the intention of Pepsi, 

but can understand how other people that are more connected to the issue see this as unethical. 
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Whereas, participants 2 and 3 had different ideas. After watching the ad and the controversial 

discussion, the two mainly discussed the controversial race issue. 

"I think the purpose of this advertising is not racial discrimination. However, it seems 

like they didn't check the fact or issue before designing and releasing the ad, so it has 

caused everyone's misunderstanding.” 

—— participant 2 

 

“I think that this advertisement embodies racial diversity, but it does not show a very 

clear problem about the ethnic issues. The behavior of the brand is over-understood by 

people.”    

—— participant 3 

 

At the same time, they believe that this advertisement and controversy only have little effect on 

them. Since, it does not directly harm their own interests or the races involved, the issue will 

not have big impact in the subsequent purchase decisions. Also, Participant 3 proposed that a 

global brand like Pepsi should consider all customers in the world and should not have let this 

kind of misunderstanding to happen. 

  

When asked about the overall view of immoral issues, all participants gave their own opinion 

on it. First, environmental issues are something that deserve to be considered in the purchase 

factor. Brands have an impact on their attitudes and behavior when they are beneficial or 

harmful to the environment. Secondly, if some business activity harm their own interest it will 

affect their purchase decision. Participants 2 and 3, said that the quality of the products is also 

a factor they pay attention to, because there are some product quality and safety issues in China. 

 

4.2. Satisfied Consumers 

4.2.1. Behavioral and Attitudinal Loyalty 

Participants 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 were identified as Satisfied consumers by the following discussion. 

  

These Satisfied Consumers purchase soft drinks less frequently than high loyal consumers. The 

number of drinks is from 2 to 4 times each week. When choosing the brand, they prefer more 

familiar brands and products where the product quality is one of the main factors behind their 

purchasing decision. In addition, they have one thing in common which is that they do not have 
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a clear preference for the brand and do not prefer one brand over the other when it comes to 

Pepsi and Coca-Cola. When choosing a carbonated drink, they will mostly only choose one of 

these two brand and will not consider other brands.  

 

“I prefer to have the original one (Pepsi or Coca Cola) if there is no difference in taste 

compare the cheaper and not famous brand.” 

—Participant 8 

 

Additionally, the biggest factor behind the purchasing decision of participant 9 is the taste as 

well as the ingredients of the product, as he prefers sugar free drinks, he gave the product Pepsi 

Max Lime as the main reason for choosing the Pepsi brand. 

  

They all present that the reason for choosing Pepsi or Coca-Cola is because they are familiar 

with the brand or it is from a big-name company. They also take into account quality and brand 

influence and trust to the brand. As for the choice between two brands, participants 5, 7, and 8 

indicated that they would choose a more convenient product at the time of purchase, or the 

product that has a discount. Participant 6 said she bought Pepsi more often when she was a 

child, but now the Coca Cola promotions are stronger than compared to Pepsi, so she has no 

clear preference for the two brands for now. Also, participant 9 stated that price is not the 

biggest impacting factor behind his purchase decision, as he claimed that soft drinks are usually 

within the same price range, so he would rather go with a familiar brand.    

  

In summary, these participants are more inclined to behavioral loyalty, but do not reflect the 

loyalty in attitude, and there is no obvious tendency to brand attachment. Because no matter 

which brand (Pepsi or Coca-Cola) they can both accept them, and are equally as satisfied with 

either of the two brands and base their decision on what they are in the mood for. Therefore, 

they are considered as Satisfied Consumers.  

 
4.2.2. Views on unethical issues in marketing activities 

These participants also have different opinion when it comes issue of misleading product name 

of Diet Pepsi. Participant 7 and 8 have similar ideas, where they all believe that this kind of 

behavior of the brand is a typical false propaganda and considers this to be unethical. However, 

this does not affect their perception of the brand. 
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“I will continue to buy other products from this brand, but I won’t buy this diet Pepsi. 

One product does not affect my attitude to the entire brand, because there is no interest 

involved between them.”                     

—— Participant 8 

  

Participant 6 have a similar view on the matter as participant 4, who is in the high loyal 

consumer level. She represents that this kind of advertising is just a marketing tool to help a 

company reach more potential customers. So this kind of misleading marketing does not reflect 

immorality, however, it does not necessarily mean that it is ethical. 

  

"Because of the stereotype impression to Pepsi, it is already ingrained in my mind that 

it is a sweet carbonated beverage. Even though "Diet" is added in the name, I would 

feel that it would still gain weight and want to have some unhealthy food together with 

it.” 

 ——Participant 6 

 

Additionally, participant 5 and 9 had similar views in terms of not perceiving the Pepsi 

commercial as an unethical advertisement. Participant 5 stated that she did not consider this is 

a wrong advertisement and would not give her a negative thinking of the brand. Whereas, 

participant 9 had a similar view, though, he also added that the reason to why he does not 

consider this as unethical is because people should know better, and that at the end of the day 

it is a soft drink.  

 

“It’s not something one thinks about, if you compare it to water then it's obviously not 

a diet, though, if you compare it to the original Pepsi drink then its better since it doesn’t 

contain as much sugar.” 

—— Participant 5 

 

“It depends on how smart one is. There might be people that don’t understand, and 

think that it means something good, and then you can feel like you can trick people, /.../ 

but I do think that the company deliberately is trying to affect those consumers who 

aren’t that aware.” 

—— Participant 9 
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In the subsequent advertising disputes, these five participants were basically neutral, and they 

did not consider it to be moral or immoral. 

  

“When you are such a big influencer on a global level, then I believe that one should 

have an idea and imagine how one's audience could snap things up, and maybe they 

should have looked more into how this could have been interpreted by the audience, 

and what is it that they actually want to show with this commercial.”    

 —— Participant 5 

 

However, participant 5 also mentioned that she does not want to blame the brand because of 

the act that people interpret things differently. However, if the advertisement got reactions from 

such a huge audience and Pepsi is such a huge brand then they should have known better and 

considered to make it clearer on what they actually were trying to say. 

  

Participant 6 indicates that she was aware of this issue before the interview. She said that 

  

"I don't think there is any fundamental problem with this advertisement. I didn't think 

there was any problem before I saw it be discussed by people on the internet. After 

checking their comments, I go back to watch this advertisement again. I still think my 

subjective thoughts are stronger than what they say and I am not easily influenced by 

others." 

 

Participant 7 also said that there was no particular problem in this advertisement, though, he 

believed that controversial thing might be about resolving the conflict by using a Pepsi.  

 

“Because it is impossible to having the same situation as what they act in the AD in real 

life, the brand just shows a good yearning to people.” 

 —— Participant 7 

 

Participant 9 had a similar view as participant 7, where he claimed that the commercial did not 

reflect the reality, such as what would had happened in real life if a person would have walked 

up to a police man during a protest, where it probably would have been seen as a 

threat.  Additionally, he discussed that the reason behind using the specific celebrity would be 
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to reach out to a bigger target and get more exposure. Though, he claimed that it did not seem 

to be the intention of the commercial to relate to anything wrong.  

  

“It didn’t seem like that it was the intention for the brand to relate to police brutality 

and those other things, it just seemed like they were trying to show that we are the next 

generation and to sell Pepsi.” 

 —— Participant 9 

 

Participant 8's idea is similar to others. He supports that the purpose of this advertisement is to 

bring happiness to people. Other problems are over-interpretation by people. 

  

Finally, for the suspected racial discrimination in the advertisement, all of five participants 

indicated that they did not involve their own interests, and did not feel the racial behavior that 

may be involved in the ad. Even if it involves such behavior, it does not affect their perception 

of the brand because they have not been affected by the content of this event and will therefore 

continue to buy from this brand. Although, after making a hypothetical question “Imagine that 

you have been affect in this incident?” to them, all of them said they would not purchase the 

brand again, since they consider racial discrimination as a very serious matter. 

  

It can be seen that all participants on this level have similarities in their thoughts toward to same 

ethical issue. In most cases they have a neutral idea, and what the brand does do not have big 

effect on them. Only when it comes to their own interests and if they would feel targeted from 

the content of the commercial would they switch to another brand. Since, Pepsi is not the only 

option for them, because there are alternatives of the same type and similar price in the market. 

  

Overview all ethics issues, Participants 5 and 8 both agree that that they value how the company 

treats their employees. Some unfair treatments of employees or if companies use child labor 

would affect their mentality when they make purchasing decisions. In addition, most of 

participants said they would care about how others perceive the brand's unethical behavior. If 

there are a lot of people who are dissatisfied with a brand, it will affect their purchasing 

decision. Finally, Participant 5 also mentioned that an environmentally conscious brand would 

make him feel good and consider increasing purchases. 
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4.3. Low Loyal Consumers 

4.3.1. Behavioral and Attitudinal Loyalty 

Participants 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15 have been identified as consumers with low loyalty 

towards the Pepsi brand. Where the consumption of soft drinks is between 4-7 days a week. 

The similarity when identifying these participants as low loyal consumers was mainly that their 

loyalty lays with another brand, where all, except participant 11, showed signs of loyalty to 

their preferred brand Coca Cola. Participant 11 was identified as a low loyal consumer since 

she does not consume soft drinks that often, but when she does, she chooses energy drinks with 

the reason of them being a healthier option. Additionally, participant 10 showed signs of high 

loyalty towards Coca Cola, which ultimately diminished her liking towards Pepsi, as she 

claimed that she sees it as a substitute for Coca Cola. Furthermore, participant 10, 13 and 14 

would only purchase Pepsi if Coca Cola is not available, though are never fully satisfied when 

consuming Pepsi products. 

“It’s never the brand I think of. Unless maybe in a restaurant where if they don’t have 

Coke they usually have Pepsi only then would I get it. I never go to the store just to buy 

Pepsi. Feels a bit disappointing when I drink it.” 

—— Participant 10 

Additionally, when asked if the participants would recommend it to a friends, all of them 

claimed that they would recommend it in terms of it not being a bad brand, though, it would 

not be the first brand in mind as they would rather recommend their favorite brand to others. 

All participants that were identified as low loyal consumers purchased drinks they are 

comfortable with and usually buy, where the main reason is the taste and quality of the product, 

as the prices difference is usually not that big and soft drinks are not so expensive. Though, 

participant 13 and 14 explained that while they base their decision on taste and quality of the 

products, they also usually buy soft drinks from brands that they grew up with having at home. 

 “Trocadero feels like home, and Cola is usually what we had at home when I was 

younger, so I guess that’s why I prefer that one.”  

—— Participant 14 
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“My mom used to drink Coca Cola a lot, and I’ve had it all my life, so it’s a habit to 

have it at home.” 

—— Participant 13 

When asked what they associate the brand Pepsi with, all participant had a similar response, 

that they see it as a substitute to Coca Cola. Though, participant 10 had a slight negative view 

of the brand mainly due to her loyalty to Coca Cola. 

“Bad things I would say. I mean I don’t really like the brand and I haven’t seen that 

much advertisement about the brand and I don’t really care much for it, so I don’t have 

anything associated with it, which I also think is why I never have it in my mind when 

purchasing drinks, only when you ask for Coca Cola and they only have Pepsi do I 

remember that the brand does exist.” 

—— Participant 10 

4.3.2. Views on unethical issues in marketing activities 

All participants, except participant 12, that were identified as low loyal consumers said that 

they do not actively look for a brands activities before nor after purchasing products from a 

brand, but rather look things up when they hear about it on news, social media or from friends. 

The reason behind this was that Pepsi is a big brand and if they end up doing something bad, 

then the information will eventually come out to the public. Participant 10, 13, 14 and 15 said 

that soft drinks are just drinks for them, it is a low involvement product, not that expensive, and 

for immediate satisfaction. However, in order for the unethical issue to impact their purchasing 

decision in terms of avoiding the brand or reducing the amount of consumption of the brand, it 

must do something really bad or have a big scandal.  

  

“I wish I cared more, because you should do that, but I don’t really look stuff up before 

purchasing soft drinks” 

—— Participant 13 

“What people around you talk about and if you hear stuff about the brand, if you hear 

a lot of good things, like Coca Cola has such a good word and everybody buys it for 

example. So if you hear from your friends that “it’s such a great brand, buy it!”, then 
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you also want to go and buy that brand, but as I don’t hear anything about Pepsi there’s 

nothing making me inclined to look up whether Pepsi is a good brand or not. 

—— Participant 10 

Furthermore, participant 12 claimed that his own perception of the brand is the biggest factor 

when it comes to the decision making of whether to engage with a brand or not. Also, that he 

in most cases looks up what the brand stands for if he is not already aware of it before 

purchasing. 

  

”Brand image plays a huge role, it is very important for me to see what the company 

does and then agree with that and have a connection there”, and “I actively look for it 

(what the brand does), but, it’s not always before purchasing, I can just purchase it and 

then look at it.” 

—— Participant 12 

  

However, the other participants all stated that they do care about others perception of the brand 

as can be seen in the previous quote by participant 10. Also, participant 15 said that she does 

care about other perception of the brand, though she would still buy product from the brand, 

though, but she would not show it to others. Moreover, participant 14 explained that she does 

not want to associate herself with a  brand that engages in unethical behavior and therefore 

would either reduce or stop purchasing from the brand, depending on how big the issue is. 

  

“I will buy it secretly but not let others know.” 

—— Participant 15 

 

“If the brand had a scandal then I would be more aware of it because I don’t want to 

associate myself with a brand that does unethical things. Especially if it’s a brand which 

has substitutes, such as coke is a substitute for Pepsi.” and “If I heard on the news that 

a company is not doing anything good, like doing something really bad for the 

environment then I would be like: oh wait I don’t want to buy that. Or if I hear that the 

people working for the company are being treated unfairly then I would stop as well.” 

—— Participant 14 
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When conversing about the discussion regarding the inclusion of the word diet in the product 

of Pepsi and it serving as misleading advertising or misleading information, all of the 

participants did not see this case as an unethical issue and claimed it to be a marketing activity 

made to promote and sell a brands product. Although, the participant 10, 11 and 12 all discussed 

that if they try to affect people on purpose by claiming something that is not true then they 

perceive it as wrong behavior. All the participant agreed that it can be confusing, although, this 

was not something that would impact their image of the brand, as it is not that relevant for them 

based on Pepsi not being their preferred brand. 

“I think this is a normal thing, because many companies are doing like this. For me, 

this is just a marketing strategy for the company, they want to attract more consumers” 

—— Participant 15 

“I’m not sure about the technicalities, but they probably found a loophole. They 

probably meant that it has less sugar, but, if they actually wrote that it has less calories 

and it doesn’t then that is not a good thing. If they do that, then it’s unethical and would 

lower my opinion of the brand and therefore I would buy it less” 

—— Participant 12 

A common reasoning between the participants was seen when discussing the commercial was 

that the first impression of the commercial was very confusing in the sense of that it was not 

clear what the protests was about, and also that they were trying to show that you can solve 

anything with Pepsi. Moreover, the diversity of ethnically different people was identified by all 

of the participant. Though, after being introduced to the controversy surrounding the 

commercial, the participants agreed that they could understand those directly affected to the 

police brutality and black lives matter protest. However, participant 12 clearly disagreed, as he 

claimed that it was just an advertisement made to sell Pepsi, as can be seen in following two 

quotes: 

“I don’t think that the commercial is that good, since it’s very confusing about what’s 

going on. I wasn’t really sure what I was looking at. But I don’t think there’s any 

unethical stuff going on.” 

  

“It’s such a stretch to draw such conclusions, and I don’t think they (Pepsi) ever meant 

to do it” 
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Additionally, participant 15 claimed that since the advertisement did not affect her immediately 

it would not impact her decision to engage with the brand. Although, she also said that if the 

commercial had been targeted towards Asians then she would think before purchasing from the 

brand again. 

  

In the end, the biggest factor impacting the decision of whether to engage with a brand or not, 

for all participants in this category, was how the brand responds to the news regarding their 

unethical behavior, and also what the brands initial intention was. More specifically, when it 

comes to marketing activities and in this case of the commercial the participants claimed that it 

seemed to be unintentional, and a marketing activity that did not go as expected. Therefore, 

they did not consider this as an unethical issue, since the intention of the brand was just to sell 

Pepsi and create a feeling around the brand. Also, as the brand responded by removing the ad 

and apologizing to the public clearly showed that the brand had no bad intention behind the 

commercial. Ultimately, they did not believe that any marketing activity could impact them to 

the extent of them completely avoiding the brand, but it might change their image of the brand 

based upon how the incident is dealt with. However, they claimed that if the brand would exploit 

different aspects of the making of the product such as treatment of employees and impact on 

environment would affect their image of the brand. 

“Here in this case it was their marketing activity that went a bit wrong.” 

—— Participant 10 

“It did not seem to be their intention to do something bad, since they did something 

about it and removed the commercial” 

—— Participant 11 

To summarize, the participants for this category base their purchasing decision on the taste and 

quality of the product and mainly buy products from brands which they are familiar with. 

However, when it comes to brands that sell soft drinks, the participants, in most cases refrain 

from looking up information about the brand and its activities, as they consider it a low 

involvement product. Also, since they believe that because of Pepsi being a globally known 

brand, any big unethical activity or scandal would show up on media, which they could look 

up if it were to happen. Some participants care about how other people perceive the brand, 
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whereas, others put more value in their own image of the brand. Additionally, all participants 

explained that the degree of the unethical activity and how the brand responds to the incident 

would be the ultimate factor that decides whether to engage with a brand or not.  
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5. Analysis 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, the authors took the findings of the previous chapter and separately analyzed 

the views of High loyalty consumer, Satisfied consumer and Low loyalty consumers on 

unethical marketing. Additionally, the participants perception on the general unethical issues 

and cultural differences of participants are summarized and analyzed. 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

5.1. High Loyalty Consumers 

For those who are highly loyal to the brand, participants 2 and 3 both asked about the reliability 

and authenticity of the event when they heard the question of misleading marketing. It can be 

seen that before responding to the event, they do not want the brand they like to have an 

unethical tendency. Most High loyal consumers pay more attention to the impact this issue 

could have on society. However, the performance of Participant 1 is different. In the question 

of brand loyalty early she shows a strong brand loyalty tendency than compared to other 

participants, and she does not consider issues like misleading marketing to be unethical. In this 

case, it is possible that the results from Schmalz and Orth’s research (2012) are reflected here, 

in which the attachment to the brand reduces their judgment of unethical behavior. For a higher 

level of ethical issues such as Pepsi's advertising disputes showed in this study, most of the 

participants' responses also show a preference for the brand where they believe that the content 

of the commercial has been over-interpreted or misunderstood by the public, and that it was not 

the intention of the brand to offend anyone. As this event did not directly impact to interests of 

the participants, therefore, they did not strongly reject the brand and would continue to purchase 

in the future. Also, they said that it might reduce the amount of purchasing after the event, 

though, they would not completely avoid the brand. It can be seen that due to the high loyalty 

to the brand, participants have different views and behaviors on different ethical behaviors. 

Therefore, some people with high loyalty think that the event is immoral but will not take any 

extreme actions. Which reflects on Brunk’s research (2010) in which and unethical event does 

not affect consumers perception of immoral activities when they are interested in something. 

 

5.2. Satisfied Consumers 
In general, issues such as misleading marketing did not have any significant impact on Satisfied 

consumers, and even if it would have had an impact, it would only affect their view of the single 

product and not their view of the entire brand. In most of cases, the brand has left a fixed 
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impression to people, where they relate words such as unhealthy, sugar, carbonated drink etc. 

in relation to the brand. So some new products or minor unethical behavior in their marketing 

will not affect their perception of the entire brand. For this type of consumer, the brand can take 

more attention on the product development rather than marketing campaigns. 

 

Since their loyalty to the brand is at an intermediate level, most people showed to have a neutral 

attitude towards the unethical advertising. They think that this kind of unethical behavior is not 

what the brand wants to express to people. Even though, the public thinks the brand's practices 

are somewhat problematic, they still remain a neutral attitude towards the brand. These 

consumers are more “switchable” than highly loyal consumers, so even if the brand has a very 

serious ethical issue, there will always exist similar brands or substitutes in the market. The 

only exception is that when it comes to their interests, it will change their attitude towards the 

brand which would result in avoidance of the brand. 

 

5.3. Low Loyalty Consumers 

Based on the findings it can be seen that unethical marketing does not impact the low loyal 

consumers purchasing decision in particular. More specifically when it comes to misleading 

advertising, the participants see this solely as a marketing strategy to promote products, though 

it was acknowledged by all participants that it is wrong to claim something as true when it is 

not true. Additionally, participant 12 argued that the brand is not claiming to help people to lose 

weight, and therefore does not consider this action as unethical. Moreover, all participants 

reasoned that even if it would be intentional or not, it does not affect them directly and therefore 

would not impact their purchasing decision when it comes to soft drinks. It can also be seen 

that the participants see soft drinks as low involvements product as it is not that expensive.  

 

Although, when it comes to the controversy regarding the commercial of Pepsi, the participants 

had slightly different opinions. Whilst they all agreed that the commercial was very confusing 

and did not consider this as unethical, all participants, except participant 12, claimed that if they 

would have been more exposed to the issue it could have affected them more. However, 

participant 12 also claimed that it is still just a marketing activity made to promote the brand 

therefore, making it highly irrelevant to draw such conclusions to police brutality and protests. 

Although, they all agreed upon that even though they believed that the brand did nothing wrong 

as it did not seem to be the intention of the brand, which could also be seen in the way the brand 
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handled the issue. Additionally, they believed that the issue was handled in a good way by 

listening to what the public had to say and responding to it by removing the commercial. Even 

though the participants had little or no loyalty to the brand, they respected Pepsis decision as a 

brand. In the end, maybe this would benefit the company in the long run, that consumers who 

thought about the brand as a last resort, now will have it in mind when purchasing soft drinks. 

 

Moreover, it can be seen that the majority of millennials on this level do not particularly 

consider unethical behavior in marketing activities as the ultimate factor when deciding to 

engage with a brand or not. Though, it can be concluded that the brand image plays a 

particularly large role when making the purchasing decision, where the majority of participants 

considered others perception of the brand as more important than their own perception of the 

brand. Where they claimed that if the brand would do something unethical that would create a 

big discussion or be in a scandal, they would consider purchasing from another brand in order 

to not associate themselves with an unethical brand. Although, participant 15 said that even if 

the brand engages in unethical behavior, she would continue to purchase from the brand since 

for her it is just a soft drink. Though, she would do it in secrecy and hide it from others, since 

she does not want to be associated with an unethical brand. This resembles the findings of Pitta 

(2012) that millennials care about other individuals’ opinions. Although, when it comes to 

unethical behavior in other aspects such as impact on environment, treatment of employees, 

corruption etc. it can be seen that kind of unethical behavior would impact millennials 

purchasing decision relatively more than compared to marketing activities. Ultimately, this 

shows that when it comes to unethical marketing, millennials are mainly concerned about the 

intention behind the marketing activity, as they see it as a strategy to promote the brand and its 

products. 

 

5.4. Response to general ethical issues 

From the findings some views regarding general unethical practices were raised by the 

participants. Firstly, most of the respondents were very concerned about the brand image, since 

they believe that a brand with a good image would make them more willing to engage with it. 

Therefore, when some negative problems effect the brand image, consumers will lose their trust 

and loyalty to the brand which can be harmful to the development and interests of the brand. 

Keywords such as product quality, product safety, and environmental brands are proposed 
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many times by people during the interviews. In addition, some participants also proposed that 

how brands treat their employees is an important factor when determining the brand image. 

 

The second factor that affects their decision making is how the public perceive the brand after 

a scandal is exposed. This reflects the characteristics of the millennials mentioned above who 

care about the views of the people around them and in their own community. If everyone 

perceives a brand as unethical, then their loyalty will no longer work in favor for the brand. 

Ultimately, it will have a negative impact on the decision to engage with the brand as they might 

reduce or stop purchasing from the brand in order to not be associated with a brand that is 

engaging in unethical behavior. 

 

The last factor is that some consumers would like to see how brands respond to unethical issues. 

If the brand makes a sincere apology after the problem occurs and correct the problem, the 

consumer will take that into consideration and based on the sincerity of the apology would 

consider disregarding the unethical behavior. Such as in the case of marketing, in which 

advertisements can be interpreted differently by different people. Therefore, the brand should 

focus on how to deal with such problems in the future and regain the trust from consumers.  

 

5.5. Cultural differences 
A common theme that was identified during the process of analyzing the data was that 

participants that had a similar cultural background showed similarities in their ways of 

reasoning and responding to unethical marketing issues. Where, participants from Europe were 

mainly concerned with if the marketing activity had a direct impact on themselves. Whereas 

participants with an Asian background were more concerned with if the marketing activity had 

a direct impact on themselves or their culture. Where some participants claimed that if a brand 

did something negative in regards to their culture, they would immediately stop purchasing 

from a brand no matter if it is a low- or high involvement product. Although, all participants, 

no matter their cultural background, showed little tendency of letting unethical marketing 

activities affect their purchasing decisions when it comes soft drinks and focused on the 

intention behind the activity. 
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6. Conclusion 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
In this section the authors will conclude the study and answer the research question based on 
the previous discussion. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand how millennials with different amount of brand 

loyalty respond to unethical marketing activities, with a focus on brands in beverage industry, 

where the brand Pepsi was chosen as a case study. Two marketing activities that have been 

considered as unethical or controversial from the brand were used to analyze consumer 

perceptions of unethical issues. During the research, the authors used the conceptual framework 

and the classification system to categories the participants in three different levels of brand 

loyalty to be able to answer the research question “How does millennials with different levels 

of brand loyalty respond to a soft drink brands unethical marketing activity?”. 

 

To answer the above question, 15 semi-structured interviews was used in this study. By 

classifying these participants, the authors found that there is a difference between how 

consumers with different levels of loyalty respond to the same unethical issues, and the findings 

also showed that they have different level of acceptance to the unethical behavior. Consumers 

with High brand loyalty may ignore the brand's unethical behavior because of their loyalty and 

love for the brand or might not like to think that the brand is engaging in any unethical behavior. 

The ethical issue discussed in the research showed to have no impact on their purchase decision. 

Therefore, brands with does not need to develop any special strategies for consumers with high 

brand loyalty. 

 

Furthermore, the study found that consumers at the Satisfied level have a neutral opinion and 

attitude towards the unethical issues. However, if a brand has a very serious moral problem or 

they feel targeted by a brands unethical behavior, their image and attitude of the brand will 

change, consequently, having a negative impact on their purchasing decision. For these people 

even if they feel the need to reject a brand, this is not a problem since for them the brand does 

not hold too much value, and there are always other alternatives on the market that can satisfy 

them. Therefore, in order to maintain a stable profit, brands need to pay more attention to how 

these consumer responds. 
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For the Low brand loyal consumers, soft drinks are just a low involvement product, it can be 

replaced by other things at any time. Since they don't care about the brand, even if the brand 

has negative news, it will not affect their purchase unless the situation is very serious. In 

addition, the research results show that such consumers are very concerned about others 

perception of a brand, which can to a large extent determine their purchasing decision. Brands 

can start by trying to create a positive image and create a good word-of-mouth of the brand in 

order to reach consumers on this level.  

 

The study also found that unethical behavior does not have an excessive impact on millennials 

when it comes to low-involvement product such as soft drinks, since it is not something that 

they actively look for. Although, once millennials become aware of the brand’s mistakes or 

behavior that might be considered as unethical, there is a risk of them avoiding the brand. If 

this were to happen the phenomenon would become irreversible because these products can 

easily be replaced. Though, the decision on whether to avoid a brand or not is mainly based on 

the brand intention behind the activity and it handles the backlash to the unethical behavior. 

The research also showed that people from different cultures have different opinions when 

unethical issues are concerned, which reflects how the culture can affect people's way of 

thinking. 

 

At last, this study found that brand image, product quality, product safety, environmental impact 

and how brands handle the unethical issues are considered as factors when millennials make 

the purchase decision. 
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7. Discussion 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
This chapter will discuss the implications and contribution of this research to the topic of 
brand loyalty and ethical business. Additionally, the limitations of this research will be 
presented, and implications for future research will be provided 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

7.1. Implications  

By categorizing consumers brand loyalty and answering research questions, this paper has 

contributed with knowledge to research in relation to brand loyalty and consumer ethical 

decisions making process. Previous studies have provided several levels or categories of brand 

loyalty characteristics, but few studies have used these to investigate a phenomenon in different 

industries. Therefore, this paper uses brand loyalty to study millennials perception of unethical 

issues in the beverage industry, thus contributing to the field. 

 

Some beverage brands with low involvement products can benefit from this research. Although 

the study does not focus on other industries, it can still provide as an inspiration to companies 

within similar situations. During the study, various ethical keywords like unethical marketing, 

environmental protection, product quality, brand image and other aspects are mentioned. Based 

on the results of the study, companies can review the possible problems in advance and develop 

marketing or management methods that are more acceptable to consumers, also, they can 

effectively prevent similar incidents from taking place. In the study of millennial consumers, 

an ethical brand with a good image has a positive impact on their purchasing decisions. 

Companies could establish a positive ethical image to attract more consumers, as well as 

increase satisfaction of current consumers. 

 

Finally, the study shows that consumers with different levels of loyalty have different views on 

ethical issues, and that brand loyalty does in fact influence consumers attitude of unethical 

behavior. Therefore, companies can plan separate management strategy based on the 

characteristics of these consumers. This method of categorizing consumers based on their brand 

loyalty is feasible which can provide a valuable research result, so it can help other researchers 

to use this within various fields in future research. 

 



 
 

 51 

7.2. Limitations 

The limitations in this study gradually emerged as the investigation progressed. Since, the 

authors wanted to get as much opinions and content as possible to understand the relationship 

between brand loyalty and perception of unethical behavior, individuals from different cultural 

backgrounds were used. However, depending on the different social environments in which the 

individuals live, some of the unethical issues discussed may have been unfamiliar to them. 

Therefore, the previous knowledge of the ethical issues might bring some differences in how 

participants responded that could impact to the results of this study. Furthermore, because of 

the limited number of samples, it can be hard to generalize and therefore a larger number of 

samples is needed in future research to ensure more accurate results. In addition to this, this 

study only used one brand as an example of investigating brand loyalty. Although, Pepsi is a 

well-known global brand, it also has limitations for representing the entire soft drink industry. 

Some participants mentioned in the interviews that this brand has not been particularly 

attractive in recent years, which had made them gradually lose interest in the brand. The 

popularity of the brand in different countries can also impact the results of the study. Therefore, 

the scope of case study is also a factor that will lead to the accuracy of the research results. 

 
7.3. Future research 

Although this study has some limitations, these can be explored and dealt with in future 

research. Since this study only uses qualitative approach, a quantitative approach could be 

added to obtain more samples. The researchers can choose people from a bigger sample group 

and conduct an in-depth study of their perception of unethical marketing activities. At the same 

time, multiple brands and more cases of unethical issues can be add in the study to make the 

research sample diverse and producing more accurate results.  

 

The study can also be extended from another perspective, which is using people from the same 

cultural background or country and use the unethical issues that are more relevant to them. So 

they can provide a more diverse view because they are more familiar with the issues. Also the 

research can help local company to development their businesses, or can help some 

international brands to develop marketing or public relations strategies for that country. 

 

Finally, the conceptual model established by the author can help to classify consumers brand 

loyalty, which can be applied to other industries in the similar study. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Dimensions of Brand Loyalty 
 

 
Figure 1. Previous dimensions of loyalty and four-dimensional loyalty 

(TaghiPourian and Bakhsh, 2015) 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions 
Brand definition: “A name, term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one 

seller's good or service as distinct from those of other sellers.” (Kotler and Armstrong, 2016). 

 

Brand Loyalty (attitudinal and behavioral) 

1.     How often do you purchase and drink soft drinks? 

2.     How do you choose the drink? Explain the decision-making process. 

3.     Do you prefer a specific brand, and what is the reason you buy from this brand? (price, 

taste, quality, design, trend follower.) 

4.     What value do you expect when you purchase from this brand? (self-satisfaction, 

others perception of you) 

5.     How do you feel when consuming products form this brand? 

  

(Case related questions) 

6.     Have you tried any drink from the Pepsi brand? Do you prefer any specific product? 

7.     How often do you purchase products from Pepsi and why? (price, taste, quality, design, 

brand ambassador) 

8.     In what situation would you consider purchasing a similar product as Pepsi (i.e. if it is 

cheaper; new brand on the market, could be from a known or unknown brand) 

9.     Could you explain Pepsi in a few words? 

10.  Do you feel satisfied when consuming products from Pepsi? (does it fulfill your reason 

to buy it?) 

11.  Do you trust the company or the brand itself (i.e. a company can own different brands) 

12.  How do you feel when you drink Pepsi? (emotions) 

13.  Would you recommend Pepsi to friends? 

14.  What do you think is important when you purchase from this brand? 

(brand image, actions, people perceive the brand, price) 

 

(Ethics) 

15.  Issues regarding the use of the word “diet” in their product Diet Pepsi where some 

claim that using the word “diet” implies that it is healthy, and target people who are 

looking for healthy products (Fooddive, 2018). 

a.  Do you see this as misleading? Why? /Why not? 
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b.  Do you consider this ethical/unethical? Why? / Why not? 

c.  Is this something that would make you consider reduce or stop purchasing 

from the brand, and why? 

  

Show Pepsi's commercial with Kendall Jenner 

a.  What is your first impression of the video? (content, design, purpose) 

  

Show the second video regarding the controversy of the commercial: 

16.  Controversy: Some claim that the commercial referred to police brutality and the Black 

Lives Matter Protest. Also, that the ad is making the issue seem smaller than it is, and 

that the brand suggest you can solve any problem just with a Pepsi drink. 

a.  What is your view on the controversy regarding the commercial? 

b.  Do you consider this ethical/unethical? Why? /Why not? 

c.  Is this something that would make you consider reduce or stop purchasing from 

the brand, and why? 

17.  Do you think that any other negative ethical behavior from the brand will affect your 

consideration of buying? (environment, packaging, treatment of employees, corruption 

etc.) 
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Appendix 3: Table of Participants and Classification System   
A table of the participants in the study, including factors such as age, gender and nationality. 

Additionally, it includes the classification system developed to categorize each participant to one of the 

three levels based on the criteria they meet.  

 
Table 1: Table of participants in the study and their classifications  


