

  sustainability-09-01968




sustainability-09-01968







Sustainability 2017, 9(11), 1968; doi:10.3390/su9111968




Article



Shopping for Society? Consumers’ Value Conflicts in Socially Responsible Consumption Affected by Retail Regulation



Jin-Myong Lee 1, Hyo-Jung Kim 2,* and Jong-Youn Rha 2





1



Department of Consumers’ Life Information, Chungnam National University, 99 Daehak-ro, Yuseong-gu, Daejeon 34134, Korea






2



Department of Consumer Science, Seoul National University, 1 Gwanak-ro, Gwanak-gu, Seoul 08826, Korea









*



Correspondence: hyojungkim@snu.ac.kr; Tel.: +82-42-821-6847







Received: 12 September 2017 / Accepted: 24 October 2017 / Published: 27 October 2017



Abstract

:

Consumers have a dual role as economic actors who purchase products and as citizens comprising society. Thus, consumers may experience conflict between pursuing personal values (i.e., low price and high quality) and social values (i.e., equity and common good). In addition, these choices can be affected by governmental regulation of retail markets. This study aimed to identify consumer perspectives toward socially responsible consumption (SRC) in the choice of grocery store format and to investigate actual store choice behavior across consumer groups with those different perspectives while considering the role of retail regulation. For this purpose, we conducted a Q methodological study in which 30 South Korean consumers rank-ordered 40 statements regarding SRC. After performing Q factor analysis using PQ-Method software, we classified four distinctive consumer groups: “ethical conformist”, “market liberalist”, “ambivalent bystander”, and “internally conflicted”. After investigating similarities and differences between these consumer groups, we found major criteria for understanding consumer perspectives to SRC such as the priority of values pursued, the experience of a value-action gap, and internal conflicts in the decision-making process.
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1. Introduction


Socially responsible consumption (SRC) is a discrete, important, and emerging topic [1]. In many empirical studies, consumers have been reported to consider ethical and social aspects in their consumption choices [2,3,4]. Consumers often use their purchasing power to actively influence markets and society toward more ethical and positive social impacts, such as through boycotts or ethical consumption choices [5,6]. These studies suggest that the role of consumer can be extended from self-interested buyers to citizens comprising society.



Although the importance of consumers’ social responsibility is increasingly being emphasized, there are still many difficulties preventing consumers from practicing SRC [7,8]. One is the conflict of incompatible values in consumer choice [9]. Since consumers have a dual role as economic actors who purchase products and as citizens comprising society, they may experience conflicts in values between the personal (i.e., pursuing low price and high quality) and the social (i.e., pursuing equity and common good) [10]. Conflicts between different values can be an obstacle to expanding SRC because they increase the complexity and difficulty of the decision-making process and threaten the stability of behavior [11].



Consumers’ different perspectives, attitudes, and behaviors toward SRC must be investigated and analyzed before implementing relevant government policies or socially responsible corporate marketing strategies. Several studies have dealt with consumer conflicts in SRC, but research exploring the different types of consumers responding to situations of value conflict is very limited. This study aimed to identify consumers’ subjective perspectives to SRC in the choice of grocery store format and to investigate actual store choice behavior across consumer groups with those different perspectives. For this purpose, we used Q methodology, a way of revealing patterns and connections by identifying individuals with the same perspectives, categorizing different opinions, and uncovering insights into the construction of major social groupings [12,13]. By analyzing the characteristics and differences of consumer perspectives, we contribute to the understanding of consumer reaction to SRC and to develop retail policies targeted to each group to encourage the practice of SRC. As a specific research topic, we selected the South Korean government’s regulation of large retailers, which was implemented to protect local markets and enhance the welfare of society.



This study differs significantly from existing studies in two aspects. First, prior studies on consumer reaction to SRC focused on identifying variables that affect attitudes and behaviors regarding SRC [14,15,16] or exploring the diversity of SRC motivations [17]. Some studies suggested that the complexity of consumer motivation for SRC should be considered [18], but studies investigating the intersubjectivity of consumers are very limited. This study examined the different perspectives of consumers to SRC and identified the main criteria for constructing consumers’ perception framework through the lens of value conflict.



Second, most previous studies on SRC assume a situation in which consumers’ freedom of choice is guaranteed. In many cases, however, SRC is affected and/or constrained by government policies, not just market principles; the impact of government regulation on the market is particularly significant in the retail industry. Consumer perceptions of market mechanisms and government roles can make a difference in consumer reactions to SRC [19]. Therefore, this study characterized the consumer perspectives to SRC as promoted by South Korean government regulation in the context of everyday grocery consumption.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Value Conflicts in Socially Responsible Consumption


Markets are composed of various stakeholders and multiple interests. In order for markets to develop in a sustainable direction, the expansion of market diversity and creation of sound economic ecosystems that reflect the needs of various stakeholders are very important. It is also necessary for multiple stakeholders to recognize the importance of sustainable development and behave responsibly, such that the role of individual consumers is being increasingly emphasized [20,21].



Webster [22] defined a socially responsible consumer as “a consumer who takes into account the public consequences of his or her private consumption or who attempts to use his or her purchasing power to bring about social change”. As the networking and solidarity of consumers is strengthened by the development of the Internet and various media, the power of consumers in the market is gradually increasing [23]. Consumers are learning that they can influence markets and society through everyday consumption and are holding themselves more accountable for the consequences of their consumption behavior [24,25].



Caruana and Chatzidakis [17] proposed a framework for SRC that divided the levels of consumers’ social responsibility into micro, meso, macro, and super macro levels according to agents and motivations. In their framework, SRC at the micro level is largely practiced by consumers according to their motivation to maximize their personal utility or altruistic concerns. On the other hand, at the macro level, SRC is promoted institutionally by the government for social welfare and to manage relationships between stakeholders in the market. As such, SRC is a comprehensive concept that can be implemented in multi-level contexts by interrelated agents such as consumers, families, governments, and NGOs, and its significance is increasing for the sustainability of society as a whole [17].



In practicing SRC, however, consumers may experience a value conflict due to ideological tension as they are both buyers who consume private resources and citizens playing a larger role in society [26]. Carrington et al. [27,28] explained that consumers in ethical consumption pursue social values based on their inner ethics but suffer conflict due to another desire, selfishness, which causes inconsistency in the decision-making process. Shaw and Shiu [29] explained that consumers pursue ethical consumption both for their own satisfaction and for others, and thus they can experience psychological conflict when those interests collide. In addition, it has been shown that consumers experience conflicts of personal and social values in the context of sustainable food consumption [30], sustainable fashion consumption [31], and ethical consumption considering animal welfare [11,32].



In the context of SRC, value conflicts are generally regarded as negative. Many empirical studies have reported that value conflicts cause consumers to fall into a dilemma [33,34], suffer difficulties in decision-making [8], and experience reductions in satisfaction [35]. The value conflict is considered to be a factor that induces the gap between value and action by hindering the persistence and consistency of consumption choice [11,28,36,37]. On the other hand, Schacter et al. [38] suggested that the value conflict has a positive effect in that it can stimulate consumers to think more actively and make better alternative choices through the conflict adjustment process [39]. The effects of consumers’ value conflicts on SRC have been presented in several studies, but little is known about consumer perspectives on the value conflict situation.




2.2. Growth of Large Retailers and Government Regulation


Retail is closely related to consumers’ daily lives and therefore has a direct impact on the welfare of individual consumers and society. Retail has traditionally been a community-based enterprise mainly involving small-scale and/or self-employed businesses; thus, co-existence with local communities is strongly required [40]. However, large and centralized retailers around the world are increasingly dominating the market with economies of scale, eroding the market for existing small retailers such as traditional markets and “mom-and-pop” stores. Haltiwanger et al. [41] analyzed US data from 1975 until 2005 and reported that the entry of large retailers into a market reduced self-employment by 35%. The growth trend of large-scale retailing is deepening the problem of economic bipolarization and threatening the co-existence of local economies.



As the adverse impact of large retailers’ growth on local markets has increased, regulatory policies for large retailers have been adopted in many OECD countries [42]. In general, those who support regulation of large retailers emphasize that the principle of co-existence and co-prosperity must be applied for the balanced development of society. Also, regulating market oligopolization is necessary to ensure non-discriminatory access by retailers upstream and downstream and to protect the survival of small-scale and/or self-employed businesses [43]. In contrast, those who oppose the regulation of large retailers pointed out that it limits consumers’ freedom of choice and that it could lead to rising prices by hindering competition [44,45]. As such, there are clearly both positive and negative impacts of large retailers on markets and society; arguments for and against regulation of large retailers are quite valid.



In the case of South Korea, the number of hypermarkets (combinations of grocery and department stores) rapidly increased from 171 in the year 2000 to 515 in the year 2016. In particular, market concentration by major retail companies has intensified remarkably. The nation’s top three retail giants (E-Mart, Homeplus, and Lotte-Mart) account for 78% of total stores and 87% of total retail sales [46]. Since 2010, the big three retailers have turned their eyes toward super-supermarkets (SSMs; supermarkets smaller than hypermarkets operated by major companies) and expanded their commercial spheres from suburbs to downtowns and from big cities to smaller cities. This has aroused social controversy as the entry of SSMs tends to cause the closure of many small local stores. According to the Korean Chain Store Association [46], for every SSM that opens, an average of 22 small stores have disappeared between 2000 and 2011.



To address these problems, central and local governments have elevated the level of regulation against large retailers’ penetration of local markets. For example, laws newly revised in 2013 force large retailers to close for two Sundays per month and to limit late-hour business operations. Moreover, the government designated “Traditional Commercial Activity Protection Zones” within 500 m of traditional markets and regulated the opening of large retailers.



The regulation of large retailers directly influences consumers because they have to endure the resulting inconvenience and are forced to change their consumption behaviors. As previous studies noted [9,18,47], consumers may be conflicted about regulating large retailers because on the one hand this limits their access to lower priced and/or high quality goods, while on the other hand it enhances society by aiding the viability of small stores that might be unable to compete otherwise [48]. Because a considerable gap exists between market paradigms surrounding the debate on regulation of large retailers (e.g., equity versus efficiency, liberalism versus communitarianism), consumers’ perceptions and attitudes to such regulation could be diverse.





3. Methodology


Q methodology is an integrated research approach that synthesizes the advantages of quantitative and qualitative methods to clarify a subject’s perspective about a phenomenon, interest, or concern [12]. It is an increasingly popular method for eliciting individual perspectives systematically and analyzing the overlap and differences between them using correlation analysis [49,50]. Q methodology can uncover perspectives or positions in a debate without imposing predefined categories; thus it is often used to structure so-called wicked problems, i.e., problems that are characterized by much uncertainty [51]. Thus, Q-methodology is a useful method to determine and convert subjective human perceptions into an objective outcome [49].



The first step in the process is conducting an extensive literature review. From a collection of statements, called “the concourse”, a Q-set is selected that still represents the full diversity of viewpoints, claims, and ideas but is a manageable number of statements for a participant to sort. The Q-set is then administered to participants who rank-order the statements in a forced quasi-normal distribution from least agreement to most agreement; this process is called the Q-sort. The data collected from the Q-sort is then analyzed using by-person factor analysis in a statistical program. The five steps of Q-methodology as implemented in this study are shown in Figure 1.



3.1. Concourse Development


The concourse should be both diverse and comprehensive in order to capture the complete range of perspectives that different groups of stakeholders might have [12]. We conducted both a literature review and personal interviews in order to reflect the wide range of participants’ opinions and thoughts on SRC as promoted by large retailer regulations. First, we extracted 79 statements from various sources including academic research, business reports, newspaper articles, position papers, expert columns, and web documents. Second, we selected 24 statements from semi-structured interviews with four individual consumers who were deeply interested in this issue. Through this process, a total of 103 statements were gathered.




3.2. Setting Up the Q-Set


In general, a smaller number of statements (between 30 and 64) is deemed to be an appropriate amount that respondents can cope with [49]. After excluding duplicated or similar statements, we categorized the remaining 87 statements into the following subgroups: positive and negative attitude, personal and social value orientation, conflict experience, and involvement. We then identified unique statements within these categories and compared and discussed the six categorizations and sets of unique statements and continued this process iteratively until 40 statements remained. Finally, we conducted a content validity test with three consumer experts along with another validity test with two general consumers.




3.3. Selection of the P-Set


The P-set consists of respondents who actually participated in the Q-sorting. Typical Q methodology studies range from 20 to 45 respondents, a sample size that is expected to reflect the broadest possible range of knowledge, interests, and values; in short, perspectives [52]. In this study, we selected 30 South Koreans, in their 30s and 40s, who resided in the common business areas of hypermarkets, SSMs, traditional markets, and “mom-and-pop” stores as the P-set through purposive sampling.




3.4. Q-Sort


A pack of 40 cards (each containing an individual statement), the Q-sort grid, and an instruction sheet were given to respondents. Each respondent read every individual statement and then sorted these into three preliminary piles: “agree”, “disagree” and “neutral or unsure” [12]. From these initial sorts, the participant refined their arrangement by allocating them to the ordinal categories in the 40-cell grid according to the extent to which each reflected his/her own experience (see Figure 2). After the P-set completed the Q-sort they filled out demographic information and underwent a semi-structured interview to ensure the accuracy and understanding of their participation. The Q-sorts were conducted in September 2015 and typically lasted 30–50 min per respondent.




3.5. Q Factor Analysis


We conducted the statistical analysis using PQ-Method 2.35 software [53]. First, the software calculated a correlation matrix of all 30 sorts representing the level of similarity of the perceptions of individual respondents. A principle component analysis and varimax rotation was then executed to rearrange the data by identifying and ordering components and ranking them according to the amount of variance that they explained within the original data. Q methodology inverts factor analysis by grouping participants’ Q-sorts, thereby indicating underlying shared perspectives [12].





4. Results


Following the iteration process, we selected a 4-factor solution as the best representation; this solution cumulatively explained 60% of the total variance within the data. The eigen-values for each of these four factors were 8.084, 6.001, 2.101, and 1.913, respectively. Table 1 shows which respondents define and thus share a perspective. Nine respondents were highly loaded on factor 1, 11 on factor 2, four on factor 3, and five on factor 4, meaning that people can be classified into four different groups based on their perspective on the regulation of large retailers. One respondent loaded on two different factors (known as a “confounder”); as is standard practice in Q-studies, this sort was excluded from the construction of the factors’ viewpoints [52].



Factor sort values for each statement are listed in Table 2, which represents the Z score values that have been translated back to their original scale; this gives a snapshot of the voice of each group [54].



4.1. Factor Description


4.1.1. Group 1: Ethical Conformist—“We Should All Live Together”


Nine participants (Group 1) recognized the positive impact of large retailer regulations on society and voluntarily accepted them; thus they were classified as “ethical conformist”. They agreed that regulation protects local markets and small store owners (statement 1), and prevents the tyranny of large corporations (12). They also evaluated this regulatory policy as being beneficial to consumers in the long run (31) and strongly opposed the abolition of large retailer regulation (39). Further, they argued that government regulation is inevitable because fair competition between large retailers and small local stores is virtually impossible (22). The ethical conformists perceived inconveniences due to regulation to be relatively low compared to other groups and believed that seeking equity among members of society is a trend of modern capitalism. Some relevant quotes (translated and lightly edited) from the interviews reflecting these perspectives include:




“It’s only two days a month! Anyone who wants to shop in a large store can go for the remaining 28 days. There is actually not much inconvenience.”



(ID #13)






“I think regulation of large retailers is in line with current trends. The past was an achievement-oriented era, but now the value of relationships, harmony, and co-prosperity is much more important. So, I think it is desirable for capitalism to actively intervene and to promote the balanced development of society.”



(ID #19)






“In the long run, if traditional markets are encouraged, they will be a good place to host local festivals or to introduce local culture.”



(ID #30)





In summary, the ethical conformists pursued social values on the basis of communitarian ideology and therefore viewed the practice of SRC most positively, even though this was enforced by regulation.




4.1.2. Group 2: Market Liberalist—“Let the Wallet Work for Itself”


Eleven participants (Group 2) regarded free competition and maximization of efficiency as basic principles of capitalist market. Thus, they were classified as “market liberalist”. They argued that the regulation of large retailers reduces the convenience and the welfare of consumers by the invasion of consumers’ right to choose (3, 7), and they responded more sensitively to personal inconvenience than to the negative impact of large retailers on society (28). They also showed a negative attitude toward governmental intervention in the market (25). In interviews, the market liberalists believed that the retail industry could evolve through free competition and that consumers could benefit and be satisfied in this process. They also felt that it was unfair for the government to impose sanctions on other stakeholders to protect certain stakeholders in society and responded negatively to the immediate infringement of freedom of choice due to large retailer regulations.




“It is a pity that the powerless are lagging behind. However, I think that small stores should try their best to provide better products and services to survive the competition.”



(ID #3)






“Does it make sense that the government prevents me from shopping at the time and place I want in a liberal state? I am upset when a hypermarket is closed because of regulations, particularly on the weekend.”



(ID #21)






“I think it is not a good idea to restrict the shopping behavior of general consumers to protect a certain group. This compulsive approach will reduce the benefits for consumers.”



(ID #20)





In summary, the market liberalists pursued personal values on the basis of individualistic ideologies and denied the need for SRC, including large retailer regulation.




4.1.3. Group 3: Ambivalent Bystander—“It’s a Good Policy in Principle, But Not for Me”


Four participants (Group 3) agreed with the social responsibilities of consumers and the need to regulate large retailers, but their responses were generally contradictory and less concerned. Thus, they were classified as “ambivalent bystander.” Their overall attitude toward SRC was positive, as they agreed that regulation of large retailers prevents the tyrannies of large corporations (12) and opposed the abolition of such regulation (39). At the same time, however, they hated to suffer any inconvenience due to regulation (20) and they did not want to take the survival of small store owners into consideration when making purchase decisions (40). They paid little attention to the government’s intention to promote SRC and were least affected by such regulation (26). The ambivalent bystanders emphasized responsibility as a social citizen when evaluating policy, but pursued efficiency and convenience as purchasers in actual shopping behavior. Discrepancies in their beliefs and behaviors and low involvement in this topic were revealed in the interviews:




“I understand the necessity of regulating large retailers and agree that it is an inevitable policy. But I don’t think this is an important issue for which to change my shopping habits.”



(ID #6)






“I am in favor of this regulation. The state has an obligation to protect the underprivileged. Even so, if a large retailer is cheap and convenient to use, I will just continue to use them.”



(ID #29)





In summary, the ambivalent bystanders pursued both personal values and social values ambivalently, but they evaluated it only from a third-party perspective.




4.1.4. Group 4: Internally Conflicted—“Seems Like I’m Doing Something Wrong...”


Lastly, 5 participants (Group 4) experienced conflict between the sense of moral obligation to practice SRC and the inconvenience of reality due to regulation. Thus, they were classified as “internally conflicted.” When making simple purchases they experienced conflict about whether to shop in a large retailer or a small local store (21). Although they opposed the regulation of large retailers, they were reluctant to say that to others (30). They intended to shop in small local stores but were reluctant to do so in practice (29). In the interviews, one participant in this group philosophically opposed the regulation of large retailers but practiced compliance with government policy because of his governmental position. Another participant felt guilty for gaining benefits through the use of large retailers and described himself as selfish.




“Of course, I don’t want anyone to restrict my shopping behavior. But I cannot say that I oppose the government policy, which was implemented for good purposes, especially in my position as a public official.”



(ID #2)






“To be honest, I oppose this policy because it makes me conflicted with regard to everyday grocery purchases. I feel bad when I shop at a hypermarket because I seem to be a selfish person”



(ID #28)





In summary, the internally conflicted experienced conflict between personal and social values because they regarded SRC as a kind of duty.





4.2. Similarities and Differences Between Perspectives


We calculated the correlation between factor scores using the PQ-Method software for an in-depth understanding of the relevance of the four different consumer perspectives. Table 3 shows the correlation matrix of the four factors.



The correlations show that factor 1 (ethical conformist) and factor 3 (ambivalent bystander) are most alike (r = 0.401). Both groups positively assessed large retailer regulations (27, 23, 32), and considered using small local stores as desirable consumer behavior (17). However, ethical conformists put social values above personal values and accepted the inconveniences that can be caused by regulations, while ambivalent bystanders did not agree to sacrifice themselves for social values (19, 20). While ethical conformists had a consistent attitude regarding SRC, ambivalent bystanders had a value-action gap in the decision-making process.



Factor 3 (ambivalent bystander) was also correlated with factor 4 (internally conflicted) (r = 0.366). The two groups were less interested in SRC or regulatory issues than the other two groups, and opposed the abolition of regulations (20, 39). While the ambivalent bystander had a positive attitude toward SRC that was forced by regulation, the internally conflicted had a negative attitude (1, 2, 32). The ambivalent bystanders experienced the least conflict among the four groups, while the internally conflicted experienced the biggest conflict (21, 29, 30). This suggests that one criterion distinguishing the two groups is whether they experience internal confusion or difficulty in situations where different values conflict.



Also, factor 2 (market liberalist) and factor 4 (internally conflicted) shared a similar viewpoint (r = 0.352). Both groups opposed arguments that consumers should consider social sustainability in their consumption life (5, 6). While market liberalists felt that regulation of large retailers unfairly controls the market and that it is inevitable that small stores will be harmed by competition, the internally conflicted opposed these comments (18, 24, 25). These results show that consumers who are preferentially pursuing their own benefits and convenience in consumption can be classified into different subgroups depending on whether they consider social responsibility as a citizen.




4.3. Store Choice Behavior Across Different Consumer Groups


To investigate the relationship between consumers’ perspectives on economic SRC and actual behavior, we considered shopping in retail store formats for the period of a month. Table 4 shows the store choice behavior across the four previously-defined consumer groups as defined by the frequency of purchases and the average purchase amount. The ethical conformist, who pursues relatively strong social values, actually shopped a lot in traditional markets and “mom-and-pop” stores. On the other hand, the market liberalist, who pursues relatively strong personal values, was a multi-faceted consumer who shopped at a variety of store formats including hypermarkets, SSMs, franchise convenience stores operated by large corporations, and e-commerce. The ambivalent bystander frequently purchased at convenience stores and “mom-and-pop” stores. The internally conflicted shopped at hypermarkets intensively and had the lowest purchase amount among all groups.





5. Discussion and Implications


The current success and future direction of regulatory policies intended to promote SRC eventually depends on consumers’ adaptability. Therefore, understanding consumers’ perception of market ideology and attitudes toward such regulation is very important [55]. In this study, we tried to shed light on consumers’ perspectives toward SRC forced by government regulation and discover the reasons behind those perspectives.



The statistical results of Q methodology indicate that consumers can be categorized into four groups according to their perspective regarding SRC: ethical conformist (Group 1), market liberalist (Group 2), ambivalent bystander (Group 3), and internally conflicted (Group 4). The ethical conformists pursued social values in consumption based on collectivist ideology and actually used small local stores even when forced by regulation. The market liberalists pursued personal values based on individualistic ideology and did not acknowledge consumers’ social responsibility. They shopped at a variety of retail formats including online shopping and mobile shopping to maximize personal benefits. The ambivalent bystanders pursued both personal and social values, but there was a discrepancy between their stated values and actual behavior. The internally conflicted appeared to waver without a clear position due to the clash of personal and social values in SRC. As they shopped at hypermarkets intensively, it is predictable that conflicts tended to arise between moral obligation and actual behavior.



Our results in this study contribute to the ongoing academic discussion of this topic. Qu et al. [13] presented consumer groups that recognize sustainable consumption as sustainable consumers, potential sustainable consumers, and unsustainable consumers. This study revealed that consumer perspective on SRC as forced by government regulation (rather than adopted by free choice) is quite complicated and diverse. In addition, three of the groups in our study, excluding market liberalists, perceived the dual role of consumers and citizens, confirming that South Korean consumers’ attitudes toward social responsibility are largely based on a collectivist culture [23,26]. As a result of comparing the overlap and differences between consumer perspectives, we found major criteria for understanding consumer perspectives to SRC, such as priority of value pursued, the experience of the value-action gap, and internal conflicts in the decision-making process. These results can be useful for understanding consumers’ value frames regarding social responsibility.



Our findings show that consumers can experience internal conflict if the social values promoted by retail regulation conflict with consumers’ personal values. In particular, the internally conflicted experienced confusion and difficulty in choosing a retail store under the current regulations. If social responsibility that contradicts personal values is enforced continuously, the values of individuals can be underestimated, and their satisfaction and welfare can be reduced. With the ongoing development of Internet and communications technology and globalization, consumers can experience more diverse and complex consumption values and new conflicts of values related to this may develop. Therefore, we should continuously examine what types of value conflicts are being experienced by consumers and search for solutions to relieve and solve these conflicts.



Our findings have practical implications for policymakers and retailers aiming at sound market development. First, our findings suggest that consumers’ perspectives on SRC need to be more precisely predicted when designing policies. The direct goal of recent regulatory moves by the South Korean government was to increase the sales of traditional markets and “mom-and-pop” stores. In this study, however, many consumers agreed with the intentions of large retailer regulation but showed a negative attitude toward its effectiveness. In recent surveys, sales at large retailers have decreased due to regulations, but sales at small local stores have not changed. Rather, the e-commerce and m-commerce market grew rapidly due to the balloon effect [56]. Emphasizing “goodness” alone cannot change consumers. Without micro-level behavioral changes, the effect of regulatory efforts cannot be sustainable or stable. Thus, when establishing retail policies, it is necessary to communicate with consumers regarding the significances of the policies and create consensus and to evaluate considerations regarding the actual interests of consumers as a major stakeholder in the market.



Second, several obstacles have been revealed that hinder the expansion of SRC. Even if consumers recognize that SRC is worthwhile, it is difficult for them to practice it in everyday consumption [21]. For example, the ambivalent bystanders believed that the economic sustainability of society is important, but these values did not affect their actual behavior. The market liberalists regarded free competition as the fundamental principle of capitalism and considered the intervention of the government itself to be inappropriate. Such passive attitudes, low interest, and extreme views of market principles may hamper the expansion of SRC practices. Thus, policymakers and business practitioners should prioritize efforts to address these obstacles.



Third, Miller et al. [57] suggested that SRC can be actively practiced when it is supported by individuals’ self-efficacy. Furthermore, social support can have positive effect on increasing SRC by enhancing the confidence of consumers [21]. This implies that voluntary SRC practices of consumers can be more effective in enhancing economic sustainability than regulatory forcing. This argument is supported by the consumer groups in this study that pursued social values but opposed regulation. Therefore, government and businesses should create a market environment in which both personal values and social values are achieved through SRC by providing educational programs to support SRC and continuously publicizing the positive effects of SRC to consumers.



Fourth, all four groups agreed that the choice of retail stores should be entirely free to consumers. This suggests that even if SRC is required, the basic right of consumers should be considered.



Also noteworthy is that enhancing economic sustainability through co-existence and cooperation is an important principle of modern capitalism globally [58]. Therefore, large retailers should remember that excessive penetration into local markets forces consumers into value dilemmas and threatens the soundness of the market. As individuals have dual roles as consumers and citizens, large retailers need to consider the welfare of consumers and small local store owners who are vulnerable to competition as responsible social members. We hope that this study helps raise more awareness of this issue.



In the long term, this study can serve as a starting point for understanding consumers’ value frameworks on government regulation, which acknowledges the necessity of achieving welfare of society. Several limitations of this study as an initial exploratory approach should also be considered. First, although Q-methodology is a powerful tool for describing and understanding the subjective viewpoints of diverse consumers, the number of participants can be too small for broad generalizations and so the statistical reliability of results can be uncertain. In future studies, larger surveys covering a broader cross section of the population using a more quantitative approach would be useful for assessing and generalizing these findings. Second, the current study only focused on the economic and political (social) spheres of sustainability, so further research should consider environmental factors as well in order to achieve a more comprehensive view of sustainability. Third, it would also be interesting to analyze and compare differences in demographic and psychological characteristics between consumer groups, such as consumer satisfaction. In particular, a deeper and more qualitative approach to cross-loaded people could be a meaningful research direction. Fourth, such analyses should be extended temporally to observe changes in consumer attitudes and behavior with regard to SRC and related regulations.
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Figure 1. The Q methodology process used in this study. 
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Figure 2. Q-sort distribution. 
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Table 1. Results of Q-factor analysis.
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ID

	
Factor Loading

	
Gender

	
Age

	
Income (Million Won)




	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4






	
Group 1

(n = 9)

	
13

	
0.8007X 1

	
−0.1244

	
0.1937

	
−0.0053

	
F

	
31

	
350




	
27

	
0.7703X

	
−0.2225

	
0.1134

	
0.0162

	
F

	
35

	
370




	
14

	
0.7352X

	
−0.4380

	
0.2125

	
−0.1607

	
F

	
33

	
450




	
30

	
0.7046X

	
0.0972

	
−0.2904

	
0.2579

	
M

	
35

	
180




	
25

	
0.6932X

	
−0.1099

	
0.0336

	
−0.0978

	
M

	
38

	
200




	
19

	
0.6888X

	
−0.5670

	
−0.0366

	
−0.0052

	
M

	
41

	
420




	
5

	
0.6823X

	
−0.2189

	
0.2207

	
0.0116

	
M

	
39

	
700




	
9

	
0.6324X

	
−0.3180

	
0.3981

	
−0.1929

	
F

	
31

	
350




	
16

	
0.5361X

	
0.1867

	
0.1423

	
0.3691

	
F

	
34

	
350




	
Group 2

(n = 11)

	
7

	
−0.1042

	
0.7467X

	
0.1760

	
0.0874

	
M

	
36

	
500




	
22

	
−0.1129

	
0.7395X

	
0.2745

	
0.0214

	
M

	
40

	
650




	
17

	
0.1830

	
0.7324X

	
−0.0272

	
0.2546

	
F

	
33

	
250




	
23

	
−0.4572

	
0.6959X

	
−0.0126

	
0.2114

	
M

	
33

	
300




	
3

	
−0.0322

	
0.6941X

	
0.0071

	
0.0912

	
M

	
37

	
450




	
24

	
−0.5470

	
0.6623X

	
0.0958

	
0.0356

	
M

	
37

	
400




	
21

	
−0.3993

	
0.6331X

	
−0.0797

	
0.0255

	
M

	
37

	
700




	
12

	
0.1203

	
0.5881X

	
0.2451

	
0.0390

	
F

	
31

	
280




	
20

	
0.3599

	
0.5740X

	
−0.0579

	
0.3387

	
F

	
34

	
430




	
10

	
−0.0316

	
0.5530X

	
−0.1122

	
0.1239

	
F

	
34

	
300




	
15

	
0.1829

	
0.4120X

	
0.2252

	
0.0152

	
F

	
33

	
500




	
Group 3

(n = 4)

	
11

	
0.2154

	
−0.0301

	
0.7989X

	
0.2503

	
F

	
32

	
600




	
29

	
0.1242

	
0.4047

	
0.7457X

	
0.1406

	
F

	
30

	
150




	
18

	
0.3496

	
0.0436

	
0.6821X

	
0.1954

	
F

	
34

	
200




	
6

	
0.4660

	
−0.0101

	
0.6506X

	
0.0645

	
M

	
35

	
300




	
Group 4

(n = 5)

	
8

	
−0.0642

	
−0.1203

	
0.3182

	
0.7730X

	
M

	
43

	
450




	
28

	
0.0075

	
0.3884

	
0.0447

	
0.6609X

	
F

	
33

	
300




	
26

	
0.3137

	
0.2289

	
−0.1505

	
0.6573X

	
M

	
37

	
450




	
2

	
−0.2112

	
0.1512

	
0.1604

	
0.6492X

	
F

	
36

	
300




	
1

	
−0.0046

	
0.0974

	
0.1523

	
0.5677X

	
M

	
39

	
220




	
Confounded

(n = 1)

	
4

	
−0.1597

	
0.4512

	
0.4739

	
0.3542

	
M

	
40

	
450




	
Eigen values

	
8.084

	
6.001

	
2.101

	
1.913

	

	

	




	
Explained variance

	
20%

	
20%

	
10%

	
10%

	

	

	








1 X = significant sort.
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Table 2. Complete list of statements and factor sort values.
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No.

	
Q Statements

	
Factor Scores




	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4






	
1

	
I am positive about the regulation of large retailers because it protects small stores and local markets.

	
5

	
−2

	
1

	
−4




	
2

	
I am positive about the regulation of large retailers because it guarantees workers’ right to rest.

	
3

	
0

	
0

	
−5




	
3

	
I am negative about the regulation of large retailers because it encroaches upon consumers’ right of choice.

	
−3

	
3

	
−3

	
0




	
4

	
I am negative about the regulation of large retailers because it makes consumers’ lives more inconvenient.

	
−2

	
4

	
−1

	
0




	
5

	
Consumers should understand the social value of co-existence and shared growth pursued by regulation of large retailers.

	
2

	
−2

	
0

	
−3




	
6

	
Consumers should consider the sustainable development of society in everyday consumption.

	
1

	
−1

	
−2

	
0




	
7

	
The choice of retail stores is entirely free for individual consumers.

	
1

	
5

	
5

	
5




	
8

	
Maximizing utility in a given budget is the ultimate goal of consumption.

	
1

	
2

	
4

	
3




	
9

	
In fact, I don’t care much for the regulation of large retailers.

	
−2

	
−1

	
3

	
3




	
10

	
Since the implementation of large retailer regulations, I feel uncomfortable shopping in large retailers.

	
0

	
−4

	
−4

	
−1




	
11

	
Although I generally agree with the need to regulate large retailers, I don’t want to shop in traditional markets or “mom-and-pop” stores.

	
−1

	
0

	
−5

	
−1




	
12

	
I am positive about the regulation of large retailers because it prevents the tyrannies of large corporations.

	
5

	
−4

	
3

	
0




	
13

	
I am positive about the regulation of large retailers because it prevents wastes of energy.

	
0

	
−4

	
1

	
0




	
14

	
I am negative about the regulation of large retailers because it results in price increases.

	
−3

	
1

	
−2

	
−1




	
15

	
I am negative about the regulation of large retailers because it reduces local employment.

	
0

	
1

	
−1

	
−2




	
16

	
As members of the local community, consumers should accept some inconvenience from the regulation of large retailers.

	
2

	
0

	
−1

	
−2




	
17

	
On the days of the mandatory closures of large retailers, it is desirable to shop in traditional markets or “mom-and-pop” stores.

	
3

	
−3

	
1

	
2




	
18

	
In a capitalist society, it is inevitable that a decline in traditional markets and “mom-and-pop” stores results from competition in the market.

	
−2

	
2

	
0

	
−2




	
19

	
Even if the regulation of large retailers is actually effective, it is unfair for consumers to make sacrifices for this.

	
−2

	
4

	
4

	
5




	
20

	
Although I generally agree with the need to regulate large retailers, I can’t stand any inconvenience caused by such regulation.

	
0

	
2

	
5

	
4




	
21

	
When purchasing a few items, I feel conflicts regarding whether I shop in a large retailer or a small local store.

	
0

	
−3

	
−4

	
4




	
22

	
I am positive about the regulation of large retailers because a fair competition between large retailers and small local stores is virtually impossible.

	
4

	
−1

	
1

	
0




	
23

	
The regulation of large retailers is a necessary policy for a better society.

	
4

	
−1

	
2

	
1




	
24

	
I am negative about the regulation of large retailers because it goes against market trends.

	
−5

	
3

	
0

	
−4




	
25

	
I am negative about the regulation of large retailers because it is excessive government market intervention.

	
−3

	
4

	
0

	
−3




	
26

	
The regulation of large retailers does not have any influences on me.

	
−1

	
−5

	
2

	
1




	
27

	
The regulation of large retailers is meaningful for consumers to practice their social responsibilities.

	
2

	
−2

	
2

	
0




	
28

	
Even if the growth of large retailers has a negative impact on society, it is reasonable to shop in large retailers if prices or services are better than small local stores.

	
1

	
5

	
4

	
4




	
29

	
Even if I am willing to shop in small local stores instead of large retailers, it is difficult to put it into practice.

	
0

	
0

	
−3

	
3




	
30

	
I oppose the regulation of large retailers, but I’m reluctant to say that to other people.

	
−4

	
−1

	
−5

	
2




	
31

	
Regulatory policies for large retailers will be beneficial to consumers in the long run.

	
4

	
−2

	
0

	
−2




	
32

	
The regulation of large retailers is a good policy.

	
3

	
−3

	
1

	
−4




	
33

	
The regulation of large retailers will become an obstacle to strengthening competitiveness of small local stores.

	
−4

	
1

	
−2

	
2




	
34

	
Even if constrained by law, large retailers will continue to penetrate local markets.

	
−4

	
2

	
−2

	
−1




	
35

	
Beyond pursuing personal satisfaction, consumers have a responsibility to consider the impact of their consumption behavior on society.

	
2

	
1

	
−1

	
2




	
36

	
If large retailers offer products and services desired by consumers, they should be commended rather than regulated.

	
−1

	
3

	
2

	
1




	
37

	
Since the implementation of large retailer regulations, I find it more difficult to choose a retail store.

	
−1

	
0

	
−4

	
−1




	
38

	
The regulation of large retailers should be strengthened further.

	
1

	
−5

	
−1

	
−5




	
39

	
The regulation of large retailers should be completely abolished.

	
−5

	
0

	
−3

	
−3




	
40

	
I don’t want to associate the survival of small store owners with my consumption life.

	
−1

	
1

	
3

	
1
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Table 3. Correlations between factor scores for consumer perspectives.
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	Factor 1
	Factor 2
	Factor 3
	Factor 4





	Factor 1
	1
	
	
	



	Factor 2
	−0.374
	1
	
	



	Factor 3
	0.401
	0.193
	1
	



	Factor 4
	0.006
	0.352
	0.366
	1
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Table 4. Store choice behaviors across different consumer groups.
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Operated by

	
Store Format

	
Group 1:

Ethical Conformist

	
Group 2:

Market Liberalist

	
Group 3:

Ambivalent Bystander

	
Group 4:

Internally Conflicted




	
pf 1

	
pa 2

	
pf

	
pa

	
pf

	
pa

	
pf

	
pa






	
large corporations

	
hypermarket

	
2.3

	
18.9

	
4.1

	
43.7

	
2.0

	
17.0

	
4.8

	
46.1




	
SSM

	
1.4

	
3.4

	
4.5

	
10.4

	
0.8

	
1.5

	
3.4

	
4.1




	
convenience store

	
4.0

	
3.2

	
16.8

	
9.5

	
12.0

	
5.7

	
9.0

	
3.6




	
self-employed

	
traditional market

	
5.4

	
21.0

	
0.8

	
0.6

	
4.5

	
13.5

	
0.0

	
0.0




	
“mom-and-pop” store

	
9.6

	
23.9

	
3.2

	
3.0

	
12.0

	
30.0

	
7.0

	
5.6




	
others

	
online and mobile

	
2.8

	
13.1

	
6.3

	
23.0

	
4.0

	
15.0

	
2.4

	
4.8




	
Total

	

	
83.4

	

	
90.1

	

	
82.7

	

	
64.2








1 pf = purchase frequency per month, 2 pa = purchase amount per month (in million won).
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