
EJBO Electronic Journal of Business Ethics and Organization Studies Vol. 31, No. 1 (2026)

22 http://ejbo.jyu.fi/

To Forgive or Not? Consumers’ Responses to 
Brand Transgressions

Mitra Salimi                                       
Outi Uusitalo                                              
Outi Niininen                                     
Juha Munnukka

Abstract
This study explored consumers’ 
forgiveness and unforgiveness for 
environmental and social brand 
transgressions. The research 
also examined the moderation 
effect of sustainability 
consciousness and its two 
subdimensions (environmental 
and social consciousness) 
on consumer responses to 
brand transgressions. The 
experiment results showed 
that the consumers were less 
forgiving of environmental 
brand transgressions than of 
social brand transgressions. 
Sustainability consciousness 
moderated both reactions, 
but the effects varied. The 
consumers’ sustainability 
consciousness decreased their 
forgiveness for an environmental 
brand transgression but 
increased their forgiveness for 
a social brand transgression. 
For the unforgiveness response, 
the consumers’ sustainability 
consciousness increased their 
unforgiveness for a social brand 
transgression. The study’s 
findings can help academics and 
managers better understand and 
handle consumers’ responses to 
brand transgressions.
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(Balderjahn et al., 2013). However, little 
is known about how sustainability con-
sciousness shapes consumer responses 
to unsustainable brand behavior. Another 
gap concerns variation in consumer re-
actions—forgiveness versus unforgive-
ness—toward different types of sus-
tainability-related brand transgressions. 
Tsarenko and Tojib (2015) proposed that 
the nature of a transgression—whether 
it affects human health or the environ-
ment—can shape consumer responses. 
This study addresses these gaps by com-
paring consumer reactions to environ-
mental and social transgressions, which 
differ in self-relevance and tangibility 
(Hutcherson & Gross, 2011; Prentice, 
2004). By comparing consumer reactions 
to these two types of violations, this re-
search provides a clearer understanding 
of which transgressions consumers are 
more or less willing to forgive.

Building on forgiveness theory in con-
sumer–brand relationships, this study 
introduces consumer unforgiveness as 
a distinct concept in marketing litera-
ture. Prior research indicates that for-
giveness is a culturally and emotionally 
complex process, with consumers being 
less forgiving of image- and value-related 
brand transgressions than other types of 
violations (Kennedy & Guzmán, 2020; 
Fetscherin & Sampedro, 2019). Expand-
ing on this, we investigate how forgive-
ness and unforgiveness differ in response 
to social versus environmental transgres-
sions.

The findings of this study provide 
valuable insights for brand managers by 
offering a better understanding of con-
sumer emotions and behaviors related to 
environmental and social transgressions. 
These insights can help companies repair 
damaged consumer–brand relationships, 
prevent future transgressions, respond 
effectively to crises, and develop stronger 

Introduction
Corporate misconduct remains a press-
ing issue, with cases such as child labor 
in the fashion and chocolate industries, 
animal rights violations by Louis Vuitton 
and Hermès, Tesla’s defiance of lockdown 
measures, and the Volkswagen emissions 
scandal serving as notable examples. 
These brand transgressions can lead to 
significant financial and reputational dam-
age (Fetscherin & Sampedro, 2019) while 
also undermining consumer–brand rela-
tionships (Aaker et al., 2004). In today’s 
fast-moving market, where consumer 
involvement is high and information 
spreads rapidly, negative publicity can 
trigger an immediate backlash, including 
boycotts. Understanding how consumers 
respond to brand transgressions is thus 
critical for effective brand management 
(Kennedy & Guzmán, 2020; Romani et 
al., 2015).

Consumer reactions to brand trans-
gressions are generally negative, includ-
ing negative word of mouth (Amatulli 
et al., 2020), boycott intentions (Xie & 
Bagozzi, 2019), punishing behavior (Sep-
tianto & Kwon, 2022), and protests (Rup-
pel & Einwiller, 2020). However, recent 
research has explored forgiveness and 
other positive responses, such as brand 
defense (Dalman et al., 2019), buycott-
ing (Krishna & Kim, 2020), and com-
passion (Meyer et al., 2019). Consumer 
forgiveness has increasingly been recog-
nized as an important factor in consumer-
brand relationships (Fernández-Capo et 
al., 2017), yet it remains underexplored 
in the context of sustainability-related 
brand transgressions.

A review of brand transgression litera-
ture highlights key research gaps. Studies 
show that consumers are becoming more 
conscious of social and environmen-
tal sustainability (Harris, 2007; Vitell, 
2015), with much research focusing on 
motivations for sustainable consumption 
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sustainability strategies. This research contributes to the grow-
ing body of literature on the intersection of brand transgressions, 
consumer forgiveness, and business sustainability (Salmones et 
al., 2020; Fetscherin & Sampedro, 2019; Trump, 2014).

The article proceeds as follows: The next section reviews 
relevant literature and defines consumer forgiveness and unfor-
giveness. This is followed by an explanation of the theoretical 
framework, research methodology, and experiment findings. 
The article concludes with a discussion of the theoretical and 
managerial implications, study limitations, and avenues for fu-
ture research.

Literature Review
Brand Transgression
The marketing literature has examined various forms of nega-
tive brand incidents, including brand transgressions (Aaker et 
al., 2004; Tsarenko & Tojib, 2015), misconduct (Huber et al., 
2010), negative publicity (Liu et al., 2018), brand betrayal 
(Reimann et al., 2018), and irresponsible corporate behavior 
(Grappi et al., 2013; Xie & Bagozzi, 2019). Aaker et al. (2004) 
define brand transgressions as violations of implicit or explicit 
consumer–brand relationship norms, which can impact brand 
performance and consumer perception. Following a transgres-
sion, consumers must decide whether to maintain their rela-
tionship with the brand or sever ties (Sayin & Gürhan-Canli, 
2015). While some transgressions irreparably damage consumer 
trust, others may be overlooked, dismissed, or justified by con-
sumers seeking to maintain their brand connection.

Brand transgressions can be classified into performance-re-
lated and value-related (Dutta & Pullig, 2011). Performance-
related crises involve faulty goods or services (e.g., product 
recalls), which are often remediable through corrective actions 
like refunds or replacements (Holloway & Beatty, 2003). In con-
trast, value-related crises stem from social or ethical violations 
that undermine a brand’s symbolic and psychological benefits, 
often triggering unpredictable and severe consumer backlash 
(Isiksal & Karaosmanoglu, 2020). Unsustainable business trans-
gressions, such as environmental harm or labor exploitation, fall 
into this category, making recovery efforts more complex.

While some companies have made strides in addressing bi-
odiversity loss, climate change, and social inequality (Bocken 
& Short, 2021), many still engage in unsustainable practices, 
whether intentionally or due to external pressures. The United 
Nations SDG report (2020, 2022) highlights ongoing challeng-
es, including rising carbon emissions, habitat destruction, and 
unethical production practices. Businesses must navigate com-
peting priorities, balancing profit maximization with corporate 
responsibility (Davies & Olmedo-Cifuentes, 2016).

Value-related brand transgressions have recently gained atten-
tion in marketing research due to their growing prevalence and 
emerging significance. While extensive studies have explored 
service-related transgressions (e.g., Sharma et al., 2020) and 
product failures (e.g., Sinha & Lu, 2016), the increasing focus 
on value-driven brand violations highlights the need for a more 
comprehensive examination of their underlying mechanisms 
and consumer responses.

Consumer Forgiveness and Unforgiveness Concepts
In consumer behavior research, forgiveness is an emerging top-
ic, primarily explored in the context of brand transgressions, 

service failures, and brand extensions. While well-studied in 
interpersonal relationships, its link to consumer responses re-
mains underexamined (Tsarenko & Tojib, 2015). Fetscherin and 
Sampedro (2019) categorized marketing research on forgive-
ness into three areas: conceptual models (e.g., Joireman et al., 
2016), consumer forgiveness following product or service fail-
ures (e.g., Sinha & Lu, 2016), and forgiveness as part of service 
recovery strategies (Babin et al., 2021).

Rooted in theology, psychology, philosophy, and law (Rye et 
al., 2000; Enright et al., 1998; Derrida, 2002), forgiveness is 
defined as a shift from negative to less negative or even positive 
feelings toward a transgressor (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007). Some 
debate whether forgiveness requires replacing negative emo-
tions with positive ones or simply reducing distress (Exline et 
al., 2003). Ethical dilemmas arise, as some believe forgiveness 
signals approval of wrongdoing (Mullet et al., 2004), making it 
relevant to consumer-brand relationships.

Forgiveness comprises two dimensions: emotional forgive-
ness, driven by a desire to bridge the "injustice gap" (Worthing-
ton & Scherer, 2004), and decisional forgiveness, which deter-
mines whether consumers continue their relationship with a 
brand (Worthington et al., 2007). These processes are distinct 
yet interconnected—emotional forgiveness fosters positive 
emotions, while decisional forgiveness reduces negative behav-
iors (Lichtenfeld et al., 2019). Importantly, forgiveness differs 
from reconciliation, which requires mutual effort, whereas for-
giveness is unilateral and can occur independently (Fincham, 
2000; Orcutt et al., 2005).

Despite its significance, consumer unforgiveness has been 
largely overlooked in marketing research. Worthington (2001, 
2006) defines unforgiveness as a "cold emotional complex" of 
anger, bitterness, and resentment, often accompanied by rumi-
nation. Scholars widely regard forgiveness and unforgiveness 
as distinct constructs rather than two extremes of a spectrum 
(Kira et al., 2009; Wade & Worthington, 2003). While unfor-
giveness can be mitigated through forgiveness, it can also be 
alleviated by seeking justice, retribution, or counseling (Stack-
house et al., 2018). This study examines consumer forgiveness 
and unforgiveness as separate emotional responses with differ-
ent antecedents (Younger et al., 2004).

Consumers’ Sustainability Consciousness
The Brundtland Commission Report (1987) defines sustainabil-
ity as “meeting the needs of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet their needs”. It en-
compasses three core dimensions—social, environmental, and 
economic—often referred to as the sustainability pillars (Hans-
mann et al., 2012; Elkington, 1997). These pillars emphasize 
the balance between ecological, human, and economic capital, 
commonly summarized as planet, people, and profits (Boyer et 
al., 2016; Schoolman et al., 2012).

In psychological research, consciousness generally refers to 
awareness and sensitivity to a subject (Bennet & Bennet, 2008; 
De Carvalho, 2015). Gericke et al. (2019) define sustainability 
consciousness as awareness of sustainability phenomena, which 
can be categorized into environmental and social consciousness.

Environmentally conscious consumers take action to reduce 
environmental harm, engaging in climate discussions, conserv-
ing resources, and supporting green consumption (Follows & 
Jobber, 2000; Bord et al., 2000; Kim & Choi, 2005). Socially 
conscious consumers focus on ethical behavior, prioritizing hu-
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man rights, gender equality, and fair labor practices in their pur-
chasing and consumption choices (Eisenberg & Mussen, 1989; 
Mohr et al., 2001). These two dimensions shape consumer at-
titudes and actions toward sustainability.

Conceptual Framework
Research on consumer forgiveness for brand transgressions 
highlights several influencing factors. Sinha and Lu (2016) 
found that self-construal moderates consumer reactions, while 
Wei and Ran (2019) showed that an apologizer’s gender affects 
forgiveness. Fetscherin and Sampedro (2019) linked transgres-
sion severity to lower forgiveness and found that forgiving con-
sumers are less likely to abandon a brand or retaliate. Tsarenko 
and Tojib (2015) examined how corporate social responsibility 
awareness and transgression severity impact consumer forgive-
ness.

Psychological research suggests that forgiveness is inversely 
related to transgression severity (Fincham et al., 2005; Boon 
& Sulsky, 1997), but perceptions of severity are subjective 
(Tsarenko & Tojib, 2015). Consumers react more strongly to 
personally relevant moral offenses (Batson et al., 2009) and may 
see environmental damage as a direct threat to their well-being, 
leading to lower forgiveness (Hutcherson & Gross, 2011).

Another explanation for consumer forgiveness is tangible 
vs. abstract bias—humans respond more strongly to concrete, 
personal harm than to abstract societal issues (Prentice, 2004). 
Self-harming transgressions (e.g., environmental degradation) 
are perceived as more immediate, whereas social issues like la-
bor exploitation may feel distant, making consumers more for-
giving (Ahn et al., 2016).

Based on the foregoing, it is presumed that both social and en-
vironmental brand transgressions are negatively correlated with 
consumer forgiveness and positively correlated with consumer 
unforgiveness. Moreover, the following are hypothesised:

H1. Consumers show less forgiveness for environmental brand trans-
gressions than for social brand transgressions.

H2. Consumers show more unforgiveness for environmental brand 
transgressions than for social brand transgressions.

Consumers’ reactions to a company’s transgression-related 
crisis are influenced by several variables. Xie et al. (2015) ar-
gued that individual differences (e.g. empathy, moral identity, 
and social justice values) influence the development of negative 
moral feelings that lead to unfavourable customer responses to 
environmentally irresponsible corporate practices. In relation 
to this, Grappi et al. (2013) considered ‘self-regarding’ and 
‘other-regarding’ values in their study of consumer responses 
to irresponsible corporate behaviour. Other-regarding values 
demonstrate a person’s proclivity to act morally in situations 
requiring moral responses; they include peace, justice, equality, 
cooperation, and beneficence (Grappi et al., 2013). Thus, oth-
er-regarding values play an essential role in how consumers per-
ceive and react to brand transgressions. Accordingly, this article 
contends that consumers’ sustainability consciousness reflects 

an other-regarding value due to its benevolent nature, which 
affects consumers’ emotions and decision-making against brand 
transgressions. The following hypotheses were formulated:

H3. The relationship between brand transgressions, both environ-
mental (H3a) and social (H3b), and consumer forgiveness is influ-
enced by the consumer's sustainability consciousness level. Specifi-
cally, when consumers have high sustainability consciousness, they 
are more likely to show less forgiveness towards brand transgres-
sions, regardless of whether they are environmental or social.

H4. The consumer's sustainability consciousness level moderates 
the relationship between brand transgressions, both environmental 
(H4a) and social (H4b), and consumer unforgiveness. When con-
sumers have high sustainability consciousness, they are more likely 
to exhibit higher levels of unforgiveness towards brand transgres-
sions, irrespective of whether they are environmental or social.

This study presumes that the moderation effect of consum-
ers’ social consciousness is more pronounced in social brand 
transgression cases and that the moderation effect of consum-
ers’ environmental consciousness is also more pronounced in 
environmental brand transgression cases. In other words, such 
transgressions are understood to be more closely related to the 
consumers’ other-regarding values; thus, consumers react more 
adversely to brand transgressions that are against their values 
(i.e. concerning the society or the environment). Thus, it is hy-
pothesised: 

H5. The consumer's environmental sustainability consciousness 
level moderates the relationship between environmental brand 
transgressions and consumer forgiveness. Consumers with high 
environmental consciousness are more inclined to show a stronger 
negative association between environmental brand transgressions 
and forgiveness than those with low environmental consciousness.

H6. The consumer's social sustainability consciousness level mod-
erates the relationship between social brand transgressions and 
consumer forgiveness. Consumers with high social consciousness 
are more likely to exhibit a stronger negative association between 
social brand transgressions and forgiveness than those with low so-
cial consciousness.

H7. The consumer's environmental sustainability consciousness level 
moderates the relationship between environmental brand transgres-
sions and consumer unforgiveness. Consumers with high environ-
mental consciousness are more inclined to show a stronger positive 
association between environmental brand transgressions and unfor-
giveness than those with low environmental consciousness.

H8. The consumer's social sustainability consciousness level moder-
ates the relationship between social brand transgressions and con-
sumer unforgiveness. Consumers with high social consciousness 
are more likely to exhibit a stronger positive association between 
social brand transgressions and unforgiveness than those with low 
social consciousness.
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Methods 
Research Design
Brand transgressions were manipulated by creating experimen-
tal and control conditions. Two between-subject manipulations 
and one corresponding between-subject control condition were 
created for environmental and social brand transgressions to 
produce three questionnaire versions. To test the hypotheses, 
the conditional indirect effect procedures suggested by Hayes 
(2013) were followed. The moderating and dependent variables 
were measured variables. The variables in the present study's de-
sign can be summarised as follows:

(1) a manipulated variable (X), representing exposure to one 
of the two experimental conditions or the control condition, 
where the environmental violation is coded 1, the social viola-
tion is coded -1 and the control condition is coded 0;

(2) three continuous moderating variables (W): sustainability 
consciousness and its two subdimensions (environmental and 
social consciousness) and

(3) two continuous outcome variables (Y) reflecting the con-
sumers’ unforgiving and forgiving answers to transgressions, 
with the forgiving response comprising two dimensions: emo-
tional and decisional forgiveness.

Stimulus materials
Narratives were developed for the experimental and control 
conditions and were pretested and then revised according to 
the pretest results. The narratives for the experimental condi-
tions began with a description of company OLL (fictitious brand 
name) and proceeded with an explanation of the company’s 
environmental or social transgression. The control condition’s 
narrative contained a neutral account of the same brand. Al-
though the brand name was unreal, each narrative was based on 
actual corporate misdeeds over the course of the years. The full 
versions of the narratives are provided upon request.

Pilot study
The questionnaires were tested through an online experimental 
survey of 90 university students in Finland. Three versions of a 
questionnaire were administered, each featuring a distinct sce-
nario: one of an environmental brand transgression, one of a so-
cial brand transgression and one with a neutral narrative. A few 
open-ended questions asking the respondents’ opinions about 
the clarity of the items and the vignettes were included. The 
responses showed that both transgression vignettes were un-
derstood correctly by the participants and the neutral vignette 
required improvement. Based on the answers, a few items that 
lacked explicitness were revised, and the clarity of the scenarios 
was enhanced.

Measures
This study used pretested measurement scales from previous re-
search. Each construct’s items were averaged for analysis, using 
7-point scales. 

Consumer forgiveness was measured with six items from Ba-
bin et al. (2021), including two decisional and four emotional 
forgiveness items. Consumer unforgiveness was assessed using 
Stackhouse et al.’s (2018) 13-item scale, originally from psy-
chology, covering cognitive-evaluative, emotional-ruminative, 
and offender reconstrual dimensions. With Stackhouse’s con-
sent, items were adapted for the consumer–brand context.

Sustainability consciousness was measured with Gericke et 
al.’s (2019) scale, based on UN SDG dimensions (environmen-
tal, social, and economic). Since this study focused on environ-
mental and social aspects, only those two components were 
used. The scale included 18 items assessing sustainability know-
ingness, attitudes, and behavior.

Main Study
Data was collected via Mechanical Turk (MTurk) from 750 U.S. 
respondents (250 per experimental group). The U.S. consumer 
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market, the largest globally (World Bank, 2021), was deemed an 
appropriate setting. The sample was diverse in gender (50.5% 
female, 49.5% male), age (largest groups: 25–34: 38%, 35–44: 
27%, 45–54: 19%), and education (62.6% bachelor’s, 24% 
master’s, others varied).

Participants provided informed consent before proceeding to 
a 7-point scale survey. They first completed an 18-item sustain-
ability consciousness scale, then read one of three vignettes: (1) 
an environmental transgression (ocean pollution, deforestation, 
soil degradation), (2) a social transgression (child labor, work-
ers’ rights violations), or (3) a neutral scenario describing com-
pany operations without misconduct.

Manipulation checks confirmed vignette effectiveness. The 
social transgression group scored highest on its manipulation 
check (M = 5.6, SD = 1.1, F = 23.88, p < .001), the environ-
mental transgression group on its check (M = 6.22, SD = 1.13, 
F = 84.63, p < .001), and the control group on the control 
condition check (M = 4.97, SD = 1.56, F = 140.35, p < .001).

Finally, respondents answered forgiveness and unforgiveness 
questions as if they were OLL customers. 

Results
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted using IBM 
Amos 28 to test scale validity. Low factor loadings in reverse-
worded items led to the removal of several items based on load-
ings and standardized residual covariances. Specifically, item 4 
was removed from the environmental consciousness scale, and 
six items were dropped from the unforgiveness scale, as its 
emotional-ruminative dimension was less effective in the brand 
transgression context. This may be due to brand transgressions 
feeling less personal than interpersonal ones and potential con-
fusion from reverse-coded items (Schriesheim & Eisenbach, 
1995).

For the unforgiveness scale, seven items with strong loadings 
(>.70) were retained: three cognitive-evaluative, one emotion-
al-ruminative, and three offender-reconstrual items. The final 
model demonstrated good fit (RMSEA = .048; CFI > .95; 
SRMR = .056; X² = 771.3; DF = 351).

Convergent validity was supported by high factor loadings 
(>.60), except for four sustainability consciousness items, 
which were retained to preserve the original scale. Discrimi-
nant validity was confirmed as construct correlations remained 

below the .85 threshold (Kline, 2015). Following Rönkkö & 
Cho (2022), average variance extracted (AVE) was not used as a 
discriminant validity measure.

All constructs demonstrated high reliability (>.80, Cortina, 
1993). Factor loadings and reliability statistics are detailed in 
Table 2.

Hypotheses Test Results
One-way ANOVA results showed that forgiveness varied signifi-
cantly across groups (F = 111.92, p < .001), while unforgive-
ness did not (F = .565, p = .453). Participants were more for-
giving of the social brand transgression (M = 5.0, SD = 1.15) 
than the environmental brand transgression (M = 3.74, SD = 
1.48). However, unforgiveness remained consistent across both 
conditions (social: M = 5.36, SD = 0.86; environmental: M = 
5.29, SD = 1.11). These results support H1 and reject H2. See 
Table 4 for details.

The PROCESS macro 4 (Hayes, 2013) was used to test mod-
eration effects, specifically examining whether sustainability 
consciousness and its dimensions interact with consumers’ for-
giveness and unforgiveness responses. The results confirmed that 
sustainability consciousness moderated forgiveness in both envi-
ronmental and social brand transgressions. In the environmental 
transgression scenario, the effect on forgiveness was negative (β 
= -0.20, t = -3.02, p = .00), whereas in the social transgression 
scenario, the effect was positive (β = .78, t = 4.62, p = .00). 
The interaction effect of sustainability consciousness on unfor-
giveness was different; it was non-significant in the environmen-
tal transgression case (β = .05, t = 1.37, p = .16) but positive 
for the social transgression (β = .27, t = 2.40, p = .01). These 
findings support H3 and H4b while rejecting H4a, indicating 
that sustainability consciousness moderates forgiveness in both 
transgression types but influences unforgiveness only in the case 
of social transgressions.

The effects of the subcomponents of sustainability conscious-
ness, namely environmental and social consciousness, on for-
giveness and unforgiveness were examined to assess whether 
varying levels of consciousness influenced consumer responses. 
Additionally, the analysis aimed to determine whether environ-
mental consciousness played a predominant role in reactions 
to environmental brand transgressions and whether social con-
sciousness was more influential in responses to social transgres-
sions.
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The interaction effect of environmental consciousness on for-
giveness for environmental brand transgressions was found to 
be significantly negative (β = -0.80, t = -5.06, p = .00). The 
Johnson–Neyman output, which measures the conditional ef-
fect at different levels of the moderator, confirmed that lower 
environmental consciousness resulted in a less negative effect on 
forgiveness, whereas higher environmental consciousness inten-
sified the negative effect (16th percentile effect = -0.5958; 85th 
percentile effect = -1.8980).

Social consciousness also played a role in consumer forgive-
ness for environmental transgressions, which aligns with theo-
retical expectations. However, its effect was weaker than that of 
environmental consciousness (β = -0.57, t = -3.63, p = .000). 
These findings support H5, confirming that while both dimen-
sions of sustainability consciousness influence forgiveness, envi-
ronmental consciousness has a stronger impact in cases of envi-
ronmental brand transgressions.

The effect of social consciousness on consumer forgiveness 
for social brand transgressions was tested, revealing an unex-
pected positive moderation effect (β = .57, t = 3.63, p = .000). 
Contrary to initial expectations, higher social consciousness was 
associated with increased forgiveness for social transgressions. 
Despite the unexpected direction, the moderation effect was 
confirmed, as the conditional effects remained significant across 
low, moderate, and high levels of the moderator.

To determine whether environmental consciousness also 
played a moderating role, its effect on the relationship between 

social brand transgressions and forgiveness was examined. The 
results showed that environmental consciousness had a stronger 
moderation effect than social consciousness (β = .80, t = 5.06, 
p = .00). H6 was partially supported because social conscious-
ness significantly moderated the relationship between social 
brand transgressions and consumer forgiveness. However, the 
direction of the moderation was contrary to the hypothesized 
direction.

The interaction effects on unforgiveness were examined. In 
the environmental brand transgression scenario, environmental 
consciousness had no significant moderation effect (β = -0.15, 
t = -1.41, p = .15). However, social consciousness had a sig-
nificant negative effect on unforgiveness at moderate and high 
levels (β = -0.43, t = -4.07, p = .000). As a result, H7 was 
rejected.

The effect of social consciousness on unforgiveness in social 
brand transgressions was significant at low and high levels, but 
not at the moderate level (β = .43, t = 4.07, p = .000). Testing 
environmental consciousness as a moderator showed no signifi-
cant interaction (β = .15, t = 1.41, p = .158), further support-
ing H8. The interaction and direct effects are shown in Table 5.

Demographic variables (age, gender, and education) were in-
cluded as control factors to assess their impact on the outcome 
variables. Education had a significant positive effect on forgive-
ness (β = .51, p = .000) and a significant negative effect on 
unforgiveness (β = -.17, p = .003). Gender also had a negative 
effect on unforgiveness (β = -.23, p = .002).
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Discussion
The findings indicate that consumers are more affected by en-
vironmental brand transgressions than social brand transgres-
sions. Forgiveness and unforgiveness were treated as distinct 
constructs, rather than opposites, in line with Worthington 
(2006, 2003) and Kira et al. (2009). The study revealed differ-
ences in how these constructs interact with brand transgression 
type and consumer consciousness, with forgiveness effects out-
weighing unforgiveness.

Sustainability consciousness moderated both forgiveness and, 
to a lesser extent, unforgiveness, with effects varying by trans-
gression type. Higher sustainability consciousness reduced for-
giveness for environmental transgressions but increased it for 
social transgressions. Although its impact on unforgiveness was 
weaker, it followed the same pattern, reinforcing the distinction 
between the two constructs in consumer–brand relationships.

Examining emotional and decisional forgiveness, the results 
showed that sustainability consciousness increased emotional 
forgiveness in social transgressions but decreased it in environ-
mental transgressions, with similar trends observed for behav-
ioral forgiveness.

Consumers’ decision-making in these contexts interacts with 
their other-regarding values (e.g. social justice, equality, benefi-
cence, and empathy) and the self-relevance of the transgression 
(Grappi et al., 2013; Hutcherson & Gross, 2011). We deemed 
that the high self-relevance of the environmental brand trans-
gression in the present study triggered a lower forgiveness level 
compared to the social brand transgression. However, the other-
regarding values depicted in the social consciousness modera-
tor affected the consumers’ decisions in relation to the other 
hypotheses. 

The study highlights the complexity of forgiveness and un-
forgiveness, acknowledging that multiple factors influence 
their dynamics. While this research introduced sustainability 
consciousness as a novel perspective, future studies should fur-
ther explore the intricate factors shaping consumer reactions to 
brand transgressions.

Theoretical Contributions
This study advanced the understanding of consumer–brand rela-
tionships by examining consumer forgiveness and unforgiveness 
as distinct responses to brand transgressions. It also contributed 
to the limited research on how transgression type (environmen-
tal vs. social) influences consumer reactions (e.g., Fetscherin 
& Sampedro, 2019; Grappi et al., 2013). While consumer be-
havior literature often equates low forgiveness with unforgive-
ness, this study, in line with interpersonal relationship research, 
confirmed that forgiveness and unforgiveness are separate con-
structs with distinct predictors and emotional mechanisms. By 
introducing consumer unforgiveness into branding research, 
this study lays the groundwork for future investigations into the 
underlying mechanisms of consumer unforgiveness.

Additionally, this study contributed to the growing body of 
research on social and environmental consciousness and its role 
in consumer decision-making in morally relevant contexts (e.g., 
Panda et al., 2020; Balderjahn et al., 2018). The findings indi-
cate that consumer awareness of social and environmental issues 
significantly influences both forgiveness and unforgiveness for 
value-related brand transgressions.

Finally, the results highlight the complex interplay between 

social and environmental consciousness in consumer responses. 
In social brand transgressions, environmental consciousness 
may exert a stronger influence than social consciousness. Ad-
ditionally, while high sustainability consciousness decreases for-
giveness for environmental transgressions, it does not necessar-
ily increase unforgiveness. In contrast, for social transgressions, 
sustainability consciousness increases both forgiveness and un-
forgiveness. Future research could explore the psychological 
and cognitive processes driving these responses.

Managerial Contribution
The findings of this study indicate that consumers react more 
strongly to environmental brand transgressions than social 
transgressions, suggesting that companies facing environment-
related crises are likely to experience greater strain in consumer 
relationships. However, this does not mean that consumers over-
look social transgressions, such as workers’ rights violations. In 
fact, sustainability consciousness increases unforgiveness for so-
cial transgressions, emphasizing the need for companies to up-
hold ethical practices in both environmental and social domains.

To prevent brand transgressions, companies should continu-
ously monitor consumer perceptions through surveys and feed-
back mechanisms, identifying any practices perceived as irre-
sponsible before they escalate into crises. If a transgression does 
occur, understanding consumers’ sustainability awareness can 
help brands tailor their crisis response strategies effectively.

The study also highlights that sustainability-conscious con-
sumers are more forgiving of social transgressions than envi-
ronmental ones. In an environmental crisis, companies may 
find it easier to seek forgiveness from consumers with lower 
sustainability consciousness, while regaining trust from highly 
sustainability-conscious consumers may require greater effort 
and resources.

The decisional forgiveness scale included two items: ‘I will 
continue my relationship with this brand’ and ‘I will give this 
brand an opportunity to make up for its transgression.’ In the 
social brand transgression scenario, mean scores of 4.70 and 
5.08 suggest a moderate willingness to forgive. In contrast, the 
environmental brand transgression scenario had lower mean 
scores (3.00 and 3.76), indicating greater hesitation or reluc-
tance. These results suggest that consumers are more open to 
forgiving social brand transgressions than environmental ones. 
Thus, the company may still have an opportunity to repair its 
damaged relationship with consumers, particularly in cases of 
social brand transgressions, through effective recovery strate-
gies. This underscores the importance of post-crisis commu-
nication, including swift responses, apologies, and corrective 
actions (Tsarenko & Tojib, 2015; Kennedy & Guzmán, 2020). 
Additionally, Wei and Ran (2019) found that female apologizers 
may elicit greater consumer forgiveness in cases of value-relat-
ed brand transgressions, offering further insight into effective 
brand recovery approaches.

Limitations and Future Research
This study had several limitations that future research could 
address. First, the use of a scenario-based experiment limits 
the generalizability of the findings to real-world brand viola-
tions, as participants' responses may have been influenced by 
the controlled setting. They likely focused more on the present-
ed scenarios than they would when encountering similar cases 
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through news media. As a result, the perceived severity of brand 
transgressions may have been amplified. Conducting similar re-
search in naturalistic conditions could provide a more accurate 
assessment of consumer reactions. 

Second, longitudinal studies would offer deeper insights into 
how forgiveness and unforgiveness evolve over time in both 
controlled and naturalistic settings. Investigating patterns of 
emotional responses across different time frames could reveal 
how consumer attitudes shift following a brand transgression.

Third, forgiveness is culturally influenced (Sandage & Wil-
liamson, 2007), and sustainability consciousness likely varies 
across cultures. Since this study focused on U.S. consumers, 
future research could explore these dynamics in other cultural 
contexts, such as Northern Europe, where different values may 
shape consumer reactions.

Fourth, the study examined only two dimensions of sustaina-
bility consciousness (environmental and social), leaving the eco-

nomic dimension unexplored. Future research could examine 
how economic consciousness influences responses to corporate 
financial misconduct, such as tax evasion and bribery.

Fifth, the study did not consider the role of brand response 
strategies in consumer forgiveness and unforgiveness. Future 
studies could analyze how corporate responses to social or en-
vironmental transgressions influence consumer attitudes and 
recovery efforts.

Lastly, the unforgiveness scale used in this study was adapted 
from psychology and was originally designed for interpersonal 
contexts, leading to some items not loading sufficiently in this 
study. While the forgiveness scale has been used in marketing 
research, it was also derived from psychology. Developing for-
giveness and unforgiveness scales specifically for consumer–
brand relationships would enhance measurement accuracy in 
marketing contexts.
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