
 

 

 

  



 

 

 

Table of Contents: 

 
1. INTRODUCTION ..................................................................................................................... 1 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW ............................................................................................................ 2 

2.1 Brand Management.............................................................................................................. 3 

2.1.1 The evolution of Brand Management ......................................................................... 4 

2.1.2 Brand equity: an evolving construct ........................................................................... 5 

2.2 Brand Associations .............................................................................................................. 7 

2.2.1 Brand awareness ............................................................................................................ 7 

2.2.2 Brand Image ................................................................................................................... 8 

2.3 Brand experience .................................................................................................................. 9 

“We do not learn from experience... we learn from reflecting on experience.” John Dewey ..... 9 

2.4 Affective commitment ......................................................................................................... 9 

2.5 Brand relationships............................................................................................................ 11 

2.5.1 Brand Loyalty............................................................................................................... 12 

2.6 Brand Personality ............................................................................................................... 14 

2.6.1 Brand personality and social responsibility ............................................................ 15 

2.7 Customer Perceived Quality ............................................................................................. 16 

2.7.1  Customer Perceive Quality for Food and Beverages products ............................. 17 

2.8 Brand Identity and Equity co-creation ............................................................................ 19 

2.9 Brand Meaning co-creation ............................................................................................... 20 

2.10 WOM Construct Definition ............................................................................................ 21 

2.10.1 Characteristics of the source of WOM .................................................................... 22 

2.10.2 Influence of “family WOM” .................................................................................... 22 

2.10.3 WOM on brand association...................................................................................... 23 

2.10.4 WOM antecedents ..................................................................................................... 24 

2.11 Brand Trust ....................................................................................................................... 24 

2.12 Customer Perceived Ethicality ....................................................................................... 25 

2.12.1 CPE in Brand Management ...................................................................................... 26 



 

 

2.12.2 CPE formation process in absence of information ................................................ 27 

2.12.3 CPE formation process under inconsistent information ...................................... 28 

2.13 Corporate Social Responsibility .................................................................................... 29 

2.13.1 The evolution of CSR ............................................................................................... 30 

2.13.2 CSR today ................................................................................................................... 30 

2.13.3 CSR and Sustainability ............................................................................................ 31 

3. RESEARCH GAP and RESEARCH QUESTION ................................................................. 33 

4. METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................................... 37 

4.1 Quantitative Methods ....................................................................................................... 37 

4.2 Qualitative Methods .......................................................................................................... 39 

4.3 Mixed Methods .................................................................................................................. 42 

4.4 Methodological choice ...................................................................................................... 43 

4.5 Case Study .......................................................................................................................... 46 

4.5.1 Single-case VS Multiple-case study .......................................................................... 47 

4.5.2 Single Case Study ....................................................................................................... 48 

4.5.3 Combining Grounded theory and case study research .......................................... 49 

4.5.4 Generalizing from case to theory .............................................................................. 50 

4.6 Case Company .................................................................................................................... 50 

4.6.1 The Coffee Industry .................................................................................................... 51 

4.6.2 The coffee crisis ........................................................................................................... 51 

4.6.3 CSR in the coffee Industry ......................................................................................... 52 

4.6.4 ILLY ............................................................................................................................... 53 

4.7 Data Sources ....................................................................................................................... 57 

4.7.1 Secondary data collection ........................................................................................... 57 

4.7.2 Primary data collection ............................................................................................... 59 

4.8 Data Analysis ..................................................................................................................... 65 

4.8.1 Questionnaire .............................................................................................................. 65 

4.8.2 Interviews ..................................................................................................................... 67 

5. FINDINGS................................................................................................................................ 69 

5.1 Questionnaire analysis ...................................................................................................... 69 

5.2 Interview Analysis ............................................................................................................. 71 



 

 

5.2.1 Relationship with coffee products ............................................................................ 72 

5.2.2 Perceptions of the Brand Illy ..................................................................................... 74 

5.2.3 Home coffee or family as source of WOM ............................................................... 83 

5.2.4 Customer Perceptions of Ethicality ........................................................................... 89 

5.2.5 How and why CPE affects WOM in coffee context? ............................................... 96 

5.2.6 How and why CPE affects CPQ, CL, and BP associations in coffee context? ...... 99 

5.2.7 Conclusions for qualitative analysis ....................................................................... 103 

6 DISCUSSION ......................................................................................................................... 108 

6.1 Theoretical contribution ................................................................................................. 108 

6.2 Managerial implications ................................................................................................. 111 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research ................................................................................... 113 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................ 114 

APPENDIX 1 .............................................................................................................................. 123 

APPENDIX 2 .............................................................................................................................. 125 

APPENDIX 3 .............................................................................................................................. 134 

APPENDIX 4 .............................................................................................................................. 162 

 

Glossary: 

CPE Customer Perceived Ethicality 

WOM Word-of-mouth 

CPQ Customer perceived quality 

BPD Brand Personality dimensions 

BRQ Brand Relationship quality 

LOY Brand Loyalty 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Abstract 

 

During the past years, increasing relevance of ethical branding stressed the importance for 

companies to have an ethical image. Accordingly, an increasing flow of literature aimed at 

the intersection of the field of corporate brand management and business ethics, both in 

product and service sectors. In the context of the coffee industry, corporate brands faced an 

ethical crisis in the past which also nowadays posits challenges in relation to customer 

perceptions of ethicality. Accordingly, the present thesis aims at investigating the effects of 

customer perceived ethicality in the context of the coffee brands. Specifically, it encompasses 

the study of CPE in relation to word-of-mouth and brand equity. Based on a sequential 

mixed method involving a questionnaire and 10 (semi-structured) interviews, this study 

develops through an initial hypothesis testing phase, and a subsequent exploration of 

relationship investigated. The research sample is constituted by 74 questionnaire 

respondents, and 10 interviewees. Mediation tests posited the initial conditions where WOM 

was found mediator of the relationship among CPE and customer perceived quality, as well 

as customer loyalty. No mediation effect was found in regard to brand personality 

dimensions. Building interview guide on these results, interview analysis revealed that 

brand trust might have a role in determining the influence of CPE on WOM. Moreover, 

integrating results it is shown that WOM is related to brand equity, and particular sources of 

WOM (family) are more effective than others. Ultimately, a general difference is pointed 

among positive and negative brand CPE, and positive and negative WOM, since the two 

dimensions shown different relative weight in results. This highlights the challenge faced by 

companies in strategically managing the ethical brand and its communication, with the risks 

and benefits involved by behaving accordingly to consumer trust. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The present master thesis aims to explore and explain, in the context of brand 

management, the relationship occurring between Customer Perceptions of Ethicality 

and brand equity. Moreover, it addresses the potential role of word of mouth in this 

relationship. How does ethicality of a company confer value to the brand? Is Word 

of mouth an effective vehicle of “ethical meaning” that consumer can send round 

and attach to the brand? And can WOM affect the value of the brand? 

In the context of coffee industry, the case of Illy has been chosen to explore the 

dynamics that may influence this relationship.  

The importance of having an ethical image or reputation is of increasing interest for 

many companies. Accordingly, formation process of customer ethicality perception 

has been studied by a recent stream in literature. Nevertheless, the interdependence 

of word-of-mouth (WOM) and ethical perceptions remain to some extent to be 

explored. This thesis aims to explore this, by investigating also the influence such 

relationships might present on equity of a brand.  

 

Of particular relevance, customer evaluations of ethicality and unethicality seem to 

have different weight in their perspective. This thesis also aims to understand how 

positive and negative brand CPE can affect customer word-of-mouth differently, 

hence leading to positive and negative influences on measures of brand equity as 

customer perceived quality and customer loyalty, as well as customer associations of 

brand personality. 

Through the analysis carried out in this research, and implications inferred from 

existing literature in the field, and also through considerations on the peculiar 

conditions of the coffee industry, we sought to address relationship among ethicality 

perception of a brand and its brand equity. Such conditions highlighted the 

importance of studying how strong brands can be considered ethical in contexts 

marked in the past as unethical. In this sense, the phenomenon of brands’ co-creation 

stresses how different and distant stakeholder are nowadays more interconnected, 
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motivating the basic need for companies to be at least not perceived by consumers as 

irresponsible in their behaviors and practices. 

 

The structure of this research, besides the present introduction, will include a 

literature review in which relevant authors and concept will be presented to 

contextualize and explain the study. After this section, a methodology part will 

clarify the research method and strategy chosen to conduct this study. Moreover, 

this part will firstly present a profile of Illy and an overview of the coffee industry, 

and secondly the tools and techniques for data collection and analysis employed.  

Subsequently, the research will tackle the analysis findings which will be reported 

and interpreted. To conclude, a last section theoretical contribution of this research 

to the field of ethical branding will be presented, as well as managerial contribution 

and limitations encountered. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

In the next paragraphs we will review literature relevant for this study.  

After a description of the brand management evolution, we will define the concepts 

of brand equity and customer-based brand equity, and brand association. 

Subsequently, we will consider main measures of brand equity as Brand Personality, 

Customer Loyalty and Perceived quality. To address these issues will also 

investigate other constructs crucial in the brand management literature: brand 

experience and customer-brand relationship will be presented, as well as brand 

affect, brand trust. This part of the review will also introduce the importance of co-

creation processes of brand identity, meaning and ultimately equity. From this we 

will present and depict the construct of word-of-mouth, also from a brand 

management perspective. Subsequently, we will discuss the concept of Customer 

Perceived Ethicality, contextualizing it in the co-creation context. To conclude the 

review, we will have a look to theories on companies’ CSR, pointing out how in the 
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brand co-creation process, company CSR can constitute an important “handle for 

CPE”.   

2.1 Brand Management 

In recent years, companies have put much efforts in developing their image, as a 

mean to differentiate itself from the competitive environment.  

Marketing and Brand Management hence have become increasingly important for 

an organization and for its market strategy. The meaning of branding changed 

considerably in the last decades. This development in the interest in Brand 

Management led also related academic literature in the field to a evolutionary 

process.  

Merz M. A., He Y., & Vargo S. L. (2009) describe an important general change in the 

economy: from a Good-dominant logic, to a Service-dominant logic. Concerning 

brands, the perspective of scholars and organizations have much evolved in the last 

century, dealing with the brand construct itself and its “function”. Following this 

reasoning, there is room also to appreciate how consumption in society has changed 

in its nature and motivations, and how scholars´ perspective on this phenomenon 

have changed and developed accordingly.  

 

The American Marketing Association’s (AMA) defined the brand as a “name, term, 

sign, symbol, or design or a combination of them intended to identify the goods and services 

of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competitors”. 

This definition of brand does not encompass all the meanings that a brand can have 

today, but it is indicative of how difficult it is to have a universal definition and 

interpretation of a brand.  

An additional definition from AMA’s Dictionary of Marketing Terms reports ‘brand 

and branding’ as: “a brand is a customer experience represented by a collection of images 

and ideas; often, it refers to a symbol such as a name, logo, slogan, and design scheme. Brand 

recognition and other reactions are created by the accumulation of experiences with the 

specific product or service, both directly relating to its use, and through the influence of 

advertising, design, and media commentary.”  
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Hence, considering the evolution of branding from a chronological point of view it 

might be beneficial to clarify how the meaning and logic of branding evolved. 

 

2.1.1 The evolution of Brand Management 

After the beginning of the XIX century (1900s–1930s), until almost the end of the 

century (1930s–1990s), a positivist perspective toward brand logic could be 

considered dominant (Heding et al., 2009). Generally, brands were used initially just 

to identify (1900s–1930s), and later to almost stereotypically symbolize particular 

aspects of a product (1930s–1990s). Under these perspectives, brand value is 

dependent only on the selling and use of the actual and physical product itself.  

This is alike the definition of “small b” perspective on brands explained by Riley, F. 

D. O., Singh, J., & Blankson, C. (2016), under which brands are seen as “legal 

instruments”. 

In 1955, Gardner and Levy denied this merely instrumental view of the brand, 

including also a symbolic meaning of brands. “A brand name is more than the label 

employed to differentiate among the manufacturers of a product. It is a complex symbol that 

represents a variety of ideas and attributes”. (p.36) 

This definition is much more in line with the “holistic” notion of “big B” brands, in 

which the brand it is seen as something adding value to the product offering. This 

perspective gained consensus among scholars in the subsequent years, leading to 

what has been defined as the “Relationship-Focus Brand Era” (1990s–2000). In this era, 

brand value is increasingly identified as existing in consumer mind rather than being 

considered an objective resource. 

In this sense, the link between brand value and consumer perceptions of the brand 

gained strategical value and validity among scholars: well managed brand becomes 

an important instrument of differentiation and of competitive advantage (Hamel and 

Prahalad, 1996). 

Consequently, the “big B” brand perspective, positing brands as identifiers, inspired 

many authors to explore a more constructivist stance toward brand logic, taking into 
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consideration aspects that influence brand value as perceived by consumers in their 

relationship with brands. 

For instance, Brand Knowledge highlights the fact that consumers hold strong, and 

unique brand associations in memory, and brand value is dependent on the 

knowledge that has been created about the brand in consumers' minds (Keller 1993).    

In relation to this, some authors also focused on the Customer-Brand relationships 

(Aaker J., 1997; Fournier, 1998), identifying that consumer associate human 

personality traits to brands, due to the complex and dyadic relationships they create 

with them by consuming, buying, talking, thinking and remembering a brand.  

Accordingly, under Relationship-Focus perspective, brand value, meaning, and 

identity, are co-created by the organization and its consumers. Accordingly, the idea 

that “brands that match their (consumers) personality, [...] provides a means to self-

expression, self-definition, and self-enhancement” (Merz, He, & Vargo 2009, p. 35). 

Recently (2000 and forward), brand management became increasingly important for 

organizations, as well as the notions of brand equity and organization´s 

stakeholders. All the parties that have a relationship with the brand are considered 

as relevant in the process of co-creation. Under this perspective, also known as 

Stakeholder-Focus Brand Era, scholars expanded the dyadic relationship mentioned 

above, to a whole stakeholder ecosystem (Ibid). Consequently, a brand is viewed as 

a continuous and dynamic social process (Muniz et al. 2001), whereby brand value is 

being co-created through stakeholder-based negotiations (Brodie 2009; Jones 2005). 

 

2.1.2 Brand equity: an evolving construct 

 

“There is no universally accepted definition of the brand construct.” Riley, Singh, & 

Blankson, (2016) 

Brand existed well before Brand equity, at least at a conceptual level. Brand equity 

has been defined under different perspectives, consequently different possible sets of 

measurement were identified.  
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On one hand, some scholars understood brand equity mainly as a company asset, 

and related it with the financial value provided by the brand (e.g. Simon and 

Sullivan, 1993; Chu and Keh, 2006). On the other hand, others in the field 

approached brand equity, still as a company asset, but from a more customer-

oriented point of view (Keller 1993, Aaker 1997, Fournier 1994).  

On this side, also Keller (1993) defined the customer-based brand equity as “the 

differential effect of brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand” 

(p. 2). Other authors pointed out that “consumer-based brand equity can be defined as the 

value of a brand as a signal to consumers” (Erdem and Swait, 1998, p. 140). 

Hence, if in the “financial” approach to brand equity, concern is given to cash flow 

variations attributed to the brand, in the consumer-based brand equity view, 

importance is given to dimensions of customer-brand relationships (Fournier S., 

1994), and to the degree of brand knowledge in consumers´ minds as developed in 

brand image and brand awareness (Keller 1993). Reconciling the two approaches, 

Aaker’s (1996) stated that “Brand equity is a set of assets (and liabilities) linked to a 

brand’s name and symbol that adds (or subtracts from) the value provided by a product or 

service to a firm and/or that firm’s customers”.(p.7) 

In his study, D. Aaker (1996) pointed out ten measures to assess brand equity, 

combining both these approaches. If some measure refers to quantifiable 

characteristics of the brand, as price premium, or market share, others are much 

harder to be measured quantitatively, as it is the case of brand personality and 

perceived value.  

In relation to the debates on the nature of brands and on brand equity, increasing 

consensus is gained by those authors dealing with areas of brand differentiation, 

attachment and relationships between consumers and their brands (e.g. Fournier, 

1998; Keller, 2001; de Chernatony and McDonald, 2003). Rather than merely focusing 

on brand product offerings, researchers depict customer feelings and customer 

experience in relation to brand as salient aspects to be measured and explored, to 

effectively differentiate a brand. Under another light, scholars´ focus shifted from 

product brands to corporate brands, considering multiple stakeholders (Hatch and 

Schultz, 2001; Balmer and Gray, 2003).  
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Therefore, increasing importance in determining brand equity of an organization 

was recognized to dimensions as brand identity, knowledge and brand meaning, in 

strict connection with concepts such as brand relationship and brand experience. 

 

2.2 Brand Associations 

Adopting a customer-based equity perspective on brand equity implies considering 

how a brand exists in consumer mind. Accordingly, brand associations become 

integral part of brand equity. This also is supported by the strong interconnection of 

brand association with most brand measures and construct (Keller 1993, Aaker D., 

1996). 

Brand associations can be defined as “anything linked to the memory of a brand” (Aaker 

D., 1991, p. 109). 

Formation of brand associations arises from consumer-brand contact, and therefore 

from brand experience (Brakus, 2009). Each new contact creates, modifies or 

reinforces associations. Brand associations are believed to contain the meanings of 

the brand for consumers and they can create positive attitudes/feelings among 

consumers. In line with this, “brand knowledge is conceptualized as consisting of a brand 

node in memory to which a variety of associations are linked” (p.3). Keller (1993) 

categorized two dimensions of associations related to brand knowledge: brand 

awareness and brand image.   

They are related to brand equity, considering both brand awareness in the 

consumer’s mind, along with strong, unique, positive associations of brand image, as 

driving consumer meaning, and potential preference for the brand.  

 

2.2.1 Brand awareness 

According to Aaker (1991), brand awareness, refers to the ability of a potential buyer 

to recognize or recall that a brand is a member of a certain product category. Hence, 

this dimension is related to the strength of a brand’s presence in consumers’ minds. 

Keller (1993) conceptualizes brand awareness as consisting of both brand recognition 

and brand recall. Brand recall refers to consumers’ ability to retrieve the brand from 
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memory; while brand recognition is the basic and first step in brand communication. 

Consequently, it refers to the degree to which consumers can identify the brand in 

different contexts. (Keller 1993).  

As an example, adopting a brand as a product perspective, name or packaging of a 

product of a brand can be seen as cues for consumer memories of a brand. The 

strength of awareness is the ease with which he/she is able to retrieve or recall brand 

name, or other cues as packaging. 

 

2.2.2 Brand Image 

 

“According to an associative network memory model of brand knowledge, brand image is 

defined here as perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand associations held in 

consumer memory” (Keller, 1993, p.3).  

These associations can be from a wide range of sources and vary according to their 

type, favorability, strength, and uniqueness (ibid.). In particular different type of 

association can be present in consumer memory: attributes, benefits, and attitudes. 

Attributes can be Product-related, and Non-product-related. The latter are defined as 

“external aspects of the product or service that relate to its purchase or 

consumption.” (Keller 1993, p.5). The four main types of non-product-related 

attributes are price information, packaging or product appearance information, user 

imagery (i.e., what type of person uses the product or service), and usage imagery 

(i.e., where and in what types of situations the product or service is used). 

Price of a brand and may organize product category knowledge. Packaging, even if 

usually is not directly related to product performance, can provide significant 

associations to consumers.  

Ultimately, “user and usage imagery attributes can be formed directly from a consumer's 

own experiences and contact with brand users or indirectly through the depiction of the 

target market as communicated in brand advertising or by some other source of information 

(e.g., word of mouth)” (Keller 1993, p. 4). 
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2.3 Brand experience  

 

“We do not learn from experience... we learn from reflecting on experience.” John 

Dewey 

Brakus (2009) explained brand experience as the subjective response of consumers, 

triggered by different brand stimuli. Sensations, feelings, cognitions, and behavioral 

responses are all evoked by brand-related stimuli. (e.g., colors, shapes, typefaces, 

designs, slogans, mascots, brand characters). 

Brand Experience occurs at product level, shopping level and consumption level, 

and it is articulated in 4 interrelated dimensions: sensory, affective, intellectual, 

behavioral (Brakus et al. 2009). 

In this study, it is shown that brand experience has a behavioral impact, affecting 

brand loyalty directly, and indirectly through brand personality. 

Brand experience has been also defined as the dimension in which the brand delivers 

its promise to customer by taking consistent action, (Dall’Olmo Riley and de 

Chernatony, 2000), and hence takes a central role in the brand-building process 

(Simmons, 2009). 

Brand experience is therefore foundation for customer (affective) commitment and 

brand loyalty. Indeed, if consumers’ perceptions (sensory, cognitive, affective) about 

brand experiences are positive and pleasant, it is then plausible to expect that they 

would like to repeat them, thus becoming more loyal (Brakus, 2009).  

 

2.4 Affective commitment 

 

“It would not occur to anyone to question the statement that we “need” iodine or vitamin C. 

I remind you that the evidence that we “need” love is of exactly the same type.” (Maslow 

1968, p.21) 
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Brakus J. (2009) identified affect as one of the four dimensions of brand; in a similar 

line, Schmitt (1999) proposed “feel”, including mood and emotions, as one of the five 

experiences among sense, think, act, and relate.  

“Commitment is a distinct construct from brand loyalty in that it refers to the economic 

and/or psychological attachments that customers may have towards the brand” (Iglesias 

et.al, 2011). 

If economic commitment deals with consumer switching costs and in general with 

the utility “in-exchange” of the brand offering, affective commitment instead is 

defined by Allen and Meyer (1990) as the customers’ emotional attachment to a 

particular brand or store based on their identification with that brand. This 

perspective emphasizes the emotional aspect of brands rather than the rational one. 

Nonetheless, research results on the field have justified the adoption of a holistic 

approach managing the brand, encompassing both the emotional and rational 

aspects of their product offering. Thus, a brand has to be managed paying attention 

to brand-customer touchpoints and brand stimuli (Payne et al., 2009; Brakus et al., 

2009), eliciting a positive (emotional) response in consumers (Brodie et al., 2009).  

An example of a scale developed to address brand affective commitment can be 

helpful to clarify the nature of the construct. Thomson, MacInnis, and Park’s (2005) 

brand attachment scale included ten items, seven-point scales: “affectionate,” “loved,” 

“peaceful,” “friendly,” “attached,” “bonded,” “connected,” “passionate,” “delighted,” and 

“captivated”. 

To some extent, customer affective commitment could be reconducted to some of the 

brand-customer relationship characteristics investigated by Fournier (1994) in the 

BRQ framework.  

Hence, affect and emotions for the brand are deeply interrelated among many brand 

constructs developed in the field. This is consistent with the point that emotions 

elicited during consumption experiences seem to have a strong impact on 

consumers’ memory (Westbrook and Oliver, 1991). 

In this regard, studies shown that strong emotions influence commitment to a brand, 

but also to satisfaction and loyalty (Brakus, 2011). 
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2.5 Brand relationships  

 

“Brands cohere into systems that consumers create not only to aid in living but also to give 

meaning to their lives. Put simply, consumers do not choose brands, they choose lives.” (S. 

Fournier, 1998) (p. 367) 

The importance of the construct of brand relationship is recognized as salient by 

brand management perspective, and from a marketing perspective. 

Grönroos (1994) explained the switch from transactional marketing to relationship 

marketing. The author points out the transactional nature of the 4ps paradigm 

developed by McCarthy (1960), which was focusing merely on the quality of the 

output of the offering, consequently providing results in the short-term rather than 

considering long-term implications. Focusing on the interaction with stakeholders, 

rather than on the output quality constitute a paradigm shift from 4Ps marketing 

mix, to a more articulated dimension of relationships. Hence, these relationships 

become central in the value creation process of organizations, accepting all 

stakeholders to co-create such value in a dynamic process.  

In other words, “the shift from brands as firms’ creations to brands as relationship builders 

[…] is akin to the notion of reciprocity, mutual exchange, and fulfilment of promises which is 

the basis of relationship marketing” (Dall’Olmo Riley and de Chernatony, 2000, p. 140). 

On a conceptual level, similarities between the concept of brand itself, and 

relationship marketing are to some extent recognizable (Dall’Olmo Riley and de 

Chernatony, 2000).  

Fournier (1998) greatly contributed with her works in explaining how customers 

form relationships with brands that match their personality, by providing means to 

self-expression, self-definition, and self-enhancement. These relationships “are valid 

at level of lived experience” (p.344), they are “multifaceted”, involving different 

emotions, hence they can be different in managers´ mind, with respect to consumers´ 

ones.  

Fournier (1998) shows that the family may foster the formation of consumer-brand 

affective bonds. These associations provide an emotional value to brands that 

differentiates them from the rest of competing brands. 
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In a similar line: “the concept of ‘the brand’ has evolved from a name given to differentiate a 

firm's products, to a relationship based on trust” (Dall’Olmo Riley and de Chernatony, 

2000, p. 140). 

In this sense, trust plays a crucial role in building and maintaining (longer-term) 

relationships between brands and consumers. 

 

2.5.1 Brand Loyalty 

The concept of brand loyalty is almost 100 years old (Copeland, 1923). For its 

importance to determine the value of a brand, it has been extensively studied. 

Nevertheless, there is not clear consensus on its definition. 

  

On one side, there is a current of scholars studying loyalty from a more “objective” 

and behavioral perspective. In this sense, it has been defined as customer 

commitment to repurchase a brand, in spite of contextual influences or marketing 

strategies of competing brands (Oliver, 1997). Another definition from this 

perspective states loyalty as “biased behavioral response expressed over time by some 

decision-making unit with respect to one or more alternative brands” (Jacoby and 

Chestnut, 1978, p. 80) 

On the other side, a flow of literature address loyalty from a more “subjective” and 

attitudinal perspective on loyalty: “Customer’s willingness to maintain long-term, 

affective, and trustworthy relationships with the brand” (e.g., Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 

2001). 

From this side, scholars posited that “In accepting the power of both brand and consumer 

to affect the relationship, loyalty is better appreciated as a dynamic phenomenon” (Fournier 

& Yao 1997, p. 467). 

 

Differences in these definitions pinpoint the relevance this concept has acquired in 

brand management literature over years.  
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In this regard Aaker (1996) dealing with measures of brand equity, explains that 

“loyalty aggregated over loyal customers, brand switchers, and those loyal to other brands 

becomes somewhat insensitive and ambiguous.” (p. 108) 

In this light, differentiating among behavioral and attitudinal loyalty gains ulterior 

importance. This distinction arises from philosophical tensions surrounding this 

construct. On one hand a stochastic current addresses loyalty as a pattern of 

repeated purchases, hence weighing more the behavioral characteristic of loyalty. On 

the other hand, an effective form of loyalty is derived by effortless purchase decision 

(Kimmel, A. J., 2018). Hence this construct can be investigated looking to the 

attitudinal aspect of loyalty, thus implying the embracement of a “purposive” 

perspective on the repeated purchase process.  

In this sense, in response to the perplexities exposed by Aaker (1996) regarding 

measurements of brand loyalty, Fournier & Yao (1997) argue that “a meaning-based 

relationship perspective grants the richness, sensitivity, and consumer-relevance in 

brand loyalty analyses” (p. 468). 

Consequently, it is interesting and necessary to include the Brand Relationship 

Quality (BRQ) framework (Fournier S., 1994) when dealing with the brand loyalty 

construct. Indeed, she argues that the contextual, temporal, and evolutionary aspects 

of a customer brand relationship describe a person's brand choices. Thus, this 

approach allows to have a much deeper insight on behavioral, emotive, and 

cognitive connections arising in a customer-brand relationship.  

For these reasons, instead of merely looking at brand loyalty as a repurchase pattern, 

it can be considered a 7th facet or dimension of the customer-brand relationship 

(Fournier & Yao, 1997). Other facets of customer brand relationship are: self-concept 

connection, nostalgic attachment, behavioral interdependence, love, intimacy, and 

partner quality. (ibid.)  

Considering such diverse approaches to this construct, Fournier & Yao (1997) 

suggested that meaningful insights might be drawn by investigating the brand 

loyalty construct in a way that combines two competing philosophical orientations. 

Sociological and psychological orientation to research might reveal the true customer 

affective and cognitive processes determining brand loyalty.      
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2.6 Brand Personality 

 

“The set of human characteristics associated with a brand” (Aaker, 1997, p. 347) 

As explained also by Fournier (1998), customer-brand relationship is influenced by 

personality traits of both parties. This originates from the ‘Theory of Animism’ 

which postulates the basic need of people to animate dead objects by providing them 

with human characteristics and which thereby simplifies the interaction with objects 

(Gilmore, 1919). 

From a managerial perspective, when dealing with the differentiation of a brand, it is 

crucial to consider the centrality of brand personality construct, as influencing brand 

equity and determining brand identity and meaning.  

Psychologists define the substance of personality as “the systematic description of 

traits” (McCrae & Costa, 1987, pp. 81), where “traits are relatively enduring styles of 

thinking, feeling, and acting” (McCrae & Costa, 1997, pp. 509).  

The majority of the scales developed to measure and describe brand personality 

traits reconducted these traits to the so-called “Big Five”.  

The “Big Five” dimensions are analysis of how humans perceive and describe 

themself (Goldberg, 1993), rather than a merely objective measurement. 

Consequently, the development of the Big Five was not just theory-driven. 

Nevertheless, the most important personality constructs put forward by personality theorists 

such as Jung, Leary, Guilford, and Eysenck, are integrated in the Big Five structure, 

increasing trust in the Big Five (Sanz, Gil, Garcia-Vera, & Barrasa, 2008). 

The work of Aaker J. (1997) inspired many subsequent studies on the field, and the 

scale was shown as reliable for comparison across products categories and markets. 

By definition, “Brand personality is the set of human personality traits that are both 

applicable to and relevant for brands” (Azoulay & Kapferer, 2003, p. 151). Therefore, 

there can be confusion whether the personality traits of a brand refer just to the 

brand itself, or if they depend on traits of brand users, or if they are related to people 

in strict relation with the brand, as for example CEO or employees.  
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Moreover, Aaker J. (1997) also explained that Brand Personality has antecedents in 

marketing variables as user imagery, advertising and packaging. Besides these 

antecedents, indirect drivers of brand personality can be associations with the 

general product category, product-related attributes, brand name, symbol and logo, 

packaging, advertising strategy, price and selected distribution channels. In 

addition, brand personality traits furthermore derive from demographic 

characteristics such as gender, age or social class (Aaker, 1997). 

 

It is well recognized in existing literature that “Brand personality increases consumer 

preferences and usage, evokes emotion in consumers, and increases level of trust and loyalty” 

(Aaker J., 1997).  

The positive effect brand personality has on brand equity is reinforced when it is 

also congruent with the consumer’s self-concept (Bauer et al., 2000, 2002; 

Hieronimus, 2003).  

Without looking into the extensive field of self-concept theories, it is interesting to 

mention Sirgy (1986, p. 14), who defines self-congruity as “the process of involving the 

match or mismatch between a stimulus representing a perceived self-image and a referent 

self-image”. In relation to brand personality, this theory posits that the consumer’s 

purchase behavior is influenced by his perception of the fit between the brand’s 

identity and image, and his own identity. 

 

2.6.1 Brand personality and social responsibility 

In the context of business ethics and customer perceptions about companies’ 

ethicality, brand personality has been addressed by precedent studies (Madrigal and 

Boush 2008).  

The Social Responsibility dimension was identified as a different personality 

dimension from the competence dimension identified by Aaker J. (1997).  

Interestingly, in this study the main determinants of social responsibility dimension 

of personality were brand or product actions related to what consumer identified as 

“environmental friendliness”. The latter shown a higher congruence with social 



 

16 
 

responsibility dimension, with respect to competence and sincerity dimensions of 

personality. 

In line with Sirgy (1986), Fournier (1998) pointed out that strong customer-brand 

relationships are grounded on goal compatibility that exists between the brand and 

the consumer. This is influential in contributing to long-term consumer-brand 

relationships. “As a consequence, consumers may be motivated to buy from a 

socially responsible brand because it allows them to express their own personal 

values, goal compatibility in the brand personality framework” (Madrigal and Boush 

2008, p.539).  

Specifically, perceptions of company’s social responsibility personality dimension 

pertain both to the achievement of customers goals and ideals in life (e.g., doing 

things aimed at bettering the environment) or to the avoidance of undesirable 

outcomes (e.g., not doing things that will result in environmental degradation) 

(ibid). 

 

2.7 Customer Perceived Quality 

The perspectives embraced by Keller (1993) in relation to the construct of customer-

based brand equity, and by Fournier (1994;1998) to the construct of customer-brand 

relationships are in line with the notion of hedonic consumption. Hirschman and 

Holbrook (1982) addressed the symbolic value goods can have for consumers, 

leading to the construct of hedonic consumption. This can be defined as determined 

by “consumers' multisensory images, fantasies and emotional arousal in using products” 

(ibid, p.93).  

A main characteristic of the hedonic perspective consists in having consumption 

choices, or preferences, based on consumers’ construction of realities. Thus, “one 

should view multisensory imagery as a continuum from purely historic recollections to 

complete fantasy” (ibid, p.93). 

In this reasoning, a “subjective” perspective on customer consumption decision 

offers to enlighten on how the construct of customer perceived quality can be 

addressed. Built on customers’ perceptions, the notion of customer perceived quality 
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cannot depart from individual experiences, and motivations and characteristics of 

who perceives. Under this perspective, a complete picture on nature of customer 

quality perceptions cannot avoid considering also the influence caused by emotive 

states in such perception of quality.  

Lawless (1995) studied the dimension of sensory quality, arguing that “quality is a 

complex term used in many different ways”, hence highlighting the need to both look at 

the objective characteristics of quality, and to refer to consumer perceptions at the 

same time. 

Moreover, consumer quality perceptions in relation to a product, and food in 

particular, are likely to change over time, perhaps because with experience 

consumers’ perspective might evolve and develop. 

Ultimately, this posits the issue of measuring an “overall” quality for a product. As 

Lawless (1995) claims, “Can overall quality be measured? With great difficulty. Quality as 

a whole can only be understood metaphorically. Individual aspects of quality can be 

quantified and optimized, but even this will not guarantee product success.” 

 

In absence of an overall and recognize as objective measurement of quality, price 

may acquire importance. High-price brands are generally perceived as higher 

quality brands than those with a low price. This has been outlined in numerous 

studies (Milgrom and Roberts, 1986; Rao and Monroe, 1989). In a sense, price is not 

just the amount of money needed to purchase a product, rather it can be considered 

by consumers as a reference on the value, hence charged with meaning. 

 

2.7.1 Customer Perceive Quality for Food and Beverages products 

Looking into the concept of customer perceived quality (CPQ) from a more specific 

angle, it is worthy to mention that “Food quality is a multi-dimensional concept 

comprising both objective and subjective components” (Giacalone D., et al., 2016, p. 

2462). Moreover, “Consumers generally ascribe quality in food and beverages to four 

basic concepts: sensory quality (i.e. taste and other sensory characteristics), 

healthiness, convenience, and – for some consumers and some product categories – 
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process characteristics (e.g. organic, GMO-free, etc.) (Brunsø et al., 2002; Grunert, 

2005).” 

According to Di Donfrancesco et al. (2014), in the coffee category and in many other 

products categories, as for example vine and also cheese, “official” quality tends to 

be defined from an industry perspective, usually relying on “official” instrumental 

assessment and on ratings of “experts” in order to define the various “specialty” or 

“gourmet” vs “commodity” product quality.  

Consequently, these judgements may not necessarily align with consumers’ 

perception of quality, and brands are presented with the issue of whether weighing 

more the communication of instruments’ and experts’ opinions on quality, rather 

than focusing on understanding customer perceptions in relation to their brand.  

This last point highlights also the potential influence of customer perceptions, 

especially those concerning ethicality of a brand, in evaluating the “overall” quality 

of this coffee brand, since, for consumers, a “good” coffee might not just be the one 

which could be defined as “tasty” by an expert. 

Civille (1991) listed nine dimensions of quality in relation to food, and identified 

Performance, Features, Conformance, Reliability, Durability, Serviceability, Response, 

Aesthetic Reputation. 

Performance is related to sensory and nutritional attributes; Features can include 

attributes such as convenience in preparation; Conformance is explained by Civille 

as a match between product concept, consumer expectations, and what the product 

delivers. Reliability is the degree the characteristics of the product are consistent in 

repeated experiences. Besides Serviceability and Response, Aesthetic dimension 

refers also to the package design. Reputation is the continuing goodwill of 

consumers toward the integrity of the brand name.  

The last dimension refers to the customer perception of integrity of the brand. Again, 

this suggests that dimensions of customer perceptions of quality go beyond the 

product characteristics, which could be effectively evaluated by an expert. It is 

logically assumable that also ethicality perception of the brand as an entity could be 

considered by customer in the reputation dimension. 
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2.8 Brand Identity and Equity co-creation 

 

“Behavior is the mirror in which everyone shows their image.” Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

Keller (1993), addressing consumer-based brand equity perspective, postulated that 

consumer store knowledge of a brand, translating it in associated mental images of 

the brand and awareness of the brand.  

Aaker and Joachimsthaler (2000), organize brand identity elements around four 

perspectives: the brand as a product, the brand as an organization, the brand as a 

person, and the brand as a symbol.  

Instead, Kapferer (2008) defines brand identity as a brand's meaning as put forward 

by the firm.  

This last definition has been discussed also by Hatch and Schultz (2002), brand 

identity is formed both by the company intended identity, which is embedded to its 

culture, and by the image of the company as it is perceived in consumers’ mind. This 

perspective assumes brand identity as a relational construct formed in an interaction 

among different parties (or stakeholders), and in a dynamic process of “expression” 

of organizational culture, and reflections on the brand “mirrored” image arising in 

consumers mind (ibid). 

On a similar line, concerning brand identity co-creation, da Silveira et al. (2013), 

stated that brand identity, as other brand elements, cannot be merely communicated, 

as an inside-out process by the organization.  

Brand Identity is not just a matter of expression of the organizational culture, but it is 

co-created and dependent also on image associated to the brand by consumers, in 

order to access the variety of possible meanings and identities arising for example 

within different sub-groups of a brand community.  

Specifically, as Jones (2005) shown that brand identity is not “monolithic”, different 

cultures, narratives and interpretations can co-exist, and they all participate in this 

dynamic process of brand co-creation. In this sense, brand equity is no more just 

created through a dyadic relationship between the firm and its customers. Brand 

equity instead “is a multifarious construct that is affected by, or the sum of, a gamut of 

relationships.” (Jones 2005, p.10) 
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2.9 Brand Meaning co-creation 

 

“Though companies create brand identities, people create brand meaning. The meanings 

people find in brands help them make sense of, and give shape to, the world around them.” 

Mark Batey 

Brand meaning creation process and its transfer among organizations´ stakeholders 

is complicated and dynamic in its nature. Addressing brand meaning implies 

understanding contributions from psychology, semiotics and linguistics, and might 

consider an approach based on neuro-psychological techniques to explain the 

functioning of consumer memory. “There is a special interest on the brand associative 

networks that results from receiving and processing brand information” (Whelan S., 2011). 

Hence, brand identity and knowledge are fundamental concept to delineate brand 

meaning: this was explored by Vallaster, C., & von Wallpach, S. (2013), in a study on 

multi-stakeholder Brand Meaning Co-creation. Brand experience provides stimuli 

and multi-sensory images that consumers store in mind as brand knowledge. In 

turn, associations of brand images, and brand recognition and recall, are source of 

meaning for consumers when they process brand information and stimuli received.  

The authors (ibid.) pointed out how brand meaning cannot be just delivered by 

brand management practices and marketing strategy, but it is obtained through a 

dynamic process of interaction and co-creation with stakeholders, which perceive 

and provide meaning to the brand at the same time. 

In line with this, Urde M. (2016) highlighted how rhetorical theory can help brand 

management in communicating and co-create brand meaning through logos, ethos 

and pathos in communicating with brand’s stakeholders. Another relevant mean to 

transfer brand meaning consist in a company’s external brand communications (e.g., 

word-of-mouth, eWOM or word-of-keyboard), since brand meaning is not just 

created or communicated by the company through an “inside-out” approach but 

arise also by the interaction with company external stakeholders. 

 

https://www-emeraldinsight-com.esc-web.lib.cbs.dk:8443/author/Whelan%2C+Susan
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2.10 WOM Construct Definition 

In general, word of mouth comprises any shared information about a brand which 

can be transmitted from one consumer to another through personal conversations or 

via other tools of communication (Brown et al., 2005). 

Harrison-Walker (2001) defined WOM as "informal, person-to-person 

communication between a perceived noncommercial communicator and a receiver 

regarding a brand, a product, an organization, or a service" (p. 63) 

Normally, when customers are loyal to a brand/company, they are likely to transmit 

their positive feelings toward such a brand/company to other people. (Markovic S., 

et al, 2015). 

The importance of WOM in the past and current economic environment has been 

highlighted by Kotler et al. (2014), who depicted word of mouth as the main 

marketing tool that can be quickly transferred among customers at very minimal 

cost. Since the big and increasing flow of information we all receive every day, a loss 

of interest in advertising and other traditional media can be considered almost 

physiological. Instead marketers can be interested in disseminating ‘curiosity’ about 

a brand or an offering, so that consumers will perhaps talk about it, and potentially 

they will seek information by themselves. Word-of-mouth can be considered by 

customers as a reliable communication tool for what concerns products and services. 

This reliability comes from the fact that friends and relatives are trusted generally 

more than a company or brand, and this holds true also for the relative information 

they provide. 

Accordingly, Hoyer and MacInnis (2001) found that positive word-of-mouth was an 

important factor to affect brand reputation, and their results confirmed Cornelissen 

(2000) who argued about the contribution of WOM to corporate reputation.  

In this light, WOM can result more relevant for some brand with respect to others: 

an inside-out communication strategy (e.g. advertising), can be detrimental to 

brands in some cases. This could be sometimes the case of a luxury brand where 

exclusivity can be in contrast with a communication strategy spreading too much 

brand meaning through company’s communication. Alternatively, branding a 

company as ethical through company communications might be a risk as well 
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(Brunk and DeBoer, 2015), since stressing ethicality might rise customers’ “ethical 

expectation” too much, putting the brand in the position of fearing every mistake as 

irreparable. 

For this reason, risks and benefits provided by ethical branding stress the 

importance of WOM communication to generate a positive brand CPE. 

On one hand, an important distinction must be made in relation to the WOM as 

receiver perspective, and the WOM engagement as sender perspective. On the other 

hand, WOM can be positive or negative in its dimension.  

This further motivates interest in the construct of WOM, and on its dynamics. 

  

2.10.1 Characteristics of the source of WOM  

Basically, word of mouth needs a message (positive and/or negative), a receiver, and 

a sender. Not all messages are the same, as well as the individuals involved in 

WOM. The WOM source can be from family, relatives, friends, other people, and 

experts that are simply not advertising. 

This is particularly important since past research suggests that people are more 

likely to spread information when they perceive the source of information to be 

trustworthy (Phelps et al. 2004). On the same line, when a source providing 

information or opinion is seen as possessing expertise and honesty, the message 

from the source tends to be of high perceived value, and consequently easier to be 

passed along to others (Brown, Broderick, and Lee 2007; Smith et al. 2007).  

 

2.10.2 Influence of “family WOM” 

In other words, when WOM reaches a consumer through a source perceived as 

trustable or expert, it could establish a sort of virtuous cycle of communication 

revolving around the brand. 

This “cycle” can involve and start from family as well, since it is assumable that 

characteristics as honesty and reliability are for individuals more frequently 

recognized in members of its family. Hence, families can contribute considerably in 
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the formation of customer-based brand equity (Bravo Gil, R., Fraj Andrés, & 

Martínez Salinas, 2007).  

This might happen firstly because of the reliable image of the family as a reference in 

relation to the purchase of a brand, and because the individual comes to use, and 

most of all know a brand in its family. Moreover, this can imply the existence of 

family memories carrying emotional meaning which characterize hedonic 

consumption. (Bravo et al., 2007)  

On another level, family affects customer-brand relationships and brand loyalty as 

well, since repetitive use of the brand in a family may deeply influence the 

individual habit. (Bravo et al., 2007).  

Moreover, the individual’s prolonged exposure to the brand is likely to affect the 

brand awareness dimension of brand equity (Keller, 2003). 

Dealing with the brand information provided by the family, this information may be 

considerable as WOM to a certain extent.  

This may not be the canonical definition of Word-of-Mouth, nonetheless it includes 

talking about products in everyday family life. In this sense, family may also 

determine consumer perceived quality of brands recommended experienced users in 

the family.  

 

2.10.3 WOM on brand association 

An interesting aspect of WOM is that it is seen as a reliever for the risks (economic 

and social) involved for consumers when buying a product or service (Armelini, 

2011). For their intangible nature, service sector offers a higher “value” of WOM. 

Nonetheless also in the product sector can benefit by WOM.  

Explaining the effect of WOM discourse about brands, there has been studies 

addressing the effect of WOM on brand associations. Day (1971) found that WOM 

has a role in building brand awareness. Regarding brand image, it was show that 

word of mouth can have a influence on brand image (Torlak, 2014). 
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2.10.4 WOM antecedents  

Several studies addressed factors antecedents to WOM. Importantly, positive and 

negative word of mouth are generated by different events/information. Antecedents 

to WOM are both cognitive and affective. In particular, “the perception of injustice is 

widely studied as a factor that may lead to an intent to generate negative mouth-to-mouth“ 

(Dalzotto et al., 2016). 

In their study, Dalzotto et al. (2016) considered how distrust arising from 

perceptions of injustice, together with negative emotions, may foster negative WOM 

“to vent and alleviate the negative emotions and spread their distrust to others to 

prevent them from suffering from service problems from that company” (Ibid, p. 

419). 

Moreover, customer engagement in positive WOM has been shown positively 

affected by customer loyalty (Dick and Basu 1994; Gounaris and Stathakopoulos 

2004). Markovic (2015) investigated how CPE can have an indirect influence, via 

customer perceived quality satisfaction and loyalty, on WOM.  

 

2.11 Brand Trust 

“Trust is the highest form of human motivation.” Steven Covey 

We are in an age characterized also by an IT democratization (Asmussen, B., 

Harridge-March, S., Occhiocupo, N., Farquhar, J., 2012). This means also that 

betraying consumer trust has immense consequences, as failures and mistakes 

spread around the globe within minutes. The public is often unforgiving, and this 

should be incentive enough not to fail to support trust in exchange of short-term 

gains. 

Brand trust is defined by Morgan and Hunt (1994, p. 23) as the “confidence in an 

exchange partner’s reliability and integrity” 

Delgado-Ballester (2003) note that trust is the most important attribute any brand 

can own. In this regard they also found that trust is positively correlated with 

satisfaction and loyalty. (ibid.) 
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Moreover, also Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) proved in their research that 

emotion and trust are the most significant predictor of customer loyalty. 

Nonetheless, Delgado-Ballester (2003) notice that not just loyalty “as a repeated 

purchase patter” is influenced by brand trust. Also “price sensitivity, self-stated 

retention, and the likelihood of spreading positive word of mouth” (ibid., p. 26) will 

be influenced.  

The nature of this brand trust is to be understood in relation to understandings on 

the concept of trust itself. Consequently, it is useful to notice that trust includes risk 

in the exchange between two parties. In this sense, a function of the brand is to 

eliminate that risk in order to create an intense and trust-worthy bond between the 

two. This is in accordance to Delgado-Ballester’s (2003) definition of trust as the 

“feeling of security held by the consumer in his/her interactions with the brand, that it is 

based on the perceptions that the brand is reliable and responsible for the interest and welfare 

of the consumer.” (p. 11) 

Ultimately, Delgado-Ballester (2003) suggests that trust is influenced by two 

dimensions. Competence as the extent to which the “trustor” believes that the 

trusted is able to carry out his or her promises. Intentionality (motivation) as the 

extent to which the partner is genuinely interested in the “trustor’s” welfare and 

interests. 

In line with this Sinek (2009) suggests that trust is not a checklist, it is a feeling rather 

than a rational experience.  

 

2.12 Customer Perceived Ethicality 

  

“Morality is not the doctrine of how we may make ourselves happy, but how we may make 

ourselves worthy of happiness!” Immanuel Kant 
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2.12.1 CPE in Brand Management 

 Consumers’ perception about ethicality have been studied by an emerging flow of 

brand management literature (Brunk 2010; 2012; Singh et al. 2012; Markovic et al. 

2015; Sierra et al. 2015; Iglesias et al., 2017). 

In corporate service brands environment, CPE has been shown having influences on 

brand equity (Sierra et al., 2015), on customer satisfaction, customer loyalty and 

positive Word-of-Mouth (Markovic et al. 2015). In a product brand context, Singh et 

al. (2012) showed that a brand that is perceived as being ethical, will elicit positive 

emotional responses in its consumers, and this may cause a higher level of brand 

affect. 

Moreover, CPE can have a positive influence on brand image (Iglesias et al., 2017). 

This has been studied by existing literature in many sectors, pointing out the 

implication of themes such as environmental friendliness or responsibility and social 

responsibility on corporate image (ibid). 

In relation to the influence of image, it is plausible to argue that CPE can positively 

influence positive Word-Of-Mouth in relation to a brand. In support of this claim, 

Singh et al. (2012) argued that in the product sector, CPE has an influence on 

affective commitment, loyalty and trust toward the brand. Accordingly, these 

constructs are considered to some extent antecedents of WOM (Dalzotto[1]  et al. 

2016; Dick and Basu 1994; Gounaris and Stathakopoulos 2004; Markovic S. 2015). 

In general, the above-mentioned studies show that Customer Perceived Ethicality 

has an influence on customers emotion and cognitive processes in relation to a 

brand, thus highlighting the increasingly crucial role CPE can play in the brand co-

creation process. 

                               

In addition to brand constructs presented before, the co-creation process of brand 

equity, meaning, image and identity of a company is influenced also by how 

stakeholders perceive this brand to conduct its business ethically or unethically. 

As a matter of fact, in the present hyperconnected socio-economical context, it is 

easier for consumer to have access to company practices (Iglesias et al. 2013), and 

thus there is an increasing necessity for organizations to include ethics in the identity 
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of their brands, by managing their “ethical image” (Iglesias et al., 2017). This image 

is necessarily influenced by both environmental and societal responsibility of the 

company (Iglesias et al., 2017). 

In this sense, consumer perceived ethicality (CPE) at the corporate brand level can be 

defined as the customer perception of the brand as being honest, responsible, and 

accountable toward various stakeholders (Brunk & Bluemelhuber, 2010). 

  

2.12.2 CPE formation process in absence of information 

 The first consistent research made on the impact of different kinds of un/ethical 

business practices on customer ethical perception of such company/brand was 

undertaken by Brunk & Bluemelhuber (2010). “In spite of ample evidence confirming the 

impact of unethical perceptions on consumer attitudes and purchasing behavior, to this day, 

little is known about how an un/ethical image of a company emerges in the consumer’s 

mind” (Brunk & Bluemelhuber, 2010. p. 368). The result of the research indicates how 

consumers ethical perceptions is asymmetric, showing how not all types of 

preconceived un/ethical business conducts resonate in the same way. 

  

Subsequently, Katja Brunk (2012) set out to expand her research on ethical 

perceptions and decided to conceptualize and operationalize the construct of CPE 

for a specific company or brand. By conceptualizing CPE, the author intends to 

understand what consumers mean by the term ethics relating to corporate activities. 

To address the issue, the author turned to moral philosophy theories to understand 

whether consumer resonate under a teleological and deontological way. In 

philosophy, the two approaches are mutually exclusive. Under deontological 

principles moral judgement is rule based. “An individual evaluates an action as right or 

wrong by referring to higher moral duty, norms, or the law” (Brunk, 2012. p. 552). This 

indicates a non-consequentialist approach, meaning that once a company adheres to 

the law it can be considered as ethical. On the other hand, “teleological theories are 

consequentialist by nature” (Brunk, 2012. p. 552). In other words, teleological 

principles consider the outcomes of following a specific rule against an alternative 
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route and tries to evaluate how much benefits or harm will result from each path. 

The resulting conceptualization, indicates how contrary to philosophy, a consumer 

ethical perception of a brand or company can be a function of both evaluation 

principles. By operationalizing CPE instead, the author aimed at creating a tool to 

measure the CPE of a given company, brand, or service. The result represents a valid 

and reliable multi-item scale that assesses the direction and degree of un/ethical 

perceptions. 

  

The operationalization of CPE springs a question. How do consumers ethically 

perceive a company of which they do not possess any specific information regarding 

what could be deemed as un/ethical business behavior? 

  

To answer the question, Brunk’s (2010) work indicates how “in the absence of concrete 

information or personal experience, consumers may infer ethical beliefs” (Brunk, 2010. p.1). 

These inferential beliefs operate at an unconscious level and are triggered by 

stereotypes. The author found how ethical inferences are triggered by different cues 

which can be grouped in four different categories: product-, company-, category-, 

and origin-related. The resulting taxonomy is a framework that illustrates the 

hierarchical structure of the different cues depending on their level of specificity 

(Ibid). The hierarchical structure presents origin-related cues on the bottom, as they 

were found to be the least influential, then it goes up to category-related cues, to 

company-related cues, and finally to product-related cues which are the most 

influential. 

   

2.12.3 CPE formation process under inconsistent information 

 Customer Perceived Ethicality formation is not a straightforward process. 

Company’s CSR is the first factor determining customer perceptions about its ethical 

behavior but is inevitably influenced by the customer “preconceptions” about a 

particular brand, or about the environment in which such brand operates, or also 

about the consumption context. In this sense, the information a customer processes 
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to gain and form his perception of ethicality do not follow a single and 

straightforward process. In addition to this, sometimes information about a 

company’s conduct (ethical and unethical) can be contrasting, thus understanding 

how customer perception is formed is even more complicated. 

For the sake of simplification, we can consider two situations. In a first scenario, 

consumers are not motivated to seek and process ethical information. In this case 

they form their perception “algebraically” (Brunk & DeBoer, 2015).  

When consumers are not particularly motivated to process ethical information, 

perceptions are formed algebraically, which implies that firstly consumers would be 

more forgiving in the case of brand misconduct, and secondly virtuous brand 

behavior would be able to counterbalance a transgression. 

On the contrary, for those consumers motivated to process ethical information, one 

piece of negative information can have devastating consequences for the moral 

image of the brand in question. 

In this case, negative brand CPE, once established may prevail for an extensive 

period of time. Hence, an ethical brand positioning, which relies on its target group 

seeking ethical information, is a risky branding strategy. In case of brand misconduct 

or a product crisis, CPE may be permanently damaged.” Alternatively, we interpret 

this risk also as the brand is raising the expectations on its ethical conduct, which 

seems a risky strategy regardless the actual behavior of the organization. 

In sum, “it is the unethical brand behavior that will be most diagnostic for CPE 

formation” (Brunk & DeBoer, 2015). 

  

2.13 Corporate Social Responsibility 

As previously described, a company’s CSR is the main factor in shaping the 

un/ethical perceptions consumer have of a given company (Brunk, 2010). The next 

section of the literature review therefore will focus on briefly describing what 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) evolved, what it means today, and why 

companies engage in such practices. 
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2.13.1 The evolution of CSR 

The concept of CSR is not a new one, its roots can be found before World War II 

(Carroll & Shabana, 2010. P. 86). Since then, CSR has considerably evolved, and we 

could argue that it is continuing to do so. 

The year of 1953 represents a turning point regarding the foundations of the concept 

of CSR. In 1953 in fact, Howard Bowen, published an influential article called Social 

Responsibilities of the Businessman (Ibid). Bowen (1953) defines CSR as “the obligation of 

businessmen to pursue those policies, to make those decisions, or to follow those lines of 

action which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values of our society” (Bowen 1953. 

P. 6). Therefore, according to Bowen’s view the focus is merely on the decision 

making by managers and their obligations to society (Murphy & Schlegelmilch, 

2012). Because of Bowen’s early and seminal work concerned with the doctrine of 

social responsibility, Archie Carroll argues that Howard Bowen should be called the 

‘Father of Corporate Social Responsibility’ (Carroll, 2008). Equivalently, Archie 

Carroll can be considered the “son” of Bowen considering how he has dedicated his 

life’s work to CSR more than any other academic (Murphy & Schlegelmilch, 2013). 

Carroll’s view on CSR differs from Bowen’s since the former shifted its focus from 

the managers to the corporation. However, the underlying themes were still very 

similar in that they both addressed the social responsibilities of companies that 

extended beyond the narrow shareholder orientation which was the dominant logic 

at the time (Murphy & Schlegelmilch, 2012). Carroll (2008) outlines four types of 

social responsibilities that pertain businesses: economic, legal, ethical and 

philanthropic.  Even though this classification has raised academic criticism through 

the years it is still a typology that is used today. 

  

2.13.2 CSR today 

Even though the concept of CSR is not historically new, it incredibly rose to 

prominence in the 1990s and 2000s (Crane et al. 2008). Today the academic 

community is still lacking a common definition of CSR which is quite incredible 

considering a subject that has been studied for so long. Thus, to date “the CSR debate 

remains unresolved conceptually, theoretically, and empirically” (Windsor, 2013. P. 1939). 
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The European commission for example has defined CSR as “the responsibility of 

enterprises for their impact on society”, however this is quite an ambiguous definition 

because “depending on one’s viewpoint and assessment of a specific action, event, or project 

might be deemed responsible or irresponsible” (Windsor, 2013. P. 1939). The lack of 

definition, as well as the conceptual confusion around the topic is due to, according 

Matten & Moon (2008), the fact that CSR is an “umbrella-term” for many related 

concepts and because societal values are changing over time and so does the 

understanding of it (Matte & Moon, 2008). Windsor (2013) calls the same 

phenomenon “cluster concept” since it overlaps with concepts such as: “Business 

ethics, corporate citizenship (CC), corporate environmental responsibility (CER) or 

sustainability, corporate environmental and social responsibility (CESR), corporate social 

performance (CSP), philanthropy, stakeholder theory, sustainable development (SD), and 

triple bottomline (TBL)” (Windsor 2013. P. 1939). 

  

Among the umbrella of related concepts, CSR has particularly been related or used 

interchangeably with the concept of sustainability. The next section aims at 

explaining the close relationship between the concepts. 

  

2.13.3 CSR and Sustainability 

“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (WCED, 1987). The heart of the concept of sustainability derives from a report 

issued by the World Commission on Environment and Development in 1987 and 

implies limitations imposed by “the present state of technology and social organization on 

environmental resources and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human 

activities” (WCED, 1987). Is it clear that this first conceptualization of sustainability is 

primarily concerned with environmental issues, trying to tackle the issue of 

environmental exploitation generated by an excessive capitalistic rationale. Since 

then, the concept evolved deeply although a universal definition of sustainability is 

still lacking. John Elkington with his book called “Cannibals With Forks: The Triple 

Bottom Line of 21st Century Business” published in 1997, greatly enlarged the 
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concept of sustainability by presenting a new managerial paradigm called 

“sustainable business”. Unlike the previous conceptualization of sustainability, 

which were merely focused on the environmental aspect of a business, Elkington 

presented a bigger picture of what sustainability means for a business. The book 

defines a business to be sustainable when it fulfils the “the triple bottom line” of 

environmental quality, social justice, and economic prosperity (Elkington, 1997). The 

bottom lines are interdependent, interrelated, and partially in conflict, and therefore 

to be truly sustainable the People, Planet, and Profits must all be balanced and taken 

into consideration. 

Accordingly, a question arises. Is there any difference between a sustainable 

business and a socially responsible one? 

Academic researchers have different views about the question. Different authors 

argue how in their view the two concepts, sustainability and CSR, in time have 

become closer and closer (Hopkins 2016; Van Marrewijk 2003; Keijzers 2002), to the 

point where “nowadays they are pretty much the same concept” (Hopkins interview 

2015. Youtube). According to Keijzers (2002), the enlargement of the concept of 

sustainability presented in the Triple Bottom Line, ignited a convergence process 

between the two concepts to the point where many consider CS and CSR as 

synonyms. Van Marrewijk (2003), in an attempt of defining CSR and Corporate 

Sustainability (CS), further elaborates on the interrelation of the two concepts. The 

author, sharing the view of The Erasmus University’s Business Society Management, 

places “CS as the ultimate goal, with CSR as an intermediate stage where companies try to 

balance the Triple Bottom Line” (Van Marrewijk, 2003. P. 101). In other words, 

sustainability is the goal, and CSR is the process to reach it. 
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3. RESEARCH GAP and RESEARCH QUESTION 

 

A recent stream of literature on CPE (Brunk 2010; 2012; 2015) highlighted the 

importance for company of having an ethical image, grounding on customers’ 

perceptions of social and environmentally sustainable practices. Nevertheless, much 

can still be explored in this field to understand how consumers’ ethical perceptions 

can be formed differently in different contexts and sectors, and how differently they 

bring value to companies affecting their brand equity.  

Accordingly, studies on the fields of ethical branding (Markovic et al. 2015, Iglesias 

et al. 2017; Sierra et al. 2015) addressed, in the service sector, the direct influence of 

customer perceived ethicality on different constructs of brand management 

literature: customer affective commitment, perceived quality, brand image, brand 

heritage and ultimately brand loyalty and equity. In the good sector, Singh et al. 

2012 investigated the effect of CPE on brand trust, customer affective commitment 

and customer loyalty. 

Nonetheless, also due to specific (historical) characteristic of the coffee industry 

(Kolk 2005), it is interesting to addressing CPE in relation to customer loyalty, 

customer perceived quality and brand personality in the good sector of the coffee 

industry.  

Specifically, addressing brand loyalty in this context, Fournier & Yao (1997) describe 

coffee as historically low customer commitment category, in which scarce 

commitment to a single coffee brand challenges the notion of “loyal” consumer itself. 

Hence, it is arguable that this category offers great insight on the complex and 

articulated nature of customer-brand relationships. Moreover, customer brand 

relationship for the coffee category might be influenced by ethical issues coffee 

brands face in this market, due to the challenging ethicality of coffee supply chain. 

Thus, we developed the following hypothesis: 

H2: CPE has a significant and positive influence on LOY. 

 



 

34 
 

In this research, importance is given to the concept of customer perceived quality as 

an indicative measure of brand equity. As a commodity, coffee is a peculiar and 

interesting example for investigations on consumer perceptions of quality. Coffee is 

the most important beverage commodity by trade volume on the global market 

(Foodprocessing-Technology.com, 2014). Consequently, coffee is sold at very diverse 

quality and price points, varying in its preparation and forms from country to 

country.  

Thus, it creates an interesting context to study how differently consumers can 

perceive, and appreciate, quality provided by a coffee brand.  

Ultimately, this highlights how CPE might influence CPQ in the coffee category. 

Thus, we developed the following hypothesis: 

H4: CPE has a significant and positive influence on Customer Perceived Quality (CPQ). 

 

Also, brand personality was chosen to measure and explore the construct of brand 

equity.  

Brand Personality in the context of business ethics and customer perceptions about 

companies’ ethicality has been addressed by precedent studies (Madrigal and Boush 

2008), even if it remains to be explored to a large extent. 

In their work (ibid.) the Social Responsibility was identified as a dimension of 

personality.  

In relation to the personality scale used in the present research (Geuens et al., 2009), 

the dimensions presented “restrict brand personality to human personality traits that 

are relevant for and applicable to brands” p.106). As authors suggest, company’s 

actions in relation to environmental friendliness and ethical behavior could be 

related, in their scale, to the responsibility dimension of brand personality. 

Consequently, to test and explain the potential relationship of CPE with brand 

personality dimensions we developed the following hypothesis: 

H6: CPE has a significant influence on Brand Personality Dimensions. 
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To the extent of our knowledge, a gap is perceived in addressing the direct influence 

of CPE on WOM. Markovic et al. (2015) addressed this relationship indirectly and in 

the service context.  

As a consequence, the present study seeks to explore and explain dynamics in which 

perceptions of ethicality can motivate consumers to engage in WOM, and other 

potentially relevant factor in this relationship. From this reasoning, the hypothesis 

H1 is stated as:  

H1: CPE has a significant and positive influence on WOM. 

 

Moreover, extensive research on the effects of WOM on dimensions of brand equity 

as brand awareness, brand associations, perceived quality, and brand loyalty 

remains unexplored to some extent. Day (1971) addressed the influence WOM has 

on brand awareness, while Bravo et al. (2009) investigated the influence that family 

and receiving WOM from family members have on brand associations, brand 

quality, loyalty, and ultimately brand equity. 

This motivated us to investigate if WOM might be a crucial construct affecting the 

relationship between CPE and Brand equity (measures) in the coffee industry. 

H3: CPE has an effect on LOY, which is mediated by WOM. 

H5: CPE has an effect on CPQ, which is mediated by WOM. 

H7: CPE has an effect on Brand Personality, which is mediated by WOM. 

 

In conclusion, these hypotheses are the first step to answer our research question 

and sub questions. Below, hypothesis are listed and graphically represented. 

 

H1: CPE has a significant and positive influence on WOM. 

H2: CPE has a significant and positive influence on LOY. 

H3: CPE has an effect on LOY, which is mediated by WOM. 

H4: CPE has a significant and positive influence on Customer Perceived Quality (CPQ). 

H5: CPE has an effect on CPQ, which is mediated by WOM. 

H6: CPE has a significant influence on Brand Personality dimensions. 

H7:  CPE has an effect on Brand Personality, which is mediated by WOM. 
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Figure 1. Visual overview of theoretical model  

 

In line with the gap identified, we developed the following research question: 

 

How and why CPE influence brand equity in coffee context? Which is the role of word of 

mouth in this relationship? 

 

In order to answer these questions, additional sub-questions were developed: 

 

● How and why CPE affects Customer Perceived Quality in coffee context? 

● How and why CPE affects Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

● How and why CPE affects Customer Loyalty in coffee context? 

● How and why CPE affects WOM in coffee context? 

● How and why WOM affects Customer Perceived Quality in coffee context? 

● How and why WOM affects Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

● How and why WOM affects Customer Loyalty in coffee context? 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

 

4.1 Quantitative Methods  

 

According to Bryman (2012), quantitative research method entails the collection of 

numerical data, for instance through surveys, to explain the relationship between 

theory and research in a deductive process. In general, quantitative approaches 

promote a natural science approach, amenable to a positivist stance on epistemology, 

and to an objectivist perspective on social reality in relation to ontology. This imply a 

quantitative researcher to analyze theory, in some cases develop hypotheses, and 

seek for effective research strategy and meaningful measurements to test them, or 

more generally to explain a cause-effect relationship. Theory development hence 

mainly develops from theory to findings. This is also identified as an explanatory 

approach to research. From this, a set of preoccupations to quantitative research 

arises, pointing out the advantages related to the nature of such research.  

According to Bryman (2012), measurements in quantitative research provide 

advantages related to the use of a measurement device that should be consistent 

over time and with other researches. Moreover, through correlation analysis 

measurements provide an estimate of the degree of relationship between concepts 

(Bryman, 2012).  

Consequently, validity and reliability of measurements are preoccupations or 

concerns of quantitative researchers. Especially in cross-sectional designs, the 

researcher often can only infer how a variable affects the other. In quantitative 

studies this is referred to as the issue of causality. Accordingly, the assumptions or 

inferences made by the researcher must be appropriate. Therefore, a criterion to 

judge good quantitative studies is the trustworthiness of the researcher. In other 

words, the level of “confidence in the researcher´s causal inference” (Bryman, 2012. 

p.176). 
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In quantitative research, the researcher is also preoccupied to be able to say that 

findings from his/her study can be generalized beyond the confines of the context of 

his/her research. Here, a main focus is on the sample of population in which the 

research is conducted, which is vital to generalization of findings of the study.  

A further evaluation criteria and preoccupation for the quantitative research is 

replicability of the study. This is relating to which extent a study can be replicated, 

highlighting the procedures applied in the research as potentially influenced by an 

intrusion of researcher's personal values.   

Quantitative research presents also some disadvantages which are explainable 

through a critique of quantitative methods. Bryman (2012) points out “quantitative 

researchers fail to distinguish people and social institutions from ‘the world of 

nature” (p.178). In other words, quantitative researchers applying criteria of natural 

science studies to social science studies are ignoring the fact that social reality is 

interpreted by the perspective of who studies it. 

Another critique resides in the fact that quantitative measurements provide a “false” 

sense of accuracy. This might be explained, under a certain perspective, by the fact 

that reasons behind cause-effect relationship measured in such studies are assumed 

rather than “objectively” real. This could be exemplified by the situation in which 

survey´s respondent interprets a fixed-choice answer differently from the 

researcher's interpretation, thus affecting the accuracy and validity of measurement.  

A third disadvantage or critique is identifiable in the reliance on instruments and 

procedures hindering the connection between research and everyday life. This 

points out the spurious relation between answers given and real-life behavior of 

respondents, which could present significant divergences. 

Last, but not least, the analysis of relationships between variables creates a static 

view of social life that is independent from the people’s lives. Under this perspective, 

quantitative research provides no understanding of what lies behind a relationship 

between two variables. 
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4.2 Qualitative Methods 

Qualitative research is related to an interpretivist epistemological position. Thus, 

emphasis is given to the interpreting the findings. Accordingly, a constructivist 

ontological stance is adopted, seeing the world as “constructed” by interactions 

among social actors. As a consequence, it is usually adopted in qualitative research 

such as grounded theory strategy for data analysis, which allows theory to emerge 

from findings through an inductive process of theory development.  

This is in line with Bryman (2012) who explains, “social researchers should recognize 

that the concepts they use are sensitizing concepts in that they provide a general 

sense of reference and guidance in approaching empirical instances” (p.388).  

Qualitative research can be considered a powerful tool to describe social reality. In 

this sense, interviews, focus groups, ethnography, participant observation, but also 

qualitative analysis of text are related to qualitative studies. They can usually imply 

purposive sampling, namely theoretical or snowball sampling. 

According to Bryman (2012), qualitative research is characterized by a constant 

reiterative process of revision and development of theory in light of new findings, 

involving an increasingly tighter specification of the research question. 

Bryman (2012) points out main preoccupation of qualitative researchers. 

“Seeing the world through respondents’ eyes to assess social realities” (p. 399) is a 

main concern for qualitative researchers. In this sense, empathy is a characteristic the 

researcher must reference to. This is mainly because, differently than those of natural 

sciences, objects of social science studies are capable of attributing meaning to their 

environment. This points out the importance for researchers to have face-to-face 

interactions with their “object” of study, as a way to participate in their view of 

reality. Such preoccupation is interconnected to the notion of abductive reasoning. It 

implies taking the perspective of contexts and people studied, to then theoretically 

ground the “social scientific account of the social world as seen from those 

perspectives.” (p. 401) 

Another concern of qualitative researchers is to provide accurate and “thick” 

description of the context and social setting characterizing its investigation. This 

highlights the importance of contextual understandings of social behavior. In line 
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with the notion of constructivist ontology, understanding the behavior of members 

of a social group should be accomplished in terms of the specific environment in 

which they operate. 

Main emphasis in qualitative research is given to the process, allowing qualitative 

evidence to usually incorporate a strong sense of change and flux (Bryman 2012). 

Even if this is more evident in ethnographic studies and participant observations, 

also qualitative interviews provide information on processes thanks to their 

conversational style. 

From the perspective under which “the researcher is limited in the degree to which 

he or she can genuinely adopt the worldview of the people being studied”, (p.403) 

qualitative researchers are preoccupied with providing flexible and limited structure 

to their research method.  

Therefore, not fully or deeply developed research questions can be adopted from the 

beginning, and also specific instruments to carry out data collection are not always 

the best solution. According to the notion of Grounded theory, RQs are rather 

defined after the collection and analysis of data. This underlines advantages arising 

from flexibility of qualitative research. 

Among qualitative research disadvantages, the first critique can be considered the 

subjectivity of the research method. In this sense, personal relationship developed 

with people studied might affect researcher’s view and interpretation, also during 

the data collection process. 

Another critique is moved toward the difficulty to replicate the study. This is 

necessarily deriving from the flexibility of the method, as well as the unstructured 

nature of the qualitative data. 

A third disadvantage may reside in the difficulty of generalization that is usually 

encountered in qualitative studies. This can be understood merely looking at the 

sample often used in qualitative research. Samples in qualitative studies are usually 

not representative of the population. Thus, it is possible that “findings of qualitative 

research are to generalize to theory rather than to populations” (p.407), as the latter 

would be the case of statistical generalizations. Defined by Bryman (2012) as 

moderatum generalizations, they may help in a sense to provide the view that 
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generalizations beyond the immediate evidence and the case, are impossible in 

qualitative research. 

Finally, a concern is given by qualitative practitioners on the potential lack of 

transparency in qualitative research. In this regard, since qualitative research follows 

less strict guidelines and procedures for data collection and analysis, it might be not 

clear how collection and analysis were conducted. 

Hence, there is the need for evaluative criteria also in relation to qualitative methods. 

Under a perspective, qualitative research quality and rigor can be assessed through 

(internal and external) reliability and (internal and external) validity.  

An alternative perspective instead posits that qualitative research is to be evaluated 

by its trustworthiness. Credibility is the criteria by which researcher has to ensure 

that “research is carried out according to the canons of good practice and submitting 

research findings to the members of the social world who were studied for 

confirmation that the investigator has correctly understood that social world” 

(p.390). Techniques to assure credibility are respondent validation, and in case 

mixed or multi-method are chosen, also triangulation. 

Transferability is considered another criterion. In this regard, “qualitative findings 

tend to be oriented to the contextual uniqueness and significance of the aspect of the 

social world being studied” (p.392). As a consequence, as explained by Stake (1995), 

it is responsibility of the researcher also to assist readers in arriving at high-quality 

understandings and interpretations, by providing high quality inputs for the 

reader´s study.  

Other criteria are also dependability and confirmability, which require external 

auditors to ensure the validity of these criteria in a qualitative research. 

Confirmability is especially salient in qualitative research, since researchers has to 

show good-faith in conducting the research, avoiding personal values or theoretical 

inclinations to affect the research and its findings. 
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4.3 Mixed Methods 

Preoccupations of quantitative and qualitative research are different. For example, 

although quantitative research usually aims at investigating behavior and qualitative 

research aims revealing meanings, this is not always the case. 

Accordingly, there are some similarities among the two methods as that renders the 

borders of these definitions blurred. Bryman (2012) explains that for example both 

methods are concerned with data reduction, answering a research question, and 

relate data to the literature. 

In this sense, there can be the need to carry out mixed method in research to exploit 

strengths of both approaches. As Bryman (2012) points out qualitative inquiry can be 

applied to natural science. A philosophical current embracing this perspective is 

critical realism as described by Bhaskar’s (1989). 

In similar line quantitative methods can be carried out under an interpretivist 

epistemology and a constructivist ontology. 

This highlights how apparently contraposing objectives of the two methods can be 

coupled in different ways. Behavior and meaning can be investigated by mixed 

methods for example. In the same way theory testing and theory exploration can be 

tackled together by different mixed methods, depending on which part the priority 

is given.  

Mixed method must be chosen as integrative of one-another and in relation to the 

research question, but this does not avoid possible disadvantages and problems in 

mixing paradigms and methods. As Bryman (2012) explains, there are researchers 

that believe paradigms and epistemological and ontological orientations relative to 

each research method to be “irreconcilable”. Such competing views on how the 

knowledge can be interpreted and gained are not necessarily complementary.  

On the contrary, there are mixed method approaches recognized as effectively 

combining qualitative and quantitative methods (Bryman, 2012). Triangulation is a 

widely used approach to combine mixed or multiple methods employed, allowing 

the researcher to observe from different “points” the phenomena studied.  
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Bryman (2012), suggest offset to compensate different methods “weaknesses” 

through the integration of another different method, leading to the reduction of 

biases related to each method.  

Another reason to combine methods resides in a more complete answer to a research 

question. For example, the need for information that are not accessible to qualitative 

interviewing (for example systematic information about social backgrounds of 

people in a particular setting), might imply the integration of a quantitative self-

completion questionnaire in the qualitative method.  

A common motivation for mixed methods research is that the inferences derived 

from a qualitative study become available to be subsequently tested with 

quantitative research. 

Combining process and static elements of respectively qualitative and quantitative 

research has been recognized as valuable by researchers. 

An advantage of mixed methods which is salient to this thesis resides in the 

possibility to explain a relationship among variables by further exploring it through 

the integration of a qualitative method. 

Commonly, qualitative research is used as starting point to inform the design of 

survey questions. A relevant combination of qualitative and quantitative research 

can be individuated in the preparation of the sample for qualitative interviews 

through a quantitative research. 

 

4.4 Methodological choice 

According to Bryman (2015), the mixed method chosen for this research is 

qualitative in the priority of the analysis, while it is quantitative in the sequence of 

the analysis. This means that the first broad analysis was done quantitatively (survey 

analysis), aimed to explain the existence of potential relationships which were then 

investigated through qualitative method for data collection.  

The connection or integration of the two phases occurred mainly during the 

development of the qualitative data collection protocols, grounded in the results 

from the first quantitative phase. In this way we were able to investigate those 
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results more in depth by gathering and analyzing the qualitative data in the second 

phase of the study. This nonetheless might have restricted the degree to which 

grounded theory is applied in this study for what concerns data collection and 

analysis. 

“The qualitative (text) data are collected and analyzed second in the sequence and 

help explain, or elaborate on, the quantitative results obtained in the first phase” 

(Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006, p. 5).  

In other words, “the qualitative data and their analysis refine and explain those 

statistical results by exploring participants’ views in more depth” (ibid), highlighting 

a double-sided perspective on both elements of exploratory and explanatory 

research approaches in the sequential mixed-method applied. 

To a minor extent, one could argue this methodological choice is ascribable to an 

embedded mixed-method. Nonetheless, in our method we decided from the 

beginning the sequence of the two phases, and to give the priority to the qualitative 

technique applied, rather than giving a concurrent weight to both the analysis 

(quantitative and qualitative) in this study. In this way, the first phase of the study 

addressed the predictive power of two factors affecting different dependent 

variables, according to the mediation model hypothesized. The purpose of the 

subsequent qualitative phase was to explore, and finally interpret the results 

obtained in the first phase.  

Thus, we believe it can be considered a mixed explanatory sequential method.   

To better understand the method applied it might be useful to visualize it in the next 

page. 
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PROCEDURE  PRODUCT 

 

Web based Questionnaire         Numeric data  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data screening               Descriptive statistics  

Correlation analysis                     Mediation analysis 

SPSS bootstrap 

 

 

 

 

 

Developing interview                   Interview protocol or guide 

Questions 

 

 

 

 

 

Individual semi-structured          Text data (Transcripts) 

Interviews (live and skype) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nvivo analysis of transcripts Codes categories and themes 

Coding and thematic analysis      

Cross-thematic analysis       

 

 

 

 

Interpretation and   Theoretical implications 

explanation of qualitative  Managerial implications 

quantitative results                      Limitations   

                             Further research 

 

       

 

 

 
Quantitative data 

collection 

 
Quantitative data 

analysis 

 

Connecting 
quantitative and 

qualitative phases 

 

 

 
Qualitative data 

collection 

 

 

 
Qualitative data 

analysis 

 

Integration of 
quantitative and 

qualitative results 

Figure 2. Methodological choice. Adapted from Ivankova et al. (2006) 
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4.5 Case Study 

Case studies are a research strategy which is widely used “to contribute to our 

knowledge of individual, group, organizational, social, political and related phenomena” (Yin 

R., 2003, p. 1).  

This strategy allows researchers to recognize the holistic characteristics of real-life 

events. “The case, in some ways, has a unique life. It is a something that we do not 

sufficiently understand and want to--therefore, we do a case study” (Stake R., 1995, p. 133). 

According to context and research questions, more research strategies can seem 

attractive and are not mutually exclusive. Therefore, to avoid research misfit, the 

researcher must identify the situation in which a specific strategy is required instead 

of another. Yin (2003), indicates how case studies have a distinct advantage when “a 

´how´ or ´why´ question is being asked about a contemporary set of events, over which the 

investigator has little or no control” (p. 9). Although case studies are widely used as 

empirical inquiries, many researchers are still reluctant about the implementation of 

such method for three main reasons (Yin, 2003).  

First, lack of rigor in the research process. The critics argue how the method allows 

the researcher to not follow systematic procedures which in turn may result in 

equivocal evidence or biased views to influence its findings (Yin, 2003).  

Second, it provides little basis for scientific generalization. “How can you generalize 

from a single case?” (Yin, 2003. P. 10).  

Third, the overall length. The criticism here is that case studies take too long and 

result in massive and unpleasant to read documents (Yin, 2003). 

According to Yin (2003), to judge the quality of a social science research method, 

there are four common tests to be done: construct validity, internal validity, external 

validity, and reliability. Construct validity is concerned with establishing correct 

operational measures for the concepts being studied. Internal validity instead, 

concerns the establishment of a causal relationship where certain conditions are 

shown to lead to others. External validity consists in establishing the domain to 

which a study’s findings can be generalized. Lastly, reliability, is concerned with 

demonstrating that operations of the study, if repeated, present the same results. 
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4.5.1 Single-case VS Multiple-case study 

 When designing a case study, the first thing that must be taken in consideration is 

whether to address the research question with a single or multiple-case design. Yin 

(2003), stresses five different rationales behind the choice of a single-case design. 

First, when the case presents a ´critical case´ in testing theory which has set of 

propositions to be true under specific circumstances. 

Second, when the case presents a ´unique´ case. 

Third, conversely from before, is when a case is defined to be ´representative´ as it 

captures the circumstances of an everyday situation. 

Fourth, is when the case studied is a ´revelatory´ case. In this case, the researcher is 

able to investigate a phenomenon that was inaccessible in the past. 

Fifth, when the case study has a longitudinal nature, thus investigating the case in 

two different points in time allowing to explain how certain conditions vary over 

time. 

Similarly, the decision to undertake multiple case studies cannot be taken casually as 

“every case should serve a specific purpose within the overall scope of the inquiry” 

(Yin, 2003. P. 47). In other words, each case must be selected by carefully assessing 

that it either predicts similar results, or it predicts contrasting results but for 

predictable reasons (ibid). 

The following part of this section sheds light on the advantages and disadvantages 

of single-case design in respect to a multiple-case. 

 

Disadvantages 

Single-case studies are vulnerable because you have to put all the eggs in one basket 

(Ibid). Therefore, the main disadvantage of such design is the reduced external 

validity of the study. “external validity is problem has been a major barrier in doing 

case study” (Yin, 2003, p.37). Having a single environment as context for the study, 

influences the generalizability of the research.  

According to Yin (2003), empirical results can be considered more robust if different 

cases are in support of the same empirical theory, while considering the single case 

could reduce the domain to which a study's findings can be generalized. This is 
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because the replication logic is more difficult to be applied to single-case study 

approach.  

Furthermore, single-cases present challenges to the construct validity of the study. In 

the data collection phase, the use of multiple sources of evidence enhances the 

construct validity of the study allowing a better operationalization of the measures 

for the concepts being studied. Therefore, in a single-case study, given the limited 

sources of evidence, the construct validity could suffer from a more subjective way 

of collecting data. 

 

Advantages 

The main advantage of single-case studies compared to multiple-case is the fact that, 

the rationale behind choosing a single-case design, cannot be satisfied by multiple-

cases (Yin, 2003). As previously described, the rare case, critical, and revelatory, are 

single by definition. Furthermore, Dyer and Wilkins (1991), argue about single-cases 

used to enable the researcher to question old theoretical relationships and explore 

new ones as the researcher can get a deeper understanding of that subject.  

The adoption of a single case-study can be considered beneficial for the data 

analysis, as a way to improve the internal validity of the research design. Reducing 

the “width” of the study by adopting a single case approach is a way to reduce 

potential threats to internal validity of the study.  

Lastly, conducting a multiple-case study can require considerable resources and time 

which could be beyond the means of an independent researcher or a student (Yin, 

2003). 

 

4.5.2 Single Case Study 

Considering the research question of our study, combined with the contemporaneity 

of the events, and the lack of control over them, the research strategy adopted for 

this research is case-study. 

When choosing single vs multiple case study, we took the following assumptions: 
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- It could be easier, and to some extent more useful, to explain and explore our 

research questions in the “closed” environment offered by a single case, since it 

offers a less mutable ground on which the phenomenon in question can be studied 

(i.e. CPE formation process occurs differently for different brands) 

- The reduced complexity of the context studied allows to better analyze the data 

and interpret the results. This assumption is linked to the branding constructs being 

studied, especially for CPE. Brunk (2010), claimed that a company’s approach to 

environmental and societal CSR is the most influential dimension of customers’ 

ethical perceptions. For this reason, it is arguable that having a single case might 

allow to better explore different perspectives on CPE while considering a single 

“referential” case. For its nature, the construct of consumer ethicality perceptions 

could be hard to effectively compare for different brands, due also to the diverse 

degree of engagement the companies employ in CSR, and different ethical images 

different brands can have. Therefore, taking a single company implies studying a 

single “dimension” of CSR. 

- The case company selected, Illy, is arguably a unique case in the Italian coffee 

market considering the way it designed its supply chain and its outstanding CSR 

engagement. 

 

All the above assumptions are heavily linked to the resource and time constraints 

imposed by the Master Thesis. Bearing those in mind, and considering the 

uniqueness of the company, Illy was also chosen for its geographical location in 

order to collect trustworthy data of Illy consumers. 

4.5.3 Combining Grounded theory and case study research 

It can be argued that Grounded theory and case study research strategies partly 

overlap. However, neither grounded theory is considered a sub-area of case study 

research, nor all case studies create grounded theory. Indeed, case studies can be 

conducted for descriptive or theory-testing purposes or can be used as illustrative 

tools in teaching.  
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Similarly, not all grounded theory studies need to employ case studies as data. An 

important implication of taking this view lies in the use of the case study with a 

grounded theory approach. According to Yin (2003), case studies research can be 

used as a research design, and grounded theory can be referred both as research 

design and data analysis.  

In this thesis, case study in question is conceptualized as the object and context of the 

study, while grounded theory could be firstly referred to data analysis. 

 

4.5.4 Generalizing from case to theory 

According to Yin (2003), “the appropriately developed theory also is the level at 

which the generalization of the case study results will occur” (p.31). A first level of 

generalization can be defined “statistical generalization”. In this regard, 

generalization is made from a sample to a larger population. Particularly in the 

context of a single case-study, would be a fatal flaw to consider the case selected as 

“sampling unit”, where the case is selected more “as a laboratory investigator selects 

the topic of a new experiment” (Yin, 2003, p.33) 

In general, under the circumstances of a case study, a more appropriate mode of 

generalization is “analytic generalization, in which a previously developed theory is 

used as a template with which to compare the empirical results of the case study” 

(Yin, 2003, p.33-34). 

 

4.6 Case Company 

As previously mentioned, the case company selected for this Master Thesis is Illy, a 

high-end coffee producer founded in Italy. The company differentiates itself in terms 

of sustainability and quality, two factors that historically have steered much debate 

in the coffee industry. Therefore, before introducing Illy and its sustainable 

operations, a brief overview of the coffee industry and its history is presented. 
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4.6.1 The Coffee Industry 

 Coffee is the most valuable and widely traded commodity in the world. An 

estimated 1.6 billion cups are consumed across the world every day (Fairtrade, 2012). 

The importance of this tropical agricultural product is substantial considering that it 

represents a major income for millions of families of developing countries situated 

among Latin America, Africa, and Asia. If we consider the multitude of actors 

involved in the cultivation of coffee (i.g. pickers, processors, blue-collar workers), 

more than 100 million people are dependent of incomes generated by the crop (Rice, 

2003). Despite the majority of the coffee production is situated in developing 

countries, most of the consumption is made by industrialized countries. In fact, in 

2011, 6.2 million tons of coffee were exported out of the 7.9 billion tons produced 

worldwide (Fairtrade, 2012). 

In the early 1990s the industry experienced a steep fall in prices due to deregulation 

and market volatility which is historically known as the ‘coffee crisis’. The next 

section will briefly describe the reasons behind the industry’s crisis. 

  

4.6.2 The coffee crisis 

Back in 1962, the global coffee industry was governed by the International Coffee 

Organization (ICO) through the establishment of the International Coffee Agreement 

(ICA) (Ponte; 2002). The agreement was made among producing countries of coffee 

and importing countries, and it was based on price band and quotas. The 

arrangement varied between $1 and $1.50 US dollar a pound (Longoni & Luzzini; 

2016). However, in 1989, the countries involved in the agreement could not reach a 

new agreement on exporting quotas causing the collapse of the ICA. “Under the free 

market, prices plummeted to $0.49 per pound in 1992” (Ibid: p. 93). The consequences of 

such price drop were grim for the farmers of exporting countries as their income 

dropped up to 70%. This situation led to a fierce price competition which instantly 

deteriorated the labor and living conditions for the coffee farmers by creating low 

wages, discrimination, and temporary employment (Manning & Reinecke, 2016). 

This period on instability in the coffee industry is referred to as the 'coffee crisis’. 
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Moreover, the absence of an international agreement ignited a vicious circle causing 

prices to drop even further as the farmers, in order to compensate for the lower 

wages, produced more further lowering the overall price by increasing quantity. 

Additionally, the increase in production did not just affect the price, but the 

environment as well. Loss of biodiversity, pollution, and soil erosion are just few of 

the environmental challenges that endangered the planet and its population (Ibid). 

Lastly, the overall quality of coffee also deteriorated (Longoni & Luzzini, 2016). Low 

prices forced the farmers to adopt cheaper production techniques such as the 

adoption of automated picking instead of manual picking which is not a selective 

method thus reducing the overall quality of the beans collected (Ibid). 

The liberalization of the coffee market during the coffee crisis also deeply affected 

the supply chain of the overall coffee industry as new actors and intermediaries 

entered the scenario making the chain on average more complex (Longoni & 

Luzzini; 2016). 

  

4.6.3 CSR in the coffee Industry 

 Due to the aforementioned developments, roasting and manufacturing companies 

received more and more pressure from NGOs since their behavior was linked to the 

fate of farmers and the consequential social and environmental exploitation (Kolk, 

2005). The apparent inability of the local governments to deal with such issues 

intensified the pressure which “forced” companies to an overall move towards CSR. 

Among the first CSR responses adopted by international companies, codes of 

conduct rose prominently. For instance, one of the first companies which was 

particularly pressurized was Starbucks, which was heavily criticized for labor 

conditions in Guatemala. Therefore, the company decided to implement a code of 

conduct which was aimed at utilizing fair trade coffee (coffee that guarantees a 

minimum price to its producers) (Kolk, 2005). Furthermore, the act of coffee drinking 

and its related “meaning” also changed. New consumption patterns arose with 

consumers being interested in specialty, sustainable, and fair-trade coffee. 
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“Ethical consumerism is a growing phenomenon that has motivated ethical business practice, 

together with the increasing vulnerability of brands to reputation problems, which may lead 

to stock value losses. Many businesses adopt ethical practices because they think that is what 

consumers want” (Ponte, 2004. p. 8). 

Accordingly, certifications and labels were introduced as tools to communicate 

social and environmental information regarding the production of the product 

(Ibid). Today, the most important certifications in the industry are: Fair Trade 

Certified, UTZ Certified, 4 C Common Code, and Rainforest Alliance. 

  

 4.6.4 ILLY 

Illy was born in Trieste, Italy, the Adriatic port town where coffee first entered 

Europe. It was founded in 1933 by Francesco Illy and still today it remains a family 

company as it is led by third generation of the family, Andrea Illy. The company 

today operates in 140 countries with more than 1000 employees in the world (Illy 

Identity and Values Report, 2016). Illy, in 2016 counted 236 shops across the world 

and more than 100,000 retailers serving their products for an overall turnover of 

460,387 million Euros (Ibid). Illy differentiates itself in the premium coffee market 

because of the production of a unique blend of high-quality coffee consisting of 100% 

Arabica coffee. The blend is particularly exclusive since it is a mixture of 9 different 

sources of Arabica ranging from Latin America to India, China and Africa. 

Moreover, the company also distinguishes itself for its commitment to sustainable 

practices. Accordingly, in 2017 Illy was awarded the title of one of the World’s Most 

Ethical companies (WME) for the fifth consecutive year. WME is an assessment 

created by Etisphere Institute to evaluate sustainable companies that demonstrate 

real ethical leadership within their industries. 

“The inspiring principle of Illy is the continuous striving for perfection” (Illy Sustainable 

Value Report, 2016). The company believes that in order to achieve success, all its 

operations must be in accordance with the company’s two founding values, 

excellence and ethics, and constantly underlines the importance of their 

interdependence. “In my vision, quality and sustainability are an inseparable pair: only 
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truly excellent is sustainable, and anything worth sustaining must be excellent” (Andrea 

Illy, Illy Sustainable Value Report, 2016). 

  

4.6.4.1 Illy Sustainability profile 

“Illy is a stakeholder company founded on ethics, and whose goal is the improvement of the 

quality of life.” (Illy Sustainability Manifesto, 2016). Moreover, “on behalf of all our 

stakeholders, we implement practices aimed at pursuing the economic, social, and 

environmental sustainability of our company’s business” (Illy Sustainability Manifesto, 

2016). 

The company, in order to deliver sustainability in an industry like coffee, decided to 

design an integrated supply chain which allows them to monitor every phase of the 

production chain. This means that Illy, unlike most coffee companies in the world, 

directly buys all its green beans of coffee from the farmers and processes all its 

purchases in Trieste, where it’s headquartered. 

The following subsections describe Illy’s sustainability profile through the lenses of 

the triple bottom line. 

  

Environmental performance 

Illy, having major control over its supply chain, governs its direct impact on the 

ecosystem and “adopts processes that promote and disseminate proper values and actions, 

from farm to cup” (Illy Sustainable Value Report, 2016). Accordingly, the company has 

employed multiple efforts to be environmentally friendly across its value chain. The 

integrated supply chain, enables the establishment of a tight relationship between 

the growers and the company, allows Illy to introduce them innovative in-field 

cultivation techniques aimed at higher quality and sustainability. Growers are thus 

introduced by Illy’s agronomists to cutting-edge water and waste management as 

well as cultivation techniques which require less pesticides (Illa Social Value Report, 

2016). This knowledge transfer is of considerable value considering the potential 

environmental impact generated by unsustainable coffee farming. Once the beans 

reach the transport site, they are shipped to the Illy since sea transportation has 
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lower environmental impact than air transportation (Illy Environmental Value 

Report, 2016). 

A mentioned above, Illy is also responsible for all the manufacturing steps required 

to process all the coffee beans it purchases. Therefore in 2003, in the quest of 

reducing externalities, the company introduced a new roasting facility in Trieste 

based on novel systems with ultralow emission of fumes during the coffee roasting 

process (Illy sustainable value report, 2016). The facility, along with the others, are 

equipped with water, waste, and energy management. 

  

 Economic performance 

 Illy aims at achieving economic performance in synergy with society and the 

environment. To maximize consumer satisfaction, the company delivers high quality 

and innovative products through its unique Arabica blend. In between the economic 

and social performance, the company benefits its supplying farmers with above-

market remunerations as previously described. Overall, the total economic value 

generated directly in 2016 was 470.6 million euros (Illy Economic Value Report, 

2016). From the overall amount, the company kept 8% and the rest was distributed. 

Among the 431.3 million distributed, 0.2% went to public administration, 3.2% to 

local communities, 4% to financers, 21.8% to personnel, and 70.8% to suppliers 

(Ibid). 

  

 Social performance 

“The attention for rural communities can be seen especially in the training provided locally 

and in the partnerships with local institutions to create projects offering significant social 

benefits” (Illy Social Value Report, 2016). Illy creates social value for growing 

communities thanks to the design of the company-farmer relationship. The 

relationship is based on four pillars. 

First, selection. Illy agronomists gather the most promising growers of Arabica 

worldwide with the potential to become the best in the market who also are willing 

to commit to the company’s quality and sustainability standards. 
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Second, training and incentives. Agronomists from Illy’s Università del Caffè 

(University of Coffee) transfer knowledge, techniques, and wisdom to growers, thus 

introducing them to managements strategies and innovative in-field cultivation 

techniques. 

Third, quality recognition and guarantee of a profit. Illy believes that there is only 

one way to achieve sustainable production: rewarding growers who achieve high 

quality standards though additional price premiums. 

Fourth, community building and culture of excellence. The illy culture spreads 

among like-minded farmers by creating interest. The company builds on this aspect 

in different ways like the creation of the Clube Illy do Cafè in Brazil which now 

counts more than 600 growers (Illy website, 4 pillars). 

Illy is able to create to distinguish itself among all coffee producers in Italy in terms 

of social value creation through their commitment to research and community 

building efforts. 

Illy Università del Caffè was first opened in Naples in 1999 and the moved to Trieste 

in 2002. Today there are more than 20 branches across the world promoting the latest 

coffee research. The aim of the university is to teach producers how to get the best 

from the land without harming it through in-field training and processing 

techniques. Moreover, the University also encompasses intensive training for 

hospitality professionals comprehending bar management and marketing to enhance 

customer experience. 

In terms of research, the company went further in 2002 by creating other institutions 

such as Sensorylab, Techlab, and Biolab, to carry out further research into all the 

possible issues relating to coffee (Illy Sustainable Value Report, 2016). 

The community building initiatives also been prominent from the early 2000s until 

now.  

 

Certifications 

Illy’s multiple sustainability efforts have been acknowledged through the years with 

the granting of various sustainability certifications. Proceeding in chronological 
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order, this section aims at listing the most important certifications the company has 

received (Illy Identity and Values Report, 2016) 

Illy receives its first sustainability certifications in 1992 by obtaining the “Qualite 

France” for high quality and sustainability. In 1996, the company is credited with 

ISO 9001 certification for quality management systems. It is important to recall that 

Illy was the first coffee company in the world to be credited with such certification. 

In 2003 instead, the company was awarded with the environmental certification ISO 

14001 for the efficiency of its environmental management systems. The following 

year, in 2004, the company was awarded with the EMAS environmental certification. 

Four years later, in 2008, the company won the “Sustainable Conduct Award” in 

Brazil. To conclude, in 2013 Illy was inserted for the fifth consecutive year in the 

World’s Most Ethical Companies (WME) list issued by Ethisphere. 

  

4.7 Data Sources 

Although the quantitative questionnaire has a clear deductive approach due to the 

starting point of hypotheses, the overall approach of the research is on the inductive 

side. This is mainly because of the priority given to the qualitative data collection in 

the sequential mixed method applied. Qualitative phase of data collection started 

with the creation of an interview protocol formed from the quantitative results 

obtained from the first phase. Interview guide or protocol was updated during the 

collection process in order to reach theoretical saturation.  

 

4.7.1 Secondary data collection 

“Secondary analysis is the analysis of data by researchers who will probably not have been 

involved in the collection of those data, for purposes that in all likelihood were not envisaged 

by those responsible for the data collection” (Bryman, 2012. p. 312). The author stresses 

the importance of secondary data in nowadays social research and presents 

advantages and disadvantages of secondary data usage.  

In this Master Thesis, the usage of secondary data presents mainly three advantages.  
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First, high quality data. Secondary data are often generated by experienced 

researchers who go through accurate sampling which allow generalizability of the 

data sets. The experience and resources of academic researchers guarantee higher 

reliability and validity in respect to what student researchers can achieve. Therefore, 

the inclusion of such data strengthens the quality of overall project. 

 Second, cost and time reduction. “secondary analysis offers the prospect of having 

access to good-quality data for a tiny fraction of the resources involved in carrying 

out a data-collection exercise yourself” (Bryman, 2012. p. 312). Considering the 

Master Thesis’s financial and time constraints, the employment of reliable and fastly 

accessible information allows the researcher to go far beyond in respect to where it 

would have gone alone.  

Third, more time for data analysis. Linked to the second advantage and considering 

that methodological choice chosen in the thesis which required first-hand gathering 

of primary qualitative and quantitative data, it allowed the researchers to spend 

more time on the data collected on their own. 

However, the utilization of secondary data presents some disadvantages also. The 

researchers have no control of the quality of the data (Bryman, 2012). As previously 

described, the secondary data coming from academic researchers strengthen the 

overall Master Thesis, nonetheless, the collection of these data must be done 

carefully by continuously scrutinizing the quality of the data and the source. To 

overcome such obstacle, the Master Thesis mainly employed peer-reviewed articles. 

Furthermore, another aspect that cannot be underestimated is the absence of 

familiarity with data that have not been collected by the researcher himself (Bryman, 

2012). Accordingly, the period of familiarization with such data to ensure a correct 

interpretation cannot be underestimated. 

 

Secondary data usage 

Secondary data were employed throughout the whole process and provided great 

utility to the overall Master Thesis. The literature review, which is by nature an 

assembly of secondary data, was particularly useful in narrowing the research gap, 

validating findings, and constructing theory. Furthermore, secondary data were also 
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utilized to gather the required information about Illy, the case company selected. 

This was possible thanks to the extensive and detailed information the case company  

made publicly available.  

 

4.7.2 Primary data collection 

Bryman (2012, p. 13) refers to primary data as data analyzed by the same researchers 

who was responsible for collecting them. In other words, the primary data used in 

this Master’s Thesis were collected first-hand utilizing a web-based survey, and 

 qualitative semi-structured interviews. 

 

4.7.2.1 Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was created with the purpose of gathering social data that 

otherwise would have been impossible to gather on an individual level considering 

the Master’s thesis time constraints. More specifically, the questionnaire was created 

to measure the potential cause-effect relationship among our predictors and 

independent variable by testing the following hypothesis: 

 

H1: CPE has a significant and positive influence on WOM. 

H2: CPE has a significant and positive influence on LOY. 

H3: CPE has an effect on LOY, which is mediated by WOM. 

H4: CPE has a significant and positive influence on Customer Perceived Quality (CPQ). 

H5: CPE has an effect on CPQ, which is mediated by WOM. 

H6: CPE has a significant influence on Brand Personality dimensions. 

H7:  CPE has an effect on Brand Personality, which is mediated by WOM. 

 

A self-completion design was chosen as it best suited our resources for its cheap and 

quick administration (Bryman, 2012). The questionnaire was spread through online 

platforms, namely Facebook and Whatsapp, via a shareable SurveyXact 

questionnaire link. For the purpose of the study, respondents targeted had to be Illy 
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consumers in order for the researchers to gather meaningful data about the topics 

selected.  

Taking in mind Bryman’s (2012) notion of “respondent fatigue” (Ibid: p.235), the 

questionnaire was kept rather short and simple (see APPENDIX 2). 

The overall number of questions presented was 32, 29 of them were closed questions 

measured in a 7-point Likert Scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly 

agree” (7), and the other 3 determined the demographics of the respondents (age, 

sex, occupation). The questionnaire was designed to measure the potential cause-

effect relationships among three constructs: customer perceived ethicality, word of 

mouth, and three measures of brand equity (loyalty, personality, customer perceived 

quality). The items selected for of each construct were selected from theory. 

Customer perceived ethicality was measured through a 6-item scale (7-point Likert 

scale) adapted from Brunk (2012) and Walsh & Beatty (2007). 

Customer perceived quality instead was assessed through 5-item scale, where 3 

items developed by Hightower et al. (2002) were chosen and then successively 2 

items of Chang (2014) were also included as the notion of innovativeness was 

deemed valuable in the context of the coffee industry. 

Customer loyalty was measured through a 3-item scale developed by Dagger et al. 

(2011). It is important to recall that the scale is aimed at measuring behavioral loyalty 

since the questionnaire format, due to its structured nature, does not seem 

appropriate to represent customer attitudinal loyalty. 

Customer word of mouth was also measured through Dagger’s et al. (2011) 3-item 

scale. 

Ultimately, brand personality was assessed through five different categories called 

Responsibility, Activity, Aggressiveness, Simplicity, Emotionality. Each subcategory 

was measured with 2-3 sub questions for each kind of personality trait. The brand 

personality measures employed were created by Geuens et al. (2009). 

 

In quantitative research there are two main assessment criteria, namely reliability 

and validity. Reliability is concerned with the issue of the consistency of the measure 

of a concept (repeatability), whereas validity refers to the issue of whether an 
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indicator really measures the concept it is supposed to measure (integrity of 

conclusions) (Bryman, 2012, p. 171). 

 

Reliability 

“Reliability refers to the consistency of a measure of a concept” (Bryman, 2012. P. 169). To 

consider whether a measure is reliable three factors must be taken in consideration: 

stability, internal reliability, and consistency. 

According to Bryman (2012), the widely used method to test the stability of a 

measure is the test-retest method. However, due to the time constraints imposed by 

the Master Thesis the questionnaire could not be administered in different samples 

at different times. Nonetheless, as previously described, the time horizon adopted in 

the research is cross-sectional and thus focused on a “snap-shot” of opinions at a 

specific point in time. Alternatively, to enhance the stability of the questionnaire 

triangulation with semi-structured interviews is presented.   

The issue of internal reliability particularly applies to surveys which utilize item-

related Likert scale as a measurement tool (Bryman, 2012). More specifically, there 

can be a lack of coherence in the different measurement items which are successively 

aggregated to measure each construct. To cope with such issue, the researches drew 

the items of the questionnaire from existing academic literature as previously 

described. 

Inter-observer consistency arises when “a great deal of subjective judgement is 

involved” (Bryman, 2012. P. 169). Considering the design of the questionnaire, 

closed questions measured through a Likert Scale, no inter-observer consistency tests 

were deemed necessary for the interpretation of the results. 

 

Validity 

“Validity refers to the issue of whether an indicator that is devised to gauge a concept really 

measures that concept” (Bryman, 2012. P. 171). Several ways of testing validity are 

presented by the author: face validity, concurrent validity, predictive validity, 

construct validity, and convergent validity. However, these tests mainly apply when 

new measures are devised by the researchers. Thus, for instance, face validity is 
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especially important when a researcher is seeking confirmation that the items truly 

measure the concept in question is required. However, in this Master Thesis the 

researchers did not develop new measurement tools for the topic selected, but 

instead utilized already existing measurement items developed by key researches in 

the academic topics selected. Accordingly, the questionnaire was deemed to be valid. 

 

Sampling of questionnaire 

Considering the nature of our study, as well as the brand equity constructs taken 

into consideration included, the sampling of the questionnaire was restricted to Illy 

consumers. Therefore, a non-probability sampling namely snowball sampling was 

applied (Bryman, 2012). Bryman (2012) describes snowball sampling as a form of 

convenience sampling where the “researcher makes initial contact with a small 

group of people who are relevant to the research topic” (Ibid. p. 202). Accordingly, 

we reached out to our personal network of known Illy consumer and used this initial 

group of respondents to make contact with others. Therefore, since Illy is an Italian 

company, the sample of the questionnaire is constituted entirely by Italian people. 

The main limitation of such sampling technique is the fact that it is unlikely that it 

will be representative of the population (Ibid). However, this sampling technique 

was deemed necessary considering the overall constraints imposed by the Master 

Thesis and the importance of sampling the “right” consumers.  

 

4.7.2.2 Qualitative interviews (Semi-structured) 

Stake (2005) stated: “The interview is the main road to multiple realities” (p. 64). 

In qualitative research there are two main kind of interviews that can be conducted: 

unstructured interviews, and semi-structured interviews. 

In this thesis, semi-structured interviews were chosen as most appropriate for 

several reasons. A first might be identified in the lack of resources and experience of 

researchers in conducting more challenging unstructured interviews. A second 

reason is: “If more than one person is to carry out the fieldwork, in order to ensure a 

modicum of comparability of interviewing style, it is likely that semi-structured 

interviewing will be preferred” (Bryman, 2012, p. 472). A third reason is that, in the 
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explanatory mixed method applied, unstructured interviews might have resulted too 

“broad” for the sake of this thesis.  

Hence, when developing the interview guide, the content of the protocol was 

grounded in the quantitative results already obtained. Accordingly, the goal of the 

qualitative interview was to explore and elaborate on the results from the first (see 

APPENDIX 4). 

Basically, a main point in conducting qualitative interviewing is that “much of what 

we cannot observe for ourselves has been or is being observed by others” (Stake R., 

2005, p. 64).  

In this sense we choose this data collection method to gain deeper understanding on 

the relationships studied in our model. Accessing customers’ perspectives on the 

issues studied provided us deeper understandings about the phenomenon of CPE 

and its influences on brand equity, but also on the role of Word of Mouth in this 

relationship. Moreover, in accordance with principles of grounded theory, the 

qualitative approach adopted pointed out several factors affecting the relationships 

studied, which initially were not considered in the quantitative model. 

 

When dealing with qualitative interviews there are many challenges that can be 

identified. On one hand, even following a well-developed interview protocol, it is 

easy to fail to ask the right question, and difficult to steer all interviews on to the 

issues that should be stressed.  

On the other hand, the “openness” provided by semi-structured interviews allows 

for “rambling”, which is why this type of interview is chosen since it enables the 

interviewee to provide insights into what he or she sees as important and relevant.  

Generally, a first concern of our interview approach was to be good listeners, 

interfering least as possible with respondents’ reasonings, whereas taking notes on 

their reasonings and asking him/her to explain and expand their answers when 

necessary.  

 

Sampling of interviews  



 

64 
 

As for the questionnaire above, the sampling for semi-structured interviews was 

restricted to Illy consumers. Given this constraint, as well as the lack of resources to 

perform differently, the sampling technique adopted was a purposive snowball 

sampling (Bryman, 2012). Therefore, similarly to the questionnaire, respondents 

were identified starting from few Illy customer we were able to find through our 

personal network. Subsequently, the interviewees indicated us other Illy customers 

available for interviews. According to Bryman (2012), this sampling technique is 

referred as snowball sampling; where “the researcher samples initially a small group 

of people relevant to the research questions, and these sampled participants propose 

other participants who have had the experience or characteristics relevant to the 

research” (p. 424). 

Our sampling for the interviews consisted of 10 Italian people. Unfortunately, 9 of 

them were postgraduate students, and some of them are also workers, while just one 

was just working. The age varied between 23-28, and 40% of the sample were 

females. 

Names of the interviewee were changed to respect privacy terms agreed before 

every interview. The following fantasy names were thus attributed: Giobbe, Eliza, 

Alex, Emanuela, Conte, Pier, Camilla, Beatriz, Antonio, Areo. 

 

Criteria in qualitative research 

According to Bryman (2012) “a set of criteria advocated by some writers for 

assessing the quality of qualitative research” (p. 717) is trustworthiness, which is 

made up of the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. 

 

Credibility is influenced by validation and triangulation. For the nature of semi-

structured interviews, validation was conducted “live” during the interview by 

asking to better explain or confirm some interpretation rather than others. 

Triangulation instead was needed to tackle the interviews in general, and in 

particular to support interpretations through the research for concepts as CPE, and 

other relevant constructs present both in the questionnaire and in the interview. 
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Transferability is not particularly high in this study, since both interviews and 

questionnaire, if repeated are likely to generate different outcomes if performed in 

the future. 

Dependability of this study is based on the audio files which are accessible to 

scrutiny, as well as interview guide and questionnaire scales and data. 

Confirmability in this Thesis might be an important criterion. This mainly because 

the nature of the context of study (coffee category), the sample (Italian students) are 

both interrelated with the researchers. As coming from a similar environment of 

respondents, our interpretation might have been somehow “easier”, but at the same 

time we might have not perceived aspects in our interpretation which a “stranger” 

researcher might have noticed. Our efforts in this sense were aimed to not influence 

respondents in their answers, particularly not agreeing with interviewee on their 

subjective ethicality explanations. In general, we tried to exploit our familiarity with 

respondent provenience to better understand the tone, meanings of respondents in 

their answers, as an additional way to critically review our interpretations.   

 

4.8 Data Analysis 

The following section of the Master Thesis aims at explaining how the primary data 

collected were analyzed and with which tools. 

 

4.8.1 Questionnaire 

To test the Hypothesis of our mediation model, we firstly used the Baron & Kenny 

(1986) regression analysis. Essentially, the analysis consists in distinct linear 

regressions among the variables and if certain conditions are fulfilled mediation 

exists. “To test for mediation, one should estimate the three following regression equations” 

(Baron & Kenny, 1986. p.1177): 

- regressing the mediator on the independent variable (Ibid) 

- regressing the dependent variable on the independent variable (Idid) 

- regressing the dependent variable on both the independent variable and on 

the mediator (Ibid) 
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These regressions provide the basis of the analysis to establish mediation however 

certain conditions must hold: 

- the independent variable must affect the mediator in the first equation 

- the independent variable must be shown to affect the dependent variable in 

the second equation  

- the mediator must affect the dependent variable in the third equation 

 

According to this model, “perfect mediation holds if the independent variable has no 

effect when the mediator is controlled” (Ibid. p. 1177). However, perfect mediation is 

quite a difficult phenomenon which is quite difficult to obtain because it would 

imply strong evidence for a single, dominant mediator (Ibid).  

To test Baron & Kenny (1986) model, we utilized the statistical software IBM SPSS. 

The results of the regressions satisfied the conditions which could imply the 

presence of mediation, nevertheless, no evidence of perfect mediation was found 

and thus it was not possible to assess whether mediation really incurred or not see 

APPENDIX 1) 

Therefore, further testing was required. Software such as SPSS and SAS enable 

further testing of the indirect effect using the Sobel test or a test version which relies 

on a nonparametric bootstrapping procedure (Preacher and Hayes, 2004). “The 

macros also provide all the output that one needs in order to assess mediation using the 

Baron and Kenny (1986) criteria” (Ibid. p.720). The test chosen is called bootstrap and 

was undertaken with IBM SPSS PROCESS. The PROCESS macro provides several 

advantages over the traditional causal steps (Baron & Kenny, 1986) and products of 

coefficients (i.e., Sobel testing; Baron & Kenny, 1986; Sobel, 1982) approaches to 

testing mediation. First, PROCESS relies on a single statistic to specifically test the 

indirect effect of an independent variable (X) on the dependent variable (Y) through 

some mediator (M). Single test procedures are more powerful than the causal steps 

approach that requires a minimum of three tests; the failing to meet significance on 

any one of which will lead to rejection of the presence of indirect effects. Through 

this “robust method” (Field, 2013), we were able to better address the mediation 

models, by assessing total, direct and indirect effects among the variables in the 
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model. (Field, 2013). The approach, “is to bootstrap the sampling distribution of ab 

(coefficients) and derive a confidence interval with empirically derived bootstrapped sampling 

distribution” (Preacher & Hayes, 2004. p. 721). The macro SPSS provided a bootstrap 

estimate of the indirect effect at a 95% confidence interval, and if zero is not this 

confidence interval, we can conclude that the indirect effect is different from zero 

(Ibid). The bootstrap test was chosen because, contrary to the Sobel Test, it is not 

based on large-sample theory, “meaning it can be applied to small samples with more 

confidence” (Ibid. p. 722). This was deemed appropriate due to our sample size of 74 

respondents. 

 

4.8.2 Interviews 

The data collected through the semi-structured interviews were analyzed under 

grounded theory, which “has become by far the most widely used framework for 

analyzing qualitative data” (Bryman, 2012. p.567).  Sanders (2012) defines grounded 

theory as “the process of theory building’ through a combination of induction and 

deduction” (p.149). A grounded theory strategy, according to Goulding (2002), is 

particularly helpful for research to predict and explain behavior, the emphasis being 

upon developing and building theory. In grounded theory, data collection starts 

without the formation of an initial theoretical framework. Therefore, theory is 

developed from data generated by a series of observations. Bryman (2012) indicates 

three different tools for grounded theory: theoretical sampling, coding, and 

theoretical saturation. Theoretical sampling refers to purposive sampling guided by 

emerging theoretical considerations.  

Coding is the process in which data are broken down into component parts which 

then are labeled. Theoretical saturation is a process that relates to both, the coding of 

data, and the data collection. It indicates a point in which there is no further point in 

reviewing or collecting data any longer (Bryman, 2012). 

 

In this research, interview analysis was a continuous process starting after the first 

interview was recorded and transcribed. To speed up the transcription process we 
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used a voice transcribing software. Basically, while listening to the interview we 

were repeating it and automatically transcribing it through this software. This 

allowed us to save time and re-listen many times the interviews before coding.  

Accordingly, our initial coding was “raw”, but useful to understand which direction 

was most relevant for subsequent interviews. As the interviews were recorded and 

transcribed, we simultaneously started the coding process using the Nvivo 12 

software. Hence, we read the transcripts multiple times, addressing initially general 

concepts, and coding almost every line of the transcripts.  

Many categories started arising, we then investigated them to find connection and 

unseen similarities. Subsequently we further looked into theory to better address 

which relevant constructs might have impacted the relationship investigated.  

In sum, coding was performed following Strauss and Corbin (1990) approach to 

grounded theory, cited in Bryman (2012). Hence, initially several concepts were 

identified in the transcripts (open coding). Consequently, such concepts were then 

put back together into connected categories (axial coding). Lastly, such categories 

were in turn connected and consequently reduced (selective coding) to explain, but 

also explore, the relationships investigated with this research method. Throughout 

this whole process, theory was kept at hand to find relevant connections and 

congruences among existing studies and meanings and behaviors arising from the 

interviews’ analysis. 

Moreover, in presenting the results some in-field observations were made, in 

particular making reference of pieces of conversation conveying particular 

meanings. 

The explanatory mixed method applied indeed implied a comparison with the 

quantitative analysis of questionnaire results. Triangulating the main cause-effect 

relationships addressed in this study, we were able to gain different perspectives 

and understandings on the studied phenomena, useful also to address factors in the 

interviews that were not included in the quantitative analysis.  

It is important to recall, however, that grounded theory was not employed to its 

fullest in this Master Thesis. This is due to the fact that, theoretical saturation was 

reached only in terms of revision and coding of data, and not in terms of data 



 

69 
 

collection. The research failed to sample theoretically due to time constraints 

connected to the need of interviewing only Illy consumers in order to gather 

meaningful data for our study.  

 

5. FINDINGS 

 

5.1 Questionnaire analysis  

The overall number of respondents is 74, with 43,2% of male respondents and the 

remaining 56,8% of women. Occupation wise, 54,1% of the respondents were 

students, 48,6% workers and only 1,4% of pensioners. The age of the respondents 

was distributed accordingly: 0 respondents below 20 years of age, 49 respondents 

were aged within 21-30, 4 between 31-40, 7 between 41-50, 13 between 51-60 years 

old, and 1 above 60.  

Furthermore, all of the respondents were Italian. 

Before undertaking the correlation analysis, we calculated the mean of the Likert 

scores of all the 6-item scales of our independent variable, namely CPE, to have a 

first insight regarding the level of ethicality perceived. In other words, we wanted to 

assess whether the respondents scored positively the items referring to CPE.  

 

From this table it is clear how respondents had an overall positive perception of the 

company considering the low concentration of answer ranging from 1 to 3. 
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However, it also important to denote how most of the respondents had a neutral 

stance since it distinctly has a higher concentration of scores. 

 

Consequently, the correlation analysis was made with IBM SPSS software. Bootstrap 

test results are shown as a percentile bootstrap confidence interval, and we based on 

a 95% of bootstrap confidence interval sample estimates fall.  

After a preliminary analysis of correlations on the data set, we tested seven 

hypotheses, accordingly to the equity measures chosen in this study (customer 

loyalty, customer perceived quality, brand personality).  

 

Therefore, we test the following hypothesis: 

 

H1: CPE has a significant and positive influence on WOM. 

H2: CPE has a significant and positive influence on LOY. 

H3: CPE has has an indirect effect on LOY, which is mediated by WOM. 

 

Before considering any other relationship of the above mentioned, we studied how 

the construct CPE influence WOM. A linear correlation analysis showed us a 

significant and positive effect of CPE on WOM (β=.642; p=.000). Thus, H1 is 

supported. 

As first result, the model shows independent variable CPE significantly and 

positively affecting LOY (β=.770; p=.000). Thus, H2 is supported.  

Testing mediation, PROCESS shows a standardized indirect effect of CPE on LOY 

(β=.234; BootLLCI=.103; BootULCI=.411). Thus, mediation is supported and H3 is 

supported. 

 

In the second model analysed we tested the following hypothesis: 

 

H4: CPE has a significant and positive influence on Customer Perceived Quality (CPQ). 

H5: CPE has a indirect effect on CPQ, which is mediated by WOM. 
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The model shows independent variable CPE significantly and positively affecting 

CPQ (β=.545; p=.000). Thus, H4 is supported.  

To test mediation, PROCESS shows a standardized indirect effect of CPE on LOY 

(β=.165; BootLLCI=.049; BootULCI=.331). Thus, mediation is supported and H5 is 

supported. 

 

In a third model, we tested the following hypothesis: 

H6: CPE has a significant influence on Brand Personality dimensions. 

H7:  CPE has an indirect effect on Brand Personality, which is mediated by WOM. 

 

The model shows independent variable CPE significantly affecting Brand 

Personality (β=.1657; p=.0467). Thus, H6 is supported.  

To test mediation, PROCESS shows a standardized indirect effect of CPE on Brand 

Personality (β=.1692; BootLLCI=-.0454; BootULCI=.3002). Thus, mediation is not 

supported and H7 is not supported also. 

 

 

 

5.2 Interview Analysis 

In order to answer the research questions investigated, interviews’ transcript has 

been analyzed and subsequently compared with questionnaire results and 

correlation analysis. In the subsequent part we present interviews’ analysis, 

describing the results from the analysis carried out in the coding phase.  

We address first a description of their relationship with coffee, and then our 

interviewees’ relationship with the coffee brand and their perception of quality 

related to the brand. 

Once these themes are tackled and they constitute a sort contextual ground for 

subsequent understandings, we consider which is the relationship between WOM 

and the above mentioned. From this section on, we will more directly tackle our 

research questions: 
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● How and why CPE affect Customer Perceived Quality in coffee context? 

● How and why CPE affect Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

● How and why CPE affect Customer Loyalty in coffee context? 

● How and why WOM affect Customer Perceived Quality in coffee context? 

● How and why WOM affect Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

● How and why WOM affect Customer Loyalty in coffee context? 

 

After an initial assessment of the contextual background, the analysis encompasses 

the ethicality perceptions in general, to topics of business ethicality, and in particular 

in relation to the coffee industry. These findings will be beneficial to understand CPE 

formation process among our respondents. 

This section then flows to the formation process of ethicality perceptions in relation 

to the brand investigated. The introduction of this last theme set the scene for the 

next part. In this part CPE will be discussed in relation to customer-brand 

relationship (as revealing also the ‘facet’ of loyalty), to their perception of brand 

quality, and brand personality associations.  

Another theme in our analysis deals with respondents’ point of view about the 

influence of CPE on their degree of WOM engagement.  

Moreover, the relationship including influences of WOM received by our 

respondents in connection to brand equity measure will be discussed. 

 

5.2.1 Relationship with coffee products 

 

Moments and Motifs 

As logically expectable, Illy customer respondents shown a strong connection with 

coffee products. There are many moments during every day when they consume it: 

in the morning, after lunch and mid-afternoon were the most frequent moments for 

everyone. 

In explaining motivations for the consumption of coffee, respondents offered a bit 

more diversified answers. 

Consumption can be related somehow to adulthood. 
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Alex: “...because in any case coffee is not something that you start drinking when you are young…” 

(p. 141) 

 

In our 10 interviews coffee is associated with the idea of productivity, as preceding 

the beginning of any important activity for Alex. 

Alex: “...if I don’t drink coffee in the morning my day doesn’t start.” (p. 140) 

 

In addition to the overall idea of consuming coffee to get a “boost” of energy, a sense 

of rituality connected to coffee consumption was highlighted. 

Antonio: “it marks the different times and moments of the day.” (p. 156) 

 

Moreover, another important motivation for coffee consumption was identified in 

the flavor of coffee. Pier described with accuracy the ‘aroma’ of his morning coffee, 

which is generally different from what he would prefer to drink in the afternoon. 

Pier: “in the morning coffee I like to drink an intense coffee, maybe not too much, like an average 

Arabica.” (p.149) 

 

Quality perceptions of coffee 

Civille (1991) listed nine dimensions of quality in relation to food. Namely, he 

identified Performance, Features, Conformance, Reliability, Durability, Serviceability, 

Response, Aesthetic Reputation. 

For what concerned coffee quality perceptions in our analysis, answers of 

respondents seemed associable to at least some of these categories. 

The most frequently encountered dimensions of quality is related to taste, smell and 

healthiness of ingredients, which can arguably be reconducted to the performance 

dimension above mentioned. All respondents identified this dimension. 

For example, Conte pointed out that a particular brand of coffee (GOPPION) which 

he hates has a taste he dislikes. 

Conte: “...the strongly roasted coffees... they leave me with a feeling of desert in my mouth!” (p.147) 

 

In a similar line, other interviewees considered the amount of chemical ingredients 

used to “inversely” determine the quality of coffee. 
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Another aspect arising when dealing with coffee quality in general is referred to the 

brand as indicator of quality. 

Camilla:“If I like the coffee and I recognize the brand, that´s I guess what quality means for me.” 

(p.152) 

 

Respondent in this regard described what Civille (1991) named reputation dimension 

of quality. In similar manner, this also points out how quality perceptions and 

customer association of brand image can be interrelated, since packaging can be 

understood as a non-product related attribute of the brand image. 

Many of the interviewees considered such aesthetic dimension of quality (ibid). 

Focusing on the packaging aesthetics: 

Eliza:”then a quality product for me also means that it has a nice packaging, this thing helps.” 

(p.138) 

 

In the same manner, highlighting also the informational aspect of packaging was 

found to be contributing in determining coffee quality. 

Giobbe:“the quality of coffee is also what is written on the package.”(p. 135) 

 

Ultimately, many respondents identified quality also as “a good price-quality ratio” 

explaining that it has some weight in the overall evaluation of the coffee quality. 

 

5.2.2 Perceptions of the Brand Illy 

In this section of the analysis we will go through our interviewees’ perception on the 

quality, personality and their relationship with brand Illy. These themes are 

“instrumentally” investigated and presented to clarify the contextual background of 

this study, and allows to subsequently understand how customers’ opinion and 

connection with the brand impacts the relationship among CPE, WOM and brand 

equity measures chosen in this research. 

 

Perceptions of quality 
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Price 

 

General perceptions of coffee quality of respondents are necessarily interrelated to 

the perception they have of their “favorite” coffee. For this reason, we addressed the 

particular opinion they have about the quality of Illy coffee. 

Mainly referring to the dimensions of quality mentioned above, Illy was recognized 

as a high-end brand and the relative price premium was recognized by all 

respondents. 

This theme seems notable and is related to the brand perceived quality. 

Areo: “maybe it's not always the case but I think it is for coffee since there are so many varieties, so 

many qualities, and so many products like a moka coffee, ready-to-drink coffee. I think the price can be 

a determinant of the quality, like an index.” (p. 159) 

 

This highlights how price is open to customer interpretation in this sense. Moreover, 

Conte: “It is fair, if you want a good coffee, you have to pay for it.” (p.148) 

Pier: “... a bit pricey, but definitely worth it.” (p. 152) 

 

From a theoretical point of view, Keller (1993) identifies price as a non-product related 

attribute. Aaker J. (1997) considers price (premium) a potential antecedent of brand 

personality, and as component of user imagery, this can be interpreted as a way 

brand differentiates itself from the competitive environment. 

This is evident also in our case as: 

Areo: “It’s something I drink with pleasure, but I can’t afford it always, maybe that’s also part of the 

pleasure when I drink it.” (p. 160) 

 

Ultimately, Aaker D. (1996) takes price premium as a relevant measure of brand 

equity, and hence may become particularly useful to contextualize customer 

perception of this brand, also in relation to competitors’ brands. 

The price premium to pay for this brand potentially offers the interpretation that 

some respondents perceive this coffee almost as a luxury good. 
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Best-taste/High-end Image 

Directly linked to the price, but determined also by several other elements, is the 

image associated to this brand. Under an overall respondents’ perspective, Illy 

incarnates the high-end of the local market. 

Respondent #9 specifically identified the position of Illy among its competitors, 

Antonio: “the general impressions I have of Illy are absolutely good. That is, if I do not think it is the 

best coffee, however, I think it is one of the best coffees you can drink” (p. 157) 

Antonio: “...in comparison with other coffees, I have never tried anything much better or that can 

still question the taste of Illy.” (p. 157) 

Beatriz: “as a coffee company it was able to develop a beautiful, high quality product image, and 

effectively reach the segment of the population that wanted to reach”. (p. 156) 

 

Coffee is considered an energetic beverage due to the caffeine it contains. Our 

respondents unanimously agree on this theme as one (or the) main motivation for 

coffee consumption. Nonetheless, there are also other motivations mentioned. A sort 

of “coffee experience” which relates to the taste and energy of coffee in determinate 

moments during the day (connected to theme of rituality). In relation to the brand, 

this can be theoretically tackled as the influence of product related attribute on the 

image association (Keller 1993). 

The rituality characteristics of coffee consumption were described by respondents 

together with terms like “energy”, “productivity”, but nevertheless in close relation 

to description of their taste. 

Beatriz: “...when I drink Illy coffee even outside my house I really enjoy it as a really good and 

valuable coffee...” (p. 154) 

 

This “tasty” coffee experience has an influence on the perception of the brand, and 

consequently on the meaning attributed to the brand. This might be supported by 

theory, as Brakus (2009) explained the dimensions of brand experience also as 

sensorial and behavioural, beyond the emotive and cognitive dimensions in which it 

is articulated. 
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Areo offered an interesting perspective on this theme: 

“...the friends I know that drink Illy are all coffee lovers. Not just to wake up, but also to enjoy the 

beverage itself during the day.” (p. 160) 

 

Another key theme we recognized was the exclusive and non-exclusive customer-

brand relationship perceived by the interviewees. Here, respondents seemed to have 

different perspectives. 

Emanuela stressed that in her opinion the quality of coffee influences the exclusivity 

and establishes “loyalty” in relationship with the brand: 

“if you like their coffee you will continue to buy it, you do not need to be impressed by other 

things.” (p. 145) 

 

In relation to the exclusivity theme, different “canonic” situations in which to 

consume coffee were identified, and related to different products (moka coffee vs 

capsules), and different contexts (home vs Hotels, Bars or Restaurants). Conte offers 

a good example of this: 

Conte: “If I go out instead, I do not pay much attention to what coffee is served me, or rather, I pay 

some attention, but not in such a meticulous way to say: No I do not want this coffee because it is of 

this type that I do not really like." (p. 147) 

 

Conversely, when he is in a more “domestic” environment he says: 

Conte: “...when I have to make a moka I tend to drink Illy, even if it costs a little more than the 

others, however, it is of great quality. I mean I like it.” (p. 146) 

 

It can be argued that in some environments rather than others, “personal” taste 

becomes more or less important in determining the exclusivity of the relationship. 

From another customer point of view, the relationship with the brand is not 

exclusive: 

Pier:“I am a consumer of Illy like many other brands” (p. 149) 

 

Addressing customer loyalty and customer-brand relationship in general, Fournier 

(1998) defines different brand relationship quality facets. 
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In this sense, this perspective helps explaining consumer-brand relationships that 

are grounded in different aspects that are salient for each participant when using this 

brand. A good example might be Emanuela. For her, loyalty is related to the quality 

she perceives for Illy brand. Particularly, this personal link she has with the brand 

might be considered in relation to her admiration of the company that from being 

local was able to become globally successful. When asked to elaborate more in depth 

on her motivations for engaging with Illy, she said: 

Emanuela: “The taste. I think it's the best coffee. That’s why, then I do not know maybe also because 

it is from Trieste so I am more keen on promoting a local product even though it has become a global 

brand. And then I think it is one of the best-selling Italian coffee abroad and this could also be the 

reason.” (p. 145) 

 

This answer is consistent also with the motivations interviewees precedingly 

presented to explain coffee consumption: taste and aroma are fundamental. 

Nevertheless, brand associations play a fundamental role in characterizing customer 

opinion on the brand, and customer-based brand equity.  Her perception includes 

the association she makes between her place (Trieste) and the brand, but also her 

brand as a local company becoming globally appreciated. These traits are important 

in describing some characteristics related to the brand awareness dimensions in the 

respondent’s mind. 

Such escalation to success of a company strictly linked to her homeland, might be 

understood as generating pride and express ambition, which in turn might 

characterize her opinion on the brand. Ultimately, this might affect the degree to 

which she identifies herself with the brand. Hence, it can be argued that for 

Emanuela quality and taste might be in relation somehow with her self-concept 

connection with the brand. 

 

Brand Personality perceptions 

This last interpretation on our respondents’ image association for Illy is interesting in 

relation to concepts and themes emerged in relation to brand personality perceptions 

of the brand, even if such perceptions were hardly identifiable in the interviews. 

According to theory, self-concept in connection with brand traits, or better self-
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congruity with the referent-image of the brand, are affecting the influence brand 

personality has on brand equity. In this sense, self-congruity of customers’ 

personality traits with brand perceptions of personality might be relevant also for 

the other relationships investigated in this thesis. This concept is hard to empirically 

define, as much it is crucial to understand and explore customer-based brand equity. 

The concept of “self-actualization” has been studied and connected to brand 

management literature. Maslow (1964) defined it as the highest human goal, at the 

level of the pyramid of needs. Under a brand management perspective, “Brands 

become a prosthesis, or an extension of the self” (Martin Kornberger, 2010, p.9), 

which is in line with Belk (1988) definition of customers’ possessions as extensions of 

their inner self. 

In this sense brand personality, also according to self-congruence theory above 

mentioned, could be considered a sort of extension of customer personality. 

In relation to our findings, this reasoning could lead to the interpretation that the 

customer-brand relationship which characterize the experience of Emanuela is based 

also on this “goal-compatibility” of the two parties. Such compatibility may, in 

theory, result of special importance considering the ethical perception of the brand. 

In this sense, it could be that the social and environmental goals of the company are 

compatible with the costumer’s ones, potentially leading to customer self-

enhancement. 

In line with this, Emanuela explains a motivation to engage with Illy as she perceives 

it as “transparent”. 

Emanuela: “Because I have always thought of it as a transparent company that starts from a small 

thing and becomes a great thing, becomes a powerful actor.” (p. 144) 

 

Since the strong bound this respondent generally shows with this brand, it seems 

that the characteristic of transparency, related to its growth and global “aspiration” 

can constitute important “objectives” for her as well. Transparency, in particular 

could be stressed in connection to personality traits related to ethicality. Her 

perception could be interpreted as potentially related to the personality dimension of 
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responsibility (Geuens et al. 2009), or alternatively, to the dimension identified by 

Madrigal et al. (2008) as the social responsibility dimension of brand personality. 

For Emanuela, the perception of the brand as ‘growing’ is to some extent relevant to 

the general motivation to coffee consumption encountered before: as Illy becomes “a 

powerful actor”, in a similar manner coffee is related to the moment of maturation 

from adolescence to adulthood. This might be seen, to some extent, as connected to a 

responsibility dimension of personality (Geuens et al. 2009), as adulthood implies 

becoming more responsible. Alternatively, it can be interpreted as related to the 

dimension of “activity”, as before coffee was mentioned in relation to concept of 

“productivity”, and in a similar way Illy “from a small thing and becomes a great 

thing”. 

Emanuela can be considered the most “loyal” or committed customer among 

interviewees. As above mentioned, she seems to some extent to identify with the 

brand, with its growth and “elegance”, but also its “transparency”. 

This could be the reason why she prefers Illy over other brands, explaining how 

being involved with that brand was something she might be proud for, and that she 

might desire for herself too. 

This implied perhaps conferring some ideal personality traits to her favorite brand of 

coffee. 

Generally, other respondents offered different interpretations of Illy personality. 

Eliza identified one of the first things coming to her mind talking about Illy was the 

fact that the founder’s son, current CEO and owner, Andrea Illy was a political 

candidate. This arguably highlights the importance that association between the 

personality of the company owner and personality of the brand, from customers’ 

perspective. 

As a question developed after the first interview to better address brand personality, 

we asked participants to directly express their perception of Illy personality. 

Interestingly, “articulated” answer were arising from interviewees. Two respondents 

animatedly described their perceptions: 

Conte: “In my opinion Illy is a bit like the first serious girlfriend. It hits you. [...]But it has to be said 

that this first girl may also not be your last…” (p. 148) 
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Pier: “I imagine it as a career woman a meter 75 high, maybe even a meter eighty, with a slightly 

short skirt, and in short, showy. maybe red hair, a little cheeky.” (p. 151) 

 

These quotes highlight an attractive, almost sensual, association. Clearly, 

respondents here are expressing themselves and their fantasy, but let interpret that 

Illy is something attractive, something you could love. A passionate relationship 

with the brand, which can be related to a facet identified by Fournier (1998), the 

passion-love facet of customer brand relationship. 

On this same line, also Camilla express a similar impression: 

Camilla: “I would describe it as a smart person that has a very good and strong cologne.”   (p. 153) 

 

As the respondents’ impressions reported earlier, this also seems to refer to the 

“sophistication”, and in particular to the charming trait dimension of brand 

personality (Aaker, 1997). According to Geuens et al. (2009) instead, this description 

might be considerable in connection to dimensions of Emotionality. 

A different meaning is perceived by Antonio, who states: 

“Sentimental. because it touches particular strings of the human soul such as childhood, family, and 

memories, comparable to the Disney classics.” (p. 158) 

 

This perception might be connected to the theme of nostalgic attachment (Fournier, 

1998) in relation to customer-brand relationships facets. Considering how this could 

be interpreted in light of brand personality dimensions, it could be related to the 

“Ruggedness” dimension in Aaker (1997) scale, while to “Emotionality” dimension 

in Geuens et al. (2009) scale. 

Under this perspective, the analysis gave some room to interpretations connecting 

characteristics of customer-brand relationship and perceptions of brand personality 

dimensions. 
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Packaging: a can full of meanings 

In investigating customer perspective on the brand, a theme which interestingly was 

touched from the first interviews was the packaging. Packaging was seen differently by 

respondents, in the sense some of them perceived it as useful, while others for example saw it 

as aesthetically nice or unique. Some respondents (Antonio, Conte) say that the 

package, which is a classic 20 centimeters aluminum cylindrical pressure can, is 

easily conductible to their first and peculiar (chronologically speaking) memory 

about the brand. In this sense, packaging becomes a characteristic which is readily 

recognizable, and it may constitute an important element of brand image and 

awareness in consumers’ mind, in the form of non-product related association (Keller 

1993). The classic packaging and brand logo seem important to brand knowledge for 

our respondents. 

Emanuela: “I certainly notice that it is a very simple and elegant can that I can reuse for something 

else. [...] The elegant logo, very simple, it is not pretentious, and does not want to impress. It gives 

you the idea that it is enough to be simple...” (p. 145) 

 

This, in particular might be interpreted as if the interviewee is conferring attributes 

from the packaging to the brand, pointing out the elegance, but also the simplicity as 

a central idea in her perception. In relation to theory on Brand Personality (Aaker 

1997), this description of the logo as “simple” and not “pretentious” might be 

associable to some extent to the sophistication dimension. 

Always relating to the packaging, Pier openly states in his opinion: 

Pier: “First of all, the packaging of Illy coffee. In my opinion it is very good! I know it can be obvious, 

but in my opinion it must not be underestimated. In fact, I believe you can find Illy in many houses! 

Maybe you do not even consume Illy coffee regularly, but you use their package, and this is already a 

synonym of superiority! that is, the packaging is better than the others.” (p. 150) 

 

In this quote, the interviewee points out an interesting aspect. Pier is not the only 

associating “superiority” and quality of the brand with the package. The packaging 

containing grinded coffee is something that remains in houses after the coffee is 

consumed, it can be reused, also due to its aesthetic pleasantness, and potentially, it 

can acquire different meanings for its consumers, even in moments chronologically 



 

83 
 

distant from the actual consumption experience. Brand meaning that are related to 

the brand knowledge in consumers mind, namely determining brand image and 

awareness (Keller, 1993). 

This is highlighted by the fact that many respondents recalled “limited edition” 

packages developed by artists, and all interviewee could quite accurately describe a 

“classic version” of the package. 

 

5.2.3 Home coffee or family as source of WOM 

 

WOM is considerable from a sender and from a receiver perspective. In this sense 

motivation to engage in WOM and consequences of WOM received are different by 

nature. Nevertheless, they can be considered the two sides of the same coin. 

Keeping in mind insights gained until now on customer-brand relationships, image 

and awareness associations, personality associations and quality perceptions, the 

coming section aims to address the following questions: 

 

How and why WOM affect Customer Perceived Quality in coffee context? 

How and why WOM affect Brand Personality in coffee context? 

How and why WOM affect Customer Loyalty in coffee context? 

 

In our thesis we research how Word of Mouth might impact brand equity measures, 

and its role in the relationship between Customer Perceived Ethicality and brand 

equity, hence being affected by Customer Perceived Ethicality. It is assumed that 

WOM can vehicle positive and negative brand perceptions arising from customer 

perceived ethicality/unethicality. 

 

For this reason, it is useful to address how WOM engagement is motivated among 

consumers in our case. 
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In a sense, respondents gave us hints on why and how WOM can be important in 

our case. On one side Pier explained why he does not feel necessary to engage in 

WOM concerning Illy: 

Pier: “Mah, Illy honestly is not a typical conversation topic for me. that is, in my opinion it 

is well known that it is a quality coffee, so I don’t need to advertise it. because people already 

know it.” (p. 150) 

 

On the other side, it seemed not really feasible to understand directly from semi-

structured interviews how engaging in WOM can affect perceptions and associations 

with the brand for our respondents. Not even asking this directly to our 

respondents. This might be because such influence occurs at a sort of unconscious 

cognitive level, and this is supported by the fact that respondent just did not know 

what to answer in this case, and this relationship never arose in the interviews’ 

conversations. 

Hence, rather than focusing merely on WOM engagement of our respondents, it 

seems more beneficial to pay particular attention to the WOM source from which 

they received information on the brand. 

 

Characteristics of WOM source 

In relation to the WOM source, of particular relevance is the family dimension. 

Accordingly, family influences its members and can have an important influence on 

the consumer-brand relationship and on customers’ brand associations, in turn 

resulting in the formation of consumer-based brand equity. (Bravo Gil, R., Fraj 

Andrés, & Martínez Salinas, 2007). 

From the perspective of young adults, Olsen (1993) also stresses the role of the 

family in the formation of brand associations, and in the case of the individual 

leaving his family home, this author considers that these associations may act as 

“bridges” or “fences” in the intergenerational transfer of brand loyalty. 

 

The package as first memory of the brand pinpoints a relevant aspect influencing 

many themes arising in the interviews. Indeed, when asked to explain what Illy is 
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for them and how they got to know it, almost all respondents associated the brand 

with the home coffee brand. 

Many of them had the Illy coffee can at home, before becoming consumers. This 

might have impacted, also through the famous packaging, the ease of associations in 

their memory, thus characterizing a particular image. This, as explained by Bravo et 

al. (2007), can impact their purchase behavior and perceptions of quality in relation 

to the brand, and also associations to the brand. 

In relation to this, we can keep in mind the precedent part of interviews’ analysis 

were customer-brand relationship and customer perceived quality were tackled. 

A general example is offered by one of our respondents, which explains: 

Alex: “you see it at home for quite some years and you see that your parents drink it every day. and 

also being that my parents give a lot of importance to coffee, having seen them buy Illy several times 

during the years that I was living at home, it certainly affected my choice to buy this coffee.” (p. 141) 

 

How and why WOM affect Customer Loyalty (customer-brand relationship 

quality) in coffee context? 

As a general premise, while in the questionnaire we analyzed mainly behavioral 

loyalty measure, in the interviews we had the opportunity to also explore attitudinal 

loyalty, and more in general customer-brand relationships quality. 

Here, concepts of rituality and adulthood attributed by respondents to their 

relationship with coffee should be kept in mind, as well as the general high-quality 

image described earlier by our respondents. 

Moreover, it could be inferred that “family WOM” is not just influencing 

respondents in relation to the coffee brand. Actually, such influence could be 

extended to the nature coffee consumption for our respondents, as a tradition related 

to rituality of coffee usage/experience, typically experienced within a family. 

Unfortunately, this cannot be given to our understandings as sure, nevertheless can 

provide contextualization to better understand how coffee consumption is deeply 

rooted in (Italian) families. 
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The last stated answer from Alex (p. 141) highlights the fact that becoming aware of 

the brand in a familiar environment influenced the respondent to subsequently buy 

the product also when he/she moved out the familiar environment. 

Accordingly, Emanuela briefly underlines the fact that knowing the brand from his 

family deeply influenced her in her behavior when deciding which coffee to buy. 

Specifically, she hypothesizes, 

Emanuela: “...if I didn’t have it at home maybe I would have not bought it.” (p. 144) 

 

From a theoretical perspective, this can be considered as the influence that the family 

as source of WOM might have had on her (loyal) relationship with this brand. This is 

in line with Bravo G. et al., (2010), as in this case family influences the (purchase) 

habits of young adults. 

Conte in a similar line: 

“So, I got to know Illy when I saw my parents drinking it at home because it was basically the coffee 

that they bought the most along with Lavazza maybe. from there I got to know Illy. and if there is a 

memory that connects me to Illy it is the typical tin of the silver packaging with the Illy Brand 

written in white on the red background. I would call it a family coffee” (p. 147) 

 

Also, this quote highlights how this brand is associated with “family” and “home”. 

The packaging here seems to be a “can of meaning”, to some extent containing and 

symbolizing customer-brand affective and cognitive bonds derived in the family 

context. Illy’s can is strongly associated in respondent#5 memories about the brand, 

an important element characterizing his brand awareness in “recall” and 

“recognition” dimensions (Keller, 1993). 

In the “home coffee” context, the link between brand associations and perceived 

quality is tight. It is interesting to see how this “family coffee” image influence not 

only his opinion on the quality of the brand, his purchasing behavior when it comes 

to buy moka coffee, but also the relationship he has with the brand, at least for what 

concern moka coffee products. 

In this line, image and awareness associations seem to play a role as well in the 

relationships addressed. 
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How and why WOM affect customer perceived quality in coffee context? 

 

Family as source of WOM have been addressed as impacting the quality and 

strength of customer-brand bonds. 

Pier offers another good of the relationship in question: 

Pier: “...also at home for many periods we had Illy coffee before converting to other brands. [...] 

because I know that my parents would not buy things that are not good. that is, my parents buy 

specific product categories and certainly not the most convenient ones, but they focus on quality!” (p. 

150) 

 

Again, the fact he gets to know the coffee thanks to his parents, affects the image and 

awareness he as of this brand. In this case, image is characterized by particular user 

and usage associations (Keller, 1993). 

For Pier, brand image associations might determine the high-end image and the 

perceived good-quality he associates the brand, according to Bravo et al. (2007). 

This is in line also with Fournier (1998), which explains that family fosters strong 

and emotional customer-brand connections. In sum, if the image is favorable to 

positive product quality perceptions, it is plausible that associations of this sort 

characterize also Pier’s perceptions of brand quality. 

On this line also Giobbe: 

“simply thinking that my parents bought it, I think it's pretty good, just this.” (p. 135) 

 

In addition, also Antonio answering to the question on how he felt influenced about 

the fact Illy is the coffee his family gave him, he states: 

“It surely influences it in positive, but not so much because my family consumes it, but because I have 

always consumed it and I think I am used to it. However, for me Illy represents a familiar taste and a 

recognizable taste.” (p. 158) 

 

In general, all respondents trust their “family taste” in matter of coffee. Nonetheless, 

respondents’ perceptions are also shaped by years of usage and exposure to brand 

experiences, as Antonio states. 
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In their answers, interviewees shown to trust their family opinion on the quality of 

Illy brand, even if there is no expertise among their family members. From a 

theoretical point of view, trustability or credibility of the source of WOM influence 

in turn the degree to which a person is willing to disseminate information (Phelps et 

al. 2004). In addition to this, the message contained in the informal communication 

characterizing WOM becomes of more value if the source is perceived as honest or 

expert (Brown, Broderick, and Lee 2007). 

In the interviews conducted it can be argued that, being the source of WOM inside 

the family or in the circle of close relatives, characteristics of the source of WOM like 

honesty and reliability, characterize at least in part brand knowledge and 

relationship with the brand. These become particularly salient for our respondents 

when forming their opinion about quality and taste. 

 

Receiving WOM and spreading WOM 

The theme of home coffee is so recurrent and fundamental in our interviewees’ 

answers that it seems to be influential in many aspects investigated in this research. 

In addition to perceived quality and customer-brand relationships, Areo offers an 

example of the fact that WOM source is influent in what he says about the brand to 

others: 

Areo: “...my grandma talking to me about Illy she always said that it is the best coffee, with the best 

taste and best quality. So, I guess I would do the same.” (p. 160) 

 

Interpreting these words, it is clear consumers has a double potential role in Word of 

Mouth: as a receiver and as a sender. It is arguable that somehow, the characteristics 

of the source of Word of Mouth are influential to our respondent as Word of mouth 

sender. In other words, for our interviewees the first encounter with the coffee brand 

is related to family members and a domestic environment, and therefore affects the 

nature of brand perceptions and relationships. In a similar way the source of WOM 

affects how the individual would talk about the brand to others. 
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5.2.4 Customer Perceptions of Ethicality 

 

How and why CPE affect Customer Perceived Quality in coffee context? 

How and why CPE affect Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

How and why CPE affect Customer Loyalty in coffee context? 

 

In order to address these questions, it is beneficial to gain understandings on how is 

characterized the general opinion of our respondents in matter of ethicality, but also 

on the formation process of CPE for our interviewees. 

 

General perceptions of ethicality 

The first thing that emerged from the interviews was the indecisiveness of the 

respondents when talking about a subject as subjective and debatable as ethicality. 

However, by elaborating on the subject through the semi-structured interviews, the 

researchers were able to identify two underlying themes such as moral philosophy 

and present importance. 

The analysis showed how, in line with Brunk (2012), respondents use both 

deontological and teleological principles to determine ethics, thus reinforcing the 

inexistence of a universal definition of ethics. Many respondents follow the 

teleological principles indicating how ethics is not necessarily bounded to rules. 

Pier: “an ethical thing for me could be just something right morally but not necessarily follow the 

laws of a country” (p. 149) 

 

The other respondents instead, follow deontological principles hinting at how ethics 

is strictly related to “justice” and observation of rules. 

Eliza: “...justice in the sense of observing rules and protect the interest of the weakest...”   (p. 137) 

 

Ultimately, a couple of respondents also mentioned how ethicality is an issue of 

present importance in today’s society. Using Beatriz’ words: 

“we are in a time when the importance of this type of policies became maximum. because the 

importance towards ecology and being sustainable and the importance of exploitation are high today.” 

(p. 156) 
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Ethicality in Business 

The respondents, moving beyond the mere conceptualization of ethicality, also drew 

on what an “ethical business” should be, and what it should bear in mind during all 

its operations. All the respondent, who more, who less, identified as an ethical 

business a company that is socially and environmentally aware in managing all it 

operations and setting objectives. 

Pier: “I would tell you a sustainable business. A business that overall doesn’t damage the 

environment.” (p. 149) 

Emanuela: “...respect all the people that can potentially come in contact with that business…” (p. 

143) 

 

Similarly, different respondents when describing how an ethical business should 

manage its operations, mainly referred to supply chain and human capital 

management. 

Giobbe: “...someone who has a long production chain that ends up in Africa, part of the company's 

ethical nature can be to protect and guarantee working conditions for the inhabitants of Africa” (p. 

134) 

Antonio: “...respect their workers from the point of view of their rights, use production, 

transportation, and distribution systems that respect the environment. fundamentally this, this 

encloses more or less everything.” (p. 157) 

 

Alternatively, focused on the consistency of business actions-objectives: 

Conte: “If instead you say that I do so, and my product is done in this way because I am bound to 

principles which put the conservation of the environment first, for example, I always end up on the 

environment but that is what comes to my mind, and you do it, then it means that you have strong 

ethics!” (p. 146) 

 

Ethicality in coffee industry 

Consumer’s perception of what they perceive an ethical business, when discussed 

more in detail for the coffee industry, practically remained unvaried presenting only 

few additional themes discussed. Again, the totality of the respondent focused on 
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the importance of being environmentally and socially aware in the industry, 

especially referring to supply chain issues considering where the coffee comes from. 

R9: “penso che comunque la maggior parte del caffè non venga prodotto in Italia, ma venga 

importato da paesi meno sviluppati. Quindi per me un’industria etica da questo punto di 

vista dovrebbe fare attenzione alla provenienza del prodotto, a chi lavora e come viene 

trattato, a Come viene pagato, a Come avviene il trasporto e secondo che mezzi. cercare di 

trovare un modo di importare il caffè cercando di emettere il minor numero possibile di 

particolato nell'aria, il confezionamento fatto con qualcosa di riciclati o biodegradabile” 

 

Furthermore, some respondent deemed ethicality to be especially important in the 

coffee industry because of historical reasons such as past scandals regarding 

working conditions and environmental exploitation in developing countries. 

Pier: “Because linked to coffee There is a whole lot of talk to be done about the exploitations that the 

big industries may make in South America or other less developed countries where surely the salaries 

of those who collect coffee are too low compared to the gains the companies do 2-3 steps after” (p. 149) 

 

In general dealing with Customer perceived ethicality for the brand in this study, 

respondents did not show any particular knowledge of company behavior and CSR, 

nor any specific knowledge of mission/values of the company in question. For this 

reason, we had to encourage interviewee to further expand and elaborate their 

perceptions and feelings about the ethicality of the company. In this way we were 

able to understand how they were able to form their opinion without consistent 

information on the ethical/unethical behavior of the company. 

To some extent, there has been an inferential process consumer made to form their 

opinion on brand ethicality. 

In this sense it is necessary to address which factors affects the inferential process, in 

order to ground interpretation of customer perspectives on ethicality of the 

company, and consequently address how their perceptions of ethicality can 

influence both brand equity and the discourse around the brand, aka word of mouth. 
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5.2.4.1 CPE inferences 

“CPE is understood as the consumer’s aggregate perceptions of a subject’s 

(company, brand, or service) ethicality” (Brunk and Bluemelhuber, 2010. P. 368). 

In light of this understanding, it is useful to consider the inability of consumers to 

distinguish between “facts and fiction and have difficulty separating implicit 

(inference) from explicit (information/experience) conclusions in memory” (Brunk 

K., 2010, p.18). Thus, customer inferences on ethicality have an important role in 

shaping CPE of a brand. 

 

In the interviews, customers have a positive aggregate perception of the company’s 

ethicality despite lacking specific information about the company’s un/ethical 

practices. 

Camilla: “I perceive them that way but I´ve never read anything specifically about Illy.” (p. 152) 

Emanuela: “But specifically, I do not know. In general, however, it gives me that impression.” (p. 

143) 

Eliza:” It must be said that I do not know very well the situation. but It seems to me to have perceived 

a publicity at least on this side” (p. 138) 

 

Therefore, customer’s ethical perception in this case are shaped by inferential beliefs 

rather than being affected by precise and specific information in such regard. 

Accordingly, the inferences were analyzed through Brunk’s (2010) ‘Inferences in 

Customer’s Ethical Perception’ framework which ranks different kinds of cues and 

how they can infer ethical perceptions. 

The interviews showed how origin, category, company and product-related cues 

inferred ethical beliefs among the respondents. 

 

Origin related cues 

 

Brunk (2010), argues how consumers may associate a brand or a company with the 

region or country he/she believes it comes from. Furthermore, these associations 

may be an important factor to be take in consideration when ethicality is inferred. In 

other words, if a consumer perceives a specific region or country to be “ethical”, then 
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a company may be perceived ethically if associated with such area. During the 

analysis of this research, however, we did not trace any ethical inferences associated 

with the origin of the company. The reason could be the home country of the case 

company selected. The company is headquartered and associated to Trieste, Italy, a 

country which internationally does not have a particularly ethical reputation. For 

instance, in 2017 Transparency International ranked Italy only in the 54th place 

among the countries with most corruption in the world, much behind other 

European countries such as Denmark and Finland ranked 2nd and 3rd respectively 

(Transparency International Website). 

 

Category related cues 

Brunk (2010) argues how ethical perceptions about a company may be inferred from 

the company's industry sector and certain production characteristics, such as labor 

intensiveness and environmental exploitation. Indicating that, if an industry sector is 

perceived unethically for past scandals, or a sector characterized by high degree of 

competition which may induce unethical shortcuts, a company may be perceived 

likewise if not differentiated in the industry (Brunk, 2010). As previously described 

in the ethicality in coffee section, consumers are aware of the labor intensiveness and 

environmental exploitation intrinsic in the coffee industry. Similarly, the 

respondents were also aware how in the past companies operating in the industry 

adopted unethical practices resulting in past scandals. 

Nevertheless, the case-company selected is not perceived as unethical due to its 

high-end market positioning. Illy products are perceived of high-quality by 

practically all respondents and of relative high price also. Therefore, respondents 

expect that a product of high-quality, with a relative high price targeting the high-

end of the market, in an industry sector characterized by past unethical practices, 

may or should automatically take in consideration issues which could damage its 

premium image. 

Beatriz: “but I can imagine that being such a large and important company that still makes its profits 

since their coffee costs as it is good and because a specific part of society drinks then I imagine that it 

is also engaged in that type of policies” (p. 154) 
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Conversely, if a coffee is cheap, no expectations are made. 

Eliza: “..if I knew 100% that Illy strives a lot in the ethical field, and a brand of the same price or 

quality doesn’t, I would choose Illy for a question of ethics. Then you also have to look at the overall 

market. That is, if I buy the most lousy coffee there is, I do not expect a campaign on ethics to be made, 

but if there is a coffee that is cheap and ethical, I would choose that”. (P. 139) 

 

It is important to highlight that some respondents, did not necessarily view the 

company as ethical for its differentiation, but they seem to automatically discard it as 

an unethical company for its market positioning in an industry like coffee. Therefore, 

ethicality is inferred only to a slight degree. 

 

Company-related cues 

Consumers also derive ethicality through company-related cues (Brunk K., 2010). 

The results of the analysis show how the evolution of a company through the years 

can infer ethicality. Several respondents indicated how ethicality can be inferred 

when a company coming from a small reality and niche market, if it gradually grows 

to an international level without having any scandals and maintaining its quality 

intact. 

Emanuela: “Because I have always thought of it as a transparent company that starts from a small 

thing and becomes a great thing, becomes a powerful actor, by always maintaining the quality of the 

product. It is a company that I trust, that I am sure that it makes a product that respects everyone.” 

(p. 144) 

Conte: “since Illy is one of the top Italian brands, and it also known the world, surely they are 

succeeding in the challenges that they have posed themselves, because if not there would have been 

repercussions in their stock market” (p. 146) 

Pier: “I would say that Illy seems to me a serious company. I think that it came out of nowhere and 

probably it has high ethical standards. it's just my perception though, I cannot be sure because 

objectively I'm a consumer of Illy like many other brands, and I would say that it is difficult to say 

which brand of coffee is actually an ethical business or not just by being a pure consumer and not 

involved in the sector.” (p. 149) 
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The absence of negative information about organizational unethical behavior in 

particular seems to offer our respondents the possibility to infer characteristics of a 

positive brand CPE. This ethical perception is derived from company related cues by 

interviewees. Such cues are at least partially expressing the image and awareness 

our respondents have available in mind in relation to the brand investigated. Hence, 

it seems that in this case a positive inference on ethicality of the brand were possible 

for our respondent as a consequence of both the strong and favorable image they 

presented, and of the “clean records” in terms of ethical issues or scandals for the 

company. 

 

Product-related cues 

In the absence of specific information, respondents inferred ethicality through 

packaging characteristics. The most influential characteristics found, relate to 

package aesthetics and the information reported on it. 

Alex: “...also the aesthetics in which you find coffee, in my opinion this is also important. Already 

from there you can understand enough If this is sustainable / ethical and all things behind… [...] 

reading the things that are written on the box. sustainability stickers, any certifications, and different 

types of coffee that may be present in the package.” (p. 141-142) 

Camilla: “Packaging wise I know that recently they enabled to have re-usable ones. You just buy the 

cylinder boxes to put in the bigger cylinder. I really like this for its environmental friendliness.” (p. 

153) 

Beatriz: “That is, I can think of a lot of products that nowadays maybe have the package a little 

'bigger, with written a whole series of information about their product, and how it is produced. That 

is, in the morning I start to read the cereal box sometimes, on the Kellogg's for example there is 

written how they are being produced, there is written all the production process and I'm there reading 

it and it becomes knowledge that you have, and you can tell other people to.” (p. 156) 

 

In general, our respondents derived ethicality both from the information on the 

package, and from other aspects of it. Hence packaging can communicate aspects 

affecting customer associations of brand image and awareness. Therefore, package 

can involve also associations with ethical image and meanings to the brand. 
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Moreover, also other brand associations related to the image of the brand, to some 

extent were found influencing ethical perception formation of some respondents. It 

could be interpreted as product-related attributes dealing with a high-quality image 

are at the same time cues for consumers to infer ethical traits or image of the brand. 

The same holds true for other cues mentioned above. 

Areo: “yes I think they are ethical because I know they have good quality coffee and I think that their 

concern is not only on producing good quality coffee, but also being efficient and consequently 

ethical.” (p. 159) 

 

In a sense, it could be argued that by shaping inferences about CPE, 

product/company cues, and also other cues, are characterized by particular 

associations of brand knowledge in consumers’ mind. In a sense, brand awareness 

and image could affect brand CPE in some extent. 

In line with this, we can consider that WOM from family members perhaps 

providing strong brand associations to respondents. By affecting these associations 

at an affective and cognitive level, it could be inferred that WOM affects also brand 

related cues from which consumers infer ethicality or unethicality of a company in 

absence of information. 

 

5.2.5 How and why CPE affects WOM in coffee context? 

In this thesis, Consumer perceived ethicality of our respondents is analyzed as 

potentially influencing WOM, in particular respondents’ engagement in WOM (as 

senders). 

As a viable way to address this relationship, it is important to make a premise before 

proceeding with this part of the analysis. Since in absence of information customers 

inferred from company related cues their perceived ethicality, we had to provide 

respondents a sort of imaginary scenario where the company was either acting 

ethically in one case or act unethically in another case. This strategy allowed us to 

gain deeper understanding concerning the potential outcomes of customer 

perception of the company ethical and unethical conduct in relation to brand equity. 
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Hence, it is necessary to separate ethical and unethical perceptions, as they influence 

how respondents approach WOM (as sender). In this regard, the scale used in the 

questionnaire was referring just to positive WOM measures, thus not considering a 

negative dimension. 

Contrary to the results presented by the quantitative analysis, no relevant influence 

of ethical scenarios on positive WOM was stated by anyone in this case. 

Nevertheless, a negative dimension of WOM came out in the interviews. It seemed 

that in the unethical scenarios presented, unethicality would foster negative WOM. 

It could be argued, following Brunk (2010) reasoning and in connection with Singh 

et al. (2012), that positive CPE have a positive influence on brand trust, while the 

“negative-bias” of a negative CPE could have a negative impact on customer trust. 

In a sense, the greater extent to which negative information influence CPE could be 

“combined” also with the negative effect of the betrayal of consumers trust in the 

brand. 

Emanuela: “I think that these are the things that would make me talk more with others and 

‘punish’.” (p. 145) 

Beatriz: “I find out that Illy uses children to collect coffee, and that all the waste products are 

disposed of in the worst possible way, then maybe I do not recommend it as coffee to buy [...] If instead 

they had negative policies, I would certainly say that too!” (p. 155) 

 

Antonio: “Yes, as I told you before since it would influence me in consuming it, it would also 

influence me in the same way in recommending it.” (p. 158) 

 

As they arose in our interviews, a negative impact of unethical perceptions arose 

both on the relationship with the brand and on WOM. Beatriz (p. 155) would not 

suggest the brand, nor buy it hearing about unethical issues in relation to it. Antonio 

(p. 158). 

Emanuela, which shown the strongest bound with the brand, would instead 

“punish” if unethical behavior was perceived, and she would be even more involved 

in WOM, but negatively. It could be argued that to some extent she would feel her 

trust in the brand as betrayed. As clearly interpretable by the 4th interview, brand 

trust can be recognized in the reference: 
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Emanuela: “It is a company that I trust, that I am sure that it makes a product that respects 

everyone.” (p. 144) 

 

Taking brand trust together with brand loyalty shown by this respondent, we could 

interpret that these two factors characterize her trustworthy relationship with the 

brand. Whenever her trust is betrayed, it seems that a positive strong bound can be 

converted into a strong negative relationship. For this reason, assuming that 

generally trust is maintained if an ethical conduct is perceived, the case in which a 

brand shows an unethical conduct might be characterized by consumer perceiving a 

failure of the brand in sustaining and motivating their trust. Hence, this might be the 

interpretation of Emanuela motivated to “punish” Illy with her negative WOM. This 

is also in line with Delgado-Ballaster (2003, p.26). 

 

Other respondents instead clarified they would talk about the brand just for 

extremely positive or negative events affecting the perception of the brand. 

Pier: “I honestly think a conversation about a brand or product is usually when that product does 

something super negative, or if something happens that brings it to the fore. it must be a scandal or a 

very positive thing [...] So, for events especially positive or negative, we speak of one brand more than 

another.” (p. 150-151) 

 

In this cases WOM would be about the ethicality of the brand. Other respondents 

found their perceptions influencing them in talking to other about the brand ethical 

or unethical behavior. 

Beatriz: “...for sure if I find out that Illy has positive policies, if I have to advise a person as well as to 

tell him that for my taste Illy has a very good quality of coffee, I would say for sure also that it has eco-

sustainable policies in the disposal of its waste or in any case I do not know, the quality of the coffee in 

which it is collected is collected in an eco-sustainable manner without exploitation of people, etc., 

etc..” (p. 155) 

Areo: “It’s an aspect I would definitely recommend it to others. That is something I really care about 

so yes.” (p. 160) 
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The negative brand CPE posited in the interview “scenario” generally motivated 

generation of negative WOM among our respondents. In turn, it is assumable that 

negative discourse and WOM about a brand, will affect to some extent customer-

based brand equity and brand associations. 

 

5.2.6 How and why CPE affects CPQ, CL, and BP associations in coffee context? 

In the precedent part we saw that through inferences, our respondents formed their 

perceptions of ethicality about the brand. In deriving CPE from cues (product, 

company, category, origin) related to the brand, we saw how from a consumer-based 

equity perspective perception of quality, brand knowledge associations, and nature 

of customer-brand relationships, can affect inferences and consequently CPE. 

In the next section we will address any influence CPE might provide to other 

constructs in this study. 

For this purpose, rather than differentiating each measure of brand equity, might be 

more beneficial to notice the difference between customer perception of ethical and 

unethical behavior, since they seem to have a relative different weight in influencing 

customers opinion, especially when inferring on ethicality of a brand. 

 

Analyzing the interviews, a generic influence of CPE on perception of ethicality was 

highlighted. In this sense, Respondent 5 says: 

Conte: “because in the end you drink coffee anyway maybe you drink it a little more willingly if you 

think that there is an ethical rigor behind it, but you drink it if it's good anyway!” (p. 147) 

 

From his point of view, perceiving the brand as ethical is not relevant in determining 

perceived brand quality. It is the taste instead a stronger factor in his view. This is 

consistent with the themes encountered before, when dealing with the special 

importance of taste in the overall customer-brand relationship, and also on the 

perceived brand quality. To a certain extent, this can be motivated also by the 

everyday rituality aspect, which might prevent deep ethical consideration to arise 

every time coffee is consumed. 

His opinion is also stressed assuming the opposite case: 
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Conte: “...but if it sucks and it has all the ethics of the world behind it I will hardly drink it.”   (p. 

147) 

 

Differently, another respondent states the influence of ethicality perception she 

actually perceives. 

Emanuela: “Well yes, it definitely gives something extra because maybe I'm more driven to choose 

an ethical brand that respects certain rules and has a certain behavior rather than someone who 

doesn’t or does not make me see it.” (p. 143) 

 

She points out how knowing that a brand is effectively behaving ethically has an 

influence both on her relationship with the brand and the quality she perceives for 

the brand. This can be supported also by the apparent “identification” and strong 

bound Emanuela showed before with this brand. 

In giving his opinion, also respondent #10 highlighted some interesting influences of 

ethical behavior. 

Areo: “almost would be very proud of consuming a product coming from such a company. [...] 

having quality and being ethical are two of the things I care the most.” (p. 160) 

Areo: “I’m quite concerned about ethical issues as an individual. So, for sure, knowing that a product 

I consume, and I consider of good quality, it’s nice if you know that it doesn’t harm the environment 

and also the people of course.” (p. 160) 

 

The references above describe the importance perceiving an ethical behavior can 

have on the opinion of this respondent. His opinion and relationship with a brand 

seem to be deeply influenced by the ethical concerns of a company, and it might be 

inferred that for him considering something of good quality can include that is also 

“ethical”, or better not unethical. 

In opposition, when thinking to unethical behavior of a company, he stresses that a 

strong influence on his brand perception would be provided by a scandal. 

Areo: “if I think about scandals like Nike, a company with many products and many of them 

produced by children, I think my opinion is influenced by things like that.” (p. 160) 
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Similarly, the negative impact of unethical behavior on her relationship with the 

brand is explicitly explained also by Emanuela: 

“Definitely. I would stop using the product. the relationship would change totally” (p. 145) 

 

Interestingly, respondent #5 stress also that communicating a “supposed” ethicality 

without being actually able to prove it, makes him “wince”. It is perhaps not 

substantially different than behaving unethically, since it can be somehow 

considered unethical with respect to consumers. 

Conte: “If they were the opposite and produced coffee of this quality bragging for certifications that 

they do not have, that would not make me that happy.” (p. 147) 

 

Respondent#5 does not hesitate to express his potential disappointment in case the 

company brands itself as ethical through certifications it does not have, thus failing 

to meet the expectations it creates. It can be interpreted as if the consumer in this 

case recognizes an incongruence between his expectations (created by the brand 

which is stressing its ethicality through certifications), and the company’s motivation 

to gain consumer trust. The respondent in this case, if he is able to infer that the 

motivations are not “rightful”, and that the ethical branding is just a mean to achieve 

a short-term advantage, he would feel “betrayed”. This would be in line with what is 

stated by Brunk and DeBoer (2015), since she stressed the risk of ethically branding a 

company. We interpret this risk also as the brand is raising the expectations on its 

ethical conduct through its brand, which a priori seems a risky strategy. 

 

Generally, considering the opinions above stated, we should understand our 

findings according to the theory. Brunk (2010) posits that when consumers, for 

different reasons, are motivated to process information about a brand’s ethicality, 

they adopt a configurational-model in processing information. This essentially 

means that they take a strong influence from a negative piece of information about a 

brand CPE, which cannot be outweighed by a positive CPE information. 

In our interpretation, respondents seem to be motivated to process information in a 

configurational rather than algebraic model. When considering the un/ethical 



 

102 
 

company scenarios presented in the interviews, unethical behavior seemed to have a 

stronger influence among the respondents in respect to positive impressions 

generated by ethical behavior. 

This interpretation is also supported by the specific respondents’ motivation we 

identified to process information about ethicality of coffee brands. As a matter of 

fact, factors motivating consumers to process information according to a 

configurational model are identified in what we previously called “historical and 

macro-economic reasons”. These themes arose when assessing ethicality perceptions 

in the coffee industry, but also when looking at the inferential process of ethicality 

formation. Here, historic and macro-economic (or socio-environmental) factors were 

related to category and origins cues to the inferential process. 

 

Absence of influence of CPE and WOM toward Brand Personality associations 

In this interview analysis we sought to answer also these questions: 

 

How and why CPE affect Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

How and why WOM affect Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

 

Nevertheless, perception of Illy brand personality was hardly identifiable. In relation 

to the brand, we were able to identify (most of the times through direct questions) 

some personality dimensions associated. 

Concerning instead the influence CPE can have on brand personality association, we 

could not address it relevantly in the interviews, since no “relevant” information and 

themes arose from the conversation with respondents. Only Emanuela showed that 

her perception of brand ethicality could be (forcibly) related to dimensions of 

personality. 

This absence of insights could be explained both by the not adequate duration of 

interviews, which prevented us to indirectly investigate respondents’ perceptions on 

brand personality traits. Moreover, the perhaps “implicit” nature of brand 

personality associations, difficult to be communicated by respondents and 

interpreted by researchers, could have contributed in this result. 
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An additional factor potentially explaining this, might be that CPE inferred in 

absence of information (Brunk, 2010) could not be as “strong” as when characterized 

by knowledge of company ethical practices. In other words, knowing that the 

company for example have programs for the protection child from underaged labor, 

might have arguably provided ground for a sensible association with the 

responsibility dimension of brand personality developed by Geuens et al. (2009). 

Instead, respondents did not show possessing any information on the actual ethical 

practices, perhaps avoiding the interpretation of CPE associations with personality 

dimensions. 

Concerning the influence of WOM on personality association, weak links were 

identified only in interview 4 (Emanuela). Nevertheless, interpretation of interviews 

drove us toward the perception of WOM as influencing image and awareness of 

respondents toward the Illy brand, rather than showing a connection with 

personality dimensions. It is plausible to assume that image and awareness 

association will in turn affect personality perception (Bravo et al., 2009; Jin Su, 2015), 

nevertheless we did not find ground in our findings to sustain such interpretation. 

5.2.7 Conclusions for qualitative analysis 

According to qualitative findings presented, it is to some extent arguable that ethical 

perceptions have some influence on WOM. Moreover, WOM was interpreted 

generally influent with respect to brand equity. 

In particular, we noticed that perceptions of unethical behavior (negative brand 

CPE) to some extent are more relevant for our respondents with respect to positive 

CPE. In other words, the influence of un/ethical perceptions on WOM, on 

perception of brand quality, and on customer relationship, was perceived more 

influential if negative rather than positive brand CPE was stated. 

Concerning brand personality association, CPE was interpreted as influential to 

brand personality association only for respondent#4. WOM could be to some extent 

influencing personality associations, nevertheless, the research was not able to 

clearly define how. In the qualitative analysis such relationship was interpreted as 
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more connected to brand image and awareness associations, rather than personality 

association. 

 

5.2.7.1 Trust included in CPE-WOM (as sender) relationship 

Another main insight gained in this qualitative phase applies to the CPE-WOM 

relationship. It could be interpreted, both from interviews and by analyzing existing 

literature on brand management and WOM, that brand trust could be a common 

element for the two constructs of CPE and WOM. 

This points out the different effect of positive versus negative brand CPE on trust, 

and the different consequences that sustaining or betraying such trust can have on 

WOM engagement (as sender) for our respondents. 

 

5.2.7.2 Family WOM influencing image and awareness association loyalty and 

quality. 

A conclusion derivable from this analysis is how family can be an influential source 

of WOM. According to Bravo et al. (2009), it can be interpreted that WOM received 

from family members have positive influence on brand image and awareness, 

consequently affecting the brand equity measures chosen in this study. 

 

5.2.7.3 Integration of mixed method results 

In order to fully answer the research questions investigated, the method applied 

provided two different phases of data collection and analysis: a first quantitative 

approach, and a second qualitative. Generally, the first part gave us the opportunity 

to more holistically address the relationship investigated, providing information 

about variables studied and correlations among them. The second qualitative phase 

instead allowed us to explore more in detail such relationship, allowing new 

concepts to enter the relationships in question. 

 

Research sub-questions: 
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How and why CPE affects Customer Perceived Quality in coffee context? 

How and why CPE affects Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

How and why CPE affects Customer Loyalty in coffee context? 

How and why CPE affects WOM in coffee context? 

How and why WOM affects Customer Perceived Quality in coffee context? 

How and why WOM affects Brand Personality associations in coffee context? 

How and why WOM affects Customer Loyalty in coffee context? 

 

5.2.7.4 Formation process for CPE 

 

For sake of integration, we will start this section by integrating results of the CPE 

measurements given in the questionnaire, and CPE formation process outlined in the 

interviews. From the interviews we appreciated the fact that CPE for our 

respondents was formed through inferences from origin, category, company, 

product cues. This came out only stressing respondent’s perception by providing 

ethical and unethical scenarios. This is in line with the values encountered on the 

CPE scales employed in the questionnaire, in which 45,9% of respondents on 

average expressed neutrality when answering in the questionnaire. 

In this sense, absence of information can be explained by such neutrality arising 

from questionnaire analysis. 

 

5.2.7.5 The CPE-WOM relationship 

Results from the questionnaire analysis pointed out that there is a significant 

positive relationship between CPE and WOM, thus supporting H1. 

CPE-WOM (as sender) in the interviews appeared salient especially in the form of 

negative WOM. This might be considered partially an unexpected result, and it 

presents an issue in triangulating the findings since the questionnaire presented only 

measures relative to positive WOM. 

As we noticed in the qualitative analysis, taking into consideration the concept of 

customer trust might be integrated with the result of the questionnaire. As 
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previously described in the qualitative analysis (grounded also on Dalzotto et al. 

2016), betrayal of trust seems to generate negative WOM, such negative dimension 

was not directly inferable from questionnaire results, since the measurement was 

conducted through a scale considering only positive WOM. This may present some 

limits for triangulation in this specific case. Nevertheless, it could be somehow 

assumed that if positive ethical perceptions positively affect WOM, negative 

perceptions will negatively affect negative WOM, thus supporting interview 

findings. 

 

Once tackled the CPE-WOM relationship, we will present the mediation results for 

brand equity measures chosen, since the significance of CPE-WOM relationship will 

hold for each relationship considered next. 

 

5.2.7.6 The CPE-WOM-LOYALTY relationship 

In regard of this relationship, questionnaire results show that WOM predicts brand 

loyalty, and mediates the CPE-brand loyalty relationship, supporting H1, H2, and 

H3. 

A first observation has to be made with respect to the fact that in the interviews we 

investigated loyalty under the more comprehensive perspective of customer-brand 

relationships, while scales of the questionnaire were aimed to address behavioral 

rather than attitudinal loyalty. Another crucial consideration must consider that the 

scale used was measuring WOM engagement (as sender), while interviews revolved 

around the influence on our respondents receiving WOM. 

Nevertheless, the fact that H1 ,H2, H3 are supported offers confirmation to the 

perception arising from qualitative findings: general positive WOM, is related to 

strong bonds with the brand. This also includes an influence on our respondents’ 

purchasing behavior (Bravo et al., 2009), hence encompassing both attitudinal and 

behavioral dimensions of customer loyalty. In general, WOM (both received and 

“spread”) can positively affect customer loyalty. 
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As pointed out by H2, CPE as well was identified in the quantitative analysis as 

significantly influencing customer loyalty. In the interviews, this was generally 

confirmed by the perspective of respondents, who in part argued that positive brand 

CPE would positively influence their bond with the brand. Nevertheless, interviews 

allowed to understand also the greater sensibility of respondents to a negative CPE, 

deeply influencing both customer-brand relationship quality, and their intention to 

repurchase the brand. In a sense, interviews explored the relationship investigated 

by the quantitative method also in a negative dimension. 

 

5.2.7.7 The CPE-WOM-CPQ relationship 

The relationship among WOM and customer perceived quality was first studied in 

the quantitative phase of the research method applied. Results shown that WOM is 

significantly affecting customer perceived quality, and H5 was supported. Again, 

WOM as referred in the interviews is received by our respondents, while WOM 

addressed by the questionnaire was intended as WOM engagement (as sender), 

hence to spread information to others. 

In this light, on one hand it was not feasible in the interviews to understand how 

respondents engaged in positive WOM toward others were positively influenced in 

their perception of quality. 

On the other hand, interviews’ findings could have expanded this result. If from the 

questionnaire a positive influence of WOM engagement (as sender) and CPQ is 

revealed, the interviews analysis (in line with Bravo et al., 2009) allowed to instead 

understand that our respondent receiving positive WOM are likely to be positively 

influenced with respect to quality perceptions as well. Especially for WOM received 

by family members. 

As investigated by H4, also CPE was positively related to CPQ. In the interviews a 

clear pattern for this influence was not recognized, since only one respondent (Areo) 

identified a personal perception of higher quality due to a positive CPE. Another 

interviewee(Conte) confirmed taste as a stronger determinant of his perception of 

quality. Instead, a negative brand CPE seemed to have stronger consequences also 



 

108 
 

on quality perception, ultimately expanding the insight gained by the quantitative 

analysis. 

 

5.2.7.8 The CPE-WOM-BPD relationship 

In the questionnaire analysis, correlation among CPE and Personality scales was not 

mediated by WOM, and H7 was not supported. In this sense, WOM engagement (as 

sender) was not recognized as influencing brand personality associations. In the 

interview analysis, this relationship was also difficult to detect. Hence, neither WOM 

received seems to recognizably influence Brand personality. We already stated 

possible interpretations and motivations for this result in the final section of 

interviews’ analysis. 

In the interview, only one respondent, Emanuela, who outlined an influence of CPE 

on BPD. 

This interpretation could be to some extent supported by triangulation with 

questionnaire results. Since H6 is supported, and CPE significantly predicts BPD, it 

could be argued that such influence is at least possible, even if not specifically shown 

in the current research. 

 

 

6 DISCUSSION 

 

In the section dedicated to findings from the interview we addressed the analysis 

conducted in this study. In the next paragraph we will move to theoretical 

contributions, managerial implications and future research suggestions arising from 

this research. 

 

6.1 Theoretical contribution 

In this study, perspectives of different prior studies have been adopted to gain 

understandings and provide explanation of our findings within the field of brand 
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management. Nevertheless, fostering also theory development from findings, our 

research strategy aims to contribute to the theoretical field of ethical branding.  

To the degree of generalizability of findings that a single case-study context can 

offer, our work seeks to contribute to existing ethical branding literature by 

providing new insights on the relationship among Customer Perceptions of 

Ethicality and brand equity, and on the phenomenon of Word of Mouth. Hence, 

through an investigation on a case within the coffee industry we aim at empirically 

tackle, from a limited but meaningful corner these particular aspects in relation to 

ethical branding literature. 

Studies in this field of literature were considered to ground our research. Brunk 

(2010; 2012; 2015) were necessarily examined both in the review, and along with the 

analysis, to have a relevant reference in addressing our research questions. In 

addition to this, existing studies on relationship among CPE brand equity (Markovic 

et al. 2015; Iglesias et al. 2017; Sierra et al. 2015; Singh et al. 2012) provided a solid 

ground to depart for the exploration of the object of our investigation, especially 

concerning how CPE can influence customer loyalty and perceived quality.  

 

Major contribution of this research is to investigate relationships identified in the 

research gap within the ethical branding stream of literature. 

Based on the analysis of a questionnaire and of semi-structured interviews, some 

factors linkable to existing constructs were identified as potentially shaping the issue 

investigated.  

With respect to research gap identified in the relationship among CPE and WOM, 

importance was recognized in the concept of brand trust, as interrelated with both 

CPE and WOM (as sender). In this sense, drawing from Singh et al 2012, and 

Dalzotto et al. (2016), it could be argued that trust could play a role in the 

relationship between CPE and WOM, especially in the coffee category. In regard of 

WOM, the negative valence of CPE seems to be stronger with respect to a positive 

brand CPE in this relationship.  

As it arose from interviews, CPE formation process has been shown in connection 

with elements of brand. CPE inferences from brand cues in absence of information 
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(Brunk 2010) are also dependent by brand associations in consumer memory, which 

in turn can constitute the result of influence of WOM received (by family). In a sense, 

WOM might contribute to create strong associations, considerable brand cues from 

which customers infer brand ethicality in absence of information. 

In line with Brunk, K. H., & De Boer (2015), negative biases and inferences in judging 

ethicality are arguably shown to be, in some situations, determinants of negative 

WOM, as well as fostering negative consequences on brand equity. 

Moreover, grounding on Keller (1993) and Bravo G. et al. (2009), WOM (both as 

sender and receiver) can be interpreted as important “vehicle” of consumer 

perception of meaning and knowledge about a brand. In particular, WOM sources 

pertaining to a family are more trustable, and provide both emotional and cognitive 

brand associations to consumers. This can result in stronger associations, in turn 

affecting consumer-based brand equity (Keller 1993; Bravo 2009), especially 

concerning coffee brands. 

 

Hence, in relation to the other (less prominent) research gap identified among WOM 

and brand equity, we understood that WOM consumers receive from family 

members can have an influence on their perceptions of brand quality and behavioral 

loyalty, as well as shaping the quality of customer-brand relationship. This 

contributes to existing literature by providing new insights to the gap in research 

dealing with WOM influences on brand equity. 

Another gap was identified among the CPE-brand personality dimensions 

relationship. To a lower extent, brand personality dimensions (responsibility) were 

described in this study as potentially related to CPE, in connection to suggestions 

provided by Geuens et al (2009). 

On a similar line, brand personality dimensions were generally not found related to 

customers’ WOM engagement as sender, nor to the received WOM. Nevertheless, 

this might be also due to the high degree of experience needed to conduct studies on 

personality. 
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6.2 Managerial implications 

Customer perceived ethicality seem to have an increasing relevance for 

organizations.  This is especially crucial in the coffee industry because of the nature 

of the commodity and because of the “historical” characteristics that impacted, and 

continue to affect, this industry. 

Branding an ethically can provide an “added value” for brands, as well as presenting 

potential risks for the reputation of the company. Risks can be different in different 

sector. In the service sector, the “intangible” nature of the offering might foster the 

importance of branding ethically. On a similar line, brands that offer food products 

or healthy products, as well as brand facing other peculiar ethical challenges (as for 

example in fashion industry) might pay further attention to ethical branding benefits 

and risks.  

Brand managers in this sense should carefully consider consumer perceptions, as 

building brand ethical reputation through CSR communication strategy is not a 

straightforward process and involves a multiplicity of stakeholder in a dynamic 

process of co-creation of brand equity, identity and meaning. 

In line with Brunk (2010; 2012), our study addressed the impact that CPE, and 

consequently CPE formation process, have on brand equity. As pointed out also by 

Brunk & De Boer (2015), a negative brand CPE in some cases can be hardly 

reversible into a positive CPE, and is likely to generate negative discourses, or 

WOM, around the brand. In this sense managers should pay attention to customer 

unethical and ethical perceptions, as they are influential to the reputation and brand 

equity of the company. From this thesis it seems crucial to understand how CPE is 

formed, hence how and which information (or absence of information) determine 

such perceptions. The inferential process of CPE formation in absence of information 

explains the importance of different company/brand related cues in determining 

inferences on ethicality. In a sense “strong” brands with high awareness in the 

market might be better off with respect to “weak” brands, when it comes to provide 

cues for ethicality inferences to customers. 
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As also Dalzotto et al. (2016) explained, trust is necessary condition to avoid negative 

WOM. Hence, when justice perceptions are missing, consumers distrust the brand 

and might generate negative WOM.  

Previous studies did not focus extensively on WOM arising directly from ethical 

perceptions. Nevertheless, Singh et al. 2012 studied how trust can arise from 

perceptions of ethicality. As encountered also in this thesis, betraying consumer trust 

is something companies should avoid if they do not want to be punished by their 

consumers. This implies that negative brand CPE could have a greater and more 

immediate effect on equity of a brand, with respect than positive brand CPE. 

Similarly, in relation to trust companies should consider positive effects of CPE on 

the brand as slower and to be ‘cultivated’ in a longer time horizon. 

In this regard, branding ethically and consequently targeting a group which is 

motivated to seek company information on their conduct may lead to the company 

to have higher degree of public scrutiny on their business practices and ethical 

beliefs. Thus, companies should carefully consider point of view of consumers about 

the ethical image of their brand, and consequently pay attention when 

communicating ethicality of the brand. Instead of direct communication strategy, 

WOM might constitute a risky but potentially successful “vehicle” of ethical 

meaning: this imply that it could also carry unethical meanings and information, 

detrimental for the brand. In this view, understanding WOM (especially when it 

involves family) around their brand can constitute for managers a crucial element to 

address brand co-creation dynamics, increasing the effectiveness of brand 

communication strategy. 

In addition to this, there are some brand symbols that convey meanings to 

consumer. In our case package was an importantly recognized “symbol”: in this 

sense it might beneficial for managers to consider how brand symbols can convey 

salient meaning and knowledge about the brand to consumers, and consequently 

communicate ethicality also through these symbols. 

Ultimately, in line with Bravo et al (2007), family positive influences the customer-

based brand equity. This also should be taken into consideration by companies when 
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implementing their marketing and communication strategies, and when dealing 

with strategic management of customer word-of-mouth. 

 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research 

A first limitation of the research resides in the external validity of the study for two 

reasons. First, the research strategy chosen, namely case study, presents 

generalizability issues. Second, the case chosen, and its subsequent sample, are 

limited to the Italian coffee market and its consumers. Therefore, future research 

could enhance generalizability of the findings by either replicating this study 

adopting a multi-case study approach. Alternatively, a different strategy more apt to 

generalization could be employed to study representative samples of the population. 

Furthermore, for the sake of external validity, the study could be expanded to 

different countries, to other markets and/or product categories.  

The main limitation regarding our quantitative method (questionnaire) is related to 

the sample. Despite the limitation of having only Italian respondent, a greater 

number of respondents, with a more distributed range of age, would enhance 

findings by enabling a more significant correlation analysis. 

Practical difficulties in undertaking grounded theory were also encountered 

considering the time and resource constraints which lead to further limitations in 

our qualitative method. The time taken to transcribe recordings of interviews, for 

example, can make it difficult, to carry out a meticulous yet creative grounded 

theory analysis with its constant interconnection of data collection and 

conceptualization. Accordingly, the research failed to theoretically sample 

respondents for the interviews due to the need of targeting proper Illy consumers in 

a relatively short time frame and with constrained resources. As a result, an uneven 

distribution of age was also encountered in the sample of the interviews with most 

respondents aged between twenty and thirty years old. Therefore, future research 

could enhance this study by fully utilizing a grounded theory approach in the data 

analysis of the interviews and thus theoretically sample each respondent. 
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In light of the findings of this Master Thesis, future research could expand the 

mediation model of this study by accurately investigate the CPE-WOM relationship. 

In this study, the scale used for the measurement of WOM in the questionnaire was 

referring to WOM engagement (as sender). Therefore, it could be interesting to 

investigate the mediating or moderating role of brand trust and/or brand loyalty in 

the CPE-WOM relationship. In particular, the construct of trust has already been 

studied as antecedents of WOM (see WOM review), and as predicted by CPE (Singh 

et al. 2012). Nevertheless, it was not explored in the light of a CPE-WOM 

relationship. It could be considered interesting also to address the said relationships 

both in an online and offline context, considering the increasing importance of WOM 

in the brand co-creation process. 

Ultimately, the lack of experience in interviewing customers constituted a limitation 

for our study. Similarly, lack of resource prevented us to have more appropriate 

sample for both interviews and questionnaire. 
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Questionnaire 

 

1. Age 

___________ 
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2. Sex  

   Male 

    Female 

3. Occupation 

___________ 

CPE 

4. Illy is a socially responsible brand 

 

5. Illy seems to make an effort to create new jobs 

 

6. Illy seems to be environmentally responsible 

  

 

 

 

 

 

7. Illy appears to support good causes 
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8. Illy is more beneficial for the welfare of the society than other brands 

 

9. Illy contributes to the society 

 

CPQ 

10. Overall, I have received high-quality products from Illy 

 

 

11. Generally, the products provided by Illy is excellent 
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12. I think the product provided by Illy is superior in all aspect 

 

13. Illy is more dynamic in improvements  

 

14. Illy is more creative in products and services 

 

CPL 

15. I consider Illy my first choice when I purchase the products they supply 

 

16. I am willing to maintain my relationship with Illy 
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17. I am loyal to Illy 

 

 

WOM 

18. I say positive things about Illy to other people 

 

 

19. I recommend Illy to someone who seeks my advice 

 

20. I encourage friends and relatives to do business with Illy 

 

 

PERSONALITY 

How would you describe Illy? 
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Responsibility:  

21. down-to-earth 

 

22. Stable 

 

 

 

23. Responsible  

 

Activity 

24. Active 

 

25. Dynamic 
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26. Innovative  

 

 

 

 

Aggressiveness:  

27. Aggressive 

 

28. Bold  
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Simplicity:  

29. Ordinary 

 

 

 

30. Simple  

 

 

 

Emotionality:  

31. Romantic 

 

32. Sentimental  
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APPENDIX 3 

INTERVIEW 1 – GIOBBE 

What’s your name?  

Giobbe 

How old are you?  

23 

Where are you from? 

Friuli Venezia-Giulia 

Would you define yourself as a coffee lover? 

 Yes 

Do you have any specific moments in which you enjoy coffee?  

In the morning during breakfast, after lunch and in the afternoon.  

In general, what does ethics mean for you? 

 So, for me ethics means follow a behaviour that is consistent with a common good 

Could you elaborate on the notion of common good? 

Yes in the sense that for a company, for example, it could be producing benefits for society  beyond 

the single economic something that can have positive results like safeguarding the wellbeing of the 

production chain, for example, I do not know someone who has a long production chain that ends 

up in Africa, part of the company's ethical nature can be to protect and guarantee working 

conditions for the inhabitants of Africa. Essentially ethics for me means not to violate the principles 

of common ethics. 

According to you, is ethics any important in the coffee industry? 

in the coffee industry I do not know, in general Yes definitely. in the coffee industry I think it is 

important to the extent that it concerns the consumer. However, as far as coffee is concerned, I 

think it is important for the hard work that is required for the cultivation of coffee and the potential 

exploitation of coffee since there are no great protections where coffee is grown. 

Do you think that Illy is making any efforts in this regard? 

 

I'm not sure. I think he does them in the first coffee processing and where they get the bean. I think 

it has a very controlled production chain. 

does this influence the opinion you have of the Brand?   

Yes, but not very much because in coffee it is something that is difficult to perceive.   

could you elaborate on what you just said? 

 

because when I have to decide which coffee to buy at the supermarket is something I forget a little. 
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Even if, for example, Lavazza ill-treats all coffee workers, one normally takes little account of this 

thing in the supermarket.   

Putting an example like Lavazza that mistreat all the workers this thing would influence the idea 

that you have of the brand?   

definitely the idea Yes but then about buying it or not I do not know. But yes. The idea is yes. 

Well You have now mentioned to me what you think important in the coffee industry. What are 

the characteristics of a coffee that you consider more important or more important than others? 

 Surely the price, or better, the value for money or as far as I can understand the quality. That is, if 

for the same price I find 100% arabica or robust I choose arabica. 

How do you determine the quality of a coffee besides the price?  

 the quality of coffee is also what is written on the package. 

more specifically What do you mean by written in the package? 

 the composition of the coffee that is mentioned in the package and then on average you already 

know a little about the positioning of the various brands.   

what level of quality do you think Illy has? 

 I would say high because in addition to not having the typical bag, they have a more sophisticated 

packaging. I would also say for the price because it costs almost double the others. 

 

do you remember anything particular about the package? 

Boh, Yes, beyond In short, the unmistakable shape and they also made various packages with 

different designers and artists. Well, in general, when I drink it, it's good, but it's not that I perceive 

all this difference  

Changing the subject, how did you get to know Illy?   

I've always had it at home 

Does having him at home influence Illy's opinion? 

Yes, I really think so. Because simply thinking that my parents bought it, I think it's pretty good, just 

this. 

have you ever recommended any other brand of coffee to others for example Illy? 

No I do not think so. 

 Are there any characteristics of coffee that would make you talk to others? 

You'll talk about it If you found a good coffee with an excellent quality-price ratio because in the end 

it's what we're looking for young people 

You first mentioned the fact of having Illy at home, do you think this makes you have a special 

relationship with Illy or indifferent to other brands? 

 I would certainly say yes. In particular because in the end maybe they were the first coffees you’ve 

ever had the fact of having always at home creates a bond Especially if you found it good. 
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Summing up, if I had to describe Illy to someone how would you describe it? 

I would describe it as a high-end coffee that makes a good coffee with a relatively high price. 

 beyond the home environment, did you come across Illy elsewhere? 

 in the supermarket only because I do not think I've ever seen advertising 

the first thing that comes to mind when you see Illy at the supermarket? 

 I would say the packaging, the aesthetics. you immediately realize that it is of a high-end target 

to conclude what do you think are the biggest ethical challenges for Illy, or for a general coffee 

company? 

For Illy, the management of the work chain, working conditions in the supply chain, and the 

relationship with the city of Trieste. in general, then I do not know what environmental impact 

coffee can have, so I would say mainly the social conditions of work 

 

INTERVIEW 2- ELIZA 

What’s your name? 

Eliza 

How old are you? 

24 

Where are you from? 

Friuli 

Would you define yourself as a coffee lover? 

Yes, definitely 

Do you have any specific moments in which you like having coffee?  

Yes, at breakfast, after lunch, and during the afternoon 

In general, if I tell the word ethics, what comes into your mind? 

Justice. Something right   

Could you please elaborate on what you mean by justice? 

in the sense of observing the rules, protecting the interests of the weakest and do not abuse people 

who cannot defend themselves. justice in the sense of being right even when it would be easy to 

cheat for the best self-interest 

what does ethicality for businesses mean to you? 

Well, for a company for me it means not exploiting its employees, not abusing of child labor, which 

does not exploit the fields, which does not pollute the environment, which has an ecological aspect. 

maybe a company that sacrifices part of its income for the population or society where its industries 

are located. and there is also a role in public life in political life 
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do you think that for a company operating in the coffee industry, the fact of being ethical is 

particularly important? 

  not particularly for the coffee industry, it should always be important. 

of the ethical aspects you listed before, do you think that Illy makes any effort in those areas? 

  It must be said that I do not know very well the situation. but It seems to me to have perceived a 

publicity at least on this side, that is Illy promotes itself also for its own ethics. However, I do not 

know what Illy really does for child exploitation or the environment.  

Does this influence your opinion of Illy? 

 Yes, that is, if I hear rumours about a company that are positive voices, but then information is 

disclosed by the same company so you can never know for sure, it is still appreciable that they make 

an effort rather than a company that does not even do that.. 

 you first told me that Illy promotes itself also in an ethical way, could you tell me where? where 

did you perceive this information? 

I believe in TV advertising, for example, in reading the regional news because being a company in 

Trieste often happens to come out. Anyway, on television 

  but how did you get in touch with Illy and his products? 

  at the supermarket and on television 

what idea do you have of illy when you see it at the supermarket? What are the first things you 

notice? 

 Well, that is not the cheapest coffee in the world and that's why I do not buy it all the time, but it's 

one of those coffees I'll buy more often in the future I guess. 

other thoughts? 

 Yes, I find it very good as a coffee but this ethical side does not come to mind when I'm at the 

supermarket 

  do you ever talk to other people about coffee brands? 

For example with students, people short of my age and friends 

  and what are the aspects of a coffee that make you talk to other people? 

 usually the value for money with the fact that we are students and honestly, I do not look much else 

placing the opposite situation, let’s suppose you knew for a fact that Illy is employing ethical 

efforts in its business. Would it change the opinion you have of this company? 

 No, actually not that much, but this is linked to the fact that I still have no money, I focus heavily on 

the price. Then when I will have my own profit I think I will pay much more attention to the 

ecological aspects of the products I buy, for now I just look at ‘Window Shopper’. 

instead the opposite case? if you knew of a company that has very unethical policies would change 

your idea? 

 Well, yes, because if there were any equivalent products I would never buy from that company 
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What does quality mean in coffee for you? 

The first for me it’s if it is a good product. that is, you buy coffee according to taste and the of use 

healthy ingredients without too many additives or chemical things. In short, I’m not saying that 

everything must be  completely biological, but I also don’t want to be given tar. then a quality 

product for me also means that it has a nice package, this thing helps. 

What are the characteristics of a product that make you talk to others? 

cost-benefit ratio in the first place, and secondly, the ethical side of a product. But for the moment 

as a student I do not consider as much as the first 

so, your sensitivity towards ethical Issues is also related to your current economic income? 

Yes, I would say yes. For now, I do not care so much, which is wrong Maybe, but for now the 

priorities are different. but in the future, one day, they will surely be these to.  

You mentioned earlier that you even heard about Illy in newspapers and advertisements, can you 

remember what themes and aspects are mentioned? 

No, not too much. I remember that Andrea Illy was a candidate in politics, however, I have seen the 

advertisements, but I have nothing left in mind. Maybe they should work better on marketing as I do 

not remember them 

 speaking of Illy, or also in general about companies in the coffee industry, Do you have an ethical 

perception of some company? 

No, In general no. because I'm poorly informed and I have not heard a voice about it. Then I have not 

even heard of other people and it seems to me that advertising of this aspect does not shine 

particularly. 

Do you think it should shine through? 

 Yes, because anyway I think it is important, I mean, now I'm not very careful about it but also 

because I do not know. if I knew 100% that Illy strives a lot in the ethical field, and a brand of the 

same price or quality doesn’t, I would choose Illy for a question of ethics. Then you also have to look 

at the overall market. That is, if I buy the most lousy coffee there is, I do not expect a campaign on 

ethics to be made, but if there is a coffee that is cheap and ethical, I would choose that. 

could you elaborate on the notion of ethical coffee you just mentioned? 

mmmm.. I do not know, an advertisement where it is clearly stated that the workers are respected, 

and also that the environment is respected. then I do not know, there are bio and eco-sustainability 

stamps. now I have no idea what a company has to do to have one of those but already even just 

seeing the sticker on the package would be useful to show in short that this company is keen on 

taking care of ethical and social aspects 

Do you know any sustainability stamp? 

 I have no idea, but when I see written bio and a green leaf I see it as bio. then I think there is one for 

all, isn’t it? 

From what do you remember, Illy has some stamps? 

 I cannot answer this question now. I think it does. 
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 Do you have a special relationship with Illy? 

No, it is not the brand of coffee that I consume the most, I don’t know it too well and not even my 

family members consume Illy. the only relationship I could have is that it is a Friulian company, 

otherwise it does not enter much into my life. 

Do you think it could ever come into your life? 

I don’t know I'm thinking about it ... Then just now, after this interview, you put the flea in my ear 

and I could actually go and verify if all this ethical and eco-sustainability is there, and why not, this 

could help me buy coffee Illy if accompanied by quality and good taste. In short, in hierarchical order 

for me now there are price-quality and ethics but tomorrow when I will have economic availability I 

will put quality on the first and second ethics 

 

INTERVIEW 3 – ALEX 

What’s your name? 

 Alex 

How old are you? 

25 

Are you a coffee lover?  

Yes, sure! 

Are there any specific moments in which you enjoy coffee the most? 

In the morning I would say, if I don’t drink coffee in the morning my day doesn’t start. 

In general, what does ethics mean to you? 

Sustainability, safety of how a product is produced, by whom it is produced, and where it is 

produced. In short, information related to production 

could you elaborate a little on the concept of sustainability? 

Well sustainable from an environmental point of view. to tell you, low environmental impact, low 

pollution both from the point of view of production and from the point of view of cultivation. How 

coffee is cultivated in crops, and How plants are treated. from the environmental point of view 

mainly 

do you think ethics in the coffee sector is particularly important? 

I would definitely say yes, both for historical reasons and because of where it is produced. taking 

into account the current situation in the countries in which it is produced 

  and for historical reasons do you mean? 

Knowing a little about the history of coffee, knowing a little about the history of the plantations. In 

the past there was in coffee production involving people who could be like children who were 

exploited inside the plantations to collect coffee. From an ethical point of view, Now, it is much nice 

to drink a coffee that has a certain safety and a certain basis of sustainability and ethics 
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so for you it also has a social connotation? 

  Yes, exactly a social connotation, It was the term I was looking for. 

talking about the ethical problems related to coffee, do you think that Illy makes some effort in 

this area? 

Yes, I think yes. I think that any company that produces coffee on a large scale has this concept of 

ethics at heart, that it has a solid base within it and that underlines how coffee is produced and how 

it is made in order to be as clear as possible in regard to the coffee. Giving the consumer the means 

by which coffee is produced. Kind how it is grown, produced, and transported 

Do you have any idea how Illy conducts his production? 

 No, I only know the things I see TV like ads 

do you remember something about the advertisements? 

No, now no, also because now I am in Denmark and I have not seen advertising for a while 

Let’s suppose that you know for sure that a coffee company has unethical or unsustainable 

practices, would this impact the opinion you have of this company? 

 Yes, most likely, yes. because I believe that for coffee, considering where it is produced, is important 

to show that you respect the territory and the local population in which it is grown and transported. 

In short, having a transparent supply chain of coffee itself, of the plantation, of workers who are paid 

and not exploited. In short, all points of view.  

always remaining in this hypothetical case, assuming that you were already a consumer of that 

company do you think your relationship would change between you and the company? 

Probably yes. at the same opportunity of what I can find, you will change Brand. 

What is quality in coffee? 

 the taste, the taste of coffee after you drank it, mainly because the rest I do not know much about 

how different coffee beans could be and also many other things. The only thing I have always been 

used to know is the taste that leaves me in my mouth. This is the only thing that gives me a term of 

comparison between the different types of coffee. Also the smell when you open the coffee pack, if 

you smell a fresh smell, then it definitely makes a difference. Flavour and smell are the two 

parameters. 

how did you come in contact with Illy? 

my parents bought it at home and saw the jars there, and from there I started drinking Illy. 

do you think that's why you have a special relationship with Illy? 

Yes, certainly, because in any case coffee is not something that you start drinking when you are 

young and therefore you see it at home for quite some years and you see that your parents drink it 

every day. and also being that my parents give a lot of importance to coffee, having seen them buy 

Illy several times during the years that I was living at home, it certainly affected my choice to buy this 

coffee. 

Did you come in contact with Illy in other ways? 
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Yes, advertising online and on television 

have you ever talked to others about Illy? 

 that I remember right now I do not think so. But it may be that we had talked about it before, and I 

do not remember having received any bad news about Illy. 

  in general, what are the aspects and characteristics of a Brand or a product that make you talk to 

others? 

 competitiveness with the different brands. especially for coffee because it is something that, as I 

said before, I deduce from taste and smell, is not that I’m an expert so surely the opinion that I could 

discuss with other people could count a lot. Then, also the aesthetics in which you find coffee, In my 

opinion this is also important. Already from there you can understand enough If this is sustainable / 

ethical and all things behind 

and from what would you understand it? 

it's a bit instinctive. You look a bit to the figures, the colors that it has, then I read the description 

because usually in coffee packages there is always how it is produced, where, etcetera. In sum, these 

are the things that make impact. That is, if the first impact is not a strong impact, you do not even 

begin to read and you discard it immediately. 

  What impact do you think Illy's packaging has? 

  from 1 to 10? 

  Yes 

I would say 7.5 / 8.. 

And what strikes you about Illy’s package? 

colour. the bright silver and red colours. the first things that I see are the brand, then the red which 

is a color that jumps to the eye usually. So, a white writing on the red imprinting makes you notice it. 

Then the other thing that I notice is the moka, which I think is synonymous of coffee quality. because 

being in Denmark right now, and always drinking this American coffee all day, when I see the moka it 

reminds me of Italian coffee and definitely gives me an idea of quality. After that, I would start 

reading the things that are written on the box. sustainability stickers, any certifications, and different 

types of coffee that may be present in the package. 

Would you recommend Illy to other people? 

Yes definitely 

the first reason for you to recommend it. What would it be? 

because I've been drinking it for a long time and it has never disappointed me. 

 You mentioned earlier that you are not very informed about Illy's ethical efforts, do you think he 

should communicate it better? 

 No, I do not know exactly. As for any other company. and for Illy I do not know because I have no 

information about whether it does ay efforts or not. that is, I once read on the box about 

sustainability, I have never gone deeper into the subject. Maybe yes Once I did, I went to read it, but 

these are not enough information to be able to say that they have to communicate it better. Let's 
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say I read it once and I trusted them. Also, because it seemed a good enough company with good 

references. I did it once and since then I did not do it anymore, so I do not know how their campaign 

has evolved from this point of view. 

Would you define Illy simple or responsible? 

responsible Yes, simple I do not know. Because I do not know what you mean with simple. 

 to finish in your own words, In general how would you describe illy? 

I would say that, regarding the production of coffee I read that it is sustainable, that it has been 

bought by my parents for many years and that's why it gives me security. Also, simplicity but mainly 

security in the purchase. substantially quality and safety, these are the two adjectives that describe 

it very well. In addition, I think of sustainability, given what I have read. 

 

 

 

INTERVIEW 4 – EMANUELA 

What’s your name? 

Emanuela 

How old are you? 

22 

Where do you come from? 

Sacile, Friuli 

Are you a coffee lover? 

Absolutely yes 

Are there any specific moments in which you enjoy coffee the most? 

Generally during breakfast, later in the morning and after lunch 

What does ethics mean for you? 

So, for ethics I think of something right, morally right and something that everyone can share. a 

connotation of a philosophical background rather than of laws, a concept with a moral tinge.  

 And if instead I tell you ethics for a business. What comes to mind? 

that respects the opinion of everybody, which seeks to be within everyone's reach, which seeks to 

reflect the common and shared of everyone or by most of the people. In sum, respect all the people 

that can potentially come in contact with that business and all its activities. 

 you mentioned to me how important the respect for everyone is, would you manage to identify 

who are “all” these people are? 
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 It depends on who this business is aiming at, but obviously I would think of a hypothetical clientele 

and then all the people who can get in touch with this business 

In your opinion, the fact of being ethical and responsible is particularly important for a company 

operating in the coffee industry? 

 Well yes, it definitely gives something extra because maybe I'm more driven to choose an ethical 

brand that respects certain rules and has a certain behaviour rather than someone who doesn’t or 

does not make me see it. 

 Going back to the idea of “respecting everyone”, in the coffee industry can you identify who this 

everybody is? 

it is the workers who work in the company, those who work in the plantations and then the 

customer, to always provide the highest quality products produced in the right way without 

exploitation. an ethical way to present and offer a product is respecting both the workers and the 

consumers 

do you think that Illy I making any effort from an ethical point of view? 

 (mmmm uncertainty ...) yes, let's say that it never gave me the idea of being the opposite. But 

specifically, I do not know. In general, however, it gives me that impression. 

And why do you have this impression? 

Because I have always thought of it as a transparent company that starts from a small thing and 

becomes a great thing, becomes a powerful actor, by always maintaining the quality of the product. 

It is a company that I trust, that I am sure that it makes a product that respects everyone. 

Do you think that this ethical image of Illy influences your opinion of the company? 

Yes, absolutely. 

What does quality in coffee mean for you? 

it certainly must be good, easy to find, and that you pay for what it is, that is, a good relationship 

between quality and price. These things more or less 

  in these three features you just mentioned, where do you place Illy? 

 For sure it is good, top of the market because for me it is certainly one of the best coffee in Italy. 

easy to find yes, it is everywhere. It is also located abroad and is therefore very available. for the 

quality / price ratio it could cost a little less let's say. 

  how did you get to know Illy? 

living in Trieste, then My dad has always been a consumer so at home he always had Illy coffee. And 

then since I'm in Trieste even more 

Would you say that you have a special relationship with Illy? 

Yes, probably because if I didn’t have it at home maybe I would have not bought it. I would not have 

this curiosity to taste it and above all that, it represents the taste of home coffee, of Trieste, and that 

is for sure. That’s the taste you can find if you make a coffee in Trieste so yes It has affected me. 

have you ever talked to other people about Illy? 



 

144 
 

 no, I do not remember 

would you recommend Illy? 

 Yes, I would recommend it 

and why? 

for the reasons mentioned above, because I think it's good, and then I actually never thought about 

it but it's a Brand that I trust. That is for the reasons I told you before and then because it is very 

good 

 in general, What are the other characteristics that make you talk about a product with others? 

definitely the quality. The value for money and availability. it could also be advertising, that is, if 

advertising is well done, the company makes others to talk about itself and the product. And then I 

do not know, maybe the novelty, a product that is somehow different than the others. and that’s it 

more or less 

now that you mentioned advertising, do you remember any advertisement made by Illy?  

No, to be honest no. But there are other ways to advertise, like the cups in the bars often have the 

Illy logo, then I do not know, The signs outside shops and bars there is often the Illy brand but 

television advertising does not come to mind 

Summing up, what would be the main motivation for Which you would recommend Illy? 

the taste. I think it's the best coffee. That’s why, then I do not know maybe also because it is from 

Trieste so I am more keen on promoting a local product even though it has become a global brand. 

and then I think it is one of the best-selling Italian coffee abroad and this could also be the reason 

here. And then It could also be the fact that it’s one of the highest-selling Italian coffee brands 

outside of Italy. 

Assuming that you knew for sure that a company like Illy for example is very careful from a social 

and ethical point of view, is this something you would tell other people? 

 Yes, it would certainly make an impact 

experiencing an opposite situation instead, where you know for sure that a company has no 

ethical practices and you are already a consumer of them, would you change your relationship 

with this company? 

 Definitely. I would stop using the product. the relationship would change totally. 

 given this strong position of yours, what would be the ethical/social scandals that you would 

punish the most? 

 The first thing I can think of is the exploitation of workers, and perhaps even the kind of policies and 

behaviours within their company, even if it is difficult for these things to emerge. Moreover, it could 

also be the poor quality of the product. that is, even if it’s actually good but then I find out that it is 

done with harmful things! In short, things that are not good. I think that these are the things that 

would make me talk more with others and "punish". I think that essentially these two things would 

be the things I would talk about the most and I would ‘punish’.  
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changing topic, talking about Illy's packaging, what are the things that strike you the most about 

it? 

what I certainly notice that it is a very simple and elegant can that I can reuse for something else. in 

short, the tin can of Illy allows you to reuse it, and also allow you to put more coffee once it’s 

finished so I’m not forced to buy one of those cans again. So, in short there could also be less waste. 

then I can also use it for other things that are not coffee. In short, it has a very useful use and no 

other brand of coffee has it, at least that I know off. 

beyond functionality, it there anything else that strikes you? 

 the elegant logo, very simple, it is not pretentious, and does not want to impress. It gives you the 

idea that it is enough to be simple and if you like their coffee you will continue to buy it, you do not 

need to be impressed by other things, they build customer loyalty very well you could say. 

 if I had to define Illy in a line with your own words? 

 a good coffee, which builds customer loyalty. once you've tried Illy and you liked it, you don’t 

change it! In short, coffee It's a very personal thing, so I see it as a Brand very close to the customer 

and surely if you like it, it will remain your coffee.  

 

INTERVIEW 5 – CONTE 

What’s your name? 

 Conte 

How old are you? 

26 

Would you define yourself as a coffee lover? 

Yes, I have to say yes. 

When do you enjoy the most? 

Generally, in the morning, it gives me nice energy. And even in the afternoon if I need the energy. 

But not in the evening or else it does not make me sleep. 

Moving on to a somewhat different topic What does ethics mean to you in general? 

for me it means having goals that are, both at the business level and at a “higher” level, to maintain 

very high quality standards. For example, how it is produced, if it respects nature and the 

environment, the usual things. It reminds me of this in any case. 

but also, ethics for a person. what would you say? 

 For me ethics is how someone behaves in certain situations, especially if a little 'thorny’, 

complicated, because there comes out the ethics of a person. if you are sly, you will be sly, if you are 

a straight person, with ethical principles, you will follow those principles Even if those do not lead 

you to a much better situation.  

talking about a company maybe, rather a person? What would you say? 
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besides the attention to nature that I mentioned before, I would say the processes. if you are a 

company, and you want to make coffee in a specific way, with zero impact, without affecting nature 

and the environment or anything like that, and you do not respect it, then you have a very fragile 

ethicality! if instead you say that I do so, and my product is done in this way because I am bound to 

principles which put the conservation of the environment first, for example (always on the 

Environment But that comes to mind) and you do it, then it means that you have a strong ethicality! 

 According to you What problems do you think a coffee company has in terms of ethics, What 

would be the first challenges that come to mind for coffee companies? 

It could be the fact of producing intelligently. That is without waste, without possible repercussions 

on people and the surrounding environment. maybe even be able to, for example, reuse coffee 

waste whether it is in capsules or pods, or coffee powder since it is an excellent fertilizer. to be able 

to reuse them for agriculture would certainly be an excellent recycling operation and therefore that 

would be a good ethical operation. 

Talking about Illy, what relationship do you have with the company? 

Yes, sometimes I drink Illy coffee only in powder Because, as far as capsules and pods I don’t think 

Illy is producing them, as far as I’m concerned. But yes, when I have to make a moka I tend to drink 

Illy, even though it may cost a bit more than the others, however, it is of great quality. I mean I like 

it. 

 and since you know it, do you know anything of how Illy is coping with the ethical challenges 

regarding the coffee sector you mentioned earlier? 

sincerely I have no idea how Illy deals with those challenges and what is doing to face them. Anyway, 

I think that since Illy is one of the top Italian brands, and it also known the world, surely they are 

succeeding in the challenges that they have posed themselves, because if not there would have been 

repercussions in their stock market. 

So, you told me that you also drink Illy because it is of good quality? 

 Yes, absolutely. 

So, posing  the case that Illy has an interest in ethics, in behaving ethically, does this change 

anything about the idea you have about Illy or about the quality of the product in general? 

 Yes, surely it would confirm the positive idea that I have of Illy. If they were the opposite and 

produced coffee of this quality bragging for certifications that they do not have, that would not 

make me that happy. because especially in 2018 you cannot pretend to say things that are not true 

because then they come out in one way or another. But if you don’t have these certifications, and do 

not brag about them, in quotes that does not change that much. because in the end you drink coffee 

anyway maybe you drink it a little more willingly if you think that there is an ethical rigor behind it, 

but you drink it if it's good anyway! but if it sucks and it has all the ethics of the world behind it I will 

hardly drink it 

 In general, how do you rate the quality of a coffee? 

I evaluate it for example by drinking it without sugar because I think it has the most authentic taste 

in that way. Although I recognize that it is quite subjective to define whether a coffee is good or not. 

but as far as I am concerned, the strongly roasted coffees Like the Goppion, for example, they drive 



 

147 
 

me crazy because they leave a feeling of ‘desert’ in my mouth! instead those a little less roasted but 

a bit' more bitter, or flavoured, are the ones I like the most.  

So, for you taste is the first factor when you look at the quality of a product, but is it also the only 

one? 

good question. in the end, maybe yes. Also, because the other thing I would tell you is the amount of 

caffeine, but I’m not so able of determining it from a coffee. However, for me the important thing is 

that the coffee gives me nice energy, but it is also has to be good! In sum, it serves a right mix of 

quality and taste and also intensity. 

So, you told me that you drink every morning to wake up, would you say that having these rituals 

creates a special connection with Illy rather than coffee in general?  

with Illy in particular no, let's say I'm not someone that if it doesn’t have Illy coffee won’t drink 

coffee. That is, if I can find a type of coffee that I like, that the taste is lovable and that it gives me 

energy, could quietly quotes the illy of the situation. Let's say that I am more connected to the 

concept of coffee than to the concept of Illy coffee. 

 

Changing the subject, what’s your first memory of Illy? If you have one. If you do not remember 

what comes to mind thinking of Illy? 

So, I got to know Illy when I saw my parents drinking it at home because it was basically the coffee 

that they bought the most along with Lavazza maybe. from there I got to know Illy. and if there is a 

memory that connects me to Illy it is the typical tin of the silver packaging with the Illy Brand written 

in white on the red background. I would call it a family coffee 

Do you think that being a family coffee influences the opinion you have of Illy? 

 that is, when I think of Illy I think of something homely, something connected to my house. if I go 

out instead, I do not pay much attention to what coffee is served me, or rather, I pay some 

attention, but not in such a meticulous way to say: No I do not want this coffee because it is of this 

type that I do not really like. except with goppion, I have an open cause with goppion! because I 

really do not like it. 

 

earlier talking about quality you mentioned to me the taste, you think you had it At home also 

influences the opinion you have of the quality of Illy? 

maybe yes. I started drinking coffee when I was roughly twenty years old and I must say that 

because of starting at home with a coffee like Illy, which is of high quality, I automatically connect 

the concept of coffee with something really good! if maybe I had started with another coffee of 

lower quality maybe I would not like coffee this much, So I think that these early experiences are 

quite representative and symptomatic for your relationship with coffee. 

in general, also thinking about what you told me about the ethics of a company in coffee. would 

you recommend Illy? 

Yes, absolutely 

and why? 
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Because, apart from the fact that it is a coffee from Friuli, so maybe you feel a bit 'tied to a coffee 

that comes from your own region. But beyond that because it is objectively a good coffee that 

always leaves you satisfied, without a shadow of a doubt, although now I do not remember exactly 

but I think it also has a pricing a bit 'higher than others. but it's also right, if you want a good coffee 

you have to pay for it 

 Assuming to be a fan of Illy and being aware of all its ethical practices, in your opinion is this 

something that would interest the people you would recommend it to? Would you recommend it 

for this too? 

 mmmmm (uncertainty) In my opinion, however, the main thing is the taste because I think that for 

people, at least most of them, I do not want say that they don’t care about ethics of a company but 

however in the end they are interested in having a good product without being harmed by its 

processes. because if it turns out that the coffee wastes are disposed in Livenza (Italian river), then 

people may be angry, but it is not something that affects the taste of coffee or what you take. If 

instead it turns out that a certain type of coffee processing is done with Vinavil (Italian glue) and 

then you drink coffee and Vinavil, see that could arouse a different reaction in people 

 so, in some ways you think that you would talk more about ethics rather than good? 

 Yes, right 

thinking of you and Illy, if you had to describe your relationship with adjectives (if it exists) how 

would you describe it? 

In my opinion Illy is a bit like the first serious girlfriend. it hits you, it hits you a lot, but you do not 

know what you're going towards to! But it is said that this first girl may also not be the last, rather, 

most likely you will have others during your journey but if it is true love, in the end it returns and 

ends with a good story! And if not, it will only be the first important but very beautiful story. 

 

INTERVIEW 6 – PIER 

What’s your name? 

Pier 

How old are you? 

23 

Are you a Coffee lover?  

Yes, I would so. 

When do you generally drink coffee? 

 I usually drink one in the morning and one after lunch 

In general, what does ethics mean for you? 

Ethics for me it means following specific conventions 

by convention do you mean? 
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convention is actually the wrong word, but you caught me by surprise! but in short it is more a moral 

law for me. that is, an ethical thing for me could be just something right morally but not necessarily 

follow the laws of a country 

 If instead I told you ethical business, what comes to mind? What does an ethical business mean to 

you? 

 if you talk to me about ethical business, so without knowing neither ‘reading nor writing’ (Italian 

expression), I would say a sustainable business. a business that does not damage the environment. 

then perhaps we can also talk about it from the point of view of treating the staff in a certain way, 

without making them work too many hours, or in any case trying to maintain high quality standards 

for employees. 

In your opinion, the fact of being ethical is it particularly important for a company that operates 

coffee in the industry? 

 I would say yes. because linked to coffee There is a whole lot of talk to be done about the 

exploitations that the big industries may make in South America or other less developed countries 

where surely the salaries of those who collect coffee are too low compared to the gains the 

companies do 2-3 steps after. 

In these challenges you've talked to me, do you think that Illy is making an effort? 

 mmm.. honestly when you are a consumer is not the first thing you see in a company let’s say. 

When you buy coffee, you do not see if you actually make efforts to maintain certain quality 

standards for employees or that it does not exploit people anyway. I would say that Illy seems to me 

a serious company. I think that it came out of nowhere and probably it has high ethical standards. 

it's just my perception though, I cannot be sure because objectively I'm a consumer of Illy like many 

other brands, and I would say that it is difficult to say which brand of coffee is actually an ethical 

business or not just by being a pure consumer and not involved in the sector. 

So, does the level of ethics of a business influence the opinion you have of that business? 

I would say yes, but I cannot say how. because you can say to be an ethical business through 

advertising on television, to show that you do things well, maybe that influences the opinion. but I 

do not watch television or I do not read coffee magazines so I don’t have the means to say it.  

 but beyond the information you have now, a priori would it change the opinion you have of that 

brand? 

Yes, definitely it would change, without a shadow of a doubt! For example, I would try to buy similar 

products more eco-friendly 

What is quality in coffee for you? 

Honestly, I would tell you the taste. That is, I like coffee that has a strong, intense aroma, but not 

exaggerated. So, I would say that the difference is probably the beans. in the morning coffee I like to 

drink an intense coffee, maybe not too much, like an average Arabica. 

So, quality is determined by your sensory perceptions? 

Yes, yes, mainly. let's say that emotions are difficult, it is not obvious and in fact I never thought 

about it 
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do you perceive Illy as a quality coffee? 

 Sure! 

 and why? 

 First of all, the packaging of Illy coffee. In my opinion it is very good! I know it can be obvious, but in 

my opinion it must not be underestimated. In fact, I believe you can find Illy in many houses! Maybe 

you do not even consume Illy coffee regularly, but you use their package, and this is already a 

synonym of superiority! that is, the packaging is better than the others. And for the taste, I can 

honestly tell you that if you give me an Illy coffee, or a Pellini, or another brand of a very high 

quality, not the coffees that cost € 2 that when you make them on the moka they taste like burned, 

it is still difficult to distinguish a coffee from the other! I could not distinguish it precisely, but I still 

would distinguish if it’s premium quality or not. That is, it's a good coffee, then it always depends on 

whether we are talking about moka or coffee at the bar, because those two things are already 

different. In the sense that when you go to a bar, and find illy coffee, you can say that they are giving 

you quality coffee, same goes with the moka. 

Changing topic, how did you get in touch with Illy? 

 Well, because I study Trieste and Illy is from Trieste and therefore you can find it in practically all the 

bars. Then, however, also at home for many periods we had Illy coffee before converting to other 

brands. but actually, now that I think about it, maybe even my parents thought about the ethical 

business story because earlier I was looking at what coffee I had, and I had an eco-friendly coffee. 

Therefore, I think that they (parents) also saw of Illy as an eco-friendly coffee Because they only buy 

quality coffee at home. That was what I wanted to say. 

so, in your opinion, having it at home affects your opinion of Illy? 

I would say yes, because I know that my parents would not buy things that are not good. that is, my 

parents buy specific product categories and certainly not the most convenient ones, but they focus 

on quality! 

 have you ever talked to others about Illy? or have you ever recommended it to someone? 

 Mah, Illy honestly is not a typical conversation topic for me. that is, in my opinion it is well known 

that it is a quality coffee, so I don’t need to advertise it. because people already know it. 

So, in your opinion, the fact that everyone sees it as a quality product, does it influence the 

opinion you have of the Brand? 

I think so honestly. I really think so. because I do not really have the scientific basis to say which 

coffee bean is actually better than the other, so I think that the public opinion, the fact that it is 

considered a quality coffee and everything, in the end it influences a little 'my honest opinion 

in genera,l What are the characteristics of a Brand or a product that make you talk about it to 

others? 

I honestly think a conversation about a brand or product is usually when that product does 

something super negative, Or if something happens that brings it to the fore. it must be a scandal or 

a very positive thing. that is, for example, if it gives work to 1000 people more, creating jobs, and 

then you talk about it otherwise it’s difficult. So, I would say either for a very negative event or for a 

very positive event. it does not happen for advertising seen around. because you would not talk 

about the advertising seen around, at least personally speaking, maybe a lot of people would do it. 
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Personally, if I see an advertisement around or an Illy billboard, probably I won’t start a discussion 

about how good that coffee is, it's difficult. So, for events especially positive or negative, we speak of 

one brand more than another. 

taking a step back, So, you told me that you have Illy at home, talking about quality you 

mentioned the format, what are the things that impress you of the format of Illy? 

that you can empty another coffee bag into the can. Then it also has a fair size and you always have 

a nice box to put in the kitchen. Let's say that it is comfortable, and very practical, and I say that 

aesthetics is a beautiful box with beautiful colours 

 if you had to describe Illy as a person, how would you describe it? 

Well then for sure I imagine it as a career woman a meter 75 high, maybe even a meter eighty, with 

a slightly short skirt, and in short, showy. maybe red hair, a little cheeky. 

and in your own words if I had to end with a description of Illy? 

 In my opinion, always returning to the discourse that I do not have the basis to judge too much from 

the scientific point of view, is that I think Trieste is quite the city of coffee in Italy, it has an important 

tradition and the fact that Illy is the queen brand of the city speaks for itself 

 

INTERVIEW 7 - CAMILLA 

Name? 

Camilla 

How old are you? 28 

Coffee lover?  

Yes; I would say yes 

Specific moments?  

In the morning mainly 

What does ethicality mean for you?  

Well, I guess behaving in a way that is respectful towards others or when we are talking about 

production of goods then also not only to the employees but also the environment. 

Do you that being ethical is especially important for a company operating in the coffee industry?  

Yes definitely because of the countries where it is produced!  

Ok, which are then the most important ethical issues that such companies face? 

Probably about the cultivations because of the high coffee production. So, Respecting the 

environment, making sure that the topple work in the coffee fields and industry are treated well and 

paid rightfully. 

Do you think that Illy is making some efforts in ethical terms?  

Probably, but i´m not aware of them in specific.  
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What do you think they might do? 

In terms of effort, I believe they would probably quite strict about where they source their coffee 

beans from and making sure that these sources treat the people in the plantation fairly and also 

environmentally friendly. 

Do you think that this impacts the opinion you have of them?  

Yea I guess so. I´m not aware of any specifically but if I was it would influence my opinion. I perceive 

them that way but i´ve never read anything specifically about illy.  

Let´s pose an example, you are a consumer of company X, which turns out to have unethical 

practices, would that impact the opinion you have of such a company?  

Yea, definitely. I would be less inclined to buy their products.  

Earlier you mentioned that ethicality for you mainly means respecting others. Could you identify 

who these “others” are in the coffee industry? 

Well, as I said, ethicality is also respecting the laws of the country where the plantations operate and 

perhaps if those are not deemed to be good enough than perhaps try and incentive the companies 

that work with the coffee to pay people properly, not employ underage people, to pay them at least 

minimum wage, Not make them work ridiculous hours and son on. 

Changing topic, what does quality mean for you in a coffee? 

Well I associate it with the brand and the taste. If I like the coffee and I recognize the brand, that´s I 

guess what quality means for me.  

Can you elaborate on that? 

The main component for quality in a coffee it´s definitely the taste for me. And then I guess if I 

recognize a brand that I know it tastes good I would probably it´s quality.  

How did you get to know Illy? 

I got to know it at home. My parents always drink and family and friends as well and plus I´ve it in 

bars.  

Since you had it at home, would you say you have a special connection with Illy? 

Yea, it´s almost like a family coffee! 

Do you identify Illy as a quality coffee? 

Yes, definitely 

Would you recommend it to others? 

Yes, it´s one of my favorite coffees 

Using your own words, how would you recommend it? 

I would describe it as a good tasting coffee, a bit pricey but definitely worth it.  

So have you talked about illy with anybody? If yes, with whom? 

Yes, I recommend it a couple of times to friends at work.  
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In general, which are the characteristics of a product or a brand that make you talk about it with 

others? 

Purely the taste for me 

Did someone talked to about Illy? 

Apart from family and friends, as I mentioned before, no, not really.  

What do you recall of Illy´s packaging? 

So I recall the fact that it can be re-used, which is quite useful I think. Then I recall the silver color 

with a red and white logo.  

What´s the first thing you think when you see it? 

It´s nice, it´s a slick packaging, it stands out. Packaging wise I know that recently they enabled to 

have re-usable ones. You just buy the cylinder boxes to put in the bigger cylinder. I really like thuis 

for its environmental friendliness. 

If you had to describe Illy as a person, how would you describe it? 

I would describe it as a smart person that has a very good and strong cologne.  

 

INTERVIEW 8 - BEATRIZ 

What’s your name? 

Beatriz 

How old are you?  

23 

Coffee lover? 

Yes, I certainly am! 

Why do you drink coffee? 

because it has an energetic product that helps to wake me up and after lunch to restart the 

activities. I drink coffee and start what I have to do, I associate it when I start doing something 

What does ethicality in general mean for you? 

 in general, ethics reminds me of something linked to man, to the common good, and to the 

common sense of the actions that a person does in the environment around him. In short, the 

behavior that a person has (mainly of man because it does not apply to animals) to everything else 

 

talking about ethics mentioned the behavior of man. what do you identify for ethical behavior in 

the economic field? 

Bah, in the business world, it could be… I do not know, the right way to make investments in the 

environment around you, the right way to manage your finances or how you manage them, with 

what purpose, with what goals, and also your actions towards the outside world must be ethical.  



 

154 
 

Could you elaborate on what you mean by investments and objectives? 

 investments projected towards a common good or the company’s well-being. 

 And if we narrow the focus to the coffee sector, are there any specific challenges in this regard? 

 challenges as I do not know (mmmm ....) Maybe a good management of the waste. That is, 

managing production waste in an ethical way which for me means in an eco-sustainable way. or I do 

not know, the derivation of the products, where they source them from, the exploitation of the 

territory they make, of the people inside their factory also. That is a whole series of policies that are 

aimed at common sense and good actions that a company can do to all parties with which it is in 

contact. 

How do you think Illy copes with these challanges you just mentioned? 

 honestly, I'm not too informed in this sense. I mean I do not know what to say really because I know 

Illy as a brand of delicious coffee, which I like a lot. It is in a very good level of coffee, in which quality 

is always kept at the top. Then for me also they also play a lot on marketing with the packages it 

does, but I cannot say that the economic policies behind the company, or how it treats its staff, or 

where does his coffee actually come from 

But in general do you perceive Illy as an ethical company? 

By heart I perceive them in that way, in general Illy for me is quality, I do not know in practice, but I 

can imagine that being such a large and important company that still makes its profits since their 

coffee costs as it is good and because a specific part of society drinks then I imagine that it is also 

engaged in that type of policies. But I imagine, I'm not sure. then it could very well not be like that. 

Let’s suppose it is like that, that it doesn’t have this kind of policies, would this impact the opinion 

you have of Illy? 

Yes, I don’t know, if somehow, I get to know that would certainly affect the opinion I have of the 

company. and maybe the coffee remains still good, but if I know it was done in a certain way that 

pollutes the environment maybe I'm not so keen on buying it. maybe I don’t know anything because 

they do not have good policies or maybe they do not do too much publicity about these things, I do 

not know.  

Quindi tu prima mi hai detto di essere un amante del caffè. Come definiresti essere amante del 

caffè in relazione con Illy? Earlier you told me you were a coffee lover. How would you define 

being a coffee lover in relation to Illy? 

 It reminds me a lot of the coffee I drink at my parents' house, so a sense of family. In the sense that 

maybe when I live alone I do not always buy Illy, I buy something else because clearly the finances 

are different. However, I drink it quite often, but I do not always buy it though. In short, it reminds 

me so much of my mother's coffee and that's where my passion for Illy's coffee started. Because it is 

the coffee that my parents drink, and I always used to drink that growing up. In short, I really like it.  

And if i asked you your fisrt memory of Illy? Would you recall something? 

my first memory of Illy is probably sitting at my table with my parents and drinking a cup of coffee  

You just told me that you got to knwo Illy through your parents, do you think that this impacted 

the opinion you have of the company? 
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 Boh, for sure having to get to know it through my parents makes me look at it as something even 

more of quality! because everything I consume at my parents' house is something qualitatively high  

and therefore, I do not know, when I drink Illy outside my house I really enjoy it as a really good and 

valuable coffee I would say. 

 

Speaking of a slightly different thing, if you had to advise Illy, what would you say? or in general If 

you were to recommend a coffee, would you recommend Illy? 

yes for sure I would recommend Illy, maybe as the first thing! and I would say that it is a good coffee, 

that maybe you have a price a bit higher than other cafes, but it's worth it for the quality. And for 

the taste too! as far as I'm concerned, given my knowledge of coffee, it's one of the best coffees 

there is. 

What’s your knowledge about coffee? 

 Oh God I'm not this excellent expert, but in short, I know other brands, perhaps more the ones from 

the area in Italy I’m from more than big Italian brands. I know a little Anyway, like Manuel, Lavazza, 

Dersut, but I think Illy compared to these brands remains the one with the better taste. 

And what do you associate taste with? 

with the most important part of the coffee 

 

 

at the beginning talking about ethics you mentioned some factors that according to you denote an 

ethical behavior in general or for a business in the coffee infudtry. thinking of this, then, let's 

imagine Illy behaving well or badly, how does this affect the way you would talk about it? 

Boh for sure if I find out that Illy has positive policies, if I have to advise a person as well as to tell him 

that for my taste Illy has a very good quality of coffee, I would say for sure also that it has eco-

sustainable policies in the disposal of its waste or in any case I do not know, the quality of the coffee 

in which it is collected is collected in an eco-sustainable manner without exploitation of people, etc., 

etc. If instead he had negative policies, I would certainly say that too! maybe I would not 

recommend it.  It depends if I find out that Illy uses children to collect coffee, and that all the waste 

products are disposed of in the worst possible way, then maybe I do not recommend it as coffee to 

buy. If I knew it, it would make the difference. But right now I don’t know.  

 

give me an example of a company you would suggest for its ethics 

 I do not know, I can think of the Ecor that is a company in our area. all products that sells, and here 

we talk about food, are designed to be environmentally friendly, to have a zero impact on the 

environment. then in the company people with disabilities and things like that are also taken to 

work, and so it is a company that tries to get involved in a lot of social aspects. 

In general, If you had to rethink this interview, the topics that came out and also considering your 

knowledge and not knowledge of illy's ethical policy and rethinking your direction with Illy. What 

do you feel about adding on this company when you talk about it with others and when others 

talk about it with you? what does it remind you of and means to you? 
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In light of all this analysis done now at this point I would like to know if Illy at this point has positive 

or negative policies, and I do not know, given the historical point where we are it would also be 

interesting to know. 

What do you mean with historical point? 

that we are in a time when the importance of this type of policies became maximum. because the 

importance towards ecology and being sustainable and the importance of exploitation are high 

today. there are many media bombardments on these issues that make you sensitive to the thing. so 

perhaps knowing more about these things would be even more beautiful. That is, I can think of a lot 

of products that nowadays Maybe have the package a little 'bigger with written a whole series of 

information about their product and how it is produced. That is, in the morning I start to read the 

cereal box sometimes, on the Kellogg's for example there is written how they are being produced, 

there is written all the production process and I'm there reading it and it become knowledge that 

you have, and you can tell other people to. at the moment, Illy remains one of the top coffee 

producers in my head. 

And if you had to associate Illy with some human personality traits?  

Perhaps I would define Illy intelligent because for sure as a coffee company it was able to develop a 

beautiful, high quality product image, and effectively reach the population that he wanted to reach. 

perhaps even innovative on that aspect because even all their coffee packets are not trivial, such as 

the aluminum package that is not the classic coffee plastic package. then they also have periods of 

the year in which these packs are colored with different themes and therefore strategic also here. 

Intelligent, strategic, innovative, and careful 

Careful to what? 

 careful at keeping its quality at a high standard 

 

INTERVIEW 9 - ANTONIO 

What’s your name? 

Antonio 

How old are you? 

24 

Would you define yourself as a coffee lover? 

 Yes, I would say so 

Why? 

Because it’s good and it gives me the energy to study. And also, because It’s a ritual 

What does ritual mean for you? 

it marks the different times and moments of the day 

so, in what periods do you enjoy coffee the most? 
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 in the morning and after lunch. I drink from 2 to 4 coffees a day. one when I wake up, one in the 

middle of the morning, after lunch and one in the middle of the afternoon 

 Can you describe to me What does ethics mean to you? 

Creating a system that works respecting the environment and the people, their rights. 

 but just in general What does it mean? what is an ethical person for you, for example? 

 a person who lives his life according to the principles that can be considered good within society 

And if instead if we think more about a business, what should a business do to be ethical? 

Well, respect their workers from the point of view of their rights, use production, transportation, 

and distribution systems that respect the environment. fundamentally this, this encloses more or 

less everything. 

 Regarding the coffee industry, Do you think there are more ethical challenges than other 

industries? 

What happens in this industry I do not really know how it works, but I think that most of the coffee is 

not produced in Italy, but it is imported from less developed countries. So, for me, an ethical 

industry from this point of view should pay attention to the origin of the product, to who works and 

how it is treated, how it is paid, to how the transport takes place and according to what means. try 

to find a way to import coffee trying to emit the fewest possible particulate matter in the air, 

packaging made with something recycled or biodegradable. An ethical company I think should work 

this way but I do not know how much it can be adaptable to reality, I have no idea. 

So, you told me that the ethics in coffee is linked to its origin, people, production and transport, 

recycling ... Do you think that Illy is making efforts in these regards? or what do you think about 

Illy in general? 

Yes, I'm an Illy consumer even though my family is more, because I cannot afford it now. However, 

the general impressions I have of Illy are absolutely good. That is, if I maybe don’t consider it the 

best coffee, I surely think that it is one of the best coffees you can drink. 

because? 

Boh, I do not know if it's habit or what, but I always drank Illy and I always liked it. Also, in 

comparison with other coffees, I have never tried anything much better or that can still question the 

taste of Illy 

What do you mean by goodness? 

 Well, taste, I'm not a coffee expert. That is, I can not tell you the actual criteria for evaluating a good 

coffee, at least I speak to you on a personal level. 

 So, starting from this idea that you have of Illy? and reconnecting with what we have said, how do 

you think Illy is facing the challenges that the coffee industry has on an ethical level? do you know 

it? 

No 

 even if you do not know it, what skin do you have? 

 I hope it is conducting some fairly ethical campaigns 
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In other words, do you think that it behaves ethically with suppliers etc? 

Boh, being a company that has existed for such a long time, I've never heard anything negative 

about it, so I think it works in fairly ethical way. 

 presuming that Illy does not behave as ethical as you think, could this influence your opinion of 

the company? 

Yes sure. That is, if one day a scandal would break out on which it turns out that Illy buys c, in South 

America, making a ton of coffee for a penny, places 5-year-old children to pick the beans, and 

imports it on fishing boats of people who come to die, Boh, I would not buy Illy anymore.  

a potential scandal, would it affect the perception of quality that you have of a coffee? 

not on the quality of coffee. but this is not relevant. because even if a company makes a very good 

coffee, but it does so through a profoundly incorrect behavior, in my opinion it is not worth buying 

it! Despite being good. 

 changing topic, tell me about your first memory of Illy or in any case how did you come in contact 

with Illy? 

 the first memory I have of Illy is to open the fridge and see Illy's can of grounded coffee for moka 

So, your family consumes Illy. do you think this influences the opinion you have of Illy? 

It surely influences it in positive, but not so much because my family consumes it, but because I have 

always consumed it and I think I am used to it. However, for me Illy represents a familiar taste and a 

recognizable taste. 

 

 

When comparing with other brands of coffee, do you think that the fact that your parents had Illy 

could have influenced your opinion on quality? 

probably yes. I mean, I never noticed it or paid attention when I had another coffee, but probably 

yes, somehow yes. 

But then should you ever advise Illy, would you do it? If yes, how? 

Yes, I would recommend it Instinctively. I could not tell you a reason. but if someone asked me what 

coffee to buy I would say Illy. I think so now, Illy or Pellini. 

Thinking about the fact that Illy is still a company that faces dangerous ethical challenges, would 

good ethical behaviour influence you in advising it? 

 Yes, as I told you before since it would influence me in consuming it, it would also influence me in 

the same way in recommending it 

So, talking a little with your relationship with Illy, how many times do you drink Illy a week? that 

is, do you often drink it? 

in Trieste never, I drink it only at home. In Trieste we drink INPS coffee which is one of the cheapest 

but it is not a choice of heart, but a choice driven by the price and convenience. 

 if you had to personify Illy how would you describe it? 
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 Romantic…. Sentimental. because it touches particular strings of the human soul such as childhood, 

family, and memories, comparable to the Disney classics. 

 

INTERVIEW 10 - AREO 

What’s your name?  

Areo 

How old are you? 

 26 

Would you define yourself as a coffee lover?  

Yes, I would define myself as a coffee lover since I drink it every day almost. 

 What do you mean by business ethicality? which ethical traits should a company have when 

talking about it ethicality in a business? 

 I think about pollution. How much it pollutes, and the overall effect it can have on the environment. 

Then it can also be dealing with how they treat their employees, or in general, all the people they 

have to do business with. Let's say the behavior toward people and the environment. 

so would you say that business ethicality is especially important in the coffee industry? 

yes of course, as in every industry! I really think that ethicality it's important in every aspect of our 

life, also as individuals. but yes, in the coffee industry definitely since coffee is a plant and we know 

that growing plants consumes resources. and then I reckon that producing coffee requires also 

processing of the plant so for these aspects I think it is important. 

 would you say that the Coffee Company Illy is Aware of those issues? are they employing any 

efforts? 

 I'm aware that they employ some efforts. but I don't precisely know which. Actually, can you repeat 

the question please 

 Yes sure, do you think that Illy is an ethical company?   

yes I think they are ethical because I know they have good quality coffee and I think that their 

concern is not only on producing good quality coffee, but also being efficient and consequently 

ethical. but I don't have any sure information about it. I guess there are some kind of labels or 

certificates. But I'm not so informed about them. 

you just mentioned now that Illy is a quality coffee, why would you say so? 

 because I drink it. and since I define myself as a coffee lover, at least to my knowledge Illy is one of 

the best coffees in Italy at least that I had. Also judging from the price they have in supermarkets. 

 so you think that price goes along with quality? 

 Yes, maybe. it's not always the case but I think it is for coffee since there are so many varieties, so 

many qualities, and so many products like a moka coffee, ready-to-drink coffee. I think the price can 

be a determinant of the quality, like an index. 
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So would you say you buy Illy mainly for its taste?  

mmmm… yes. I mean that’s for sure the first characteristics I look for when it comes to coffee. 

Because it’s what I drink in the morning, it wakes me up, so it’s really important for me that it has a 

good taste. And Illy probably has the best taste in the market 

how did you get to know Illy? 

So basically I don’t remember actually how I got to know Illy the first time. But I went to Trieste 

university and probably since Trieste is the city of Illy, where it was born, probably I started 

recognizing Illy’s quality there. But I got to know Illy before that too, not a consumer though. I 

remember my gradma buying Illy and she is really a big fan, but I didn’t really drink coffee until I was 

18, so when I went to university I started drinking coffee even more. And perhaps It was because I 

was in the city it is produced, and because of friends that were studying there were drinking it. But 

maybe also because my grandmother is really only consuming Illy coffee, no other coffee. 

Which characteristics of a product or brand make you talk about it with others? 

When I think about my grandma talking to me about Illy she always said that it is the best coffee, 

with the best taste and best quality. So I guess I would do the same. It probably happened to me to 

talk about Illy with my friends, I don’t recall now exactly what I said, but I think it would have been 

about the quality. The quality of the coffee itself. Maybe also the design of the package is something 

that really hits you, something really particular. Because the Illy packaging, the pressure can, is really 

different from the packaging of all the other coffee providers. It’s something that only Illy has. So, 

yea, basically if I have to suggest Illy, ethicality it’s not the first thing I would think about. I would 

more think about the quality. 

So earlier you mentioned that you don’t know exactly about the ethical and sustainable practices 

that the company has but you heard some things about them. Does this impact the opinion you 

have of the company? 

Yes I think so. As I told you, I’m quite concerned about ethical issues as an individual. So, for sure, 

knowing that a product I consume, and I consider good quality it’s nice if you know that it doesn’t 

harm the environment and also the people of course. Like if I think about scandals like Nike, a 

company with many products and many of them produced by children, I think my opinion is 

influenced by things like that. 

If you knew for sure that a company is very ethical. Would you be more likely to talk about it with 

others? 

It’s an aspect I would definitely recommend it to others. That is something I really care about so yes. 

I almost would be very proud of consuming a product coming from such a company. Because having 

quality and being ethical are two of the things I care the most. It’s important how you do the things 

not only how they taste.  

Besides quality and ethical awareness. What makes you buy a product again?  

The price for sure is a main determinant because we all have money problems! Almost anyone at 

least. And not much else I guess. Maybe the availability, if it’s easy to find but for example you can 

find Illy anywhere in Italy, at least where I live. That’s it. If it’s a good product, ethical (which is not 

the first concern I have)  

Would you justify the increase of price for ethical awareness?  
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Yes of course, you have to be rewarded to be ethical.  

Could you briefly describe the relationship you have with Illy? 

Basically, as I told you my friends and grandma introduced me to ILLY. I didn’t buy Illy the first time 

just because I saw it. I saw people drinking it and offering it to me. That’s how I got to know it. Lately 

sometimes I buy it, I can’t buy it all the time because it’s expensive and I can’t afford it all the time. 

But sometimes when I want good coffee I choose Illy. That’s my relationship more or less. It’s 

something I drink with pleasure, but I can’t afford it always, maybe that’s also part of the pleasure 

when I drink it.  

Do you think that after your friends talked to about Illy your relationship with the company 

changed? 

When my friends talked to me of course it did. Because my grandma was the only who talked to me 

about Illy before them, and my friends are much different than my grandma so for sure it changed. I 

can’t tell you how probably, but yes, I think that my idea of Illy changed because from something you 

have in your family it became something to drink with friends that like coffee. Because all the friends 

I know that drink Illy are all coffee lovers. Not just to wake up, but also to enjoy the beverage itself 

during the day. So probably it confirmed the idea of quality I had in my mind since my grandma 

introduced me to it. 

Considering what we talked about above and considering your overall idea of Illy. Would you 

define Illy as a dynamic and innovative company? 

I’m not sure about dynamic but for sure innovative. 

Why would you say so? 

Innovative because of the package they have. Maybe it’s not the best technology, or maybe it is, but 

it sure is different than others. And for what you can innovate in coffee, that is an old crop, I think 

they are still doing a good job because it’s true from what I heard they can still provide a good coffee 

having an ethical aspect, like caring for the people they work with and the environment so I think 

that innovation is something for sure needed to provide quality in both senses.  

What strikes you about the package? 

I think it can preserve the quality of the product and it’s nice to see. As I told you, its’ particular and I 

will always associate a can like this to Illy coffee. I recall the size of the can and the red logo. It’s 

something really peculiar in respect to a normal plastic package that really makes me thing that it 

can preserve better the quality.  

Would you define Illy responsible?  

I don’t know. From what I heard and from the fact that you are studying It I would say yes. But it’s 

just a guess. So, I can’t really answer. I sure hope so because it would be an even better coffee to 

me. 
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APPENDIX 4 

 

INTERVIEW GUIDE  

STEPS: 

Interview starts (when possible) with a coffee → retrieval of multisensory images  

Brief and general introduction of the research.  

Questions to make the interviewee more comfortable: 

What’s your name? 

how old are you? 

would you define yourself as a coffee lover? Why? 

 

(This question is asked when it seemed more appropriate in the interview)  

In general, what do you think about Illy? 

1. In general, what does ethicality mean for you? 

2. What does business ethicality mean for you? 

3. In relation to coffee industry, which do you think are the challenges of a company 

producing coffee?  

4. based on what he mentions ( →  PERCEPTION OF ETHICALITY ← ) 

→  How do you think that Illy is coping with/playing a role in such challenges?  

 

A.  IN POSSESS OF INFORMATION ON ILLY ETHICAL BEHAVIOUR 

How does this affect your opinion of the brand? 

Following up → in particular, does it influence your perception of quality for illy    coffee?  

→ would it influence your relationship with the  company?  

 

Potentially arising questions: 

-what is quality in a coffee for you. 

-when do you drink coffee usually? → do you feel you have a special connection with Illy?  

 

B. DOESN’T POSSESS INFORMATION ON ILLY ETHICAL BEHAVIOR 

SCENARIO 1.  
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Let’s suppose that a company in the coffee industry deliberately does not care about the previously 

mentioned challenges, showing low responsibility toward ... (aspects he mentions important as 

ethical).  

How would this impact the opinion you have of such company?  

Following up → does it influence your perception of quality?  → would it influence your relationship 

with the company?  

ALTERNATIVELY.  

SCENARIO 2. 

Let’s suppose that THE COMPANY ethically behaves and shows responsibility toward … (aspects he 

mention important as ethical).  

 

5. switching to slightly different topic, how do you talk about Illy with other? Does it happen 

often or is it ever happened?  

What are arguments of conversation about brands you have with friends (steering 

argumentation toward Illy)? 

Follow up (if does not arise itself) → is ethical behaviour of companies something you could talk 

about with friends? Did it happen for any particular company? 

 

(Changing the perspective on word-of mouth), how did you get to know Illy/which is the first 

memory about Illy you can remember?  

A. SOMEONE TOLD HIM/HER (RECEIVER OF WOM) OR PROVIDED CONTACT WITH THE 

BRAND. 

 How would this impact the opinion you have of Illy?  

(go deeper through previous answers on quality and relationships(indifferent if A. or B. answers) 

 

     B. HE/SHE CAME ACROSS ILLY BY HIMSELF. OR THROUGH COMPANY INFORMATIONS 

Does anyone ever talked you about ILLY?  

 How would this impact the opinion you have of Illy?  

(go deeper through previous answers on quality and relationships (indifferent if A. or B. answers) 

 

 Depending on development of previous part of conversation: 

6. mentioning his answer on quality and relationship as answered by him, 

what would be a characteristic of a coffee product or coffee brand which make you talk about it to 

others?  
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-which are the aspects of a brand or product you are more keen on talking about to others? -which 

are the salient characteristics of coffee product you talk about with others? 

7. How would you talk about Illy instead? What is the first reason why you would suggest it? And 

the second? Others? 

8.  and what about the ethical challenges Illy faces (as perceived by him in question 4., )? Do you 

think they would be important for you when talking to (or being informed by) others about Illy?  

 

(*ADD direct question to THE  MOST CORRELATED PERSONALITY TRAITS* 

 concluding, would you define ILLY simple or responsible? 

Final direct questions: 

Again, tell me what you think when I say Illy. (expanding and elaborating on this general answers). 

Let’s say Illy is someone you know or you see in the street. How is he/she? 

 

 

 


