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Abstract

Purpose – This study tests consumer responses to brand transgressions from the novel angle of morality. It adopts a relational perspective, while distinguishing between performance-related and performance-unrelated transgressions.
Design/methodology/approach – Three online experiments (n = 611) reveal how brand transgressions and moral identity affect consumer choice. Study 1 examines the interaction effects of brand transgression and moral identity. Study 2 explores how performance-related versus performance-unrelated brand transgressions interact with moral identity in influencing consumer choice. Study 3 investigates how relationship loss mediates these effects, with behavioral intentions as outcomes.

Findings – The results shed light on negative behavioral reactions to transgressing brands, and the underlying effect of perceived relationship loss in explaining this negative effect. This becomes more pronounced with increasing moral identity and is particularly salient for performance-unrelated transgressions.
Originality/Value – This research shows how different types of brand transgressions lead to differing consumer responses, grounded in relational loss. By integrating moral identity moderation, we present a nuanced perspective on how moral identity operates differently across transgression types.
Keywords: Transgression, Moral identity, Relationship loss, Performance, Branding
1. Introduction
Successful brands deliver on their promises. However, brands often commit transgressions that violate these promises, undermining consumers’ investments in brand relationships (Lee and Kwak, 2016). Brand transgressions occur when brands break their moral obligations by behaving with dishonesty or opacity, fundamentally altering the consumer–brand dynamic and breaching long-built relationships with consumers (Zhang et al., 2019).
Many transgressions have emerged in which brands have engaged in moral violations, fracturing relationships with their customers (Matthews and Luebke, 2023; Kennedy and Guzmán, 2021; Fetscherin and Sampedro, 2019). For instance, Volkswagen’s manipulation of emissions tests resulted in a share price drop of approximately 50% (Ewin, 2019). Maggi, accused of using excessive levels of lead, faced a backlash with messages like “Ban Maggi, save lives,” reflecting public health concerns and consumers’ sense of betrayal. H&M faced criticism for a racially insensitive ad featuring a Black boy in a hoodie with the slogan “Coolest Monkey in the Jungle.” This misstep violated societal expectations of racial equality, sparking calls for corrective action. Such moral violations may erode relationships and lead customers to avoid future engagements with the brand (Rathee et al., 2022).
Brand transgressions can be broadly categorized as performance-related or performance-unrelated (Lee and Kwak, 2016). Performance-related brand transgressions, such as the Maggi lead scandal, directly affect the product’s core functionality and consumer wellbeing. Performance-unrelated ones, like the H&M case, do not cause physical harm through product use, but impact on broader societal values.

Previous literature has examined brand transgressions from many perspectives, such as philanthropic behaviors (Rifon et al., 2023), transgression diagnosticity (Matthews and Luebke, 2023), corporate responsibility (Kang et al., 2023; Kim et al., 2023), parasocial interactions in advertising (Aw and Labrecque, 2023), sectoral comparisons between for- and non-profit organizations (Hornsey et al., 2021), cross-cultural perspectives (Davvetas et al., 2024), fashion (Youn, 2022; Tran & Bartsch, 2025), and diversity, equity and inclusion (Mazzoli et al., 2024).
Recent studies have examined various factors influencing consumers’ responses to brand transgressions. These include comparative analyses in the fashion industry between Western developed and Southeast Asian emerging markets (Tran & Bartsch, 2025), how CSR initiatives may weaken or strengthen the negativity of transgressions, depending on consumers’ self–brand connections (Ryoo, 2025), the impact of brands’ origins (Davvetas et al., 2024) or karma beliefs (Vo & Choe, 2025) on consumers’ perceptions, levels of forgiveness extended by consumers (Fetscherin and Sampedro, 2019; Davvetas et al., 2024; Aw and Labrecque, 2023; Siamagka, 2023), the role of firestorm or inflammatory user-generated content (Legocki et al., 2022), and spillover effects on competitors and industry (Youn, 2022; Kübler et al., 2020). Other studies have explored the buffering effects of high institutional pressure and response styles (Pecot et al., 2025), activist branding (Francioni et al., 2025), brand symbolism, including how a fun name may mitigate the negative consequences of transgressions (Rathee et al., 2022). Recent work has also examined the emotional transformation of brand relationships post-transgression, highlighting the “love-becomes-hate” dynamic and showing how passion, perceived betrayal, and transgression type influence the development of active and passive hate among brand lovers (Tolunay & Veloutsou, 2025). The effectiveness of communication strategies has also been addressed, such as how celebrity endorsers can shape consumers’ post-transgression perceptions of brands (Aw and Labrecque, 2023), how brands should react after an influencer’s transgression (Wilson et al., 2024), how the types of messages shared by consumers in the aftermath of a transgression impact on its effects (Legocki et al., 2022), and how consumers’ regulatory focus (promotion vs prevention) motivates moral decoupling, thereby shaping their emotional and evaluative responses to brand moral violations (Cowan & Yazdanparast, 2021).
Although research on transgressions has examined a variety of antecedents, processes and outcomes (for a review, see Khamitov et al., 2020), understanding from a relational perspective remains limited (Khamitov et al., 2020; Rotman et al., 2018). Specifically, little attention has been paid to how transgressions influence consumer behavior through the relational mechanism of perceived relationship loss. The role of consumers’ moral identity as a critical boundary condition in shaping their responses has also been largely overlooked. These gaps are significant, as they address fundamental questions about the interplay between morality and relational dynamics in consumer–brand interactions. This study addresses these gaps, and distinguishes between performance-related and -unrelated brand transgressions.
Guided by relationship marketing and the literature on negativity bias (Ito et al., 1998; Swaminathan et al., 2020) and relationship violations (Rachman, 2010; Wang and Kim, 2020), this study proposes that consumers’ aversion to transgressions prompts them to reflect on their connections with brands, triggering strong negative emotional responses that lead to relationship loss. This intense affective reaction of relationship loss results in negative behavioral responses by consumers. This study also posits that when confronted with a transgression, consumers will react differently depending on the strength of their moral identity (low versus high) and the transgression type (performance-related versus -unrelated).
This research advances theory on moral reasoning (Lee and Kwak, 2016; Bhattacharjee et al., 2013) through a novel examination of the moderating role of consumers’ moral identity in shaping behavioral reactions to brand transgressions. Unlike previous studies that have positioned moral identity predominantly as a mediator (Ryoo, 2022), this research offers direct evidence of its moderating influence, revealing its capacity to amplify negative reactions. This study also challenges the static nature of moral identity found in many extant transgression studies (Sharma et al., 2020), demonstrating a consistent effect across both static and situationally-primed contexts.
A further contribution of this research is to identify perceived relationship loss as a key relational mechanism through which brand transgressions negatively impact on consumers’ behavioral intentions. Grounded in the negativity bias, relationship marketing and consumer–brand relationship literature (Ito et al., 1998; Lin and Sung, 2014; Swaminathan et al., 2020), this managerially relevant underlying mechanism adds a novel perspective to existing debate.
Finally, by examining the interactive effects of two transgression types alongside moral identity, this study addresses critical calls to integrate product-harm crises and brand transgressions (Bai et al., 2023; Khamitov et al., 2020). The findings present a nuanced perspective on how moral identity operates differently across transgression types, shedding light on the boundary conditions that shape consumers’ evaluations. This integrative approach provides actional guidance on managing brand crises.

The following sections provide a literature review on brand transgressions, their types, and the concept of moral identity, leading to hypotheses development. The methodology is outlined, followed by a discussion of key findings, their implications, the study’s limitations and directions for future research.
2. Theoretical background
2.1 Brand transgressions
The consumer research literature adopts various lenses to address transgression, including neuroscience (Reimann et al., 2018), anthropomorphism (Lin and Sung, 2014), marketing (Kennedy and Guzmán, 2021), diversity and inclusion (Mazzoli et al., 2024) and service research (Matthews and Luebke, 2023; Story and Hess, 2010).
Studies have shown that transgressions may significantly reduce purchase intentions (Reimann et al., 2018), intensify rumination (Zhang et al., 2019), and increase negative word of mouth, brand avoidance, brand hate (Tolunay & Veloutsou, 2025) and protest behavior (Mazzoli et al., 2024). They may also lead to negative spillover effects, patronage cessation (Youn, 2022), inflammatory user-generated content (Legocki et al., 2022) and heightened punishment intentions (Septianto and Kwon, 2022). Other recent studies reveal that transgressions interact with personality traits and contextual factors. For instance, narcissistic rivalry interacts with transgression to intensify blame attribution and shape forgiveness intentions (Siamagka, 2023), while perceptions of the brand as a community member enhance brand forgiveness (Kuchmaner et al., 2024). Recent research highlights that transgressions violating inclusion and diversity values evoke sympathy for offendee groups, increasing negative word of mouth against transgressing brands (Mazzoli et al., 2024).

Despite these contributions, a recent meta-analysis of 21 years of literature on brand transgressions, service failure recovery and product-harm crises suggests that brand transgression research would benefit from a more integrated, managerially relevant relationship conceptualization. This should examine relationship variables to better understand the impacts of transgressions (Khamitov et al., 2020). Calls have been made for more systematic explorations and explanations of the effects and occurrences of transgressions and their boundary conditions (Khamitov et al., 2020).
2.2 Transgressions, morality and moral identity

The concept of transgression is deeply rooted in “morality,” which is an internal compass guiding individuals’ moral judgments of right or wrong. These moral judgments influence not only the self, but also the group and society at large (Ellemers et al., 2013; Chen et al., 2020). In making moral judgments, individuals typically strive to maintain a positive self-image by aligning their behavior with personal and societal standards.

However, individuals and organizations often become involved in transgressions by acting against societal norms (Hornsey et al., 2021). Common moral transgressions in society include lying, misleading and taking undue advantage. When brands violate moral values (e.g., child labor), consumers’ outrage may spill over, negatively affecting evaluations of competitors due to concerns about similar misconduct within the industry (Kübler et al., 2020; Youn, 2022). Despite their relevance, such behaviors remain underexplored, particularly within relationship marketing and consumer research (Rotman et al., 2018). This study adopts a morality lens to examine transgressions through the construct of moral identity.

Moral identity reflects an individual’s capacity to make moral judgments, hold entities accountable for their actions and guide behavior (Lee and Kwak, 2016). It is defined as a network of moral trait associations that collectively define ones’s moral character (Aquino and Reed, 2022). While some view moral identity as stable over time (Frimer et al., 2011), others argue that it is context-dependent and influenced by situational cues (Moore and Gino, 2013). For instance, moral priming has been shown to activate ethical behavior (Aquino et al., 2009). This study seeks to untangle these complex dynamics by examining how moral identity shapes consumers’ responses to brand transgressions. By exploring the interplay between moral identity and different types of brand transgressions, this research expands the understanding of consumers’ behavioral intentions in response to moral violations.
3. Hypothesis development

3.1 The role of moral identity and brand transgressions
Brand transgressions elicit stronger negative reactions than dissatisfaction, often leading to harsher appraisals and reduced purchase intentions (Reimann et al., 2018). Building on brand transgression and consumer–brand relationship literature (Lin and Sung, 2014; Lee and Kwak, 2016; Rathee et al., 2022), it is predicted that transgression awareness diminishes purchase intentions and increases punishment intentions (Septianto and Kwon, 2022). These effects are expected to be moderated by consumers’ moral identity.

According to self-regulation theory, moral identity functions as a behavioral guide (Bandura, 2002), enabling individuals to evaluate events against personal moral standards and adjust actions accordingly. In brand transgressions, consumers’ responses are expected to vary depending on the strength of their moral identity (Aquino et al., 2009; Boegershausen et al., 2015; Bhattacharjee et al., 2013). Perceived moral violations may prompt corrective behavioral responses, driven by the need to redress the breach (Khamitov et al., 2016).

Extant studies suggest that transgressions are particularly impactful on consumers with strong self–brand connections (Ryoo, 2025) who have supported the brand both publicly and privately (Reimann et al., 2018). However, moral identity findings remain inconclusive. Some studies show that moral priming enhances ethical behavior (Aquino et al., 2009). Others report paradoxical effects, leading to immoral behaviors such as reduced donations or avoidance of cooperative actions in environmental decision making (Sachdeva et al., 2009). Individuals high in moral identity are more likely to condemn morally unacceptable behaviors (Boegershausen et al., 2015) and exhibit stronger punishment intentions, including spreading negative word of mouth, boycotts, or legal action, driven by their heightened commitment to ethical standards (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013) and desire for retribution (Grégoire et al., 2010).
Given this complexity, this study proposes that, when activated by a brand transgression, strong moral identity leads to more negative product evaluations and increased punishment actions against the brand. Consistent with the moral transgression (Ellemers et al., 2013) and moral identity literature (Reed and Aquino, 2003; Boegershausen et al., 2015), individuals with higher moral identity are expected to react more negatively to transgressing brands, exhibiting both reduced purchase intentions and increased punishment intentions.  It is hypothesize that:
H1: The negative relationship between brand transgression and behavioral intentions is moderated by moral identity, such that higher levels of moral identity lead to (a) reduced purchase intentions and (b) increased punishment intentions.
3.2 Performance-related and performance-unrelated brand transgressions
Performance-related transgressions involve violations that directly affect the core functional promises of a product or service, impacting on consumers’ physical, mental or financial wellbeing (Khamitov et al., 2020; Dutta and Pullig, 2011). Performance-unrelated transgressions do not directly impair product use or cause physical harm, but instead violate societal norms and values (Lee and Kwak, 2016). The latter are often tied to issues such as misleading communications, environmental sustainability or labor exploitation. Despite their differences, both types of transgressions breach brand promises, potentially eliciting negative consumer responses.

This study posits that performance-related transgressions elicit stronger negative reactions than performance-unrelated ones. Given their direct impact on product outcomes (Lee and Kwak, 2016), they prompt consumers to reevaluate the brand’s reliability and past benefits. While not impairing functionality, performance-unrelated transgressions still violate consumers’ expectations tied to the brand’s ethical identity.

While both types of transgression may evoke aversive consumer intentions, this study posits that consumers’ cognitive processes differ in responding to them. For performance-related transgressions, consumers engage in moral coupling, whereby they integrate judgments of both the product’s performance and morality (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013; Lee and Kwak, 2016; Cowan & Yazdanparast, 2021). In contrast, performance-unrelated transgressions allow consumers to decouple product performance from moral judgment. Aligned with these findings and guided by the moral reasoning process, this study posits that performance-related transgressions will have a stronger negative impact on purchase intentions.
H2: Both performance-related and performance-unrelated brand transgressions negatively influence purchase intentions; this negative influence is significantly greater for performance-related (versus performance-unrelated) transgressions.

3.3 Types of brand transgression and moral identity

Building on moral identity theory, this study argues that consumers with high moral identity are more likely to experience a heightened sense of grievance when they recognize a brand transgression. These consumers are more inclined to evaluate such events through a moral lens, leading them to reconsider their trust in the brand.

This study further posits that the effect of moral identity varies by transgression type. Performance-related transgressions tend to evoke uniformly negative reactions, facilitating moral coupling (Lee and Kwak, 2016) regardless of consumers’ moral identity. In contrast, performance-unrelated transgressions, including societal and ethical issues as greenwashing or labor exploitation, do not directly harm consumers, creating ambiguity in moral judgment (Dutta and Pullig, 2011; Bhattacharjee et al., 2013). For instance, the difficulty of assessing a company’s long-term environmental impact on climate change complicates consumers’ ability to form immediate moral evaluations (Engel et al., 2015).

Research on moral identity suggests that in ambiguous situations involving interpretation of immoral actions, moral identity may guide consumers toward interpretations that align with their desires, even if this involves rationalizing the transgression (Mazar et al., 2008). In such cases, consumers often engage in moral decoupling, selectively dissociating judgments of morality from judgments of performance (Cowan & Yazdanparast, 2021). This allows them to support immoral actions without experiencing self-reproach (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013). For example, consumers may rationalize performance-unrelated transgressions, such as use of sweatshop labor, when they strongly desire products. Recent research examining the motivations behind decoupling, further shows that consumers’ regulatory focus (prevention vs promotion) influences their use of moral decoupling, with those in a prevention mindset reporting more favorable evaluations when information about the violation lowers consequences of moral violations (Cowan & Yazdanparast, 2021). Given the complexity of moral judgments, the inherent ambiguity of performance-unrelated transgressions provides room for multiple reasonable interpretations, allowing moral identity a greater role in influencing the direction of moral reasoning and guiding consumers’ decisions. 
This study posits that performance-unrelated transgressions often create conflict or dissonance between desire to support the brand and the need to uphold one’s moral identity. Individuals with high moral identity are more likely to resolve this tension by withdrawing their support from the transgressing brand, resulting in stronger negative behavioral intentions. In contrast, those with low moral identity may employ moral decoupling strategies, allowing them to maintain support for the brand while minimizing negative evaluations. Following performance-unrelated transgressions, consumers with high moral identity are expected to exhibit stronger negative behavioral intentions than those with low moral identity. Hence:
H3: The effects of the type of brand transgression on behavioral intentions depend on moral identity. For performance-related transgressions, the effect is negative irrespective of moral identity. For performance-unrelated transgressions, the negative impact is more pronounced in individuals with high (versus low) moral identity.
3.4 Transgressions lead to relationship loss

Brand transgressions provoke a multi-step cognitive and emotional process. Initial awareness prompts heightened scrutiny, as consumers analyze the event’s atypical nature. This scrutiny amplifies their awareness of emotional and relational bonds to the brand. Ultimately, the transgression cast doubts on the potential futility of consumers’ relational investment, leading to negative brand evaluations.

Empirical support for this process emerges from research on negativity bias (Ito et al., 1998), relationship marketing and consumer–brand relationships (Lin and Sung, 2014). Negative information weighs more on the brain (Ito et al., 1998), attracting greater attention and cognitive resources, prompting deeper reflection on the brand relationship. The relationship marketing literature underscores the importance of reciprocal investments in consumer–brand relationships (Aggarwal and Agarwal, 2015), emphasizing that consumers form connections and attachments with brands similarly to interpersonal relationships (Davis and Dacin, 2022; Sinha and Lu, 2016). The diagnostic nature of negative events, such as transgressions, helps consumers reassess the brand’s character and the status of their relationships (Ybarra and Stephan, 1999).
Relationship loss refers to psychological or emotional discomfort caused by the breaking of bonds and identity loss (Burnham et al., 2003). Similarly to the dissolution of interpersonal relationships, this emotional discomfort provokes strong emotional responses. Just as one might withdraw from a partner who has breached one’s trust, consumers may distance themselves from brands that undermine their loyalty (Sinha and Lu, 2016). Feelings of betrayal and regret intensify the impulse to hold the brand accountable, and may manifest in punishment actions and decreased purchase intentions. (Reimann et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2019; Lee and Kwak, 2016). Consistent with the consumer–brand relationship literature (Lin and Sung, 2014), this study proposes that the inherent aversiveness of a brand transgression evokes feelings of perceived relationship loss (Khamitov et al., 2020) which, in turn, drive consumers’ behavioral intentions. Hence:
H4: The negative effect of a brand transgression on behavioral intentions is mediated by perceived relationship loss.
4. Overview of Studies

Three theoretically connected and progressively complex studies were conducted (for sample statistics, see Web Appendix A) using different operationalizations of brand transgression to demonstrate the robustness and generalizability of the conceptualization and its underlying mechanism. Study 1 (UK) shows that brand transgressions lead to more negative brand evaluations and decreased purchase intentions, and assess the interactive influence of moral identity in a leather goods context. Study 2 (UK) complements study 1 by demonstrating the robustness of moral identity moderation in a fitness context, and broadens the focus by comparing the effects of transgression types (performance-related versus -unrelated) on purchase intentions. Study 3, using a real-life case of Nestlé food products in India, extends the findings of studies 1 and 2 by comparing performance-related and -unrelated transgressions and examining the underlying mechanism of perceived relationship loss. In doing so, it tests the full causal model through a moderated mediation approach. Conducting the study in two different countries (UK and India) demonstrates the cross-cultural stability of this research. (Institutional and governance approvals were obtained and followed. Approval number: 73649).
4.1 Study 1
This study employed a two-by-two (brand transgression versus no transgression; moral identity versus neutral condition), between-group design. Both brand transgression and consumers’ moral identity were manipulated, and their interaction with behavioral intentions measured. In relation to H1, it was predicted that when consumer moral identity was activated (versus not activated), the brand transgression effect would be significantly stronger. The neutral scenario reveals a boundary condition, as the effect of the transgression is smaller.
4.1.1 Method
Participants were exposed to a brand transgression in the leather goods industry using a fictitious brand. The leather goods industry is known for moral transgression issues, including animal cruelty and high water and hazardous chemical use (Samani, 2023). Many Italian brands are well-known for their leather goods, leading to the choice of an Italian-sounding fictitious brand (Raphael Piezzo). The brand name was tested for realism among business students (n = 10), who confirmed its realism and lack of awareness of it, reducing association heuristics. As the context was leather goods, particularly designer handbags, 184 female UK participants were recruited from a UK university behavioral lab panel (Mage = 26.10 years, SD = 5.99). Participant were seated individually in a cubicle workstation and randomly assigned to one of four conditions. They were informed that the study involved memory and language processing.
A sentence completion task was administered to activate moral identity, using Reed and Aquino’s (2003) protocol. Participants in the moral identity condition (n = 106) were shown six words—caring, compassionate, fair, generous, honest and kind—as a stimulus for moral identity. Those in the control condition (n = 78) were shown six neutral words—branch, passive, plain, spray, table and water. Afterwards, participants were asked to write positively framed sentences employing them. They then read a story about a fictitious handbag brand, Raphael Piezzo. In the transgression version (n = 114), Raphael Piezzo was described breaking its promise by not using ethically sourced leather (see Web Appendix B). This was a realistic scenario, as animal welfare and ethical sourcing remain key concerns in the leather goods industry (Samani, 2023). In the non-transgression condition (n = 70), only generic information about the brand was provided, with no images and only a textual description.
After reading the scenario, participants completed a randomized survey, which included manipulation checks regarding their moral identity and transgression, sociodemographic questions and purchase intentions. Moral identity has been shown to be positively related to ethical perceptions (Story and Hess, 2010). To check the effectiveness of the moral identity manipulation, participants’ perceptions of corporate social responsibility (CSR; α = 0.86) were measured using Maignan’s (2001) scale: “I would pay more to buy products from a socially responsible company,” “I consider the ethical reputation of businesses when I shop,” “I avoid buying products from companies that have engaged in immoral actions” and “I would pay more to buy the products of a company that shows caring for the well-being of our society.” Purchase intentions were measured using a single self-report item on a seven-point scale. Participants were asked to evaluate the level of transgression they felt (α = 0.94) using three items on a five-point scale adapted from Grégoire et al. (2010): “I feel betrayed by the brand,” “I feel that the brand broke a fundamental promise” and “I feel that the brand transgressed from its promise.” Brand evaluation was measured using three items (α = 0.82): “this will not be the brand of my choice,” “I would not enjoy using this brand” and “this brand does not provide what I need.” The participants were asked to surmise the purpose of the study. None guessed it correctly. Finally, the participants were debriefed and thanked.

4.1.2 Results and discussion
Participants in the moral identity condition exhibited significantly higher levels of CSR perceptions (Mmoral = 4.18; SD = 0.40) than in the neutral condition (Mcontrol = 2.96; SD = 0.59; F (1, 182) = 278.11; p = 0.000). Participants in the transgression condition showed a significantly greater feeling of transgression (Mtransgression = 3.82; SD = 0.64) than those in the non-transgression condition (Mnon-transgression = 1.97; SD = 0.49; F (1, 182) = 429.57; p = 0.000), indicating successful manipulations.
The interaction between moral identity and brand transgression was measured using a between-groups ANOVA. Results show a significant direct effect of moral identity (F (1, 180) = 4.14; p = 0.043) and brand transgression (F (1, 180) = 144.56; p = 0.00) on purchase intentions. As predicted, the interaction between moral identity and brand transgression was significant (F (1, 180) = 4.39; p = 0.038). Participants in the transgression condition had significantly lower purchase intentions than in the non-transgression condition. Specifically, as shown in Figure 1, purchase intentions were more negative for the transgression with moral identity condition (M = 2.04; SD = 0.72) than for the neutral condition (M = 2.56; SD = 0.90).
These findings offer support for H1 and provide evidence of the proposed moderation of moral identity, whereby the negative effect of brand transgressions on purchase intentions is intensified when consumers’ moral identity is activated.
4.2 Study 2
Study 2 had three objectives. First, it extended the investigation by examining the different types of brand transgression (performance-related versus -unrelated) on consumers’ purchase intentions. This tested H2, which predicted that performance-related (versus -unrelated) transgressions would significantly reduce purchase intentions. Second, it explored the moderating effects of moral identity, positing that for performance-unrelated transgressions, consumers with high (versus low) moral identity would exhibit significantly reduced purchase intentions.
4.2.1 Method

This study involved a fictitious transgression scenario in the UK fitness industry, using the name “GlobaFit”, selected for its relevance to both global and fitness-related themes. It was examined for its appropriateness (on a seven-point scale; 1 = not appropriate at all, 7 = totally appropriate) using a sample of business students (n = 15), who confirmed its appropriateness (M = 5.63; SD = 1.35) for a fitness apparel brand. Quality has been identified as one of the most important aspects of fitness apparel (Claussen et al., 2022). Hence, this study created a performance-related brand transgression associated with quality issues, while the performance-unrelated transgression involved financial fraud. The scenarios were pre-tested with 30 consumers. The transgression manipulation check was examined using three items from Sinha and Lu (2016), asking participants to what extent they thought that the performance of the brand’s product was compromised, weakened or poorer than before (α = 0.91). As expected, the performance-related transgression showed significantly higher performance transgression (M = 5.93; SD = 1.75) than the performance-unrelated one (M = 4.27; SD = 1.32; F (1, 29) = 32.17; p < 0.001).

Moral identity was measured using Aquino and Reed’s (2002) scale. 250 British participants were recruited via Prolific; five failed attention checks, yielding a final sample of 245 (Mage = 40.11 years, SD = 13.73; Female = 50.8%). As in study 1, participants were informed that the study concerned memory processes and brand recall, and were randomly assigned to one of the conditions.
First, participants were asked about their environmental concerns, using Schultz’s (2001) 12-item scale (α = 0.84), followed by a moral identity scale (Aquino and Reed, 2002; α = 0.81). Following a filler task, they were exposed to the GlobaFit transgression manipulation (see Web Appendix C). In the performance-related condition, the brand used sub-par materials without disclosing this. In the performance-unrelated condition, it was involved in financial fraud with no performance consequences. Participants then answered several brand recall items as memory checks. Purchase intentions were measured as in study 1. Participants were asked whether they would purchase products from GlobaFit. The brand transgression manipulation (α = 0.94) was checked as in the pre-test. To check whether participants felt that both transgressions could be seen as transgressions, an item “the brand breached the trust of its customers” was measured with an expectation of no significant difference across conditions. Knowledge of the brand transgression was captured using a single self-reported measure to control for prior knowledge, and no participants expressed awareness of the (fictitious) transgressions. 
4.2.2 Results and discussion
As predicted, participants in the performance-related condition showed a significantly greater feeling of performance transgression (M = 6.82; SD = 1.19) than those in the performance-unrelated condition (M = 5.38; SD = 1.76; F (1, 244) = 56.94; p < 0.001). For both the performance-related (M = 5.32; SD = 1.61) and performance-unrelated (M = 5.34; SD = 1.42) transgressions, participants agreed that the brand had breached its customers’ trust (F (1, 244) = 0.02; p = 0.899), indicating successful manipulations. There was no difference in participants’ environmental concerns between the two conditions (F (1, 244) = 0.14; p = 0.712).
To examine the comparative effects of performance-related and performance-unrelated transgressions on purchase intentions, a one-way ANOVA was carried out. The results support H2, as performance-related transgression led to significantly lower purchase intentions (M = 1.82; SD = 1.20) than performance-unrelated transgression (M = 2.54; SD = 1.62; F (1, 244) = 15.97; p < 0.001). 
As moral identity was measured (M = 3.90; SD = 0.47), the interaction between type of transgression and moral identity was captured using PROCESS macro model 1 with 10,000 bootstraps (Hayes, 2013; IV = transgression type; Mod = moral identity; DV = purchase intentions). The direct effects of transgression type (F (3, 242) = 15.79; p = 0.000; β = -3.44, SE = 0.72, CI 95% [-4.85, -2.03], p = 0.000) and moral identity (β = -0.58, SE = 0.18, CI 95% [-0.94, -0.23], p = 0.000) on purchase intentions were significant. The interaction between moral identity and brand transgression was also significant (β = 0.79, SE = 0.18, CI 95% [0.43, 1.15], p = 0.000]). We conducted a floodlight analysis to examine the entire range of moral identity effects and its interaction with types of brand transgression. When examining the results in further detail (see Figure 2) for purchase intentions, the Johnson-Neyman point is observed at the value of 4.11 and 4.80 (p<0.05) respectively. Results show that for consumers with low moral identity, a performance‐related transgression (coded +1) reduces purchase intentions relative to a performance‐unrelated transgression (coded −1). However, at high moral identity, a performance‐unrelated transgression leads to significantly lower purchase intentions than a performance‐related transgression.
The findings of this study show that the effect of the performance-related transgression was felt more strongly than that of the performance-unrelated transgression, supporting H2. Further, these findings present a novel interaction effect of brand transgression types and moral identity. Consumers low in moral identity are more sensitive to performance-related transgression, whereas those high in moral identity show greater sensitivity to performance-unrelated transgressions. The negative effect of brand transgression on purchase intentions was particularly acute among consumers with high moral identity in the performance-unrelated transgression, supporting H3. 

4.3 Study 3
This study examined perceived relationship loss as an underlying mechanism. It was posited that the aversive nature of transgressions might trigger relationship loss which, in turn, would lead to negative behavioral intentions. Besides a robustness check for H1 and H2, this study extends the investigation to test H3 and H4. A real-life case in India was used to test ecological validity. The moderating role of moral identity was re-examined for robustness check. Beyond purchase intentions, this study introduced a novel measure, punishment intentions, to explore whether the aversiveness of a transgression would provoke extremely or retaliatory behavioral intentions.
4.3.1 Method
A between-subject design was employed, with brand transgression as the independent variable, moral identity as a moderator, perceived relationship loss as a mediator and purchase and punishment intentions as dependent variables. Brand transgression was manipulated, while moral identity, perceived relationship loss and purchase and punishment intentions were measured.

To control for prior knowledge effects, the study was conducted in India, where the transgressions portrayed were well-known. A total of 172 consumers (53.5% Female; Mage = 27.13 years, SD = 8.60) participated and were told that the study was about memory and recall.
The study began by capturing respondents’ sociodemographics and moral identity, measured using Aquino and Reed’s (2002) scale (α = 0.71). The transgression manipulation involved contamination of the Maggi noodle brand for the performance-related transgression, and soil pollution from Maggi’s production as the performance-unrelated transgression (see Web Appendix D). Participants were randomly assigned to one of the conditions. Manipulation checks were then conducted, involving brand recall and asking participants whether “the brand used unsafe ingredients” and “the product quality was compromised”, measured on a seven-point scale between “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree.” The mediating variable, perceived relationship loss, was measured using Burnham et al.’s (2003) scale, employing a seven-point scale (α = 0.89): “I feel that I have lost the friendship I developed with this brand,” “I find it uncomfortable in continuing the relationship with the brand” and “I feel that I have lost an important relationship with this brand.” Purchase intentions were measured through a self-report item, and punishment intentions (α = 0.86) through a seven-point Likert-like scale adapted from Grégoire et al. (2010): “I would punish the brand in some way,” “I would take action to get the brand in trouble” and “I would make the brand get what they deserved through my actions.” Participants were also asked “how strongly were you attached to the brand before you knew about the scandal?” to determine prior relationships with the brand.
4.3.2 Results and discussion
Participants were first asked to recall the brand portrayed in the transgression case. Those who incorrectly identified the brand (n = 4) were removed. All remaining participants correctly identified the performance-related versus performance-unrelated transgression. For instance, there was a significant difference between the performance-related (M = 5.36; SD = 1.60) and -unrelated conditions (M = 4.13; SD = 1.77) regarding use of unsafe ingredients (F (1, 170) = 23.04; p < 0.001). Participants felt that product quality deteriorated more significantly (F (1, 170) = 29.60; p < 0.001) in the performance-related (M = 5.01; SD = 1.73) than in the performance-unrelated condition (M = 3.58; SD = 1.72). For prior relationships, no significant difference was found between the performance-related (M = 3.30; SD = 1.31) and -unrelated (M = 3.48; SD = 1.30) conditions (F(1, 170) = 0.83; p = 0.365).
It was posited that performance-related transgression would lead to greater relationship loss and lower purchase intentions than performance-unrelated transgression, especially for consumers with higher moral identity. In this regard, the effect of transgression and the moderating effect of moral identity on purchase intentions were examined to confirm the robustness of study 2. Process model 1 was utilized (Hayes, 2013). Results show a significant interaction effect, confirming the moderation of moral identity (F (3, 168) = 22.08; p = 0.00; β = -0.37; SE = 0.12; p = 0.00; 95% CI = -0.61, -0.13) and the robustness of studies 1 and 2.
To test the moderated mediation model, this study employed PROCESS model 7 (Hayes, 2013), with transgression as the independent variable, moral identity as a moderator, perceived relationship loss as a mediator and purchase intentions as a dependent variable. As expected, brand transgressions significantly influenced perceived relationship loss (β = 0.32; SE = 0.11; p = 0.00; 95% CI = 0.10, 0.55) and purchase intentions (β = -0.26; SE = 0.12; p = 0.00; 95% CI = -0.50, -0.02). The moderating effect of moral identity was significant (F (3, 168) = 11.85; p = 0.00; β = 0.25; SE = 0.11; p = 0.03; 95% CI = 0.03, 0.47). The effect of perceived relationship loss on purchase intentions was also significant (β = -0.57; SE = 0.08; p = 0.00; 95% CI = -0.72, -0.42). High moral identity led to greater perceived relationship loss (conditional indirect effect = 0.57; SE = 0.16; p = 0.00; 95% CI = 0.27, 0.88), whereas low moral identity did not (conditional indirect effect = 0.08; SE = 0.16; p = 0.64; 95% CI = -0.24, 0.40). The index of moderated mediation confirms that moral identity moderates the mediating effect of perceived relationship loss (95% CI = -0.57, -0.04). In probing the interaction further through a floodlight analysis (Figure 3), the slope becomes significantly positive at the value of 3.96, showing that the effect of the performance-related transgression (coded +1) was observed to be significantly higher than that of the performance-unrelated transgression (coded -1).
PROCESS model 7 was used to examine the effects on punishment intentions. Transgressions had a direct effect on punishment intentions (β = 0.42; SE = 0.11; p = 0.00; 95% CI = 0.20, 0.64). The effect of perceived relationship loss on punishment intentions was significant (β = 0.23; SE = 0.07; p = 0.00; 95% CI = 0.09, 0.37). Regarding punishment intentions, the index of moderated mediation confirms that moral identity moderates the mediating effect of perceived relationship loss (95% CI = 0.01, 0.26).
Study 3 provides ecological validity for the assertion of the negative effects of brand transgressions, which are more pronounced among consumers with higher moral identity (H1). Results show that performance-related transgressions have a significantly greater negative influence on purchase intentions than performance-unrelated transgressions (H2). However, for performance-unrelated transgressions, high (versus low) moral identity has a significantly greater negative impact on behavioral intentions (H3). The findings indicate that the effect of the level of transgression felt on purchase intentions is mediated by perceived relationship loss (H4). Feelings of relationship loss lead to lower purchase intentions and, more importantly, punishment intentions towards the transgressing brand.
5. General Discussion
In today’s digital age, brand transgressions are increasingly coming to light (Zhang et al., 2019). While researchers from diverse fields have explored their dynamics (for a review, see Khamitov et al., 2020), this article extends earlier work using a moral identity lens. Across three theoretically connected and progressively complex studies (see Appendix A), the findings shows that transgressions lead to negative behavioral intentions. This effect is observed across product categories (leather goods, fitness and food products) and priming methods (text-based stories, fictitious and real brand transgressions).
This study also identifies why transgressions trigger negative behavioral intentions. Awareness of a transgression prompts consumers to reflect on their relational investment, resulting in perceived relationship loss. This reflection further results in increasingly negative purchase intentions, consistent with consumer–brand relationships research (Story and Hess, 2010; Khamitov et al., 2020; Reimann et al., 2018). This study supports this explanation in several ways. First, the moderating effect is observed through the novel lens of moral identity, which exerts influence through perceived relationship loss when transgressions occur. Second, the study distinguishing the varying effects of performance-related and -unrelated transgression, showing consistent impacts across differing behavioral intentions, including purchase and punishment intentions.

5.1 Theoretical implications
Previous research has primarily examined brand transgressions in terms of their emotional impacts, such as anger, frustration, brand hate and rumination (Reimann et al., 2018; Mazzoli et al., 2024), and attitudinal reactions, including word of mouth and patronage cessation (Lee and Kwak, 2016; Youn, 2022). This research extends these findings by demonstrating their influence on various behavioral intentions. Notably, the transgression effect remains consistent across different product categories and countries countries, underscoring its relevance, robustness and cross-cultural stability.
This study introduces a novel moderator of consumers’ evaluations of brand transgressions. Extending the moral reasoning literature (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013), it shows how consumers’ moral identity triggers negative reflections on relationship loss and behavioral intentions. The findings reveal that moral identity substantially worsens consumers’ behavioral intentions, regardless of transgression type, with a stronger effect for performance-related transgressions. High moral identity leads to greater punishment intentions. The results suggest that this intensity increase is driven by moral judgment. Unlike earlier research focusing on the mediating effects of moral identity (Ryoo, 2022, 2025), this study presents a novel insight into its moderating effects.
Methodologically, both static and situationally primed moral identity show consistent effects, extending earlier literature focused predominantly on its static nature (Sharma et al., 2020). The situational priming manipulation also provides a stronger test of causality. While previous studies have captured transgressions among bystanders (Sharma et al., 2020), this research extends understanding of the interactive effects of brand transgression and moral identity on consumers’ behavioral intentions. In doing so, it advances the moral identity debate by revealing its significant moderating effects post-transgression.
Another relevant contribution is to clarify the effects of different transgression types. Findings show that, regardless of type, brand transgressions significantly reduce purchase intentions, expanding research on product-harm crises (Chen et al., 2020; Khamitov et al., 2020). While people may be influenced by transgressions that have direct product performance effects, marketplace practices suggest that some transgressions are unrelated to product performance. Extending attitudinal inferences on performance-unrelated personal transgressions (Lee and Kwak, 2016), this study shows that performance-unrelated transgressions also diminish consumers’ behavioral intentions, especially when moral identity is triggered. High moral identity consumers react strongly even to performance-unrelated transgressions, whereas low moral identity consumers are more likely to continue brand support. This may be due to moral decoupling, wherein low moral identity consumers selectively separate morality from performance judgments (Bhattacharjee et al., 2013).This research untangles brand transgression from product-harm crisis, revealing distinct transgression effects.
Extant research suggests that incorporating relationship concepts relevant to management, particularly relationship satisfaction and benefits, may strengthen the brand transgression literature (Khamitov et al., 2020). Building on relationship marketing, one of the most important findings is that brand transgressions trigger perceived relationship loss, which results in increasingly negative behavioral intentions. Grounded in negativity bias (Ito et al., 1998), and consumer–brand relationship literature (Lin and Sung, 2014), the findings highlight perceived relationship loss as a distinct response underpinning brand transgression. They also reaffirm that consumers form relational bonds with brands akin to interpersonal relationships (Sinha and Lu, 2106).
While this study examined purchase and punishment intentions, the effects likely extend to other attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, including affective or continuance commitment, self–brand connections (Ryoo, 2025) and advocacy. Heightened reflection triggered by brand transgressions makes key brand attributes more salient in light of consumers’ relational investments.
Researchers have called for deeper insight into when, why and how brand transgressions produce favorable or unfavorable outcomes, and for systematically identifying boundary conditions nuancing these effects (Khamitov et al., 2020). This study presents a notable insight by identifying moral identity as a key boundary condition. While transgressions generally lead to consumer withdrawal, the findings specifically reveal that consumers with low moral identity tend to have significantly higher purchase intentions following performance-unrelated transgressions. By examining the effects of different transgression types, the moderating role of moral identity and the mediating effect of perceived relationship loss, this research meaningfully extends prior work.
5.2 Managerial implications

Although most firms seek to avoid deliberate transgressions, they occur frequently across domains and cultures. This research suggests that, irrespective of the industry and cultural context, they negatively affect customers. Consumers exhibit not only reduced purchase intentions, but also greater intentions to punish the brand, particularly for performance transgressions, suggesting the need for proactive brand governance to avoid transgressions.
The findings reveal that even performance-unrelated transgressions, where no direct harm occurs, can provoke backslash. Consumers with high moral identity still react negatively to performance-unrelated transgressions, suggesting that moral misalignment can rupture consumer-brand relationships. 
Addressing transgressions through basic transactional remedies (e.g. apologies) may fall short of resolving consumer dissatisfaction. Instead, brands should adopt deeper relationship-oriented responses. Transgressions prompt consumers to reassess their relational investment in the brand, intensifying scrutiny and lowering trust. To address this, managers could implement restorative tactics that reaffirm shared values and repair emotional damage. Examples may include cause-driven story-telling or collaborations, co-creation opportunities, or targeted communications that reframe the brand’s moral narrative. 
Additionally, managers may adopt preventive strategies. This involves mapping potential areas of value misalignment between brand promises and consumer moral expectations, and addressing them through ethical messaging and operations. In sectors where societal scrutiny is high (e.g. fashion, food), integrating internal moral audits and stakeholder consultation mechanisms may mitigate risk exposure.
Ultimately, this research calls for a shift in how managers conceptualize transgressions, not solely as a crisis but as relational fractures to repair. Brands should more from reactive damage control to proactive relationship building, safeguarding long-term loyalty. This can be achieved, for instance, by developing strategies that reduce moral risk exposure, including identifying possible misalignments between brand promises and ethical and societal expectations. 
5.3 Limitations and future directions

Several limitations present opportunities for future research. One area is to explore other relational dynamics, such as reduced authenticity signaling, that may influence consumers’ responses to brand transgressions. Cultural factors and thinking styles (analytic versus holistic thinking) may also affect perceptions of transgressions, suggesting a need for cross-cultural analyses. While this study focused on performance transgression classification, future researchers might examine alternative classifications (Fetscherin and Sampedro, 2019; Kim et al., 2019).

Study 3 examined a very well-known transgression versus a fictitious one, which may have introduced a confound related to brand attachment among those who were affected by it. For instance, reading about the transgression in the experiment may have been a painful reminder of the original transgression for some, compounding their negative emotions. Future studies might create novel control conditions or test and re-test studies over time to reduce these effects. Identifying a brand that has been involved in both performance-related and performance-unrelated transgressions, however rare, might also help reduce potential confounds. While manipulation checks for Study 3 focused predominantly on product quality and safety, adding performance-unrelated manipulation checks including harm to the local environment, or breach of environmental regulation would be useful. 
Studies examining a brand that has been involved in both transgression types might also test this theorization. Future studies might explore post-transgression recovery in various sectors and among different consumer personality types. Investigating the wellbeing impacts of transgressions might also align this research more closely with interpersonal relationship studies.
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Figure 1  Effect of brand transgression and moral identity on purchase intentions (Study 1)

Source: Authors’ own work
Figure 2  Effect of brand transgression type and moral identity on purchase intentions (Study 2)
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Source: Authors’ own work (Note: The shaded region indicates the 95% confidence interval for the simple slope)
Figure 3  Effect of brand transgression type on perceived relationship loss (Study 3)
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Source: Authors’ own work (Note: The shaded region indicates the 95% confidence interval for the simple slope)
Figure 4  Moderated mediation model

Note: Numbers in brackets relate to punishment intentions
Source: Authors’ own work
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