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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

In recent decades, consumers in several affluent countries around the world have 

bought into markets for so-called ‘ethical’ and ‘fair trade’ products. Such products are 

characterized by the guarantee they hold that they have been produced under ‘ethical’ 

conditions that, for example, do not result in deforestation, or human rights 

infringements. Fair trade products in particular are meant to assure consumers that 

their producers are receiving a wage that can sustainably support their livelihoods 

even when market prices for commodities fluctuate. They do this through improved 

dialogue with small-scale producers to improve transparency, and ensuring producers 

a sustainable living wage. However, such assurances come with increased supply 

costs and hence higher product prices, meaning consumers must reconsider how they 

define the ‘value’ of their purchase. Although fair trade products have rapidly 

penetrated several affluent western markets1

Inaccuracy comes in the form of, for example, defining what motivates western 

consumers to overcome barriers such as price and consciously purchase fair trade 

instead of non-fair trade products. Specifically, Japanese commentators have 

highlighted characteristically western factors such as Christian values, and historic 

, they continue to struggle in Japan 

despite its high per capita GDP. Existing literature on fair trade in Japan is primarily 

focused on describing fair trade campaigns and marketing strategies (i.e. Nagasaka, 

2008; Sato, 2011; Watanabe, 2010; Kiyomizu, 2008,) or the economic rationale and 

impacts of fair trade (i.e. Tsujimura, 2009; 2013,) while few attempts have been made 

to explain the relative lag of fair trade in Japan’s market from a cross-national 

perspective. Moreover, attempts that do exist are arguably either inaccurate or 

incomplete.   

                                                 
1 I use the term ‘west’ or’western’ in this study to refer to markets that have significant numbers of 
Europeans or European immigrants, are commonly used in studies by the FLO, and have highly 
developed fair trade markets relative to Japan. They are located in Western Europe (Ireland, 
Switzerland, UK, Finland, Luxembourg, Sweden, Denmark, Austria, Norway, Netherlands, Belgium, 
France, Italy, Spain,), North America (Canada, USA), and Oceania (Australia and New Zealand.) 
Although there are clearly various differences amongst these countries, they nevertheless share higher 
sales of fair trade goods, and more similar histories, cultures, and values between themselves than they 
do with Japan. Relevant exceptions, such as Spain and Italy, are highlighted individually throughout 
this study.  
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ties to colonialism.2

Incomplete explanations of the gap in fair trade engagement between Japan and 

the western markets in Japanese literature are revealed in how much emphasis is put 

on the role of civil society organizations in western countries, particularly the EU, in 

spurring on the fair trade movement, while providing little analysis of how Japan’s 

own civil society has been slow to develop. In other words, a trend in the Japanese 

literature on fair trade is to focus on what the consumers of western countries have 

been given, without reflecting on what Japanese have had taken away. Without 

contrasting the strengths of western civil societies with the weaknesses of Japan’s, the 

gap in fair trade engagement could inaccurately be attributed to Japanese cultural 

apathy towards the issues that fair trade engages. Importantly, several scholars 

highlight how Japanese civil society stands out due to its strict bureaucratic 

regulations (e.g. Schwartz, 2004; Pekkanen, 2006.) Hence NPOs - key proponents of 

fair trade in the west - have had ongoing difficulty funding their operations (i.e. Chan, 

2008.) Therefore, the second question this study aims to address is: How has Japan’s 

civil society hindered the development of fair trade in Japan? This study argues that 

the way civil society has been governed, rather than elements of Japanese culture, 

have severely limited opportunities for NPOs to establish. Because NPOs have played 

a strong role in western markets for spurring on fair trade, this weakness in Japan thus 

represents the key reason why fair trade remained small. Specifically, through media 

penetration, participation in public events, and advocacy, civil societies create 

stronger normative pressure that acts on consumers to purchase fair trade products. I 

 However, recent research reveals only a weak connection 

between Christian values and fair trade purchases (e.g. Doran & Natale, 2010,) while 

research by Varul (2009) indicates that fair trade consumers situate their choices less 

on their ties to overseas producers and more to how they are perceived as morally 

good in their own societies. This study argues that a more nuanced understanding is 

necessary of how these factors relate to fair trade purchasing. Thus, the first question 

this study aims to answer is: Are western fair trade purchasing motives misinterpreted 

in Japanese fair trade literature, and if so, how? This study argues that Christian 

values and colonial histories have been exaggerated in Japanese fair trade literature as 

factors that directly motivate fair trade purchasing.  

                                                 
2 See IDE-JETRO (2009) and Ando (2011) with regards to colonialism. This was also suggested by 
several students interviewed in this study, as well as in a personal interview with the former president 
of Alter Trade Japan.  
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therefore argue that that absence of this strong normative influence provides a 

significant reason for the slow development of fair trade in Japan. 

Combining the influence of civil society and historical considerations, the third 

question this study asks is thus: do attitudes towards fair trade product purchases 

differ between Japan and the western fair trade markets, and if so, why?  

Given the vastly different historical and cultural background of Japan, analyzing 

how attitudes towards fair trade in Japan have developed provides not only greater 

insight into the potential for fair trade to expand as a new form of political 

expressionism in Japan, but also increasing understanding of what motives inspire fair 

trade consumption more broadly. 

 

1.1 What is Ethical Consumption?  

 

Although fair trade has penetrated the markets of several countries around the 

world, it finds its foundation in a broader field of ethical consumption, which has 

aimed to address, through market-based means, several of the world’s most troubling 

issues, from poverty to climate change. Despite gradual improvements in the lives of 

billions around the world in recent decades, there nevertheless remain over 1 billion 

people living on less than $1.25 a day (World Bank, 2010.) Although a complex array 

of factors contribute to poverty, poor governance and corruption have been provided 

as important factors. For example, Gupta et. al (1998) link corruption to increased 

income inequality and poverty, and the World Bank highlights the importance of 

labor law enforcement in poor countries to encourage social and economic 

improvement in poor regions (World Bank, 2004.) However, businesses have also 

been blamed for profiting off of corrupt or unstable political institutions:  

 

With the support of the state, corporations have pursued higher profits by 

participating in wars, genocide, racism, slavery and repression…In the 

search for competitive advantage, they seem to be willing to indulge in 

price-fixing, bribery corruption, money laundering, tax avoidance/evasion 

and a variety of anti-social activities that affect the life chances of millions 

of citizens (Sikka, 268-269.) 
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Moreover, the rapid expansion of transnational corporations (TNCs) that have thrived 

amidst the deregulation of global trade is undoubtedly one of the reasons the public 

and academics alike have recently highlighted their influential power3

The result has been a plethora of ‘ethical’ products appearing in recent 

decades, including everything from rainforest-friendly chocolates, organic vegetables 

and free-range chickens, to dolphin-safe tuna, animal cruelty-free cosmetics, conflict-

free diamonds, and fair trade coffees. In the U.K., the world’s strongest market for 

ethical consumer goods, it is estimated that ethical consumption has more than tripled 

since 1999 and now comprises 3% of overall GDP (The Co-operative Group, 2012,) 

while more than  half of the bananas sold in Switzerland are labeled Fair Trade 

(Engineers without borders, 2008.) Ethical products are therefore rapidly gaining 

increasing recognition as a means for local consumers to express their discontent with 

business as usual and make a positive impact globally. One cross-national consumer 

poll highlights this discontent, revealing that 86% of consumers believe business 

needs to place, “At least equal weight on society’s interests as on business’ interests,” 

while only 28% believe businesses are performing well in addressing societal issues 

(Edelman, 2012:15,16.) The idea of ethical consumerism has been around for some 

time, but it has been spurred on in recent decades. Although the reasons behind this 

are still debated, academics in the field point to increased media coverage, increased 

levels of information, greater availability of alternative products, and the evolving 

mindset of consumers in affluent societies who, freed of basic needs, become more 

. Indeed, at one 

point the combined wealth of the largest 200 TNCs accounted for over a quarter of 

world economic activity (Anderson and Cavanagh, 2000.) Factors such as these have 

arguably elevated the monitoring of corporate activities. However, while a survey of 

academic management literature also reveals increased discussion of corporate 

responsibility and poverty alleviation, highlighting bottom of the pyramid (BoP) 

businesses and corporate social responsibility (CSR), there is also apparent hesitation 

to fully and directly engage with these issues (Bruton, 2010.) Businesses have also 

pointed their fingers at self-interested consumers who demand lower priced goods at 

whatever cost to the environment or society at large. Thus consumers, like businesses, 

have also started to re-examine how their own behavior can produce positive or 

negative outcomes.  

                                                 
3 e.g. Lodge & Wilson, 2006; O’Neill, 2007; Boyle & Boguslaw, 2007 for a review. 
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responsible for their behavior (Newholm & Shaw, 2007: 254.) Indeed, various forms 

of media including magazines, non-fiction books, Internet websites, and most recently 

smart phone applications, have enabled consumers to make more informed decisions 

by putting into question ethical business practices4

 

. The ‘ethical consumers’ 

supporting these movements are, broadly defined, highly aware of ethical issues, and 

willing to act on an individual basis to ensure that such issues are addressed by voting 

with their wallets. Amidst this burgeoning market, fair trade products stand out as one 

the widest reaching, most successful, and perhaps most innovative, examples of 

ethical consumerism.  

1.2 Why Fair Trade? 

 

In its 2009 charter, the World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO) described fair 

trade as “Fundamentally, a response to the failure of conventional trade to deliver 

sustainable livelihoods and development opportunities to people in the poorest 

countries of the world” (WFTO, 2009:5.) While statements from leading fair trade 

organizations differ in some respects, its proponents do share certain core principles5. 

Fundamentally, fair trade organizations (FTOs) offer a new model of trade that aims 

to strengthen the relationship between consumers and producers through direct 

purchasing and long-term contracts agreed upon through ongoing dialogue, mutual 

respect, and transparency, agreed minimum prices, and an agreed social premium for 

development purposes (Nicholls & Opal, 2004:33.) This contrasts with conventional 

transactional relationships where the maximization of profits and shareholder value 

garner top priority, whereas the well being of producers are appreciated only in so far 

as they meet this goal6

                                                 
4 Examples include the social activist magazine “Adbusters”, the online activist network “Avaaz”, 
Naomi Klein’s highly successful book “No Logo,” and the smart phone application “Barcoo” which 
allows shoppers to scan barcodes in-store using their smart phone in order to gather information about 
the company’s environmental policy and labor codes.  

. By strengthening such relationships, fair trade organizations 

5 For example, variations include Fair Trade USA’s focus on enabling, “Sustainable development and 
community empowerment by cultivating a more equitable global trade model that benefits farmers, 
workers, consumers, industry and the earth,” and Alter Trade Japan’s (2006) aim to support small 
producers, encourage environmental sustainability, and promote mutual support and respect between 
producers and consumers. 
6 This may imply that all conventional trade is somehow 'unfair.' However, it is my opinion that to 
accuse non-fair trade labeled products as 'unfair' on the whole is, itself, an unfair accusation, and that 
businesses do deserve the benefit of the doubt as agents for good. Moreover, what is ‘fair’ and ‘unfair’ 
differs by the consumer. Nevertheless, because ethical consumerism and fair trade have fundamentally 
grown out of consumer dissatisfaction with business practices, and increased demand for greater 
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can maintain human, rather than purely economic, relationships with their producers. 

This helps to alleviate market failures such as producers’ lack of access to markets, 

information asymmetries, inability of producers to efficiently respond to market 

forces, and weak legal systems (see Nicholls & Opal, 2004: 33-40 for a review.) A 

key element of fair trade, and perhaps the most controversial element, is its innovative 

financial system.  

By entering into a fair trade agreement, producers can secure a stable 

income irrespective of fluctuations in market prices, while also obtaining a social 

premium that is set aside for projects that local cooperatives implement for 

community development. Taking the example of coffee, this means that even if 

market prices suddenly dive, coffee farmers are paid not in accordance to this market 

price, but according to the pre-determined income level necessary to sustain their 

livelihoods as coffee farmers. However, when market prices rise above the point 

whereby they can earn a standard living wage, the same coffee farmers gain extra 

income in accordance with the increasing market price. In addition, farmers are paid a 

slightly higher wage by complying with social and environmental terms stipulated in 

agreements with FTOs.  

While the roots of fair trade can be found in political solidarity and 

cooperativism that extend back decades, the contemporary market-based approach 

involving labeling came with the establishment of the Max Havelaar fair trade 

labeling scheme in Holland in 1988. The founders of Max Havelaar brought fair trade 

mainstream by targeting coffee companies and supermarkets, and by applying a seal 

to roasted coffee that represented its status as a certified fair trade product (Linton, 

2012: 6-7.) The brand’s success led to the establishment of fair trade brands in other 

western European markets such as the U.K., Germany, and Switzerland, with further 

expansion into Japan in 1993, Italy in 1994, and the U.S. in 1998. To coordinate the 

expanding efforts of fair trade organizations worldwide, the Fairtrade Labeling 

Organization (FLO) was established in 1997, and the FLO certification label 

standardized in 2003. Complementing the FLO, the World Fair Trade Organization 

(WTFO) brings together fair trade organizations that demonstrate a 100% 

commitment to fair trade. Sales of fair trade products have grown considerably over 
                                                                                                                                            
transparency and ethical accountability, rather than accusing the conventional model of trade as ‘unfair, 
fair trade products essentially present a form of moral peace of mind for ethically minded consumers 
that wish to avoid uncertainty about under what conditions their products have been produced, and 
what business model their own purchases are perpetuating.  
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time, and by 2011 there were approximately 1,200,000 producers in 63 countries 

(FLO, 2012). According to the Fairtrade Labeling Organization (FLO), fair trade has 

consistently achieved double-digit growth annually for FLO certified Fairtrade 

products, amounting to a market of 4.9 billion euros in 2011 (FLO, 2008 – 2011). In 

addition to the economic successes of fair trade over the last ten years, as documented 

by Nelson & Pound (2009,) Le Mare (2012) has more recently highlighting its effect 

on reducing corruption and poor business practices, and Linton (2012: 21-22) 

provides insight into the social and psychological benefits of fair trade on 

communities. Finally, an estimated 7.5 million people – including farmers, workers, 

and their families – are directly benefitting from fair trade (Fair Trade Towns, 2013.) 

Uniquely, given that fair trade does not attachment itself to a specific product (i.e. 

diamonds) or issues (i.e. deforestation), but to an ethical framework, makes fair trade 

standout in its unique potential to affect change at a broader level. In response, 

millions of fair trade consumers are even joined by over 1100 fair trade towns (Fair 

Trade Towns, 2013) in addition to numerous universities (Linton, 2012) that have 

pledged their commitment to the fair trade principles.  

Fair trade products can be found on the shelves of several types of stores 

from world shops, which sell ethnic goods from various countries around the world, 

to large supermarket chains. Fair trade products worldwide are recognized primarily 

by any one of the following labels:  

 
Figure 1: Commonly used fair trade labels left to right: Fairtrade Labeling Organization, World Fair 

Trade Organization, Alter-trade Japan, Zensho Fair Trade. 

 

 Although this study commonly refers to ‘fair trade’ products, there is an 

important distinction to make between products that have been certified as fair trade 

by the Fairtrade Labeling Organization (FLO), and those that obey the principles of 

fair trade but do not carry the FLO certification mark. However, the World Fair Trade 

Organization deems these products fair trade. For the purposes of this study, I have 

defined fair trade as the aggregate of both of these types of fair trade products.  
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Despite its success and good intentions, the fair trade movement has not 

gone without significant criticism. For instance, there is noticeable variability in how 

much extra money makes it into the hands of producers (see Nichols & Opal, 2004:51 

for a summary). Moreover, critical analyses highlight several weaknesses: the inflated 

fair trade price potentially creates dependency by producers on a market that does not 

viably exist (LeClair, 2002; 2003); fair trade is not always necessarily more ‘fair’ than 

free and protectionist trade (Maseland & De Vaal, 2002); simply handing over money 

directly to producers represents, in some cases, a more efficient and effective method 

for transferring wealth and improving lives (LeClair, 2002.)7

More importantly, in spite of the critiques, fair trade is proving to be a 

worthy challenge to conventional trade systems, and consumer support continues to 

grow. Far from simply redistributing money from rich consumers to poor producers, 

fair trade aims to improve supply chain transparency, eliminate the various market 

failures noted above, and involve everyday consumers in a ‘conversation’ on 

development that is often dominated by academics, government officials, and 

business elites. Fair trade is, in other words, ultimately validated as a method for the 

common consumer to reflect upon, and fundamentally connect, their everyday choices 

to some of the world’s most pressing issues, while providing negative incentives for 

businesses and governments to engage in questionable business practices.  

  Finally, there is 

evidence that the benefits of fair trade do not necessarily trickle down to those who 

need it most (Davenport & Low, 2012.) Proponents of fair trade, on the other hand, 

have responded to many of these criticisms (e.g. Nicholls & Opal, 2004: Ch.2,) while 

emphasizing that these are temporary setbacks in a system that has only recently taken 

off, is constantly evolving, and provides greater benefits than harm. Overall, there are 

several areas with which to debate the fair trade movement’s track record, strengths, 

and weaknesses, but these are beyond the scope of this paper (for a summary of the 

arguments by both supporters and critics, see Watanabe, 2010:Ch.10-11; Nichols & 

Opal, 2004:Ch.2.)  

Despite the rapid growth in worldwide sales of fair trade products in the 

world’s most affluent nations, with increasing sales in newly emerging economies, 

they still have an extremely small presence in Japan.  

 
                                                 
7 There are, however, studies that support the efficiency of fair trade as an efficient way to improve 
welfare (Hayes, 2006) or provide a donation (Reinstein & Song, 2012.) 
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1.3 The Japanese Fair Trade Market 

 

Watanabe (2010:48) traces the origin of fair trade in Japan to the 

international development NGO Shaplaneer, which was established in 1972 to assist 

the recovery of newly independent Bangladesh by selling handicrafts made by 

Bangladesh women. However, the modern fair trade movement came later with the 

establishment of Alter Trade Japan in 1986, Nepali Bazaro in 1990, Fairtrade 

Labeling Japan in 1993, and People Tree in 2001. The inclusion of fair trade products 

by major retailers such as Aeon, Muji, and Zensho Holdings in the 2000s represents 

the time when fair trade began to experience a relative ‘boom’ in Japan, but they 

nevertheless remain a rarity relative to the more developed western markets. A report 

by DAWS estimated that Japan’s fair trade market contributed a mere 1.7% of the 

global fair trade market (Krier, 2008.)  

Characteristic of the Japanese market relative to western markets is the 

weak presence of products affixed with the Fairtrade Labeling Organization (FLO) 

certification label. While one might find FLO certified fair trade products flying off 

the shelves in numerous western contexts, the products certified in Japan by their 

sister organization here, Fairtrade Labeling Japan (FLJ), remain rarely seen. In fact, 

2011 sales estimates by the FLO reveal that the Japanese spend merely €0.15 per 

person on FLJ certified products, a mere fraction of Switzerland (€33.5), U.K.(€23.8), 

Finland(€19), Sweden (€14.3), Netherlands (€8.8), Canada (€5.8), and the USA (€3.3). 

On the other hand, alternative trade products not certified by FLO fair much better, 

capturing approximately 80% of the market as of 2007 (Nagasaka, 2008.) 

Nevertheless, sales in Japan remain but a mere fraction of world totals, with relatively 

slow market expansion year on year. However, the introduction of larger supermarket 

chains and retailers has raised the outlets for fair trade products into the thousands.  

 

1.4 Objectives of This Study 

 

This study aims to provide a critical analysis of the linkages between civil 

society, consumer attitudes towards fair trade, and the success of the Japanese fair 

trade market. This study aims to correct Japanese perceptions of western fair trade 

consumers, provide a more complete analysis of the influence of civil society on fair 
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trade in Japan,  and answer the question: How do attitudes towards fair trade 

consumption differ between Japanese and western consumers?  

Broadly this study also aims to provide additional insight into how different 

cultures perceive fair trade and ethical consumption. Two of the most comprehensive 

reviews of ethical consumerism and fair trade research highlight the need for greater 

diversity in cross-national perspectives, noting that cross-national studies are often 

among EU countries, or between EU and North American countries (Andorfer & 

Liebe, 2012:427; Newholm & Shaw, 2007:259.) In other words, several studies are 

among the so-called ‘western’ countries. This study therefore provides greater insight 

into how attitudes towards fair trade and ethical consumption may differ between 

these western countries and an East Asian country. Because fair trade success has 

been found primarily in affluent nations worldwide, Japan stands out as the most 

suitable country in a comparative study of fair trade given its relatively high GDP. 

However, as this study will discuss, affluence is not necessarily the only factor in 

creating fair trade consumers.  

 

1.5 Introduction to the Analytical Framework: 

 

As a guide for comparing attitudes between Japanese and western consumers, 

this study draws on a theory that has been widely used in consumer behavior research, 

and more recently in analyses of fair trade purchasing behavior: the theory of planned 

behavior. This theory is an extension of the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & 

Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975,) which explained behavior as the result of 

intentions that are formed by one’s own beliefs about a certain behavior, combined 

with the influence of others about the behavior in question. Ajzen modified the model 

to include one’s perception about whether or not a behavior can effectively be carried 

out. The result is the theory of planned behavior: 
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Figure 2: Theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991).  

 

This theory was designed to understand an individual’s intent to engage in a 

behavior at a particular place and time, and to inform behavioral change interventions.  

The theory has found validity in several psychology, sociology, marketing studies, 

and been applied to analyze behavioral patterns in everything from internet usage, 

problem solving in schools, healthy eating, AIDS prevention, and more recently, 

ethical and fair trade product consumption and purchasing8

Defining the model above, behavioral beliefs link the behavior of interest to 

expected outcomes. In the context of fair trade, if the expected outcome were poverty 

alleviation, this would relate to how strongly one links the purchasing of fair trade 

products with actual poverty alleviation. The second item, normative beliefs, relate to 

how one perceives that people important to them (i.e. family, friends, teachers) feel 

about their behavior. For example, if a parent shows interest and positive attitudes 

towards fair trade, it may influence their student’s or child’s attitudes. Finally, control 

beliefs, which relate to the perceived presence of factors that may help or hinder the 

performance of a behavior, feed into one’s perceived control over actually performing 

the behavior. For fair trade, such barriers include price, the distance needed to travel 

to a store, and whether or not desired fair trade products are commonly in stock. 

. Although relatively rare, 

the theory has found generalizability in several cross-national comparisons (e.g. 

Malhotra & McCort, 2001; Godin et al., 1996; Blanchard et al., 2003,) comparisons 

involving Japanese respondents (e.g. Hodge et al., 2009; Bresnahan et al., 2007) and 

studies involving only Japanese subjects (Underwood, 2012.)  This study is based on 

the framework provided by the theory of planned behavior for several reasons. First, 

Armitage & Conner (2001) have shown, through meta-analysis, the theory to be 

robust for predicting several behaviors.  

                                                 
8 See Ajzen (2011) for a list of nearly one thousand studies involving the theory of planned behavior.  
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These three elements of the model feed into one’s intention to act, which ultimately 

acts on whether or not they actually carry out a particular behavior. In other words, if 

a person sees a behavior as favorable, believes their peers also view it as favorable, 

and perceive that they are able to carry it out, they are more likely to engage in the 

behavior in question. In this study I therefore draw on this model as a guideline for 

exploring how Japanese attitudes towards fair trade have been formed through their 

own personal desired outcomes, through society’s norms, and their ability to actually 

purchase or promote fair trade. This model also provides a framework for structuring 

interviews with Japanese students involved in fair trade activities in Tokyo. 

 Chapter two begins with a review of literature of fair trade in Japan before 

introducing the theory of planned behavior. Chapter three first presents the findings 

from interviews conducted with 15 students in fair trade student groups in Tokyo 

before utilizing these findings to provide a comparative perspective with findings in 

literature on western fair trade consumers’ beliefs and attitudes. Chapter three 

concludes by outlining the strong statist nature of Japanese civil society in comparison 

to western civil societies.  Chapter four provides a discussion of the findings, a re-

examination of the theory of planned behavior models, and provides implications of 

the findings in this study.  

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYSIS 

 

2.1 Approaches to the study of fair trade 

 

 Andorfer and Liebe (2012) have summarized research on fair trade into six 

different approaches: Economic approaches, social psychological approaches, and 

sociological approaches. Economic approaches are primarily concerned with 

determining consumers’ willingness to pay for fair trade products.  

Social psychological approaches are concerned with consumer attitudes 

towards fair trade, how information and communications attract fair trade consumers, 

and what consumer values link to the consumption of fair trade products. Several 

studies of consumer attitudes utilize the theory of planned behavior to link beliefs, 

attitudes, and actual purchasing behavior (e.g. De Pelsmacker & Janssens, 2007; 

Chatzidakis et al., 2007; Nicholls & Lee, 2006). Information and communications 

approaches are often used to determine consumer segments and devise ways to 
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influence consumer purchases from a marketing perspective. Value oriented studies 

commonly draw on Schwartz values theory (Schwartz, 2004) to determine the value 

structures of fair trade consumers.  

Finally, sociological approaches analyze how social identities link to the 

purchase of fair trade products. Specifically, sociological research on fair trade has 

pointed at fair trade being a form of voting (Shaw et al, 2006), and fair trade being a 

means to enable one’s desire to be perceived as a moral person (Varul, 2009, 2010.)  

Given the exploratory nature of this study concerning attitudes, it is not 

concerned with economic approaches. In addition, it does not draw heavily on 

information and communications approaches commonly used in marketing studies. 

Instead, this study primarily concerns both social psychological approaches, 

specifically using the theory of planned behavior to analyze consumer attitudes, and 

sociological approaches are incorporated to gain greater insight into how Japanese 

consumers perceive fair trade, and how this links to the gap in fair trade engagement 

between Japan and the west.  

 

2.2 Level of Fair Trade Awareness in Japan 

 

 Watanabe (2010:48) traces the origin of fair trade in Japan to the international 

development NGO Shaplaneer, which was established in 1972 to assist the recovery 

of newly independent Bangladesh by selling handicrafts made by Bangladesh women. 

However, the modern fair trade movement came later with the establishment of Alter 

Trade Japan in 1986, Nepali Bazaro in 1990, Fairtrade Labeling Japan in 1993, and 

People Tree in 2001. The inclusion of fair trade products by major retailers such as 

Aeon, Muji, and Zensho Holdings in the 2000s represents the time when fair trade 

began to experience a relative ‘boom’ in Japan. The reason for the recent growing 

conversation not only on fair trade in Japan9, but also on issues such as ethical 

consumerism and consumer education10

                                                 
9 This is exemplified by the boom in Japanese literature on fair trade between 2005 – 2010 (e.g. 
Nagasaka, 2008; Watanabe, 2010; Nagao, 2008; Minney, 2008; Kiyomizu, 2008; Murata, 2005; 
Tsujimura, 2009)   

 has been not only because more and more 

people are catching on to the idea, but also because despite the increase in interest, 

there nevertheless exists a very distinct gap between Japan and other fair trade 

countries in terms of awareness and knowledge.  

10 e.g. Delphys, 2012; Cabinet Office of Japan, 2008 
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While it is difficult to pin down exactly how many Japanese are familiar 

with fair trade at any given time, a 2008 Cabinet survey of consumer awareness in 

Japan and Norway found 15% of Japanese expressed at least some accurate 

knowledge of the concept. In contrast, Norway revealed a similar level of knowledge 

among 61% of Norwegians (Cabinet Office of Japan, 2008.)11 A 2008 Internet survey 

conducted by Choco-revo also found that 17.6% of respondents knew the term fair 

trade and associated it with poverty and the environment12. Meanwhile, a follow-up 

survey conducted in mid-2012 by Fair Trade Town Japan found that this figure had 

increased only slightly to 20.4%. Interestingly, while 20.3% of respondents in the 

2008 study stated they had seen the fair trade label, only 17.2% did so in the 2012 

survey. Although this may simply point to methodological or sampling errors, it does 

also indicate that awareness of fair trade has made only slow progress in public 

awareness. Finally, a 2011 Internet based survey conducted by the market research 

firm GMO found that 17.8% of Japanese knew the meaning of fair trade well, while 

31.2% stated that they had heard of fair trade. Compared to a survey conducted by 

FLO that showed knowledge of the FLO product label falling between 20%-75%, 

awareness in Japan appears to be lower than most, if not all, other fair trade 

countries13

 

. 

2.3 Japanese Discourse on Fair Trade 

 

Although there exists a sizeable number of books and studies on fair trade in 

Japan, they are commonly limited to descriptions of market trends, levels of 

awareness, and unique campaigns overseas in order to help domestic retailers and fair 

trade organizations devise marketing strategies. For example, Nagasaka (2008) relays 

the state of Japan’s fair trade market, and presents the results of interviews with 

Japanese fair trade storeowners and other proponents of the movement. Sato (2011) 

acts to legitimize fair trade by introducing readers to the fair trade concept and its 

impacts, and Watanabe (2010) outlines the fair trade concept, fair trade activities and 

                                                 
11 While fair trade knowledge was particularly low, it should also be noted that this study revealed a 
general lack of knowledge among Japanese for all categories compared with Norway. While this 
reflects differing levels of consumer awareness, because respondents provided self-evaluations, it could, 
as noted in chapter 3, also reflect differing cultural standards of what constitutes ‘sufficient’ knowledge.  
12 Given the nature of this survey, this percentage may over exaggerate their actual level of knowledge.  
13 Important to note, however, is that FLO tested recognition of the fair trade label rather than fair trade 
in general. Thus, the gap in awareness between Japan and other countries is estimated to be even larger. 
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criticisms, while providing some insight into the state of the Japanese market. 

Although there exist some attempts at explaining the gap in awareness cross-

nationally between Japan and western consumers, I am aware of only student reports 

(i.e. Ando, 2008; Yamamoto, 2011), journalistic reports (i.e. Kitazawa, 2006), and 

online discussions (i.e. OKWave, 2006,) among comments strewn about in more 

general introductions to fair trade. Although these types of literature are important for 

understanding the perceptions of a variety of people in society, none of them provide 

comprehensive attempts to understand how historical pathways may have created a 

particular way of thinking about fair trade or, more broadly, civil engagement. 

Specifically, fair trade literature offers little more insight than stating, for instance, 

that attitudes towards citizenship, the empowerment of citizens, and initiatives have a 

weak history in Japan, thus hindering this sort of bottom-up reform (Iwano & Takumi: 

53). Tsujimura similarly provides only a passing comment: “One reason for the lack 

of diffusion of fair trade products in Japan is little interest in, or awareness of, fair 

trade products, or few consumers that feel fair trade products that 'assist producers' are 

attractive” (2009: 169). A cross-national study of East Asian markets that found 

awareness of fair trade was lowest in Japan also concluded, “This highlights the 

seriousness of Japan's 'inward-thinking'. However, none of these comments provide 

support in the form of interviews, or insight into how these attitudes came to be.  

As a matter of discourse, explanations like this that point to some sense of 

Japanese apathy towards the issues inherent in fair trade often highlight what Europe 

has and what Japan lacks, rather than what Europeans have been given and what 

Japanese have had taken away from them. For instance, while Watanabe (2010:146-

160) insightfully outlines the evolution of how fair trade penetrated the level of the 

national governments of the EU, he does not provide a comparable story of how the 

postwar “development at all costs” Japanese government actively resisted what was, 

at one point, a large body of activists and protestors. In other words, I contend that 

while European civil societies have flourished under governments that have largely 

supported participation, Japanese have been at a severe disadvantage, and I argue that 

this has resulted in differing attitudes to participation. More than long-running cultural 

traits of a unique Japan, many of the existing differences between Japan and other fair 

trade nations thus arguably stem from a fundamental difference in the development of 

their respective civil societies.  
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In particular, Iwano & Takumi are right to explain how Japan has 

historically been weak at bottom-up movements, but this ignores a period whereby 

Japan went through a particularly violent phase of civil society activism in its postwar 

period, For instance, hundreds of thousands gathered in civic protests outside the diet 

in the summer of 1960 (Avenell, 2010:70.) Protests and bottom-up movements in 

response to vast environmental destruction in the 1960s and 1970s have also been 

documented (e.g. Hasegawa, 2004; Broadbest, 1999.) More recently, demonstrations 

involving tens of thousands of anti-nuclear protestors have echoed through the 

corridors of Tokyo, and reverberated worldwide. While it may be correct that bottom-

up civil society movements, protests, and demonstrations are small compared to 

Europe, I emphasize that this is not necessarily related to a fundamental difference in 

culture stemming from established religious beliefs, or any sort of culturally unique 

aversion to conflict or politics, but rather the logical outcome of a state that has 

quashed attempts for such groups to establish.  

Thus, a broader perspective is needed to understand both how Japanese 

political fervor has been lost over time in contention with a strong patriarchal 

Japanese government, just as much as how interest in fair trade has been fostered 

among western fair trade consumers. To focus on the western development of fair 

trade while omitting details of how Japan has evolved in the last 50 years only acts to 

further reinforce a feeling that the state of fair trade in Japan is strongly related to 

what commentators commonly highlight: fundamental differences in attitudes due to 

religious and colonial histories.  

 

2.4 The Role of Christianity  

 

“One of the reasons behind the spread of fair trade in Europe is their 

religious background…fair trade is linked to religious morals and thus has 

been spread by Christian NGOs in Europe.” (Mori, 2011) 

 

Mori (2011), Andou (2008) and personal interviews with students and fair trade 

proponents have pointed to Christian values and its 'charitable ethic' as key driving 

forces of western civil societies. In other words, the logic goes, this ethic encourages 

helping the poor and making charitable donations to religiously affiliated 

organizations which support fair trade, enabling greater marketing, membership, and 
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the ability to improve the diffusion of fair trade products. Indeed, differing religious 

values undoubtedly feed into individual and society-wide differences in multi-national 

comparisons at some level, but this perspective must be placed in a broader context.  

In discussions of fair trade, and more broadly of activism, civil society, and the 

establishment of NPOs in general, Japan has been pegged as a culture that does not 

value charitable donations or philanthropy. While it is easy to tie this to cultural 

arguments that involve a Christian ethic, several scholars have also pointed to Japan’s 

relatively hostile tax environment for donations and the civil society organizations 

that rely on them (e.g. Ouchi, 2004; Salamon et. al, 1999:259). This is combined with 

one of the toughest sets of legislation for the establishment of NPOs among affluent 

nations (Schwartz, 2003:10.)  Thus there exist fewer incentives to donate, and the 

result is a wide network of civil society organizations that are struggling to stay 

afloat14. When tying this to the influence on fair trade, while philanthropy appears 

somewhat weaker in Japan, the reality is that most revenue of civil society 

organizations is generated primarily through the public sector and through fees rather 

than philanthropy: 

 
Figure 3: Sources of cash revenue, Japan, developed countries, and 22-country average, 1995 

(Salamon et. al, 1999: 255.) 

 

 The relationship between philanthropy and civil society appears to be weak, but 

what about the impact of Christianity on a broader scale? Salamon et al (1999) do 

point to several cases where Christian groups laid the foundation for philanthropy and 

the nonprofit sector (289, 332, 451,) while also emphasizing that religious 

congregations affect the overall size of nonprofit sectors by less than 10% (13).  It 
                                                 
14 For example, Chan (2008) highlights the severe financial situations of several activist organizations 
in Japan.  
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may be that certain values have been perpetuated by Christianity, but Salamon et al 

(2009:4) also emphasis the reasons for rapid expansion in nonprofit activities as 

related to the questioning of traditional welfare policies in the developed North, 

disappointment over state-led development in the South, the collapse of state 

socialism in Central and Eastern Europe, and concerns about environmental 

degradation which have widespread implications for human health. Closer to the issue 

of fair trade, we must ask: how does this so-called Christian ethic relate to fair trade 

consumption?  

Interviews with western fair trade consumers reveal only a weak connection to 

Christian values at the individual level, and there is even evidence to suggest that 

other religious groups and the non-religious are even more avid fair trade consumers 

than Christians (Doran & Natale, 2010). A book by Nicholls & Opal (2004), which 

has been printed in Japanese and is frequently referenced by Japanese fair trade 

researchers, does emphasize the importance of Christianity in establishing the 

Fairtrade Foundation in the UK, GEPA in Germany, Cafedirect in Europe, and 

various outlets for fair trade crafts in the USA. On the other hand, they also note how 

the charitable ethic conflicts with fair trade’s rejection of charity in favor of 

empowerment through trade and development, and highlight how fair trade 

proponents even outwardly express the irrelevance of religion despite their promotion 

of fair trade through Christian organizational channels: 

  

Well, my mother brought me up to be caring and it’s in the genes. I just 

have a feeling for justice. When I first got on the BandAid bandwagon, 

religion did not come into it and I did it just because such poverty is 

immoral.” (Nicholls & Opal, 2004:62) 

Shaw & Clarke (1999:114) were also intrigued by one respondent that showed 

disappointment at the disconnect between Christian morals and ethical consumption: 

 

I work for the Church of Scotland, and you would assume that the church 

would be highly motivated, but yet there are loads of people there who 

have got little interest in these things. 
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 The link between Christianity and fair trade consumption thus appears to be less a 

conscious connection between one’s identity as a charitable Christian who is an active 

agent for good, and more to do with the fact that Christian groups are better 

established to fund the activities that help expand fair trade. In fact, only 35% of UK 

residents represent themselves as Christians, while those who do not associate with 

any religion make up 50% and are predicted to grow in numbers (British Social 

Attitudes, 2012.) On the other hand, Spain and Italy present interesting examples of 

countries where roughly 95% of the population are self-proclaimed Roman Catholics, 

a subset of Christianity which defines charity as the, “Theological virtue by which we 

love God above all things for his own sake, and our neighbor as ourselves for the love 

of God” (Vatican, 2013). In both cases, per capita sales of FLO certified fair trade 

products are relatively low compared to the UK15

While religion may have once contributed to shaping the attitudes of 

consumers on both a conscious and unconscious level, the fact that fair trade 

continues to grow rapidly despite the gradual decline of religion in the UK, and in fact 

most of Europe (Ames, 2013,) increases the complexity of the argument that a key 

explanation of the difference in fair trade consumption between Japan and the west is 

a difference in religious values. In terms of contemporary attitudes, Christianity 

appears to be at most weakly connected to actual purchasing behavior. At a broader 

level it could be argued that while the Christian ideas of charity, philanthropy, and 

'saving the poor' may have lost much of their original meaning, they nevertheless 

remain traditions in several western societies. Thus it is possible that this ethic has 

encouraged participation in the form of organizations that carry out similar welfare 

functions but do not necessarily associate with religion per say. However, what this 

study asserts is that Christianity has been less of a conscious force influencing the 

purchase of fair trade, and, moreover, the level of Christian establishment in a country 

does not necessarily translate to higher fair trade engagement as the cases of Spain 

and Italy exemplify.      

. In terms of values, however, World 

Values Survey data in Spain’s case show Spanish attitudes towards helping others in 

society and in less developed countries as comparable, or even higher, in many ways 

to other flourishing fair trade countries (WVS, 2009.)  

                                                 
15 In Italy’s case, this is complemented by relatively high sales of non-FLO certified products, much 
like Japan, thus raising total fair trade sales considerably, although exact statistics are difficult to come 
by. Spain, on the other hand, has low fair trade sales all around (Krier, 2008: 82-83, 98-99) 
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2.5 The Effects of Colonialism and Collective Guilt 

 

 Similar to comments regarding Christianity, commentators have also pointed 

to the differing histories of Japan and many of the former imperial powers in the west. 

The following quote is representative of the link between fair trade and colonialism 

that can be found not only in more academic papers (I.e. Andou, 2008; Yamamoto, 

2011), but also in general public discourse and in interviews with Japanese fair trade 

proponents: 

 

Britain has a long history of colonialism, and given the impoverished 

state of former colonies, many people have some sort of feeling of guilt 

in the way that ‘we must somehow save the poor people in developing 

countries’. (JETRO interview) 

 

Multiple Japanese fair trade retailers also echoed this historical relationship between 

the UK and Africa in the context of fair trade chocolate (Usugami, 2009:7,10). I 

should first note that there is no particularly clear fair trade connection between any 

former western ruler and fair trade with its former colony. The breadth of British rule 

does show through in Table 1, but the variety of sourcing countries is more reflective 

of the proportion of European expansion more generally. In fact, if the connections 

between rulers and former occupied lands were significant, we would see fair trade as 

a highly significant issue in Japan given that Japan sources over 85% of its fair trade 

goods from Asia, including from former occupied territories such as the Philippines 

(Nagasaka, 2008: 85.) 
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Table 1: Product and source countries for UK fair trade products. 

 

However, I will return to why this may not affect Japan as much as it has affected 

several western countries in the final chapter. Important to note here is that the 

mobility of business and the diversity of global supply chains suggest historical 

relations on an individual country basis do not appear to be major drivers or barriers 

to the establishment of western fair trade. Fair trade USA, for instance, sources 

products from 70 developing countries across Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean (Fair 

Trade USA, 2010.) In light of this, how do fair trade consumers feels about these 

historical ties and the relation to their own purchasing choices?  

While there do appear to be lingering feelings of guilt and frustration towards 

issues of socioeconomic inequality among various members of the affluent western 

societies, Varul (2009) rejects the colonial connection, attributing fair trade 

consumerism instead to a particular need by consumers to be unique, or to belong to a 

niche group of consumers. In other words, Varul finds that a feeling of guilt 

stemming from disparity between affluent and poor nations is less important than the 

hedonistic desire to be seen as moral among those in one’s home country. Moreover, 

Product Source Countries (former ruler in parentheses) 

Bananas Windward Islands (English); Dominican Republic (Spanish) 

Citrus South Africa (English) 

Beauty Products Burkina Faso (French); Dominican Republic (Spanish); Malawi (English) 

Coffee 

India (English); Costa Rica (Spanish); Ethiopia (never colonized, 

Italian occupation); Guatemala (Spanish); 

Tanzania (Germany); Uganda (English) 

Cocoa Belize (Spanish); Dominican Republic (Spanish); Cote D'Ivoire (French) 

Cotton India (English); Mali (French) 

Dried Fruit Pakistan (English) 

Flowers Kenya (English) 

Gold Peru (Spanish) 

Grapes South Africa (English) 

Mangoes Burkina Faso (French) 

Nuts Malawi (English) 

Pineapples Ghana (English) 

Rice India (English); Thailand (never colonized) 

Sugar Malawi (English) 

Tea Uganda (English) 

Vegetables Kenya (English) 
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Brenton (2013:5) concludes in a study of political motivations for ethical 

consumption:  

 

Most 'ethical' consumers are not making consumption choices for reasons that 

are first and foremost oriented towards the welfare of nominal 'beneficiaries', 

such as workers or communities directly regulated by certification schemes. 

Ethical-labeling organizations may find it beneficial to further adopt strategies 

of commercial brands in emphasizing identity and lifestyle aspects. 

 

Diaz-Pedregal and Ozcalgar-Toulouse (2011:658) find that French fair trade 

consumers have strong negative feelings towards capitalism, expressing not guilt, but 

rage or even disgust at contemporary society, pity for poor people, and feelings of 

inadequacy or powerless in the face of economic and social inequalities.  

These studies suggest that fair trade consumption motives derive more from 

an individualistic identity as a fair trade consumer rather than a direct response to 

colonial history. This is further supported by numerous consumer behavior studies. 

For example, studies find identity to be important to fair trade consumers (e.g. 

Ozcalgar-toulouse, et. al, 2006; Shaw et. al, 2000,) fair trade consumers have been 

identified as self-directed individuals (e.g. Shaw et al. 2005; de Ferran and Grunert 

2007) and they have an apparent desire to present their integrity and morality through 

fair trade (Adams and Raisborough 2010, Shaw & Newholm, 2002). The 

individualistic element of this is important, given that cultural studies have placed 

several of the western fair trade countries opposite a collectivist Japan on the 

individualist – collectivist dimension of culture (Hofstede, 2001.)  Meanwhile, 

Tafarodi & Marshall (2004) find that Japanese are more cautious about standing out 

compared to Canadians. However, Noguchi (2007) cautions that cultural definitions 

of ‘individualistic’ and ‘collectivist’ are often nuanced and depend on how one 

constructs these terms, but he also concludes in his study that Japanese were more 

likely to take into account the viewpoints of others. Finally, Miyuki et al (2008) also 

conclude that Japanese students are more conforming and less deviant than 

Americans, while also finding that this compliance is not attributed to strong bonds to 

conventional society Thus there may be some cultural basis for why Japanese may 

not necessarily attach fair trade to their individualistic identities as ‘ethical consumers. 

However, what this signals is not necessarily that western fair trade consumers have 
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an absolutely higher interest in fair trade, but that they may have differing reasons 

behind why they choose to engage fair trade. In the Japanese case, the above studies 

suggest that subjective norms would have a larger effect in influencing fair trade 

consumption.  

What is important to remember in this section is that western consumers do 

not appear to connect their fair trade consumption to historical issues such as 

colonialism as they do with contemporary failings of capitalism, inequalities in their 

own society, or inequalities between their own country and countries elsewhere, 

regardless of colonial connections. Moreover, despite the claims that Japan is more 

conformist and collectivist in several ways, there are also exceptions to this rule. 

 

2.6 When Fair Trade Organizations Don’t Cooperate 

 

Watanabe (2010) points to a general lack of cooperation among fair trade 

organizations as an explanation for the gap in fair trade knowledge and sales between 

Japan and elsewhere. This is illustrated in part by a high ratio of FLO Certified 

fairtrade sales as a percentage of all fair trade sales in Europe and the U.S., as well as 

EU-wide coordination that has reached the government level. By contrast, Japan’s fair 

trade market is more fragmented despite FTOs largely overlapping in their ideologies. 

It could be argued that this fragmentation results in differing messages to consumers, 

resulting in less coherence of the fair trade concept, and inspiring less confidence in 

the movement as a unified whole. Watanabe (2010) has argued that each fair trade 

organization continues to operate under its own ‘aesthetic,’ thus making it more 

difficult to achieve cooperation under a standardized scheme that encourages the 

movement to achieve greater momentum, increase awareness, and ultimately drive 

sales (Watanabe, 2010). For instance, Muji and Aeon sell FLO certified fairtrade 

goods, Zensho Holdings sells coffee tagged with its own original ‘fair trade’ logo and 

certified by its own system, and Alter Trade Japan displays its own ‘ATJ’ logo. This 

may be surprising given the above views of Japan as a conformist, collectivist nation. 

On the contrary, Iwano & Takami (2010:54) suggest anti-conformity may be a unique 

trait of Japanese managers, although the articles they cite are nearly forty years old. 

Aside from management practices, the lack of cooperation extends also to 

ideological disagreements in how to diffuse fair trade in Japan. On one side are those 

that argue that the diffusion of fair trade is first necessary to gain awareness among 
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potential consumers before pushing for their deeper commitment to the movement’s 

core values. On the other side are those that oppose such a surface level diffusion and 

instead argue for greater understanding of core values and greater commitment, before 

spreading more gradually (for an overview of these approaches, see Watanabe, 

2010b).  

Regardless, these are hardly issues unique to Japan, as Opal and Nicholls 

(2004:138-143) and Engineers without Borders (2008:17,21) allude to. In terms of the 

battle between certified and non-certified fair trade products, Nagasaka (2008:13) 

points to the late entry of businesses as the reason for the disparity, but personal 

interviews suggest the issue also involves financial concern. Given that significant 

costs are incurred in order to acquire FLO certification, some companies, like Zensho, 

and Nepali Bazaro have decidedly avoided the FLO label and/or employed their own 

in-house certification scheme16

 

. It is true that once recognition of the FLO label 

reaches a certain threshold, investment in its labeling may be more justified by 

increased financial return, but the same financial constraints that plague Japan’s civil 

society organizations also arguably limit the attractiveness of risking financial 

resources for FLO certification. Thus, while it is certainly true that greater 

cooperation would push the movement forward, there remains the greater underlying 

issue of reaching a certain threshold to gain credence in the public’s eye, which would 

then further inspire interest by corporations. What this ultimately derives from is the 

inability of organizations to drive forward sales and increase civil engagement in 

postwar Japan. More significant than a cultural difference relating to managers, as 

Iwano & Takami (2010) point out, I argue that the lack of cooperation and search for 

a fair trade identity is a natural part of the process of developing the fair trade market 

until it can be more firmly established, and civil society is a significant driving force.  

2.7 Civil Society, the State, and Fair Trade in Japan 

 

The slow spread of fair trade knowledge has been linked to a lack of common 

understanding of, and market research on, Japan (DAWS, 2008: 117), a lack of 

Christian values and colonial guilt in Japan (Andou, 2008; IDE-JETRO, 2009), and 

rivalries among different proponents of fair trade (Watanabe, 2009). Moreover, 
                                                 
16 Personal interviews with company representatives revealed that avoiding payment for the FLO label 
was an intentional choice in both cases. 



 27 

Nagasaka, Watanabe, and others have highlighted the role of non profit organizations 

in spreading fair trade in Europe and elsewhere. However, analysis of fair trade in 

Japan tends to focus on the present state of affairs, while placing relatively little 

attention on how civil society has evolved in postwar Japan. Without this historical 

background, it may be easy to denounce Japanese consumers as apathetic, or 

unwilling to act out on the issues of fair trade. This section thus aims to bring 

attention back to the factors that limited the breadth of Japan's civil society. Given the 

strength of NPOs in promoting the messages not only of fair trade, but also of 

messages pertaining to complementary issues of human rights, inequality, 

environmental destruction, and animal rights in Europe and elsewhere, civil society 

organizations have arguably had the most pronounced effect on spreading fair trade. 

The Japanese civil society sector that has struggled for decades thus rationalizes why 

fair trade engagement, and in fact engagement with several related issues, are lower.   

 

From Activism to Symbiosis 

 

 Although one could argue that civil society movements also depend on 

willing individuals, and that Japanese have presented a more passive nature to civil 

engagement, we are, nevertheless, reminded of numerous social movements that have 

shaken Japan’s postwar history. In 1960, 540,000 Japanese gathered to protest, while 

2.5 million participated in the eighteenth united action of the National congress in 

June. Maclachlan (2002: 134,137) even points to a time when the frequency of 

protests by consumer organizations seeking greater political recognition led them to 

be widely ignored by the media and in general; they were no longer newsworthy. 

However, several scholars have highlighted how the state demobilized and quashed 

discontent during environmental movements in the 1960s and 1970s (Broadbent, 

1999), and during the shimin (citizens) movements that once heavily criticized 

governmental policies, but whose leaders turned to local mobilizations and non-

contentious activism (Avenell, 2010:9). Maclachlan (2002: 236) also documents how 

consumer groups were reluctant to take legal action, in part due to the stance of the 

court denouncing their right to do so. Kiddler & Miyazaka (1993:624) describe a 

similar experience among villages that were forced to adapt to inefficient courts, and 

inadequacies of the Japanese legal system when protesting environmental issues.  

What this partially reflects is that the mentality of the post-war Japanese government, 
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which focused on ‘development at all costs’ in an effort to 'catch-up' to the west, often 

gave economic producers higher priority over consumer and other civil society groups. 

Hence, to go against the grain socially, and more importantly, legally, were tall orders. 

Machlachlan (2002:236-237) emphasizes this in cross-national perspective, arguing 

that Japanese consumer groups experienced relative difficulty in affecting change at 

the national level when compared to a more accessible judicial system in America, 

and a British bureaucracy that was more receptive to the pleas of these consumer 

organizations. In this way, Japanese civil society researchers highlight several reasons 

to suggest that the Japanese government played a large role in preventing the growth 

of such bottom-up movements and even instilling a sense of futility:  

 

Consumer advocates were also deterred by a weak sense of political 

efficacy under LDP rule. Because they usually associated the party with 

business interests, why should they waste precious resources on lobbying 

politicians who would only turn a deaf ear to their demands - assuming, 

of course, that they would even agree to meet with advocates in the first 

place? (Maclachlan, 2002: 131.) 

 

Yamada (in Obuchi, 2007:21) similarly asserts, “They stubbornly believe that 

Japanese society has an unfair structure which benefits only one portion of the 

population, and feel a political impotence, namely that reform would be difficult to 

accomplish.” Moreover, Avenell (2010) provides a bottom-up perspective that 

indicates how activists gradually changed their civil society mentality from one of 

confrontation and criticism to cooperation in the face of the developmental state. 

When Iwano & Takami (2010:53) conducted interviews on fair trade, they found that 

interviewees felt, “The notion of citizenship, empowerment of the citizens, attitudes to 

take initiatives from the general public is historically weak in Japan. Consequently, a 

bottom-to-top reform such as that which has occurred in Europe is hard to expect.” 

Indeed, it has been hard to expect under the established legislation, but Avenell's 

account reveals strong voices of dissent that nevertheless chose to adopt a new 

strategy of symbiosis in the face of an overbearing state. The result was a response to 

‘failed’ activism that fostered civil society activities built on the notion of ‘proposal’, 

‘symbiosis’, and ‘constructive’ activism. This highlights a generational gap, or at least 

differing opinions on the activist shimin of the 1970s, and the shin-shimin, or ‘new-
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citizens’ whom Ogawa (2010: 159) explains, are, “Expected to be apolitical and to 

collaborate with authority.”  

It is safe to say that the relative newness of a civil society that is still finding 

its identity is one explanation for its weaknesses relative to several western countries, 

but government policies have also clearly maintained these weaknesses. Far from 

actively supporting the spread of civil society groups, particularly those that 

encourage engagement with large, sweeping issues, various bureaucratic procedures 

have kept civil engagement more localized, and issue-specific while also creating 

negative incentives to donation to non-profits..  

 

Regulating Japanese Civil Society 

 

Any comparison of civil societies between Japan and the west should first note 

that civil society, as westerners see it, is a relatively new concept to Japan. As 

Hasegawa (2004:201) points out, the concepts of ‘public’ and ‘private’ in English are 

not quite like those in Japanese whereby the conception of ‘public’ traditionally refers 

to the ‘nation’ or ‘state’ rather than the interests of the general populace (243). Rather, 

the words now commonly used for ‘society’, ‘public’, and civil society (shimin 

shakai) did not appear commonly until the postwar era (Schwartz, 2003:43.) Thus one 

can rightfully argue that there is a distinct difference in the culture of civil action in 

Japan that stems from a pre-war state composed of subjects of the emperor rather than 

rights-holding citizens. However, various scholars also point to how Japan has 

maintained this top-down structure. Schwartz (2004:10) sees Japan’s as, “One of the 

strictest of all advanced industrial democracies in regulating the incorporation of 

NGOs.” For example, in order to get approval as a public interest corporation prior to 

1998, NGOs were required to have an annual budget of at least 300 million yen to 

gain recognition as having a “sound financial base” (Pekkanen, 2004:122). Not 

incorporating meant missing out on certain tax benefits and being severely limited in 

everyday operations, while the tax system even for incorporated groups arguably has 

inhibited philanthropy in Japan (Pekkanen, 2006.) An additional problem is the lack 

of a legal framework for the establishment of civil society groups, which leaves room 

for a greater deal of bureaucratic discretion over who becomes a public-interest non-

profit organization in Japan. Estevez-abe (2004:171) argues that this bureaucratic 

discretion, in conjunction with intermediate associations that represent the interests of 
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society, have effectively segmented the policy process into smaller, more private 

debates, ultimately resulting in a “managed democracy.” Mason (1999:198) also 

concludes, with regards to environmental NGOs, that they have few entry points into 

the national policy-making process, and when challenges do make it to the supreme 

court, the high court tends to side with government policies. Pekkanen  (2004) also 

asserts that the Japanese state has, “Structured incentives to promote this pattern of 

development because it seeks to nurture social capital-type civil society groups and to 

discourage pluralistic, lobbying-type civil society groups.” Indeed, the offices of 

Greenpeace, World Wildlife Fund, and other large lobbying type organizations in 

Japan maintain but a fraction of staff per capita compared to their offices overseas.17

 In a comparative perspective, Reimann (2010) similarly argues that two key 

factors – the legal and fiscal codes regulating the non-profit sector, and financial 

support via state subsidies and funding schemes – have been very strict in Japan. 

Relative to other selected OECD countries, Japan has traditionally had a very tough 

legal structure until 1998, with few tax deductions, only modest NGO grants and 

subsidies, and a relatively closed political system for international NGOs (Reimann, 

2010:19). These scholars point out that the regulatory environment is primarily 

responsible for the relative difficulty in establishing civil society organizations. I 

argue that this negatively affects the diffusion of, and engagement with, fair trade. 

 

Japan’s characteristically small, localized groups that contribute to social capital are 

weak relative to large organizations, Pekkanen asserts, because large groups have the 

ability to maintain professional staff with a core of full-time employees that are more 

capable of developing expertise, institutionalizing movements, and influencing 

policies to change the political landscape (2004: 117). In other words, it is difficult to 

gain momentum and affect change when such barriers to high-level organization and 

advocacy are in place. 

By Reimann’s account, the regulatory environment for NGOs in Italy has also 

been relatively strict, perhaps adding to the explanation why Italy also has a relatively 

limited fair trade market, while Spain, with a similarly locally-focused civil society 

(Fernandes, 2012:3,) also shows a relatively low degree of per capita sales. Finally, 
                                                 
17 To give a striking example, Greenpeace Japan maintains a membership of roughly 5000 members (1 
for every 24,000 Japanese, roughly 0.25% of the world total) while Canada has approximately 89,000 
(1 for every 370 Canadians). It should also be noted that 80% of Greenpeace Japan’s funding is 
subsidized by Greenpeace international. Although this does not discount the possibility of extremely 
low interest in Greenpeace activities, the World Wildlife Fund also has relatively few members in 
Japan (1.6% of the world total) 
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He (2009) concludes that Korea, despite its many parallels to Japan's model of 

development, "Boasts of a significant presence of civic and advocacy activism in its 

NGO sector” while in Japan the civil society “Lacks sizable professional groups that 

influence the public sphere and policy making.” In terms of FLO certified fair trade 

sales, Korea, too, has exceeded Japan on a per capita basis, and appears to have a 

greater awareness of, and willingness to purchase, fair trade products (GMO, 2011: 

5.) despite its lower per capita GDP.  

While Japan's civil society is typically seen as weaker than most developed 

countries in comparative studies of civil society (e.g. Salamon & Anheier, 1996), 

Haddad (2007:35) cautions us that many comparative studies of civil engagement 

overlook participation in organizations that are in embedded relationships with the 

government, such as PTAs. By this account, she finds that Japanese volunteerism is 

actually higher than the United States. This suggests there exists the will to participate, 

but given the violent protests of the 60s and 70s18

 

, many of the older generation may 

place higher importance on government legitimized organizations rather than purely 

independent, civil society organizations. The implication for fair trade is that the 

movement would spread much more fluidly if the Japanese government at a national 

level would help legitimize and further highlight fair trade, ethical consumerism 

(aside from 'environmentally friendly' or 'eco' products), as well as issues of 

inequality and human rights that are in line with the goals of fair trade.  

2.8 Summary 

 

This section has provided a summary of literature on fair trade in Japan and 

the west. These sections have attempted to answer this study’s first research question: 

Are western fair trade purchasing motives misinterpreted in Japanese fair trade 

literature, and if so, how? I have attempted to demonstrate that several Japanese fair 

trade supporters highlight the importance of Christianity and colonial history in 

motivating western consumers to purchase fair trade products, and thus spurring on 

the success of fair trade in those markets. However, I have argued that these factors 

are over exaggerated in Japanese research. Studies by Varul, Adams and Raisborough, 

                                                 
18 Also undoubtedly contributing to this was the terrorist incident involving the Aum-Shinrikyo. 
Despite many placing them outside of the status of a ‘civil society organization’ given their intent to 
harm, this certainly did not help the image of activists and civil society organizations.  
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Brenton and others suggest that fair trade consumers are more concerned with general 

inequality, the failings of capitalism, and with affirming their own ethical selves. 

Similarly, I draw on research by Doran, as well as demographic data of Christianity in 

several areas of Europe to argue that the role of Christianity has also been over 

exaggerated in Japanese literature. While there may be some validity to the notion that 

colonial histories and Christian values have shaped attitudes on a broader scale, they 

are not frequently acknowledged in consumer testimonials. Therefore, I argue instead 

that the relatively favorable civil society legislation in several western countries 

provides an avenue for Christian-based groups and other non profits to voice their 

concerns over the capitalist system, human rights issues, and issues of poverty and 

inequality. The flipside of this is the strict governance of Japan's civil society. 

Japanese researchers recognize the abilities of citizens in western civil 

societies to promote fair trade, but provide little insight into the barriers to do the 

same in Japan. Therefore, this section has attempted to begin to answer this study's 

second research question: How has Japan’s civil society hindered the development of 

fair trade in Japan?  I argue in this section that the newness of civil society in Japan, 

and the controlling influence of a developmental state have hindered the abilities of 

not for profit groups to establish themselves beyond local initiatives and thus propel 

the fair trade movement forward. Moreover, there appears to be some validity to the 

idea that this has led to general passiveness or futility towards political issues as 

Maclachlan, and Avenell have pointed out. For example, when asked how often 

political matters are discussed with friends, Japanese respondents consistently ranked 

lowest among fair trade countries' respondents in four surveys conducted over 20 

years. While approximately 60% of Japanese responded that they at least occasionally 

discuss political matters, the numbers for most other fair trade countries fall in the 70-

80% range (WVS, 2009). Meanwhile, in terms of how keenly they persuade friends, 

relatives or fellow workers of their beliefs, Japanese also ranked relatively low in the 

'often' category. This might imply a general lack of interest in politics, but survey data 

also reveals that the level of political interest among Japanese respondents is 

comparable to other fair trade countries. This is reflected in views of the political 

world, whereby 75-80% of Japanese respondents in national surveys taken since 1978 

answered that they would either express political dissatisfaction by taking it into 

account when they vote or do nothing, while few responded that they would take legal 
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action (Takashi et al. 2008, Sakamoto et al. 2007, 2000). World Values Survey 

responses similarly found a lack of willingness to participate politically.  

To further understand the low degree of engagement with fair trade in Japan, 

it is thus important to understand not only how Japan’s historical pathway has shaped 

people’s beliefs, attitudes, and intentions towards the purchase of fair trade products 

in comparison with western fair trade countries, but also how these attitudes have 

emerged today. To provide insight into differing attitudes towards fair trade, this 

study adopts a commonly utilized framework for guiding western research on fair 

trade consumers: the theory of planned behavior. 

 

2.9 Introducing the Theory of Planned Behavior 

 

The complexity of individual consumers means the myriad studies of fair 

trade consumption cannot conclusively determine their exact motives when 

purchasing fair trade. Price may be a large concern to one person, while distance to a 

store may deter others. A strong sense of obligation may guide one person, while the 

attractiveness of a fair trade product’s packaging may inspire another. However, what 

the above research of western fair trade consumers does indicate is that strong 

normative influences encourage the purchase of fair trade, while several traits are also 

common among fair trade consumers. Those who are more independent, socially 

responsible and globally aware, and those who feel the need to express themselves as 

fair trade consumers are relatively more willing to overcome the various barriers 

inhibiting fair trade purchases. Moreover, they seek a certain level of individuality 

through their purchases and appear to value the improved image they gain as a fair 

trade consumer.19

Market research in any field fundamentally revolves around the question of 

‘What makes us buy what we buy?’ Information and communication approaches in 

 In fact, researchers have attempted to construct and modify models 

to better understand how each of these factors contributes to overall purchasing 

behavior.  

                                                 
19 For example, Kim et. al, (1999), Goig, (2007), and Nijssen & Douglas, (2008) identify fair trade 
consumers as socially responsible, globally oriented, and world-minded. Shaw et al. (2005); de Ferran 
and Grunert (2007) find that self-direction (related to independence) is common among fair trade 
consumers. Varul (2009, 2010), Shaw & Newholm (2002) and Adams and Raisborough (2010) find 
that expressions of morality are important to fair trade consumers in the UK and Germany. These are 
arguably the traits that motivate customers to overcome price or availability concerns, as Tanner & 
Kast (2003) and De Pelsmacker & Janssens (2007) have found.  



 34 

the literature have attempted to dissect how to best pick out the most likely fair trade 

consumers, how to appeal to them through labeling, packaging, and product quality, 

and how advertise to them. This has seen fair trade evolve from a small movement 

well-grounded in ethical principles to a more widespread movement that competes 

based on its product quality, design, and ideology. However, while there are some 

weak indications that middle-aged women are more likely to purchase ethical 

products than younger men in Japan (i.e. Delphys, 2012; Riley et. al, 2012,) defining a 

market of fair trade consumers remains a challenge. Therefore, this study approaches 

the analysis of fair trade from a consumer attitude perspective by utilizing a common 

tool for analysis in consumer behavior studies: the theory of planned behavior. As 

noted in the introduction to this study, this theory has been taken up also in research 

on fair trade both in western settings, cross-nationally, and involving Japanese 

subjects. With regards to fair trade, it has been used to overcome the lack of a clear 

fair trade demographic and build a framework on which to study how attitudes, 

instead, may affect purchasing behavior20

The theory of planned behavior is an extension of the theory of reasoned 

action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), which explained behavior 

as the result of intentions that are formed by one’s own beliefs about a certain 

behavior, combined with the influence of others about the behavior in question: 

.  

 
Figure 4: Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980.) 

 

Simply put, the theory posits that how one evaluates an outcome and how 

others evaluate this outcome leads to the creation of specific attitudes and norms 

about the outcome in question which lead to intentions of performing the behavior 

that will lead to the outcome in question. An example may be the purchase of an 

                                                 
20 See, for instance, Shaw et. al (2000), Shaw & Shiu, (2002a, 2002b), Osgalcar-Toulouse (2006), Ma 
(2007). 
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exotic sports car. However, because the theory of reasoned action leaves out 

environmental factors that may hinder the ability of an actor to carry out a certain 

behavior, i.e. money to purchase the car, or availability of the car in one’s own market, 

Ajzen modified the model to include one’s perception about whether or not a behavior 

can effectively be carried out. The result is the theory of planned behavior:  

 
Figure 5: Theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991.)  

 

Behavioral beliefs link the behavior of interest to expected outcomes. In the 

context of fair trade, if the expected outcome were poverty alleviation, this would 

relate to how strongly one links the purchasing of fair trade products with actual 

poverty alleviation. On the other hand, if one’s expected outcome were the favorable 

opinions of others as an ethical person, owning and consuming fair trade products 

may be a means to display this characteristic. As the model suggests, this drives one’s 

attitude regarding whether or not to engage in the behavior. The second item, 

normative beliefs, relate to how one perceives that people important to them (i.e. 

family, friends, teachers) feel about their behavior. These social expectations, 

combined with the individual’s willingness to obey or respond to these expectations, 

determine the subjective norm, or social norm influencing whether one does or does 

not engage in a certain behavior. In the case of fair trade, promotions and advertising 

in the media can indirectly relate to this subjective norm, but more significantly, the 

model suggests that teachers, family members, and/or friends who are interested in 

fair trade and willing to share their interest can have a powerful affect. Examples of 

this would include teaching of fair trade in high schools, and informing peers of one’s 

fair trade purchases and why they might wish to do the same. Similarly, the efforts of 

civil society organizations’ presence at public events, in the media, and in the 

community are a strong force for shaping these subjective norms. Finally, control 

beliefs, which relate to the perceived presence of factors that may help or hinder the 
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performance of a behavior, feed into one’s perceived control over actually performing 

the behavior. For fair trade, such barriers include price, the distance needed to travel 

to a store, and whether or not desired fair trade products are commonly in stock. 

These three elements of the model feed into one’s intention to act, which ultimately 

acts on whether or not one actually carries out a particular behavior.  

In other words, if a person sees a behavior as favorable, believes their peers also view 

it as favorable, and perceive that they are able to carry it out, they are more likely to 

engage in the behavior in question. 

  

2.61 Adapting the Model to Fair Trade Purchasing 

 

Multiple researchers have attempted to adapt the model to the purchase of fair trade 

products. Ozcaglar-toulouse (2006) added an element of ethical concern and ethical 

obligation based on research that found fair trade consumers were concerned with 

self-identity and ethical obligation (Shaw et al., 2000; Shaw and Clarke, 1999).  

 

 
Figure 6. Modified Theory of Planned Behavior (Ozgalcar-Toulouse, 2006.) 

 

Ozgalcar-Toulouse found the modified model improved upon Ajzen's original model, 

but also discovered that regular fair trade consumers were influenced by different 

factors than rare fair trade consumers. Specifically, frequent consumers of fair trade 

were most influenced by attitude, perceived behavioral control and self-identity, while 

those who infrequently purchased fair trade were significantly influenced by 

subjective norms and ethical obligations (Ozgalcar-Toulouse, 2006:510.)  In other 
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words, the researchers conclude, the frequent purchases have established attitudes that 

go beyond influence by significant others.    

Ma (2007), has modified Ajzen’s model by incorporating Schwartz’ research 

on values, and by including the influence of past behavior with fair trade purchases:

  

  

 
Figure 7. Model of Young consumer’s fair trade purchases for non-food products Ma, 2007.) 

 

In her research, Ma confirmed the linkages between the core elements of Ajzen’s 

model when applied to fair trade purchases of non-food products (2007:77-78). 

However, she included the element of ‘universalism’ which is a value in Schwartz’ 

research which links with understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protection for 

the welfare of all people and for nature (1994:22.) The positive correlation between 

these values found in survey respondents and their fair trade purchasing behavior 

suggested those who placed higher importance on equal opportunities, protection of 

environmental resources, and social justice had more positive beliefs about fair trade 

products and business practice (Ma, 2007: 78.) Finally, the model added the element 

of past fair trade purchasing behavior and found that past experience with purchases 

did indeed influence future purchases, agreeing with studies by Belk et al (2005), and 

Auger et al (2004) above.  

Both of the models used by Ozcaglar-toulouse and Ma were tested using 

questionnaires sent out to a large number of respondents. While Ma utilized a random 

sample, Ozcaglar-Toulouse sent questionnaires to subscribers of an ethical consumer 
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magazine in order to gain information from respondents whose ethical views are 

accentuated.  

 

2.62. The Theory of Planned Behavior and fair trade in Japan 

 

While the above models and the acquired survey results provide a framework 

for understanding why consumers purchase, or avoid, fair trade products, they 

nevertheless remain vulnerable to intricate complexities of individual situations that 

are better understood through interviews. Specifically, interviews allow a high level 

of flexibility rather than boxing respondents into predetermined questions. Moreover, 

they afford respondents the chance to provide perspectives that the researcher may not 

have considered beforehand. Finally, given that the focus of this study is on attitudes 

and ethical obligations towards fair trade, interviews are an excellent way to gauge 

people's level of fascination and passion towards fair trade in person. Moreover, 

interviews were chosen over surveys in this study given the well-documented 

incidences of social desirability bias in fair trade and ethical consumer research, 

whereby respondents answer in a way that is socially desirable in the presence of a 

researcher (Auger-Devinney, 2007.) Thus, there is often a gap between stated 

intention to purchase fair trade and actual purchasing behavior. To test these models 

in the Japanese market, semi-structured interviews were conducted with students 

involved in fair trade activities around Tokyo. Similar methods have been employed 

in theory of planned behavior studies with Japanese subjects (e.g. Underwood, 2012) 

and in studies of attitudes towards fair trade (e.g. Chatzidakis et al, 2007; Nicholls & 

Lee 2006.)  

As the purpose of this exploratory study is to gain greater comparative insight 

into the attitudes of fair trade consumers in Japan, members of fair trade student 

groups around Tokyo were called upon for interviews. Interviews were carried out in 

3 focus group sessions involving multiple students (6, 4, 2) with 3 additional personal 

interviews. Focus groups lasted approximately 90 minutes each, and all members 

were encouraged as much as possible to answer the same questions. However, 

discussions between respondents were also allowed to carry on if I judged them to be 

related to the initial question. Personal interviews lasted approximately 45-60 minutes 

and were more linear. The purpose for selecting students with established knowledge 

in fair trade was three-fold. 
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 First, I wanted to test whether or not student attitudes were similar to those 

found among fair trade consumers in western studies. Reconstructing the purchasing 

motives and attitudes of Japanese highlights differences that may exist between 

Japanese and western attitudes. Second, I wanted to test how fair trade proponents 

understood fair trade, and importantly, how they identified with it. Several western 

studies seem to reveal a strong connection between fair trade engagement and 

personal identity as an ethical consumer, as noted above. Thus, I wanted to see how 

students engaged in fair trade identified with the fair trade movement. Moreover, I 

wanted to understand how they perceived western fair trade markets. Specifically, I 

wanted to know how students perceived the influence of colonial history and 

Christianity on fair trade in western markets. These interviews complement several 

surveys of students (e.g. Be Leaf, 2006; Yamamoto, 2011) and retailers (e.g. 

Nagasaka, 2008) that already exist. This study therefore focuses on qualitative 

responses. 

 While interviews were also undertaken with retailers, many of which had 

their own opinions about the spread of fair trade, students gave a decidedly more 

personal perspective. Moreover, fair trade surveys have shown students to be 

particularly interested in the issues relating to fair trade (Nagasaka, 2008). Based 

loosely on the theory of planned behavior, interviews with students started with 

simple questions about their personal interest in fair trade, their feelings about the fair 

trade movement, what their peers think of their fair trade activities, and their ability to 

physically purchase fair trade products, gradually progressing toward extracting more 

general attitudes about the importance of fair trade, their personal feelings and 

obligations regarding fair trade, and about their personal actions to increase awareness 

outside of club activities. While it may be impossible to completely avoid social 

desirability bias, comments by the interviewer were limited and/or agreeable with the 

interviewees in order to bring out lengthier opinions. By using a looser format, 

interviewees were able to direct the conversation and reveal perspectives that the 

interviewer had not considered beforehand which is important considering the cross-

cultural nature of the study. Questions about historical matters such as Japanese 

imperialism were approached sensitively but did garner interesting comments. 

Drawing on these discussions with members of fair trade university groups, as well as 

a wide range of secondary sources, the next sections aims to reconstruct how attitudes 
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towards fair trade have been shaped among western and Japanese consumers, 

respectively.  

 

3. COMPARING WESTERN AND JAPANESE ATTITUDES TOWARDS FAIR 

TRADE PRODUCTS 

 

Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior states that consumer attitudes link a 

certain behavior to an expected outcome. In the case of fair trade, a key example of 

such behavior is simply the purchase of a fair trade product. By casting one's 

economic vote, so to speak, the expected outcome is that a producer somewhere in the 

world benefits in some small way, while corporations recognize a shift towards 

ethical consumerism and further perpetuate the perceived positive outcome. Another 

behavior could be the promotion of fair trade to others in order to have them purchase 

fair trade products and affect similar change. As noted, however, studies have also 

found that fair trade is commonly linked to the 'warm glow' felt when acting morally. 

Thus, one's behavioral beliefs could also be linked to the desired outcome of 

presenting one's morality or integrity. Complementing this part of Ajzen’s model is 

one’s perceived behavioral control, or one’s perceived ability to actually carry out a 

specific behavior. In the case of fair trade, this includes the high price, low 

availability, and any other barrier that might hinder the behavior in question from 

being carried out. What these two pieces of Ajzen's model have in common is the 

element of control. Although the subjective norm, the third element of Ajzen’s model, 

certainly interacts with, and complements these two elements, it also involves a 

greater element of external influence and is thus less under the control of the person 

contemplating a behavior. Dividing the model up this way, this chapter begins by 

analyzing fair trade purchasing behavior from the perspective of attitudes and 

perceived behavioral control, before looking more broadly at how the subjective norm 

influences potential fair trade consumers. To gain insight into the mindset of fair trade 

proponents, this chapter starts by introducing the results of interviews with 15 

students involved in fair trade student groups at universities in Tokyo. 

 

3.1 Interviews student fair trade organizations 
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Given the exploratory nature of this study, students that already had knowledge of fair 

trade were chosen in order to reconstruct the attitudes and ways of thinking held by 

Japanese proponents of fair trade in comparison with western studies. The following 

is a summary of the 15 interviewees: 

 

 
Location of fair trade 

organization Type of organization Male / Female 
1 Tokyo university fair trade club 1 female 
2 Tokyo university fair trade club 1 female 
3 Tokyo university fair trade club 1 female 
4 Tokyo university fair trade club 1 female 
5 Tokyo university fair trade club 1 female 
6 Tokyo university fair trade club 1 female 
7 Tokyo university fair trade club 2 female 
8 Tokyo university fair trade club 2 female 
9 Tokyo university fair trade club 2 male 

10 Tokyo university fair trade club 2 male 
11 Tokyo university fair trade club 2 male 
12 Tokyo fair trade student network female 
13 Kyoto university fair trade club 3 female 
14 Kyoto university fair trade club 3  female 
15 Kyoto university fair trade club 4 male 

Table 2: Summary of interviewees. 

 

Interviews with students involved in fair trade student groups at universities 

in Tokyo revealed first that they carried out a range of promotional activities related 

to fair trade. One student group sets up a booth at a bazaar on a monthly basis, one 

group visits local convenience stores with suggestions to include fair trade chocolate 

on a stand next to the cashier, while another group includes among its various 

activities handing out flyers to shoppers outside of a large supermarket chain, and 

setting up and attending lectures on fair trade. In terms of attitudes, while there were a 

variety of perspectives on fair trade products, interviews did reveal several unique 

perspective.  

 

High importance placed on design and product characteristics 

 

 Although fair trade promotion and education were key activities of the club, 

one unexpected finding was the almost universal reluctance of actual fair trade 
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purchasing among respondents. The three respondents that did answer positively 

noted that they had previously purchased ethnic clothing, Nepalese spices, and dry 

mangos, respectively. Those who purchased these products cited product quality as 

the rational for purchase: ethnic styling in the case of clothing, and taste in the case of 

the spices and mangos. Students who had not purchased these products also 

speculated that a product’s quality and organic nature are extremely important. 

Interestingly, there was overall agreement that a product’s design was highly 

important. One male student explained, “Fair trade chocolate only comes in bar form 

and it’s a bit boring. With so many beautifully packaged chocolates with interesting 

shapes and sizes in Japan, I can’t help but go for ones with better designs.” Although 

seemingly a trivial thing, this response does replicate survey responses that suggest 

Japanese consumers bought fair trade products for the design almost as much as for 

their ethical qualities (Fair Trade Town Japan, 2012:12.) This contrasts largely with 

American consumers who reportedly placed very little value on design (Alter Eco, 

2008: 28.)21

First, the level of design, and the value placed on design is extraordinarily 

high in Japan. It is broadly accepted that Japanese companies pour vast amounts of 

money into marketing, resulting in frequently changing labels, beautiful product 

designs, flavors for consumable goods rotating on a seasonal or even monthly basis, 

and movie stars frequently pushing products on TV. This further highlights how cash 

flow might be a significant barrier for organizations promoting fair trade. However, 

more importantly, it reveals a difference in what drives purchasing motives, and 

moreover, what factors consumers will openly admit influence their choices. For 

instance, Varul (2009) found that the act of buying fair trade goods for anything but 

ethical reasons was a foreign concept to German interviewees, while British citizens 

tended to put a bit more value into design. Moreover, French consumers chose fair 

trade more as a new way of consuming rather than a specific affection for the 

products on offer (Caillebi & Casteran, 2010.) By comparison, Japan seems to place 

more importance on design and less on the ethical issues inherent in fair trade 

 Two student respondents with commerce backgrounds in particular felt 

that the gap in design between fair trade and conventional consumer chocolates, for 

instance, was too large. This speaks to two differences between Japan and elsewhere.  

                                                 
21 Specifically, in the Japanese survey, 48% of those who had previously bought fair trade products 
stated they bought it because “it was attractive,” while 55% bought it because they “thought it would 
alleviate poverty.” By comparison, in the American study, only 7.6% stated they purchased fair trade 
because of its “attractive packaging.”  
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products. It is not uncommon for westerners to criticize the high value that Japanese 

place on product design and perfection as a shallow form of materialism, particularly 

with concern to what they believe to be over packaged Japanese products. Thus, the 

relative importance placed on design by Japanese consumers would almost certainly 

be criticized as surprisingly materialistic or shallow when juxtaposed with the nature 

of fair trade products, provided that fair trade appeals to consumers to make their 

spending decision based not on these sorts of materialistic desires, but based on higher 

notions of ethics, justice, and the greater good. Given that value for design comes into 

direct conflict with many of the discourses surrounding purchasing ethical and fair 

trade goods, this does highlight a particularly interesting and robust difference. The 

reasons behind this are surely complex, but overall it suggests a more light-hearted 

attitude towards fair trade that is based more on subjective opinions of the physical 

qualities of a product (i.e. design, taste, organic) rather than their attachment to ethical 

issues.  

On a related note, several students in one fair trade student organization did 

state that their reason for joining the fair trade club was to ‘get involved in 

international cooperation’, and that fair trade seemed an attractive outlet with which 

to do this. Thus it is possible that Japanese students find the ‘international’ element of 

fair trade relatively more intriguing than the ‘ethical’ element, suggesting that 

personal identities were formed more around being ‘international’ rather than being 

‘ethical.’ If this were true, it would explain why actual ethical product purchasing 

may be less important than participation in an international movement like fair trade. 

Overall, this portion of the interview responses suggested that fair trade purchases in 

Japan are less attached to issues of identity and being perceived as ethical consumers 

when compared to subjects of studies in the UK, Germany, or US. When relating this 

back to the importance of civil society and not for profit organizations, this suggests 

that there are weaker normative influences encouraging these students to exert their 

ethical or political selves as they have in several western settings. In other words, to 

be apolitical or unaware of certain ethical quandaries may be met with less criticism 

here given the low level of experience with such issues due to a weak presence of 

NPOs. 

 

Low Availability of Fair Trade Products 
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Student respondents were quick to note the low level of availability of fair 

trade products in stores where they lived. Notably, large supermarkets in Japan have 

been slow to pick up fair trade products, although there are various channels through 

which to purchase them. Aeon, one of Japan’s largest retailers, has sold fair trade 

products since 2004 under it’s TOPVALU brand, although this does not guarantee 

that one will find fair trade in every store selling TOPVALU.22

 On the other hand, De Pelsmacker & Janssens (2007:365) found that most of 

the participants in their study stated they would overcome issues of inefficiency and 

price to engage with fair trade if only they were ‘made to care more’. This is a 

conscious statement of the need for subjective norms to act on subjects to inspire their 

purchases. While this is certainly true for any purchasing behavior, the issues of 

 Muji, one of Japan’s 

most highly successful retailers of daily life goods started selling fair trade coffee 

from October 2006, but now sells fair trade chocolate and tea as well. Zensho 

Holdings, parent company of Sukiya and other popular fast food chains has converted 

nearly all of the coffee in its various restaurants and fast food chains to fair trade 

coffee. Meanwhile, Alter-trade Japan operates via consumer cooperatives around the 

country. While some students knew of these outlets, it was concerning that many did 

not, despite being in a position to promote fair trade. This is perhaps due to the desire 

for each group to focus on its own fair trade project rather than drive forward the 

movement as a whole. If this were the case, it would agree with assertions by 

Watanabe and Iwano & Takami that fair trade groups aim to carve out their own 

aesthetic. Nevertheless, western studies mirror the statements of the Japanese 

interviewees’ views on availability, showing that western consumers also have 

difficulties finding fair trade products, and information about them (Shaw et al., 

2006b for sweat-shop free clothing, De Pelsmacker et al., 2005b for fair trade coffee), 

while the distance needed to travel to FT retail outlets can also constrain fair trade 

purchases (becchetti and Rosati 2007.)  

                                                 
22 I have not found fair trade products in smaller Aeon supermarkets, for instance. 
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inequality, fairness, and justice suggest that civil society organizations and the 

government may be best fit to build these norms.  

 

The Dilemma of Price 

 

When asked why they don’t buy more fair trade products, by far the most 

common answer was the high price, but multiple respondents also highlighted low 

availability. This relatively frequent reason has been replicated in various other 

surveys in Japan (e.g. Be Leaf, 2006; Fair 

Trade Town Japan, 2012) in studies of 

western markets (Shaw et al., 2006b; 

Uusitalo and Oksanen, 2004) and in a 

study of American college students (e.g. 

Ma, 2007: 25). However, three 

respondents in separate sessions held the 

image that Japanese are particularly tight 

with their wallets and recognized the high 

importance of value. World values survey 

data shown in Table 3 does indicate that 

the Japanese in particular may value thrift 

compared with several other fair trade 

countries, as shown by a higher percentage of respondents that chose ‘thrift’ as a 

value that their children should learn. However, Horioka (2012) argues that while 

Japanese may perceive themselves as exceptional savers, the Japanese are in fact not 

unique in their preference to save. Moreover, Horioka’s recognizes a historical 

difference in savings rates, but attributes what differences there were to economic  

 (post-war recovery), institutional (government policy), and demographic (aging 

population) rather than any cultural factors.  

  When asked specifically about fair trade, one student who seemed to represent 

the opinions of multiple respondents, explained it in terms of a dilemma: “Even 

though I think ‘this is a great idea,’ at the same time I can’t help but think 'I want the 

cheaper item' and end up buying it. It's difficult." Although this implied some sense of 

guilt or perhaps shame, when asked of this, the respondents of this group described 

more complex emotions, including absolving themselves of responsibility due to their 

What Should Children Learn? 

  Thrift 

Japan1995 38.4 

U.S.1995 8.9 

Australia1995 8.6 

Finland1996 13.5 

Germany1997 34.8 

New Zealand1998 9.4 

Norway1996 6.1 

Spain1995 20.9 

Sweden1996 27.4 

Switzerland1996 28.5 

Table 3  

Source: World Values Survey data (2003). 
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financial restraints as students. Citing the same reason, one respondent of a different 

group did explicitly state the absence of any feelings of shame or guilt when 

consciously purchasing the cheapest products even when fair trade products were 

available on the shelf. When asked if this particular individual felt that his actions 

would affect the overall well being of producers, his answer was a clear “No” before 

shifting the responsibility to others. Although this one student clearly held stronger 

negative opinions than others, most respondents reported a sense of fatalism when 

asked if they believed their own purchasing behavior would affect any change. There 

exist several possibilities for why this is, but one student brought to light the issue of 

skepticism. Specifically, various visitors to their bazaar asked what constitutes the 

higher price, how they benefit from it, and, after an explanation of fair trade, if it 

actually benefits overseas producers. Goig (2007) similarly finds that despite fair 

trade appeals to consumers to overcome this financial issue for the greater good, many 

are not ready to commit due to skepticism of how much fair trade actually contributes 

to poverty alleviation, and the lack of a feeling of personal responsibility towards this 

end.23

 Finally, it was interesting to hear how members of one group perceived the use 

of money when comparing America and Japan. One respondent stated, “Americans 

often give donations, and maybe there’s an element of them wanting to show a good 

side of themselves, or doing good, but in Japan there isn’t really that kind of culture 

(agreements from other members).” On Japan, another student responded, “Wealthier 

(Japanese) people probably stockpile their money…money doesn’t really circulate, so 

it creates a sort of downward spiral." Negative views such as these could ultimately 

suggest that ‘since others aren’t donating, why should I have to?’ What is interesting 

is how it is attributed to culture. It is safe to say that the high barrier to fair trade 

 Moreover, it is suspected that because fair trade is still very limited in Japan, 

these students, and consumers in general, also feel that while their participation is 

important, the actual affect may also be limited. Applied to the theory of planned 

behavior, overcoming the higher price barrier is more feasible when one believes their 

purchase will produce the expected outcome of benefitting producers. However, if 

one is acting alone in this effort, the gains may be negligible so as to justify a more 

passive, fatalistic attitude.  

                                                 
23 While it is difficult to tell whether there is more skepticism in Japan or not, Watanabe (2010:171) 
directs us to a survey stating that 14.2% of Japanese in one survey admitted they would buy fair trade 
even if it were somewhat more expensive, while 92% of UK residents would with regards to ‘ethical 
products’ on the whole. 
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purchase is created in relation not only to what other products cost, but also what 

other people are paying, and it is likely that the negative attitudes towards the altruism 

of others only act as disincentives for people to purchase fair trade products. That is, 

unless one fundamentally connects with the issues inherent in fair trade.     

 

High Emphasis on Respect, Low Emphasis on Ethical Selving  

 

A reason frequently cited by students for becoming interested in fair trade 

was a lesson given by a high school teacher that introduced the concept in class, while 

a general interest acquired through international or history studies as well as TV 

programs and other media were also referenced frequently. Reasons for why students 

joined fair trade club activities included because it was a chance to actively 'do' 

international cooperation with various countries, because it was a chance to do some 

volunteering that was connected with international issues, and because it was a new 

and intriguing way of doing business. In other words, there was, as noted above, a 

strong sense of fair trade as ‘interesting’ and ‘international’ rather than ‘necessary’ or 

‘the right thing to do’ that come out in research such as Varul (2009.) While the 

reasons vary for student participation, conversations about why the students believed 

fair trade was important often emphasized the importance of 'respect’ (sonchou) for 

producers, their society, and their environment, while making no references to justice 

or ethics. Although admittedly a difficult concept, when directly asked what is ethical 

about fair trade, one student replied that to be ethical is to respect the values of 

producers, and the community and environment in which they live, as well as their 

traditions and culture. When asked to define what ‘fair’ meant, it was difficult to gain 

a clear opinion. One of the reasons, which respondents also noted, was how 

definitions of fair can differ from person to person. However, respondents did seem to 

commonly note the way in which producers were worked hard for little pay. In other 

words, there was a sense of unfair compensation for the amount of work done by 

producers. This is similar to what Varul (2009) finds in terms of general opinions 

about fair trade among British and German interviewees, but there appeared to be 

differences in how the Japanese students personally expressed their identification with 

fair trade issues.  

When directly asked about if and how fair trade is connected to their 

personal identity, responses centered on personal interests related to international 
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learning rather than ethical or moral beliefs. For example, one student replied, “I 

enjoy history, but I also like the practical side of learning about different countries 

and participating in some small way.” Another responded, “speaking frankly, when I 

entered the circle I thought 'there are only a few people doing these activities, but 

they're doing them, and maybe I can actually do international cooperation, but 

sometimes I just feel like I'm volunteering.” In general, Varul’s interviews found the 

concept of ‘ethical selving’, or the creation of an ethical self-identity, important to fair 

trade consumers. One telling example is a consumer that describes fair trade as, 

“Something I feel quite passionate about and have kind of geared my day-to-day 

consuming towards [it] for quite a while” despite also admitting, “I don’t know much 

about it.” (Varul, 2009).  In contrast, interviews with Japanese students here provide 

initial evidence that there is less importance on outwardly presenting oneself as 

ethical. Presumably this is due to a weaker subjective norm to do so, created by the 

absence of the types of large, active civil society organizations that have a larger 

presence in many western fair trade countries.  

 

Weak Link Between History and Fair Trade 

 

As noted in the previous chapter, Japanese researchers, students, and 

commentators have pointed to colonial guilt as a motive for fair trade purchasing in 

the west, although Varul (2009), for example, emphasizes the need for a more 

nuanced understanding of the connection between guilt, obligation, defining oneself 

as ethical, and fair trade purchasing. However, the reason why Japanese researchers 

may have pointed to colonial guilt as a factor may be because there exists little in the 

way of similar guilt in Japan. Indeed, Japan has a history not only as aggressor but 

also as victim, while its former occupied or colonized territories have largely grown to 

become emerging economies. Hence, there is understandably a different feeling 

between Japanese towards these now prosperous lands, than there is between several 

western nations and former colonies which continue to stagnate. Indeed, students 

were unable to connect fair trade to any personal feelings of guilt, despite Japan’s 

imperialistic past. When asked why, the students here attributed it to how history is 

taught in Japan. Specifically, one student noted, “In world history there isn't a strong 

feeling that Japan has been that bad” while another agreed, remarking, “It hasn’t been 

properly taught that Japan did any wrong.” Reflecting upon this, one student who had 
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recently discovered the Civilian War Memorial in Singapore, which was built in 

memory of the civilians killed during Japan’s occupation of Singapore, was surprised 

to learn such an incident occurred. Thus there was some recognition of darker 

elements of Japan's history, but they did not tie these to any north-south issues which 

are common in fair trade discourse. 

 However, the guilt that researchers speculate western fair trade consumers 

feel is presumably related less to north-south exploitation and imperialistic expansion 

as a whole, and more specifically to colonies where plantation workers suffered at the 

hand of wealthy plantation owners. On this point, one student similarly speculated 

how the connection between the UK and African plantations might instill feelings of 

guilt or regret among British nationals and inspire them to purchase fair trade, but also 

explained that as a Japanese person, discussions of African plantations felt incredibly 

distant and unrelated to Japan. Another respondent did raise the issue of the north-

south divide in general, explaining it as a problem whereby the affluent northern 

countries utilize the resources of southern countries to develop, leaving large 

economic disparity in their wake. However, no question of Japan’s involvement was 

made. Thus, students did not appear to be motivated by feelings of guilt or shame at 

these disparities, in line with what researchers have speculated. Related to this, they 

also did not point to whom the potential perpetrators were that might have been 

causing any ‘unfair’ trade, although responsibility to ensure ethical treatment of 

workers was, in some cases, given to corporations and governments. What this does 

point to is why students and researchers may attribute fair trade with colonial guilt in 

western countries, given their own absence of guilt and the characteristic colonial 

histories in the west, which overlap with many fair trade producer regions.  

 

These interviews with 15 students involved in fair trade student 

organizations have highlighted some broad differences in thinking between Japanese 

and the fair trade consumers in western studies. To provide a comparative perspective, 

the next section attempts to reconstruct the attitudes of fair trade consumers in the 

west.  

 

3.2 Western Attitudes: Inequality, Frustration, and Obligation  
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 It has been suggested that the conscious act of paying more to ensure one's 

coffee is fair trade can be an expression of one's moral beliefs, one's commitment to 

social issues around the world, or even just a moment to feel good about making a 

difference. Importantly, this way of thinking seems to reflect one of the biggest 

differences between Japanese and western consumers. I argue in this section that this 

derives from relatively larger social incentives in places like the UK and the USA to 

be seen as a definitively moral person. In other words, there are stronger subjective 

norms acting as incentives for people to project their ethical images. Specifically, this 

is argued at two levels. First, it is argued that historical issues of inequality, and the 

socioeconomic disparity of ethnic groups in particular, has created greater awareness 

of, and attachment to, the issues of fairness, and inequality that fair trade aims to 

tackle. Fair trade, by this token, can act as a means to reaffirm one’s identity as a 

supporter of these causes and as a good person. Second, the relatively easy formation 

of civil society organizations in these places modifies subjective norms to create 

greater obligations towards ethical purchasing. In Japan, where a relatively tough 

regulatory environment governs these civil society organizations, they have not had 

nearly as strong of an impact in diffusing the concept of fair trade. Given the high 

barrier of entry to fair trade, particularly in Japan, it is argued that simple knowledge 

of an issue may not be enough for people to engage in it, as the above student 

interviews reveal. Rather, a certain threshold must be reached whereby newly 

established subjective norms also act upon consumers.   

 

Fair trade guilt: Where does it come from? 

 

“It’s simple, the richer people get, the more guilty they feel” 

-Anonymous24

 

 

  The nature of many of the western fair trade countries is such that problems 

relating to ethnic disparities persist in daily life. Immigrants contribute roughly 15% 

to the populations of western fair trade countries while contributing only 1.5% in 

Japan.  (United Nations, 2006.) More importantly, it is necessary to examine how 

these inequalities have persisted for decades. Although Japanese researchers speculate 

                                                 
24 Quoted in a personal interview with a British national. 
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that feelings of guilt among European fair trade consumers may be born from the 

current state of former colonies in Africa or South America, Spain provides a 

contrasting example of a country with a once expansive colonial empire in what are 

now various developing countries, yet appears to have relatively little interest in fair 

trade for the moment (Krier, 2008: 98.) Moreover, focusing on former colonial 

connections ignores the fact that other relatively large fair trade markets such as 

Canada, Australia, South Africa, and the United States were former colonies. These 

regions have a shared history of violent and unfair treatment of local populations, 

which has resulted in visible ethnic inequality that persists to this day. As noted, Varul 

(2009) concludes that fair trade consumers aim to produce ethical selves in the 

context of their own societies rather than as a consumer on the other side of a 

disadvantaged producer. Thus, while there is reason to believe that guilt is, in some 

way, responsible for encouraging fair trade purchases, research suggests that it is not 

directly connected to colonial histories. Instead, I argue here that rather than guilt 

being connection to any specific colonial connection, it is the result of persisting 

inequality within European societies and, more broadly, the division between the ‘rich, 

white’ societies and tropical producing regions.  

 Personal interactions with British nationals, Americans, and Canadians have 

revealed a common skepticism of fair trade as simply another way of teasing money 

out of consumers who wish to absolve themselves of guilt and frustration over issues 

of poverty and inequality. “Can the fair trade movement deliver guilt-free 

chocoholism?” “Saving the poor or salving the guilt?” and “Christmas shopping 

without the guilt” are but some of the headlines that openly recognize this association. 

Certain ethical products have even been labeled “Guilt-free.” More commonly, 

however, the connection to guilt comes out through casual conversations. Whether the 

person leveling this criticism of fair trade personally feels guilt or not, they 

nevertheless reason that others might, suggesting the existence of ‘collective guilt’ or 

‘guilt by association’. These terms refer to the guilt associated with historical crimes 

that exists even amongst those who were not personally responsible (Doosje et al., 

1998). It is safe to assume that the source in many western countries is, in some way, 

their combined imperialistic pasts and the resulting inequalities that resonate in 

society even today. The apartheid in South Africa, Nazi Germany, and Aboriginal-

European conflicts in Australia, Canada, and the United States exist as examples that 

trigger collective guilt, but in a broader sense, these issues of domestic inequality are 
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mirrored in the relative positions of affluent and poor nations. Issues related to 

poverty, inequality, and development produce highly varied opinions, but it appears 

that some people in the UK still feel a sense of personal responsibility to improve the 

overall situation:  

 

[We’ve] got ourselves to blame most of the time because a lot of these 

people are still getting over slavery and we were the ones that 

exploited these countries and we’re exploiting countries to this day 

(IPPR, 2012:12) 

 

However, opinions such as this one are relatively rare compared to those that feel 

sympathy but do not see a causal relationship, or those that disconnect the economic 

state of the UK with developing economies (IPPR, 2012.) Regardless, economic 

inequality has divided people both domestically and internationally. While a common 

result is frustration from a group that is at a disadvantage in society, there exist in 

every society some “Individuals who not only perceive their in-group’s structural 

advantage but judge it to be unfair” (Leach et al. 2006: 1232). One might suspect this 

is primarily limited to those with European backgrounds. Indeed, many Caucasian 

students did express guilt and shame at the history of colonialism when questioned 

about their ‘whiteness’ in a Canadian survey of students at a multicultural campus. In 

particular, one remarked: 

“It totally sucks to be White when you’re studying Canada’s history 

and other countries’ too. It’s kinda embarrassing ‘cause we’ve done so 

much…shitty stuff [laughs] to everyone. I can see other [White] people, 

not just me, getting skirmish [sic squirmy] in their seats when that stuff 

gets brought up. I hate classes like that!” (Norton & Baker, 2007:56) 

Regarding aboriginal-white relations in particular, one student reflected a 

sense of distance, but also a certain degree of collective guilt: 

“I feel super bad about what happened to their ancestors. But that’s not 

us. That was then, this is now. I still feel guilty though because White 

people have done that same kind of thing to lots of people.” (Norton & 

Baker, 2007:57) 
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Although one might assume such thinking is limited to those who identify 

themselves as Caucasian, Australian immigrants also express empathy and solidarity 

towards the struggles of aboriginal Australians:  

 

“I’m not expressing apology on my own behalf necessarily as I am an 

immigrant myself. However […] I say sorry anyway as I do consider 

myself Australian.” 

 

“As a ‘new’ Australian […] I want to acknowledge that I […] have 

benefited from past injustices. I am deeply sorry.” 

 

“As [an] African, I am in [the] position to understand the suffering of 

Aboriginal people because we had the same problem with Europeans 

[…] I record my deep regret for these injustices.” (Assmann, 2013: 60) 

 

Although these studies are concerned primarily with domestic inequalities, it appeared 

to take very little for respondents to make the connection between contemporary 

domestic inequality and historical misconduct of Caucasians overseas. Moreover, 

both Caucasian and non-Caucasian respondents appear to associate this ‘whiteness’ in 

general with a history of colonialism, without needing to explain the intricacies or 

where potential exceptions may exist. However, what is perhaps most interesting is 

that new Australian immigrants conveyed feelings of responsibility simply through a 

distant association with the Australians they feel committed terrible acts. 

 It stands to reason that the inequalities that fair trade aims to address (i.e. born 

into a disadvantaged position in society/the world, being subjected to market forces of 

western nations) overlap considerably with the issues of fairness inherently present in 

the questions of race relations posed by the above research. However, also interesting 

to note is how the answers are very generalized. What may be at work in many of 

these answers is what psychologists Tversky and Kahneman (1972) have termed the 

‘availability heuristic’ whereby people draw conclusions on the most easily recalled 

information, presumably based on years of discussion in the media, i.e. European 

wealth versus African poverty. In this case, there appears to be a sort of stigma, and 

perception of an unfair advantage connected to regions that are now predominantly 

Caucasian. As noted, a look at the sources of fair trade goods reveals that European 
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companies are just as likely to go through fair trade producers in former colonies as 

they are from elsewhere in the world. Thus, while fair trade consumers commonly see 

themselves as socially aware individuals (Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. 2006; Shaw et al. 

2000; Kim et al. 1999) that position themselves as morally committed people through 

being a fair trade consumer (Varul & Wilson-Kovacs, 2008; Adams and Raisborough, 

2008), it is likely that this is an effort to appear a sympathetic or ethical person against 

the backdrop of ethnic and socioeconomic inequality in one's own society.  

Japan, by contrast, is one of the most ethnically homogeneous societies in the 

world. While Japan also struggles with issues of ethnic inequality, it is at a less 

pronounced scale. More importantly, Japan has put high value on equality, and the 

result is the perception by most that they fall not at one end or the other on the socio-

economic scale: 

 

"The Japanese have traditionally valued social harmony within groups, 

and have made it their most important social philosophy…The seniority system, 

for example, combined with life-long employment, was a system in which most 

employees, if they continued to work for a particular company all their life, 

would gain, in total, around the same amount of remuneration. That is why 

Japanese society also has been run according to a certain type of justice concept, 

though not quite the western idea of justice. As a result, the system of equality 

broadly permeated among the Japanese in the period of high economic growth, 

and, in the 1980s, ninety per cent of Japanese had arrived at the point of 

perceiving themselves as 'middle-class” (Obuchi, 2007:91) 

 

Hara (2011: 15) and Chiavacci (2008:11) also highlight how this ‘middle class’ 

consciousness has not changed much between the 1970s and the 2000s, and both point 

to the dominant frame of Japan as moving from one of equality to division 25

                                                 
25 Shirahase (2010)  provides a contrasting perspective, in an international comparison with the UK, US, 
Sweden, and France, that perceptions of belonging to the middle-class were surprisingly low in Japan. 
It should be noted that Shirahase concluded this based on the number of respondents answering ‘5’ or 
‘6’ 10 point scale of class with 1 being the lowest class and 10 the highest. Given that the highest 
number of ‘4’ answers was from Japanese respondents, this conclusion may be somewhat skewed. A 
more accurate assessment from the data would be that Japanese identify more than other countries with 
middle – low class.  

. 

Complementing this, Hara argues that new waves of assertions in the late 1990s and 

into the 2000s have led to a greater sense of Japan as a ‘disparity-society,’ while the 
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Lehman Shock has led to more stories in the media highlighting disparity involving 

seasonal and contract workers, for instance.  

Although levels of socioeconomic or ethnic inequality are certainly not the 

only influence on fair trade consumers seeking an ethical identity, interviews with 

western consumers that highlight their passion for issues of fairness and their aim to 

'be good', contrasted with the high level of perceived equality in Japanese society 

which arguably does little to inspire anger or frustration in the same way, suggests 

that this is a well-grounded reason why fair trade engagement is lower in Japan. 

Moreover, in a society like Japan that is set up to value equality so highly, and 

perceives themselves largely as middle-class, seeking status as an ethical or fair trade 

consumer in the way that western consumers arguably may actually have a negative 

rather than positive outcome, given that outwardly expressing one’s fair trade 

purchasing can even carry some sense of moral superiority.  

 

4. DISCUSSION 

 

This study has primarily attempted to answer three questions: 1) Have western 

fair trade purchasing motives been misinterpreted by Japanese? 2) Do attitudes 

towards fair trade product purchases differ between consumers in the Japanese and 

western fair trade markets?  3) How has Japan’s civil society hindered the 

development of fair trade in Japan? Although civil society arguably influences 

attitudes and vice versa, I will attempt to discuss each of these questions in turn.  

 

4.1 Western fair trade purchasing motives 

 

Chapter 2 introduced Japanese literature suggesting that several fair trade 

proponents believe that Christian values and a history of colonialism have played a 

role in motivating western consumers to promote and/or purchase fair trade products. 

Responses presented in chapter 3 obtained from interviews with members of fair trade 

student groups have also echoed this idea. However, the recent literature presented in 

chapter 2 that profiles the attitudes of fair trade consumers in several western markets 

indicates that collective guilt resulting from colonialism, or any sort of obligation to 

‘save the poor’ shaped by Christianity are not the most directly related motives. 

Rather, research on western fair trade attitudes utilized in this study suggests fair trade 
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enables consumers to advance their own ethical self-image or identity while only 

making limited connections to Christianity and colonialism specifically. The motives 

driving fair trade engagements are complex, and clearly issues of identity aren’t the 

only reason for purchasing fair trade, nor do I suggest that all fair trade consumers 

follow these motives, but there is reasonable evidence to suggest that this is a 

significant factor. Moreover, I argue that there are significant subjective norms acting 

to motivate individuals to appear as ethical. Where might these come from?  

 As the previous chapters have demonstrated, conflict stemming from 

socioeconomic and ethnic inequality appears to be more important factor than 

colonial pasts for encouraging people to act as ethical consumers. First, I have argued 

that one’s identification with Europe’s history of colonialism is not a specific 

connection between one’s own ruling country and historic colonies. Rather, there is 

reason to believe that the need to reaffirm one as ‘being good’ stems from more broad 

notions of the wealthy European versus the poor tropical producer. Moreover, robust 

reminders of these historic injustices manifest themselves in class and ethnic conflict 

in the multicultural societies not only of Europe, but also those in societies such as 

Canada, the USA, and South Africa that stem back to European expansion.  The 

‘unfair advantage’ felt by segments of the population with particularly high awareness 

of social issues arguably encourages consumers to form virtuous ethical identities, lest 

they be associated with what they perceive as part of an ongoing social problem. In 

light of this, replies in several sociological studies of fair trade suggest that fair trade 

represents one tool that has rapidly gained popularity in recent years for more and 

more people to vent their frustrations with the unfairness, or inequality they have seen 

in their society. By contrast, one wonders if there are similar sentiments in Japan.  

Interviews with Japanese students provided several insights. First and 

foremost, several of the views raised by the Japanese students reflected those held by 

respondents in western surveys. Nearly all students were positive about the future of 

fair trade, and found that people they had talked to about fair trade were also fairly 

positive. They encountered some criticism and skepticism as well, but this is clearly 

not unique to Japan (e.g. Diaz-Pedregal, 2011.) Meanwhile, price and availability of 

fair trade products presented two of the largest purchasing barriers to Japanese student 

respondents, echoing several studies in western settings. 

 However, there were also several indications that the students did not center 

their engagement with fair trade on ethical obligations or ethical self-identity as did 
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several western respondents. Rather, fair trade was presented as something new, and 

international. Whether this reflects a general reluctance to raise the political nature of 

fair trade in the presence of an interviewer is difficult to determine. It may be that the 

homogenous nature of Japanese society, and the perception of Japan as somewhat 

closed-off, amidst government efforts to internationalize,26

This was complemented by answers that did not hold the fair trade principles 

higher than several more traditional product features. In other words, there was great 

sympathy for the choices of others to avoid fair trade products because they 

themselves could see flaws. One of the most noticeable differences was that Japanese 

respondents placed high importance on the physical appearance and form of the 

product. Unattractive packaging or product form may turn away casual consumers 

with a low degree of interest in fair trade, but would almost certainly appear trivial to 

the western respondents in studies included in this dissertation. More than anything 

this may highlight what are differences between Japan and several of the western fair 

trade countries about what constitutes an individual’s self image and more broadly the 

idea of consumer responsibility. For example, one perspective on consumption could 

be that it acts to satisfy one’s appreciation for product characteristics such as taste, 

form, and design, and that this is a private choice. However, an oppositional frame 

would be that one’s individual consumption is part of a bigger system, and that one’s 

product choices may act to improve this system and the lives connected to it, or 

degrade them further. This second framing seems to be closer to western ideals, 

exemplified by several frustrated consumers in Shaw & Clarke (1999) who had been 

ridiculed or attacked for their ‘non-ethical’ behavior: 

 means that engaging in 

international cooperation is particularly attractive and unique, and fair trade is a 

means to this end. However, upon pressing students to answer questions related to 

their ethical obligations and self-identities, for instance, several respondents did not 

highlight a personal connection to the issues, but instead expressed their interests. As 

noted, one student even believed he had no ethical obligation to purchase fair trade 

despite his role in promoting it..  

 

                                                 
26 Exemplified, for instance, by the Ministry of Education’s “Global 30” campaign, by the rapid 
increase in job fairs for international students, and the incorporation of English into elementary schools 
in 2011.  
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I never buy Nestle products, unless by accident, and if I do one of my 

family usually say, ``what are you buying that for'', and will even 

refuse to eat it. 

 

What else frustrates me is people, I don't ask people to justify what 

coffee they drink, or the fact that they eat meat, or whatever, but people 

continually ask me. And try to pick holes in what I do. (Shaw & Clarke, 

1999: 114) 

 

The interviews with most Japanese students, on the other hand, left a much less 

political impression along the lines of ‘fair trade is a good idea that more people 

should know about.’ One student also disliked the idea of ‘fair’ trade because it 

implies correctness, while suggesting that ‘alternative’ trade may be a better substitute. 

The apolitical nature, or at least somewhat impassionate nature, of these replies links, 

I believe, to a civil society, which has little room to maneuver.  

 

4.2 Japanese will to participate, few opportunities to do so   

 

The second question this study has aimed to address is: How has Japanese civil 

society regulation hindered the development of fair trade in Japan? The arguments 

presented in this study have outlined how regulation of Japan's NPOs, particularly 

those that would have the biggest effect on spreading fair trade, is severe compared to 

several western countries. However, it could be argued that even if Japan had a strong 

civil society, that differing perceptions of 'what is ethical?' may hinder the acceptance 

of fair trade consumption. However, studies such as Belk et al. (2005) and Auger et al. 

(2004) have surveyed several countries and suggest cultural influence has little 

influence on how people form their ethical justifications for engaging in ethical 

consumption. What these two studies suggest as more important, however, is the need 

for past association with civil society groups dealing with ethical issues (Belk et al., 

2005: 283.) Similarly, Yoon (2007) finds that past association with fair trade 

consumption correlates with future fair trade consumption. What this suggests is that 

targeting by organizations that wish to spread their interests and values in society, 

such as not for profit organizations, is key important to bringing more ethical 

consumers on board. However, as outlined in this study, Japanese NPOs are severely 
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limited in the breadth of their activities not only in terms of fair trade specifically, but 

in terms of human rights, environmental, animal rights, and other organizations. 

Given that western studies have found fair trade consumers to be worldly or socially 

minded (e.g. Shaw et al. 2005; de Ferran and Grunert, 2007,) there is reason to believe 

that several of these organizations would play into convincing consumers to adopt fair 

trade or ethical stances.  

   

4.3 Modeling the results using the theory of planned behavior 

 

 A key concern in this study has been the gap between fair trade sales between 

Japan and the west. While I assert that increasing sales, and therefore alleviating 

poverty, is not the end goal of fair trade, this gap is a useful starting point for 

analyzing fair trade engagement.  

In order for Japanese to purchase fair trade products, they must be inclined to 

do so either through attractive price, product quality, personal beliefs and obligations, 

or social pressure. Interviews with Japanese students show that price represents a 

particularly high barrier to purchase, as elsewhere in the world, but there are different 

types of consumers. Notably, there are those that strive for value based solely on 

product characteristics that can be felt, tasted, or experienced, for example, and there 

are the emerging ethical consumers that purchase based on perceived ethical modes of 

production, and evidently personal social gain. As noted previously, the former 

description seems to match more closely with Japanese consumers, while the latter 

appears more common in western contexts. Therefore we must ask, ultimately, how 

this process is formed.  

Drawing on the Japanese literature and interviews in this study, figure 7 

represents my proposed model of  how Japanese perceive fair trade purchases in 

western contexts. Simply, Christianity and colonial guilt heighten concerns over the 

issues and produce positive attitudes and subjective norms which lead to purchases.  

 
Figure 8: Proposed model of fair trade purchasing behavior as perceived in Japan  
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However, What I reject in this study, based on western studies of consumer values 

and testimonials, is the direct connection between Christian values, colonial guilt, and 

fair trade purchasing. Instead, as shown, I propose a new model whereby inequality 

within one’s society influences one’s obligation to act on social issues, while a 

stronger civil society better enables citizens to take action and thus raise the level of 

knowledge: 

 
Figure 9: New proposed model of fair trade purchasing behavior  

 

The two new variables of 'strong civil society' and 'perceived inequality' represent two 

significant differences between Japan and several western fair trade markets. This 

contributes to previous models because several studies of fair trade, and their models, 

have come from societies with relatively similar multicultural, and civil society 

nurturing background. Having a strong civil society leads to greater diffusion of 

knowledge, while, through this, also raising issues that may be hidden into the public 

eye. Hence, I have included an arrow between civil society and inequality that 

represents how visible inequality can inspire citizens to act (i.e. due to the issues of 

‘unfair advantage’ discussed in chapter 3), while relatively favorable civil society 

legislation discussed in chapter two further enables them to do so.  The combination 

of knowledge resulting from the penetration of civil society organizations, and social 

obligation resulting from visible inequality creates a strong subjective norm towards 

ethical behavior. This norm, then arguably shapes the attitudes that Varul and others 

discuss whereby consumers feel a need to present themselves as ethical. In the effort 

to meet this outcome, they are more willing to overcome the barriers such as price and 

availability.   

Examples of attitudes in this model, based on data in research introduced in 

this study, would be: “I’m frustrated at the level of inequality and want to do my part”, 

“I have an unfair advantage over others, and want to show my sensitivity to this”, or 
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“many other people are working to solve these issues, my actions will

 

 make a 

difference.” Fair trade products represent a means to act on these desires for change. 

In this model, bringing various social issues into the public eye and onto supermarket 

shelves also creates a subjective norm that enhances reputational concern. For 

instance, knowing that others are purchasing fair trade might lead to the perception 

that if one does not, they might be seen as morally lower. Meanwhile, the greater 

presence of civil society organizations raising awareness on social issues at a broader 

level similarly incentivizes citizens to be in touch with the issues such as human rights, 

environmental destruction, and poverty that that have come to matter. Finally, 

knowledge and social obligation combined with newly formed attitudes and 

subjective norms provide the momentum to overcome the reluctance to spend slightly 

more on a product representing a good cause. As we can easily sympathize with, 

participating as an ethical consumer, or in fact as a member of any niche identity-

forming activity or group, is rewarding primarily when others recognize it as such. 

Remaining true to Ajzen’s model, these three key elements lead to one’s intended 

purchase, which raises the chance of actually following through on the purchase of a 

fair trade product. Perhaps the most important, and most difficult, question here 

becomes: How to increase fair trade consumption? 

4.4 How to Increase fair trade consumption in Japan?  

 

  Undeniably the first answer that springs to mind is greater diffusion of 

knowledge. However, the next question is: what kind of knowledge? The issue is 

indeed complex and admittedly would do well to include aspects of Japanese, as 

opposed to western, culture and history. First, there are advantages to modeling 

Japan’s fair trade market on the western style of using a branded third party 

organization like the Fairtrade Labeling Organization. It is well known that brands are 

important to Japanese consumers, and once the FLO certification label could be 

associated with high quality products that also do good, there is potential for growth. 

However, given the comments in interviews with students, and with senior level staff 

at two fair trade organizations in Tokyo, I argue that longer lasting and more 

meaningful success could be found in a brand that caters to issues that are more 

meaningful to Japanese. Specifically, for food products, reasons for paying fair wages 

should emphasize environmental destruction and food safety. Environmental issues 
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because Japan has a long history both with environmental destruction, but also with 

overcoming such destruction and emerging as a leader in environmental practices. 

Japan is renowned  as a leader in efficient, environmentally friendly technology, and 

this would arguably build into the narrative of products that include this angle, 

specifically, the incentives that low prices could potentially create for deforestation, 

overfishing and otherwise.   

The issue of food safety has also presented itself in Japan several times, with 

scandals relating to Snow Brand and Nippon Meat Packers, imported beef products, 

as well as with imported dumplings that contained chemicals unfit for human 

consumption more recently. Here too, low prices incentivize farmers or factory 

operators to decrease operating costs by using cheaper product components, as was 

seen in a scandal involving milk containing melamine in China, or reduced safety and 

cleanliness procedures as in the case of mad cow outbreaks. Fundamentally, targeting 

the self-serving desires of consumers, in this case the need for safety, would be 

effective. Organic and free range products fall in this category, but there is no reason 

to say fair trade, relabeled as, for example, 'responsible trade' couldn’t be successful. 

While some might not put these in the same category because they are fundamentally 

self-serving, while fair trade is pegged as more ‘altruistic’ due to the benefits accruing 

primarily to producers, the western research highlighting consumers' need to affirm 

their self-image as an ethical consumer would still highlight the 'self-serving' element 

of fair trade.  

Regardless of improved product features, if fair trade organizations are unable 

to leverage the abilities of NPOs to educate the public, or lobby the government, fair 

trade will continue to see slow development in Japan. However, amendments to NPO 

laws in 1998 and again in 2011 after the Kobe and Tohoku earthquakes, respectively, 

have made it slightly easier for NPOs to establish and operate. Moreover, as Hara 

(2011,) notes, recent years have seen increased comments on Japan as a ‘disparity-

society.’ While increased disparity is clearly not a good thing, increased awareness of 

growing disparities arguably is, and Hasegawa et al (2007) posit that elite groups, 

individual and organizational activism can create social expectations for change that 

will then, in turn, inspire real change at the level of leaders and the public. While it is 

difficult to picture how change might come at this level other than through persistent 

effort of civil society groups, change can also begin in the classroom.  
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Hein (2009:106), notes that there exists a lack of reflection or debate in 

Japanese classrooms:  

 

"In a Japanese school setting a child is supposed to answer the 

question: do you think Hitler was good or bad with 'bad' without 

answering why ‘bad’ is supposed to be the correct one, whereas in a 

western school setting it might happen that a teacher asks the child ‘what 

do you think was good or bad about Hitler?” to instill reflection and have 

them justify their argument.”  

 

The same scenario for fair trade was described to me by a Japanese PhD candidate 

who found that asking 'yes' or 'no' questions were inferior to more open-ended 

questions of, for instance, 'why' fair trade is important. I hesitate to insist that these 

sorts of educational issues are a unique problem of Japan, thus teachers everywhere 

who introduce fair trade into their classroom should keep them in mind. Indeed, the 

classroom was cited relatively frequently as where my interviewees, and where I 

personally, had first encountered the fair trade concept. 

 

4.5 Suggestions for future research 

 

 Given the exploratory nature of this study, there are several areas in which 

future research could act to deepen our understanding not only of attitudes towards 

fair trade in Japan, but also towards ethical consumption, and civic engagement in a 

broader sense. First, this study aimed to explore the attitudes of a segment of society 

that has a relatively high enthusiasm for fair trade (i.e. university aged) amidst the 

general population, and also has prior knowledge of fair trade (i.e. members of fair 

trade student groups.) However, subsequent studies should expand on this by 

incorporating different age groups. Specifically, Japanese interviewees in this study 

and historical literature on Japan highlight a generational gap between, for example, 

those who remember the shimin (citizen) activities in the 1960-1980s, while the more 

recent “shin-shimin” (new citizens) may hold different attitudes. Moreover, this study 

has focused primarily on subjects who held relatively positive attitudes towards fair 

trade. However, several western studies have also focused on why western consumers 

have purposely not purchased fair trade (e.g. Diaz-Pedregal & Ozcalgar-Toulouse, 
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2011.) Thus, a study of Japanese consumers' negative attitudes towards fair trade 

would compliment the current study and offer greater insight into overall attitudes 

towards fair trade. 

The qualitative nature of this study would be complemented by future studies 

that also test Japanese consumer willingness to pay for fair trade products in a cross-

national comparison. Several such studies on willingness to pay currently exist, but 

they are almost entirely focused on Europe and North America27

 

. Including Japan 

would reveal whether or not there exist significant differences in willingness to pay, 

particularly in cross-national studies. However, I contend that there may be a 

significant issue with social desirability bias in Japan, as elsewhere, and thus studies 

utilizing natural field experiments such as those carried out by Arnot et al. (2006), and 

Prasad et al. (2004) would be particularly useful.  

4.6 Conclusion: Why is fair trade important for Japan? 

 

 This study has argued that too much emphasis has been placed on cultural 

differences such as Christianity and colonialism in determining motives for fair trade 

consumption, highlighting instead the important role of normative influences.  In 

addition to highlighting the importance of inequality within one’s own society, and 

more broadly, to creating fair trade consumers, this study has also shown that not only 

are western civil societies generally conducive to the spread of fair trade in their 

respective markets, but also that Japan’s weak civil society has hindered the diffusion 

of, and engagement with, fair trade. Finally, while there are several similarities in 

attitudes towards fair trade between the Japanese students profiled in this study and 

western studies, this study has argued that western consumers attach their fair trade 

consumption more to ethical self-identities, while Japanese respondents showed more 

casual approaches to fair trade. Although there may be implications that the Japanese 

are have some sort of unique aversion to engaging with the issues of fair trade, this 

study challenges those notions and attempts to prove that the lack of a normative 

influence by civil society has, instead, played the key factor in limiting fair trade. 

Moreover, this study has argued that cultural differences may account for different 

                                                 
27 Kimura et al. (2012) provides the one exception I am aware of, but confirms only willingness to pay 
more for fair trade goods in Japan rather than producing cross-national insights.  
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meanings attached to fair trade, but should not result in large differences in 

engagement.  

 

As with elsewhere in the world, I argue that fair trade, or any variation such as 

the ‘responsible’ trade notion above, is important to Japan because it inspires 

consumers to think, in some small way, about where their products come from, who 

they come from, and how they've been produced. Global supply chains are often so 

long and complex that we hardly take a moment's notice to contemplate where most 

of the things we buy come from, and how our decisions to choose the cheapest 

products may affect the lives of producers. This idea is particularly important to Japan, 

considering that the majority of the population already engages in a particular form of 

'fair' trade each time they purchase a bag of heavily subsidized rice, only this time, it’s 

the government, rather than a company or NPO, that is ensuring livelihoods and 

culture are not lost at the expense of global market prices.  

Although this study has focused on the differences in attitudes towards 

Japanese and western fair trade consumers, in the end it is broadly about how we as 

individuals can contribute to the betterment of others' lives through our daily actions. 

At present, fair trade represents another way to send signals to companies that 

consumers are unsatisfied with their business practices, and to governments overseas 

that they require better transparency and accountability before investing. These 

actions are, in other words, some form of voting. While there is certainly a downside 

to fair trade in the form of companies that recognize a chance for greater profitability, 

the ultimate payoff is in the form of greater awareness of, and engagement with, the 

producers overseas that help make our lives comfortable, and how we can, in 

exchange, help do the same for theirs.   
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