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In a recent marketplace poll (Cone 2007), 87% of consumers said that they are likely to switch from one brand to another if the other

brand is associated with a good cause. However, whether or not CSR products have an advantage at the checkout continues to remain

in doubt. This research suggests that while consumers react favorably to abstract, aspirational aspects of a product such as its CSR

record when considering purchases in the distant or unspecified future (e.g., marketplace polls), the influence of such information on

purchases is more muted in the near future (e.g., point of purchase).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Marketplace polls today point to large and growing swaths of

consumers who want to buy products and services that not only are
good but also do good. For instance, according to a recent market-
place poll (Cone 2007), 87% consumers said that they are likely to
switch from one brand to another (price and quality being about
equal) if the other brand is associated with a good cause. At the same
time, however, the advantage of CSR products at the checkout
remains unsubstantiated.

We draw on temporal construal theory to examine why con-
sumers express strong purchase intentions for brands associated
with a cause in polls but balk at acting on their intentions at the point
of purchase. According to the temporal construal theory, distant
future events are represented in more abstract terms where desir-
ability concerns guide preferences, whereas near future events are
represented in more concrete terms, with preferences being guided
largely by feasibility concerns (e.g., Liberman and Trope 1998).
We predict that in a poll setting, the purchase intent expressed by
consumers for the distant unspecified future is influenced signifi-
cantly by the desirability aspect of the brand (i.e., a strong CSR
record signaling a responsible company). In contrast, the CSR
record has a more muted impact on imminent consumer purchase
decisions (e.g., at the point of purchase); in these situations, the
consumer is influenced more by the nitty-gritties (feasibility con-
cerns), such as affordability of brand or the presence of functional
attributes.

Moreover, we suggest that this interplay between effects of
CSR actions and the time horizon for consumer purchases is likely
to vary across consumer groups who differ on the extent to which
they believe that a firm’s CSR efforts, in general, detract (in terms
of available resources) from, rather than reinforce, the companies’
resources. Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) have shown that consum-
ers’ general beliefs about the trade-offs companies make to support
CSR activities do influence consumer perceptions of CSR actions.
Specifically, we demonstrate that the contribution of CSR to
consumers’ purchase intentions will be more susceptible to tempo-
ral construal among consumers who think CSR efforts detract from
company resources; consumers who perceive that CSR efforts
reinforce company resources will display their loyalty to CSR-
based products, regardless of the purchase timeframe.

Three studies were conducted to test our research proposi-
tions. Study 1 had a between-subjects design with subjects asked to
imagine a supermarket visit in one of the two purchase timeframes
(near, far). As expected, subjects were more likely to buy products
that were associated with a cause when their purchases were in the
distant, rather than in the near, future. In Study 2, using a conjoint
design where consumers had an opportunity to compare the ethical
attributes with other functional attributes (price, style) across the
two purchase timeframes (near, far), we provide evidence that the
focus on ethical attributes do get heightened in the distant future,
while it has a muted impact in the near future. In Study 3, we
examined if the beliefs related to the trade-offs companies make to
engage in CSR activities influence the pattern of relationships
between CSR actions, timeframe and purchase intent. Study 3 had
a between-subjects design with three factors: 2 (purchase timeframe:
near future or distant future) X 2 (attribute: CSR record or DVD-

RW drive) X 2 (trade-off CSR beliefs: CSR activities detract, CSR
activities reinforce). Participants were primed with a near or distant
laptop purchase scenario. Half of the participants in each condition
responded to a series of purchase decision questions about a brand
that engaged in CSR activities and the other half responded to a
series of purchase decision questions about a brand possessing a
DVD-RW drive. To measure consumers’ trade-off CSR beliefs,
participants responded to a set of items that captured their beliefs
about whether CSR activities detract or reinforce company re-
sources (e.g., companies that engage in socially responsible behav-
ior produce worse products than firms that do not worry about social
responsibility). As expected, in the CSR condition, participants
indicated a stronger intention to purchase the product if it is
associated with a cause, when the purchase is in the distant future
than in the near future. We found a moderating effect of trade-off
CSR beliefs such that the temporal construal-based difference in the
effects of CSR actions on purchase intent exist for those who, in
general, believe that CSR activities detract from company re-
sources but these differences are not observed among those who
believe that CSR activities reinforce company resources. These
results did not play out in the baseline DVD-RW drive condition,
indicating the absence of temporal construal-based effects among
functional attributes.

From a theoretical standpoint, the findings advance research in
both CSR and temporal construal theory by demonstrating that
consumers lay more emphasis on abstract aspirational features such
as CSR records in the distant future than in the near future. In
addition, this research reveals that these temporal construal-based
effects are limited by the extent to which consumers think CSR
actions detract from company resources.
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