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Although consumption experiences (e.g., taste) can be modified through information, researchers commonly employ product-related

information (e.g., price, color, etc.).  Across two experiments we find that non-product information (corporate social responsibility)

information also impacts consumption experiences but only when the information is negative. Further, information timing moderates

this effect.
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Extended Abstract
Consumers’ attitudes toward brands are impacted by corporate social responsibility (CSR) information, and firm-level CSR can 

translate into improved attitudes toward products of the firm (e.g., Brown and Dacin 1997). But attitudes stemming from CSR information 
aren’t always good predictors of actual consumer behaviors. For example, products that have social attributes are sometimes perceived 
as inferior in quality to those that do not (Obermiller et al. 2009), and consumers will not sacrifice quality for social features (Auger and 
Devinney 2008). This gap between CSR attitudes and behaviors (see Cotte and Trudel (2009) for a review) suggests additional research 
is necessary to understand how CSR information can impact consumers beyond attitudes. Further, the impact of CSR information on 
subjective, post-purchase consumption experiences remains unstudied. This represents a theoretical and managerial gap since many 
consumers acquire CSR information after they have already purchased a product or developed a relationship with a brand.

On the other hand, research examining how information can alter subjective consumption experience is plentiful. One of the 
consumption experiences most fertile for researchers is taste (Lee, Frederick and Ariely 2006). This is because consumers generally 
lack taste discrimination and are unaware of their ineptitude (Lau, Post, and Kagan 1995), making it highly susceptible to the forces 
of information. Indeed, taste is a commonly used dependent variable (e.g., Allison and Uhl 1964; Braun 1999; Hoegg and Alba 2007; 
Lee et al. 2006; Levin and Gaeth 1988; Obermiller et al. 2009; Wansink, Payne and North 2007). Further, a wide variety of information 
has been used to manipulate taste evaluations including product labels (Allison and Uhl 1964; Nevid 1981), advertising copy (Braun 
1999; Elder and Krishna 2010), product color (Hoegg and Alba 2007), and nutritional content (Wardle and Solomons 1994). However, 
the information used in these studies is closely linked to product attributes with high salience to product performance (i.e., taste). For 
example, Elder and Krishna (2010) prime multiple senses through advertising copy since taste is enhanced when multiple senses are 
engaged. Despite broad consensus that information can influence consumption experiences, the impacts of firm-level information such 
as CSR (as opposed to attributes more salient to product performance) are relatively unknown.

Our research aims to address the gaps in these two disparate research streams, contributing to each in the process. Across two 
studies we examine how CSR information impacts consumer evaluations of product taste. 

Our research is based on the idea that CSR information can activate emotions in consumers, and those emotions in turn will impact 
their taste evaluations of products. The prevailing social norm is that consumers who support firms that perform CSR are engaging in 
positive behavior, and those who support firms engaged in corporate social irresponsibility (CSIR) are engaging in negative behavior. 
This effect is particularly strong for CSIR; consumers are much more willing to punish firms who engage in CSIR then they are to reward 
firms who perform CSR (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). With CSIR, the perceived violation of a social norm stimulates guilt which in 
turn diminishes enjoyment.

Study 1 tests this hypothesis through a chocolate taste test. Participants were told that a company was market testing a new line of 
chocolate. Company information was presented in one of three conditions. The first condition was neutral, and merely presented some 
generic company information (years in business, etc.). The positive condition stated that the firm had been a leader in employee policies, 
and the negative condition described several violations in the area of employee policies. The issue of employment was chosen because 
a pretest rated it as most important from a range of other social and environmental issues.

The results from study 1 support the hypothesis that CSIR information can diminish taste perceptions. However, CSR information 
does not enhance taste perceptions. The neutral and CSR conditions were not significantly different (MNEUTRAL=7.10 and MCSR=7.01 
on a taste scale of 1 to 10) but the CSIR ratings were significantly lower (MCSIR=6.15; F (2, 107) =4.865, p<.01). Bonferroni tests 
confirm that the CSR and neutral conditions are not statistically distinct, but that the CSIR condition was statistically different from 
both the CSR and neutral conditions.

Study 2 seeks to examine the underlying process behind this effect. Enjoyment of food is not only determined by the quality of the 
food itself (bottom-up processes) but by knowledge of how the food was prepared and other information about the manufacturer (top-
down processes). Information received prior to evaluation should lead to greater coding of the information (Hoch and Ha 1986; Lee et 
al. 2006). Therefore, the cognitive top-down process related to CSIR should have a greater effect on taste perceptions when consumers 
receive the information prior to tasting rather than after. This is because the consumer is in a negative mindset prior to experiencing the 
relatively enjoyable taste of chocolate. When they taste the chocolate first, the enjoyment is more likely to overshadow the negative valence 
from CSIR. Study 2 used the same procedure as study 1, except only the CSIR condition was used, and participants were instructed to 
taste the chocolate either before or after the information was provided.
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The results from study 2 are significant, but in the opposite direction than predicted. Participants who received the CSIR information 
before they tasted the chocolate rated the taste significantly higher than those who received it after (MBEFORE=7.04, MAFTER=6.26, 
F(1, 82)=4.288, p=.042).

 Study 2 suggests that when consumers learn about CSIR from a brand they currently consume it is more damaging than if they are 
not current consumers, and provides fruitful direction for future studies. One possible explanation is that the relatively pleasant taste of 
chocolate did not conform to the negative expectations intended by the CSIR information. On the other hand, the presentation of CSIR 
information after the taste has the effect of “tainting” the memory of the taste. Future studies will further examine the role of guilt as 
well as memory and recency. 
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Extended Abstract
Recent high-profile product recalls (Tang 2008) and more stringent product-safety legislation (Birch 1994; Patterson 1993) have 

led to increased consumers’ exposure to negative brand publicity. Product-harm crises or brand scandals lead to significantly decreased 
preferences and purchases for the scandalized brands and their family (Sullivan 1990) as well as their competing brands (Roehm and 
Tybout 2006). Recent research has demonstrated that consumers engaged in different systems of thought are more or less susceptible 
to negative brand publicity (Monga and John 2008). 

Extending prior work, our research examines how different contents of negative publicity and systems of thought jointly affect 
consumer reactions to brand scandals and the spillover correction effects of denials. We argue that whether the contents of negative brand 
publicity are intrinsic or extrinsic to the product itself determines the degree to which individuals process the negative information as a 
focal point versus a context and that this relative difference subsequently affects the type of judgment bias they make. Holistic thinkers 
tend to focus more on relationships among objects and events and analytic thinkers tend to focus more on a discrete focal point from 
its context (Nisbett et al. 2001).


