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Donation requests often imply external, uncontrollable factors that cause beneficiary’s needs (e.g., poverty, disease). In such

seemingly uncontrollable circumstances, a quest for control may serve as a motive to help. Drawing on primary-secondary control

theory, we develop and test a new theory of persuasion that induces people to help social causes.
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(p<0.02). In the nature-made disaster condition, the evaluation was more positive when the company made non-monetary contributions, 
whereas in the man-made disaster condition, the evaluation was more positive when the company made monetary contributions. 

Moreover, Ellen, Webb and Mohr (2006) observed that if there is a perceived lack of fit on CSR initiatives, consumers will attribute 
corporate efforts to be of a negative self-centered nature. Hence, if it is perception of fit the mechanism underlying consumers’ evaluation, 
negative self-centered attributions shall mediate the effect of the interaction between contribution type and disaster characteristics on 
company evaluation. We measured consumer negative self-centered attributions using 4 items (α=0.84) (Ellen et al. 2006). Meditational 
analysis (Baron and Kenny 1986) corroborates our process explanation. Particularly, the interaction between contribution type and cause 
of disaster significantly affected negative self-centered attributions (p<0.01). Furthermore, egoistic attributions, contribution type, cause 
of disaster and the interaction term significantly affected individual evaluation of the company (p<0.05). Nevertheless, when regressing 
company evaluation on egoistic attributions, contribution type, cause of disaster and the interaction term, the interaction term had its 
significance reduced (from p=0.013 to p=0.038). 

The partial mediation effect of negative self-centered is a clear indicative that consumers evaluations of the company is centered on 
consumers perception of fit, explanation that demands closer attention in future studies. Furthermore, future studies should also verify 
the robustness of the effect here presented under different operationalizations of corporate contributions and disaster characteristics.

Corporate contributions to the community are considered a strategic tool for company survival and success (Porter and Kramer 
2006). The present paper contributes to the literature of consumer response to CSR by showing the effect of a new dimension of fit 
between contribution type and non-recurring causes on consumers’ evaluations of the company.
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Control, one of fundamental human motives (Baumeister 2005; Fiske 2002), is so valued that individuals rarely abandon their quest 
for it, even in uncontrollable circumstances (Rothbaum, Weisz, and Snyder 1982). Donation requests often imply external, uncontrollable 
factors that cause beneficiary’s needs (e.g., poverty, disease). In such seemingly uncontrollable circumstances, a quest for control may 
serve as a motive to help, but effects of control are unexamined in existing frameworks in the donation literature. Drawing on primary-
secondary control theory (Rothbaum et al. 1982), we develop and test a new theory of persuasion that induces people to help social causes.

Primary-secondary control theory posits two paths to a feeling of control (primary vs. secondary control) (Rothbaum et al. 1982); 
primary control occurs when individuals attempt to alter the environment (e.g., circumstances, symptoms, other people) so that the 
environment fits the self’s needs, whereas secondary control occurs when individuals attempt to align themselves with the environment by 
accepting the environment and adjusting the self (e.g., expectations, perceptions, attitudes). Although seemingly passive, secondary control 
differs from helplessness; in this process, an individual believes that the situation, or a part of it, can be improved through acceptance 
(Thompson, Nanni, and Levine 1994). An individual tends to emphasize one type of control, either primary or secondary, as a central 
role in everyday life, but often shifts from one type of striving for control to another (Rothbaum et al. 1982). We conceptualize donation 
behaviors as both primary control and secondary control. It is an act of primary control when a person donates in order to change the 
environment to his desired wishes. It is an act of secondary control when a person donates in order to adjust himself to the environment. 

In a persuasion context, we suggest that compliance to a donation request is a behavior that falls into the category of secondary 
control because implicit within any prosocial act is the individual’s acknowledgement of an unchangeable environment, resulting in 
the adjustment of the individual’s behavior to fit within that environment. For example, when a donation request for cancer research is 
presented, an individual who uses secondary control may accept that cancer affects people’s life (i.e., an unchangeable environment) and 
may adjust his action to this environment by donating—even though this individual may perceive that his single action is insignificant 
to the magnitude of the environment as a whole. On the other hand, an individual who relies on primary control is unlikely to comply 
with this request because the request itself may not provoke the self’s needs. 

Within the secondary control process, we further propose that the effectiveness of donation requests may be enhanced through the 
use of positive frames. Past research found that when individuals are highly motivated to process information, they tend to perceive that 
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negatively framed information is more persuasive (Block and Keller 1995; Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy 1990). From a perspective 
of secondary control, however, even in a high motivation setting, positively framed messages may be more effective because positive 
frames are more likely to appeal to people’s goal of accepting the positive environment that is described in a request and adjusting 
the self to that environment. Negative frames are not directly tied with desired outcomes and thus will not motivate people to exert 
compliance to a request. 

H1: Individuals with high primary control are less likely to donate than those with low primary control.

H2: Individuals with high secondary control are more likely to donate than those with low secondary control when positively 
framed messages are presented. This effect will diminish when negatively framed messages are presented. 

One experimental study examined our hypotheses. One hundred and sixty three undergraduate students participated in this study. 
Participants were presented with a one page donation request ostensibly written by a non-profit organization (animal shelter) and are 
asked to answer series of questions. The participants are randomly assigned to two conditions, which manipulated the type of message 
framing. In the positive (negative) frame condition, the message read: “With (Without) your help, the life of homeless animals will 
improve (deteriorate).” After presented with the description, participants are asked to choose one of donation options. After making a 
donation choice, degrees of primary-secondary control were measured using a scale developed by Heeps (2000). 

Binary logistic regression was used to examine the impact of framing and primary-secondary control on donation behavior. IVs 
are framing (positive vs. negative), primary control, secondary control. DV is donation choice (1 if donated and 0 if did not donate). 
Consistent with H1, there was a main effect of primary control on donation; as primary control increased, the probability of donation 
decreased (p=.010). There was also a main effect of secondary control; as secondary control increased, the probability of donation 
increased (p=.005). Supporting H2, the interaction between message framing and secondary control was significant (p=.003). In a positive 
frame condition, participants high (vs. low) in secondary control were likely to donate more frequently. In a negative frame condition, 
degrees of secondary control did not make a difference on donation likelihood. There was no interaction effect between framing and 
primary control. 

In conclusion, these results demonstrate that the effectiveness of donation requests can be enhanced through the use of a specific 
type of message framing moderated by control strategies. Our next study will further investigate the underlying psychological processes 
of the effects found in study 1. 
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