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This paper supports that corporate contributions of money to a human-made disaster receive more positive evaluations than the

contribution of service, whereas corporate contributions of service to a natural disaster receive more positive evaluations than

monetary contributions. Fit perception by consumers with higher desirability of control drives this effect.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Corporations are often willing to help when a major disaster 

happens. The goals of corporate contributions are to maximize the 
benefits to the disaster victims and earn a return in terms of consumer 
attitudes and corporate image (Porter and Kramer 2006). In corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) programs, consumers perceive a firm’s 
nonmonetary contributions such as goods, services, and employee 
volunteerism to help communities to be more effortful and evalu-
ate such contributions more positively than their monetary counter-
parts (Ellen, Webb and Mohr 2000). Due to drawbacks pertaining to 
nonmonetary contributions, including implementation difficulty and 
firms’ limited capability of providing goods and services, however, 
firms often decide to donate money to help communities. 

Against prior belief, we demonstrate that monetary contribu-
tions will generate more positive consumer evaluations of corpo-
rate contributions depending on the cause of the disaster. While all 
disasters negatively affect society, some disasters are perceived as 
inevitable tragedies of nature (nature-made disasters), while others 
are perceived as being caused by human practices (human-made di-
sasters). Nature-made hazards include earthquakes, floods, and natu-
rally occurring wildfires, while human-made hazards include ter-
rorist attacks, riots, and arson. In general, nature-made disasters are 
considered to be less controllable or preventable by their victims and 
affected communities than human-made ones (Quarantelli 1993). We 
propose that the controllability perception of the disaster will have 
differential effects on consumers’ emotions and subsequent evalu-
ations of corporate disaster relief effort. Specifically, a seemingly 
uncontrollable disaster will elicit higher sympathy, and consumers 
will perceive a firm’s effortful, nonmonetary help to be appropriate. 
On the contrary, a more controllable disaster will elicit lesser degrees 
of sympathy, and consumers will process the disaster more delibera-
tively and will desire more utilitarian, monetary help. 

We expect that this effect is moderated by desirability of con-
trol (DC), a personality disposition that reflects the degree to which 
people are motivated to control the environment (Burger and Coo-
per 1979). Although to have control over outcomes appears to be a 
basic human need (Deci and Ryan 1985), people vary with respect 
to the strength of this need. Some people are committed to being in 
charge and determining the outcome of every situation in life, while 
others have a weaker urge to control their environment (Burger and 
Cooper 1979). High DC consumers will be motivated to analyze the 
causal controllability of a disaster and consequently have higher cog-
nitive and affective responses to it. Accordingly, high DC consumers 
will have stronger emotional responses toward the disaster victims, 
which will hypothetically affect their fit perception and company 
evaluations. In other words, they will form a positive attitude toward 
a firm’s effort when the firm appears to take control over the situa-
tion by providing resources that match the needs of the victims and 
affected communities—a condition we label as fit perception. On the 
contrary, low DC consumers are hardly motivated to achieve control 
over their environment (Burger and Cooper 1979), and thus may not 
exhibit differential emotions toward victims of the two disasters, nor 
be particular about how a firm’s effort matches the specific needs of 
the victims. 

Hypothesis 1a Consumers with high desirability of control will 
evaluate a firm’s monetary contribution to a 
man-made disaster relief effort more positively 
than its nonmonetary contribution to such disas-
ter. 

Hypothesis 1b Consumers with high desirability of control will 
evaluate a firm’s nonmonetary contribution to a 
nature-made disaster relief effort more positively 
than its monetary contribution to such disaster. 

Hypothesis 1c Regardless of disaster characteristics, consum-
ers with low desirability of control will equally 
evaluate a firm’s monetary contribution and 
nonmonetary contribution.

Hypothesis 2 Perception of fit will mediate the effect of contri-
bution type and disaster characteristic on com-
pany evaluations.

Three experiments examined our prediction. As expected, the 
first two studies found that participants evaluated a firm’s contribu-
tion of money to a human-made disaster more positively than its con-
tribution of service, whereas they evaluated a firm’s contribution of 
service to a nature-made disaster more positively than its monetary 
contribution. This effect was found only for high DC participants. 
In addition, the same effect was mediated by greater fit perception 
between the contribution type and the disaster characteristic. The 
third study found further support for the role of controllability of a 
disaster, demonstrating that when a disaster was described as being 
uncontrollable (controllable), participants evaluated a firm’s contri-
bution of services (money) more positively than its contribution of 
money (services).

Our research aims to provide a better understanding of the pro-
cess underlying consumer evaluations of a firm’s disaster relief ef-
fort. Research has shown that in order to optimize the effectiveness 
of CSR programs, a clear fit between a firm’s business and the cause 
it embraces is crucial (Lafferty, Goldsmith, and Hult 2004; Pracejus 
and Olsen 2004). Our study contributes to the literature by introduc-
ing a new dimension of fit, which may be particularly useful to better 
understand the effects of CSR programs toward non-recurring causes 
such as disaster relief effort. Another contribution of our research is 
in its practical implications. Substantial numbers of firms of all sizes 
around the world frequently respond to help victims and communi-
ties affected by disasters such as the earthquake in Haiti and 9/11 
terrorist attacks. However, the effects of such corporate philanthropy 
are largely unknown. We provide an initial suggestion that corporate 
contribution can be perceived more favorably when the fit between 
the controllability of disaster and contribution type is maximized. 
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