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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The research identifies two categories corporate social respon-

sibility information – corporate operational performance (COP) and 
social performance (CSP) – to test their respective impact on con-
sumer brand advocacy and brand trust. Results from two empirical 
studies suggest that product involvement has a moderating effect on 
COP/CSP and brand advocacy and brand trust. 

LITErATUrE rEVIEW
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has been an important 

area of research in brand equity. Consumers may associate CSR with 
a positive product and its evaluations, brand recommendations, and 
brand choice (Drumwright, 1994; Brown and Dacin, 1997; Osterhus, 
1997; Handelman and Arnold, 1999; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001). 
On the other hand, negative CSR, or Corporate Social Irresponsibil-
ity (CSI), can impair brand equity by weakening consumers’ brand 
evaluations and purchase intentions (Dawar and Pillutla, 2000; Arm-
strong, 1977). However, the debate about the nature of CSR has been 
debating for decades. The purpose of this article is to examine a fun-
damental, yet unexplored, question: Do consumers respond differ-
ently to CSR information? 

rEsEArCH TOPIC 
In answering to the above proposed question, I define two major 

dimensions of CSR – corporate operational performance (COP) and 
corporate social performance (CSP) – to test and predict their respec-
tive impact on consumer brand advocacy and brand trust. The for-
mer captures a company’s publicly released information regarding 
product quality and innovativeness capability (Gatignon and Xuereb, 
1997; Rust, Moorman, and Dickson, 2002); the latter includes a com-
pany’s activities and status related to its perceived societal or stake-
holder obligations (Varadarajan and Menon, 1988). The assumption 
is that successful relationship marketing requires trust as the corner-
stone (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) and relies on advocacy to flourish 
(Berens, van Riel, and van Bruggen, 2005). 

Furthermore, as an unobservable state of motivation, arousal, or 
interest toward consumption (activity) of a product or object (Olsen, 
2007), the role of product involvement on the relationship between 
CSR and brand trust has not, to this author’s knowledge, been tested 
empirically. The objective of this study is to add to the body of theo-
retical and empirical research in CSR by demonstrating that COP and 
CSP information can be applied to a consumer–brand relationship 
context.

HYPOTHEsEs
In the consumer-brand continuum, we expect that the expo-

sure of CSR-COP may strengthen consumer brand advocacy (i.e., 
purchase intention, and evaluation of the corporation, and WOM 
communications, etc.), especially when the brand is in the high in-
volvement product categories. Consumers will rely more on this di-
agnostic information for judgment. That is, when consumers look 
at low involvement products, CSR-CSP/ CSR-COP has a stronger 
effect on brand advocacy than CSR-COP/ CSR-CSP, whereas CSI-
COP/ CSI-CSP has a stronger effect on brand advocacy than CSI-
CSP/ CSI-COP (H1a/b). Similar postulations are held for brand trust 
(H2a/b).

METHOdOLOGY
Study 1 is a 2 (COP-CSR vs. COP-CSI) × 2 (CSP-CSR vs. 

CSP-CSI) × 2 (high- vs. low- involvement) between-subject design. 
Fictitious companies producing juices and manufacturing TV sets 
were used as the low and high involvement product categories, re-
spectively. All the experimental stimuli and the valence of messages 
were pretested. A total of 326 commerce major undergraduate stu-
dents were randomly assigned to eight experimental conditions and 
asked to finish a questionnaire including COP and CSP ratings after 
reading the scenarios. Then, subjects were told that this company had 
recently introduced a new juice drink/a new model of TV set, with 
the product descriptions, and asked to provide a purchase intention 
rating with the assumption that they were interested in buying a juice 
for their breakfast/buying a TV set for their apartment. Finally, sub-
jects were quizzed on whether they had guessed the purpose of the 
experiment before debriefing. 

Study 2 is similar to Study 1 but using actual brand names in-
stead of fictitious ones.

FIndInGs
Study 1 presents a significant three-way interaction (F = 35.24, 

p < .05). Results from further two-way ANOVAs suggested signifi-
cant interaction effects between COP and CSP under low (F = 15.12, 
p < .01) and high (F = 17.36, p < .01) product involvement situations, 
respectively. Simple effects tests showed that in the low involvement 
circumstance (H1a), CSR-CSP had a stronger effect on brand advo-
cacy than CSR-COP (F = 11.78, p < .01), whereas CSI-COP had a 
stronger effect on brand advocacy than CSI-CSP (F = 7.13, p < .05). 
As H1b predicted, COP and CIP presented opposite patterns in the 
high product involvement circumstance. Results from Study 2 indi-
cate the similar patterns.

For brand trust, although the three-way interaction among COP, 
CSP and product involvement is significant (F = 28.87, p < .05), 
only the conditional two-way interactions between COP and CSP in 
the high (F = 14.57, p < .05), but not low (F = 2.03, p > .3) involve-
ment (Study 1 and 2). However, CSR-CSP has a stronger effect on 
brand trust than CSR-COP, whereas CSI-COP has a stronger effect 
on brand trust than CSI-CSP for low involvement products in Study 
2. Thus, both H2a and H2b are supported.

COnTrIbUTIOns
This study suggests that individuals have different WOM pref-

erences in positive/negative CSP and negative/positive COP infor-
mation for low/high involvement products. These findings can fur-
ther contribute to the everlasting WOM information valence research 
as well as the relatively infertile cause-related marketing areas. 

By extending the expectancy value theory that posits overall 
brand attitude through the formation of brand associations held in 
consumer’s memories (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980), results from the 
current study add that for low involvement products (e.g., juice), con-
sumers associate a company’s CSP information as more diagnostic 
information compared with COP in brand evaluation and consequent 
advocacy behavior intentions while for high involvement products 
COP is viewed more diagnostic and valuable. These findings can 
also contribute to clarifying how consumers perceive and react to 
distinctive CSR information and how firms can design communica-
tion strategies to utilize these effects. Finally, the lack of empirical 
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research on brand trust in CSR could be explained by the fact that 
applying interpersonal relationship theories such as trust is not well-
understood because the brand is an inanimate object. In a marketing 
context it is impossible to completely detach trust from the nature of 
its object. These empirical results shed some light on the moderating 
effect of product involvement in this CSR-trust consumer and brand 
relationship.
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