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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
A recent survey shows that when marketers invest in corpo-

rate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives, enhancing relationships 
between consumers and brands is the number one objective (BCG/
MIT Sloan Management Review). Consumers report higher inten-
tions to purchase goods and services from companies known for 
CSR, and willingness to pay higher price for those goods and ser-
vices (e.g., Cotte and Trudel 2009). However, market data suggests 
that these intentions do not materialize in consumer behavior, since 
many products marketed by firms with strong CSR reputations re-
main niche products. Recent research suggests that the relationship 
between CSR and consumer behavior is complex, and CSR initia-
tives sometimes lead to decreased consumer preference (e.g., Luchs 
et al., 2010). The objective of the proposed session is to more deeply 
examine how, when and why CSR initiatives influence consumer be-
havior. The research presented here addresses calls from previous re-
searchers to “unpack” the causal mechanisms by which CSR can lead 
to enhanced business performance and/or social and environmental 
outcomes (e.g., Margolis, Elfenbein, and Walsh 2009; Peloza 2009). 

The proposed session includes four papers that are completed 
works, or all in advanced stages of completion including data col-
lection in multiple studies. Across four papers, CSR’s impact on 
consumer behavior is examined in new ways. For example, the ses-
sion will provide important insights into the conditions under which 
consumers support or resist CSR (all presentations), the equivocal 
role of perceived corporate intentions (presentations 1 and 3), how 
consumer behavior can lead to improved firm financial performance 
(presentation 2), and how the means by which CSR is communi-
cated to consumers influences their support (presentations 1 and 4). 
In particular, Presentation 1 demonstrates that a reputation for CSR 
at a corporate-level leads consumers to overestimate the ability for 
the firms products to provide health and safety benefits. Presenta-
tion 2 suggests that firms benefit from increased consumer support 
when philanthropy is focused among a small portfolio of charitable 
causes. Presentation 3 examines how consumers attribute blame for 
corporate crises, with the counterintuitive finding that perceptions of 

social (versus financial) motivations by the firm increase attributed 
blame. Finally, Presentation 4 examines how marketers can use ei-
ther ambiguous or detailed product labels to more effectively gain 
consumer support for environmental initiatives. Although these four 
papers highlight different aspects of CSR and its ability to shape con-
sumer attitudes and behaviors, they provide an integration of current 
research in a topic area that is of critical importance to the field of 
consumer behavior. In order to accommodate four papers in 75 min-
utes, we intend to allocate 15 minutes of presentation time for each 
paper with a 15-minute group Q&A session at the end.

Each of these papers make a strong contribution in its own 
right, and the collection of these papers in a special session allows 
for a highly focused discussion of the relationship between CSR and 
consumer behavior. However, although highly focused, the papers 
in this session represent a diverse range of perspective on CSR, and 
include a focus on both consumer and corporate outcomes, positive 
and negative aspects of CSR, a variety of forms of CSR, examined 
using a diverse set of theoretical bases. We therefore expect relative-
ly broad interest from researchers interested in transformative con-
sumer research, CSR, sustainability, prosocial behavior, consumer 
well-being, public policy and branding to name a few. We believe 
that our understanding of how CSR impacts consumer behavior is in 
its infancy, and this session will serve as a catalyst for future research 
initiatives and a basis for valuable discussion at the conference.

Is Corporate Social Responsibility Good For You? How 
Corporate-Level CSR Impacts Consumer Perceptions of 

Product-Level Attributes

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Early research in corporate social responsibility (CSR) demon-

strated that it leads to benefits for marketers through corporate level, 
as opposed to product level, effects. For example, activities such as 
charity donations lead to enhanced consumer-company identification 
(e.g., Bhattacharya and Sen 2003). Brown and Dacin (1997, p. 70) 
argue that a positioning based on CSR “offers consumers little in-
formation that is directly associated with the products and services 
it provides.” More recently, researchers have examined the potential 
for CSR to directly influence perceptions of product performance. 
For example, Luchs et al. (2010) find that when products are posi-
tioned with attributes that make environmental sensitivity a prior-
ity (e.g., detergents and soaps made from eco-friendly ingredients), 
consumers may infer product performance trade-offs. In this more 
recent stream of research, although CSR impacts consumers’ product 
performance evaluations, CSR is conceived in a fashion that makes 
it highly salient to product performance (e.g., source ingredients).

The current research posits a third route to consumer influence 
through CSR, and bridges the gap between these two literatures by 
examining the potential for corporate-level CSR initiatives such as 
philanthropy to impact perceptions of product attributes and perfor-
mance. Specifically, this research posits that when companies posi-
tion themselves as compassionate and caring through activities such 
corporate philanthropy, it leads consumers to over-estimate product 
attributes related to their own well-being (e.g., healthiness, calorie 
content, etc.).  The theory behind this effect is derived from the litera-
ture on consumer inference-making. Kardes, Posavac, and Cronley 
(2004) demonstrate that consumers form inferences about missing 
information by making connections between the missing informa-
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tion and other available information. This research proposes that 
perceptions of product attributes related to consumer well-being are 
influenced by consumer inferences of stakeholder stewardship by the 
firm.

We demonstrate these effects across four studies. In Study 1, 
participants estimated a lower number of calories, saturated fat and 
trans fat in granola bars marketed from a company described as 
highly involved in corporate level CSR activities (e.g., donations to 
charity, treatment of employees) than a company with a neutral CSR 
reputation. Triangulating these nutrition estimates were concurrent 
estimates of better taste of the product marketed by the firm with 
a neutral CSR reputation (i.e., unhealthy=tasty, Raghunathan et al. 
2006).  Study 2 examines the role of firm intentions behind the CSR 
and finds that when firms engaged in CSR activities are viewed as 
motivated by community concern versus public image management, 
their products are perceived as healthier. This effect is consistent 
across calories, saturated and trans fat and sodium, as well as a gen-
eral measure of product healthiness. We again find that perceptions 
of taste are higher for the firm not motivated by community concern. 

In Study 3 we demonstrate that products marketed by firms with 
strong corporate level CSR reputations are particularly attractive to 
health conscious consumers, who state higher purchase intentions 
for such products compared to consumers low in health conscious-
ness. Further, we find that health conscious consumers demonstrate 
higher purchase intentions to products advertised using CSR appeals 
versus more direct health appeals. We show that skepticism toward 
the more informational approach of health appeals is behind these 
effects. Finally, in Study 4 we replicate our findings with a parent 
sample examining perceived sunscreen safety. We demonstrate that 
parents are more likely to purchase sunscreen marketed by a firm 
with a strong (versus weak) corporate level CSR reputation, and that 
this effect is mediated through perceived product safety.

This research extends previous studies that examine the per-
ceived trade-off between product performance and ethics (e.g., Sen 
and Bhattacharya 2001), and contributes to the literature examining 
the business case for CSR (e.g., Peloza 2009). The research also ex-
tends prior research examining inference-making with product-level 
attributes (e.g., how perceptions of taste are altered by labeling (Al-
lison and Uhl 1964) or product color (Hoegg and Alba 2007)). El-
der and Krishna (2009, p. 755) note that impacts of heuristic-based 
cognition on perception is a “fruitful area for future research” and 
that “thoughts generated by other extrinsic cues could be equally as 
intriguing.” The proposed corporate-level examination represents an 
extension on this basis.

Managing Charitable Giving: Cause Portfolio 
dimensions And their Impact on Stakeholder 

Evaluations

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Firms donate a substantial amount of their profit to non-profit 

organizations. According to the Foundation Center (2010), giving of 
corporate foundations rose by 3.9 percent in 2008 to $4.6 billion. 
As charitable giving increases, firms shift their focus to the profit-
able management of these activities. Recent studies have highlighted 
the complexity of the charitable giving – performance relationship 
(Wang, Choi, and Li 2008; Lev, Petrovits, and Radhakrishnan 2010) 
and the objective of this research is to understand whether and when 
a firm’s giving activities create value for the firm. To date, most stud-
ies focus on the impact of the amount of giving on firm value but 
little is known about the impact of the allocation of giving.

To investigate how allocation decisions create value for the 
firm, we develop the concept of cause portfolios which we define 
as all relationships a firm builds with non-profits as part of its day-
to-day business activities. The size and diversification of the cause 
portfolio should be guided by brand and market considerations 
(Varadarajan and Menon 1988) and take into consideration the dif-
ferent stakeholder groups of the firm (e.g., consumers). A firm can 
promote the varying interests of these stakeholder groups through 
their charitable giving activities (Drumwright 1996) which can result 
in improved performance, such as higher perceptions about the firm 
and its brands, higher satisfaction, stronger identification with the 
firm, and higher purchase intentions (Brown and Dacin 1997; Creyer 
and Ross 1997; Luo and Bhattacharya 2006; Marin and Ruiz 2007; 
Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). To obtain these benefits from its cause 
portfolio investments, firms have to manage the relationships within 
the cause portfolio properly. Depending on how portfolio character-
istics, such as size and diversification, are managed, firms may or 
may not be able to attain the same level of return.

We base our predictions on relationship management theory to 
propose a mechanism that explains why these cause portfolio charac-
teristics (e.g., size and diversification) have a differential impact on 
stakeholder evaluations and thus firm value. We propose that diverse 
cause portfolios are more strongly associated with positive outcomes 
for the firm when the portfolio is small rather than large. Stakehold-
ers make assessments about the firm’s motivation to give to charities 
and non-profits. If a cause portfolio appears to be stretched too far 
in both size and scope, then stakeholders should have lower percep-
tions of the firm. As firms donate to a large number of non-profits as-
sociated with various causes, it should become more difficult for the 
stakeholders to identify the focus of the firm’s giving activities. This, 
in turn, should lower the perceptions that the firm is committed to the 
causes in the cause portfolio. Furthermore we propose that perceived 
commitment mediates the relationship between cause portfolio char-
acteristics and performance outcomes.

In Study 1, we address our hypotheses using an experimental 
setting. Participants (n=86) were asked to read about Company Y, 
a bath company that makes shampoos, hand and face soaps, and lo-
tions. Participants were told that Company Y was selling a new body 
wash and were provided a brief description of it. Further, partici-
pants were told that Company Y is helping the community through 
its support of certain causes. Participants were shown one of four 
conditions in a 2 (Size: Small [5 charities] vs. Large [20 charities]) 
X 2 (Diversification: Diverse vs. Focused) between-subjects design. 
After reading the scenario, participants rated the body wash on the 
following variables of interest: purchase likelihood and perceived 
commitment of the company to the causes. The results showed a 
significant interactive effect of size and diversification (F(1, 85) = 
3.99, p < .05). The results show that for a diverse portfolio, purchase 
likelihood is greater when it only includes five charities compared to 
twenty charities (p < .05). We do not see such a difference in percep-
tions for a focused portfolio. Therefore, the findings of the experi-
ment confirm our prediction that diverse portfolios are more likely 
to lead to better performance when they are small as compared to 
large. Furthermore, we tested for mediated moderation and in line 
with our prediction we find that perceived commitment of the firm to 
the cause portfolio mediates the relationship between cause portfolio 
characteristics and performance. 

Data from secondary sources confirm our findings from our 
experimental study and show that both a large and a diverse cause 
portfolio that targets different giving areas, such as education, health, 
or the environment, can be beneficial but the simultaneous pursuit 
of a large and diverse cause portfolio is not rewarded by the firm’s 



64 / How Corporate Social Responsibility Influences Consumers

stakeholders. We find that this pattern of results holds for different 
stakeholder groups evaluating a firm’s charitable giving activities in-
cluding both consumers and investors. Finally, we examine whether 
a stakeholder’s perception of the firm’s charitable engagement is in 
line with the actual social impact of the firm. Using information on 
the firm’s community social performance, we also find evidence that 
firms with diverse portfolios are not better at meeting stakeholder 
expectations regarding community impact when the portfolio is large 
compared to a diverse and small portfolio.

This present paper provides some initial insights into the struc-
tural management of charitable giving. We show that, besides the 
overall amount of giving, characteristics of the cause portfolio, such 
as size and diversification, matter to consumers (and other stake-
holder groups) and thus influence the likelihood that firms receive a 
return on their charitable giving. In summary, our results show that 
in order to appeal to consumers, cause portfolios have to be properly 
managed.

Can Social Responsibility Backfire? The Role of 
Intentions in times of Corporate Crisis

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
The purpose of the current research is to examine the impact of 

a corporate crisis on consumer perceptions of a firm involved in the 
crisis. We advance prior research on corporate crises (Brown and Da-
cin, 1997; Gorn, Jiang and Johar, 2008; Luchs et al., 2010; Palmatier 
et al., 2009; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001; Yoon, Gurhan-Canli and 
Schwarz, 2006) by incorporating the role of counterfactual thinking. 
Specifically, in this paper, we theorize how consumer perceptions 
of a firm embroiled in a crisis are driven not only by thoughts about 
what the firm has done wrong but also by thoughts about what the 
firm could have done differently to prevent the crisis. We theorize 
that such processing is affected by the intentions that a firm states 
for actions taken preceding the crisis. In this research, we focus on 
two different types of intentions that firms state for corporate de-
cisions (socially-motivated versus profit-driven) and find evidence 
to support the counter-intuitive notion that a socially-motivated as 
opposed to a profit-driven intention leads consumers to think more 
about what the firm could have done differently to prevent the crisis 
and as a result to deem the firm more blameworthy for the crisis. In 
this paper, we also identify factors surrounding corporate crises (i.e., 
outcome of a default event and emotions) that not only amplify the 
degree of blame that consumers bestow on a firm but also isolate the 
process through which consumer perceptions of a firm are formed in 
times of crisis. 

In Study 1, we asked a total of 135 undergraduate students to 
participate in a 2 (stated intention for a focal corporate decision: 
socially-motivated versus profit-driven) x 2 (outcome of the default 
event: different versus similar) between-subject study for course 
credit. The study involved participants reading an article about the 
financial bailout of General Motors (GM). Thus, information about 
our two factors as well as information about a corporate crisis in-
volving GM was communicated to participants via the article. For 
clarity, we believe that it is important to define the term default 
event. In the counterfactual thinking literature, a default event is de-
fined as “a highly available counterfactual mutation to the factual 
event; it is the event that readily comes to mind as an alternative 
to the factual event that preceded some to-be explained outcome” 
(Wells and Gavanski 1989, p.162). Notably, the outcome of a default 
event is commonly used in the counterfactual thinking literature as 
a way to either accentuate or attenuate the degree of counterfactual 
thought processing. For example, prior research has shown that more 

(less) counterfactual thinking occurs when the outcome of a default 
is different (similar) than that of the actual event. Thus, in Study 1, 
we posit and show a significant interaction between stated corporate 
intentions and the outcome of a default event. Specifically, we find 
that when consumers read about GM’s corporate crisis and learn that 
a default event existed which would have yielded a different (versus 
similar) outcome than the actual event, knowledge that GM had a 
socially-motivated as opposed to a profit-driven intention leads to 
more counterfactual thoughts implicating GM and as a result to more 
negative consumer perceptions of GM (i.e., mediation supported). 
Thus, these results support the proposed theorizing. 

Next, we garner additional support for our counterfactual think-
ing perspective by examining the role of emotions, which is another 
factor shown to produce counterfactual thinking (Meyers-Levy and 
Maheswaran, 1992). While a number of negative emotions exist, we 
focus on the effects of two - anger and sadness - because they are rel-
evant to the context of corporate crises and appraisal theory suggests 
differential implications for counterfactual thinking. Specifically, 
anger tends to arise out of an attribution that others are responsible 
for the situation, whereas sadness tends to be associated with the at-
tribution that events are beyond anyone’s control (Han, Lerner and 
Keltner, 2007). Also, anger (sadness) increases (decreases) the ten-
dency to blame others, as consumers have been shown to direct attri-
butions outward as they attempt to resolve a violation (Maheswaran 
and Chen, 2006). Thus, we theorize anger (sadness) will accentuate 
(attenuate) Study 1 effects.

To test this notion, we asked a total of 209 undergraduate stu-
dents to participate in a 2 (emotion: anger versus sadness) x 2 (stated 
intention for focal corporate decision: socially-motivated versus 
profit-driven) x 2 (outcome of the default event: different versus 
similar) between-subject study for course credit. The procedure was 
identical to that used in Study 1 except for the following: prior to 
presenting an article about GM, participants in the anger (sadness) 
condition were asked to recall an event that made them angry (sad) 
and to describe their emotions in a personal essay (Maheswaran and 
Chen, 2006). As expected, we found a significant three-way inter-
action. Specifically, we find that when consumers feel angry, read 
information about GM’s corporate crisis, and learn that a default 
event existed which would have yielded a different (versus similar) 
outcome than the actual event, knowledge that GM had a socially-
motivated as opposed to a profit-driven intention leads to more nega-
tive consumer perceptions of GM. Notably, sadness did not exhibit 
this pattern of results.

This research contributes to the literature on product and ser-
vice failure, social responsibility, emotions and counterfactual think-
ing. The findings suggest firms stating socially responsible intentions 
expose themselves to additional risk once crises occur. This hypoth-
esis differs from predictions made using attribution theory perspec-
tives to corporate crises. This research accounts for this divergence 
by providing evidence of an additional mechanism through which 
assessments of blame arise via counterfactual thinking. The research 
also conjoins emotions and counterfactual thinking to reveal theo-
retical linkages between these important consequences of corporate 
crises. 

Is Less More When Communicating Sustainability? 
Consumer Response to Ambiguous versus detailed 

Sustainability Product Labels

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
As more sustainable products flood the marketplace each year 

(Luchs et al. 2010), consumers are faced with the increasing chal-
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lenge of trying to discern which products positioned as “sustainable” 
actually deliver on this promise. To do so, an increasing number of 
consumers are turning to various on-product labels designed to com-
municate sustainability. Although ample past research in marketing 
has explored how consumers respond to product labels, much of this 
research has focused on consumer response to nutrition labels (e.g., 
Block and Perrachio 2006). Unlike nutrition labels, which are man-
dated by the Nutritional Labeling and Education Act (NLEA), labels 
designed to communicate sustainability can take almost any form. 
New standards for water use, packaging, recyclability, and carbon 
impact are competing for attention and space, and multiple versions 
of the same label are in use (e.g., detailed vs. ambiguous versions 
of the Carbon Reduction Label). This situation creates a challenge 
for marketers since it is an open question how best to communicate 
sustainability to a broad audience that varies in their interest in sus-
tainability. 

Our research seeks to provide guidance on this issue, focus-
ing specifically on how consumers respond to different variations in 
detail on sustainability labels. We hypothesize that the consumer re-
sponse to sustainable products will depend both on the level of detail 
in labeling and on consumers’ level of concern for the environment. 
Specifically, we hypothesize that consumers with relatively low lev-
els of concern for the environment will respond more positively to 
ambiguous than to detailed sustainability labels. Ambiguous labels 
that do not provide detail about a sustainable product’s characteris-
tics are more appealing to these consumers because they do not lead 
the consumer to think in-depth about the environmental issue behind 
the label (e.g., the consequences of global warming when reading a 
Carbon Reduction Label). More detailed labels can lead consumers 
who would not normally think about environmental issues to do so in 
greater detail than they wish to, making them feel less hopeful about 
the issue, resulting in negative affect that transfers to the product 
itself. Conversely, specific labels do not negatively impact consum-
ers who care a great deal about environmental issues because these 
consumers are already inclined to think about these issues in detail 
regardless of the amount of information featured on a label.

To test this hypothesis, we conducted two studies using the Car-
bon Reduction Label, an on-pack sustainability label that consum-
ers can use to check whether products are working with the Carbon 
Trust to reduce their carbon emissions. The label exists in multiple 
versions, all with a footprint graphic; in addition to this graphic, the 
ambiguous version reads “Reducing with the Carbon Trust,” while 
the detailed version includes this wording plus specific information 
about the carbon footprint. Our studies used t-shirts as stimuli, so 
the detailed version of the label showed the carbon footprint (in kg) 
per garment. 

Study 1 employed a 2 (label type: ambiguous vs. detailed) x 
green personal identity design where green personal identity was 

a measured variable (GREEN scale; Haws, Winterich, and Naylor 
2012). All participants viewed a webpage about a brand of sustain-
able t-shirts called “Green Label T’s” that was purportedly work-
ing with the Carbon Trust to reduce carbon emissions. The label 
shown was either ambiguous or detailed, depending on condition. 
After viewing the t-shirts and label, all participants then indicated 
how much they liked the t-shirts. Participants subsequently com-
pleted a questionnaire that included the GREEN scale. The results 
support our hypothesis with a significant interaction between label 
condition and score on the GREEN scale (F(1, 62) = 9.86, p < .01). 
Follow-up analyses indicated that participants with low scores on the 
GREEN scale liked the product more when the sustainability label 
was ambiguous (F(1, 62) = 3.71, p = .06), while participants with 
high scores on the GREEN scale liked the product more when the 
sustainability label was more detailed (F(1, 62) = 6.43, p < .05). 

Study 2 employed a 2 (label type) x 2 (prime: green vs. neutral) 
design where level of environmental concern was manipulated by 
a sentence unscramble task designed to prime a “green” mindset. 
Participants once again indicated how much they liked the t-shirts 
after viewing the shirts and label. After doing so, all participants 
completed a follow-up questionnaire. One of the questionnaire items 
measured our hypothesized mediator, “When you think about the 
problem of carbon emissions negatively impacting the environment, 
how hopeful do you feel about the chance of correcting this issue”. 
Results revealed a significant label x prime interaction (F(1, 212) = 
3.65, p = .06). Participants in the neutral prime condition (i.e., par-
ticipants not primed to have high levels of environmental concern) 
liked the shirts better when they saw the ambiguous (vs. detailed) la-
bel (F(1, 212) = 6.50, p < .05). Label condition did not impact liking 
for participants primed to have a high environmental concern (F(1, 
212) = 0.13, NS). To provide support that label and environmen-
tal concern influence how much consumers like the t-shirt through 
hopeful, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis (Preacher, 
Rucker, and Hayes 2007; model 2).  The first, mediator model re-
vealed a significant main effect of label (β = -.54, p < .05) and a 
significant environmental concern x label interaction (β = .79, p < 
.05) on hopeful. The second, dependent variable model examined the 
effects of label, environmental concern, hopeful, and the interaction 
between label and environmental concern on how much participants 
liked the t-shirts. The dependent variable model showed a significant 
effect of hopeful (β = .15 p < .05), and label (β = -.67 p < .05) on 
how much participants liked the t-shirt while all other effects proved 
to be non-significant (ps > .10).  Bootstrapping techniques employed 
to test conditional indirect effects confirmed the mediating role of 
hopeful for consumers low in environmental concern (95% confi-
dence intervals excluding zero; -.25 to -. 01) but not for consumers 
high in environmental concern  (95% confidence interval includes 
zero; -.02 to .18) (Preacher et al., 2007; Zhao et al., 2010).


