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We investigate the impact of different framings of pro-social marketing messages on consumers’ subsequent behaviors. We show that

mere exposure to customer-praise messages (compared to company-praise and no-praise) licenses subsequent self-interested

behaviors. Also, we identify two characteristics of praising messages and an individual difference variable that moderate this effect.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Each year companies spend billions of dollars on corporate so-

cial responsibility (CSR) programs (Luo and Bhattacharya 2009) and 
highlight these activities in their advertisements to establish a posi-
tive perception in their customers’ minds. Past research has mainly 
investigated how socially responsible initiatives and/or corporate 
social marketing (CSM) affect consumers’ attitudes, behaviors, and 
decisions connected to the company (Lichtenstein, Drumwright, and 
Braig 2004; Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). However, little is known 
about how these messages and their framing affect consumer behav-
ior in general.

Companies can use different framings for their CSM messages. 
Most companies describe their support of social and environmental 
causes and ask consumers for their help. One the other hand, some 
companies such as Starbucks choose another direction and give 
credit to their customers and praise them for their help in support 
of the company’s environmental causes: “You are a pioneer in using 
recycled cups. Everything we do, you do. Your business lets Star-
bucks do business in a way that’s better for the planet. Like leading 
the way in cup technology with the first U.S. hot cups made with 
10% post-consumer recycled fiber, and cup sleeves that use 60%. 
Starbucks is working on a cup that’s 100% recyclable too, it’s what 
we can do, because of what you do. Good for you.” We call the fram-
ing of this message a customer-praise framing; and the framing of 
a message, in which a company acknowledges its support of social 
and environmental causes without praising its customers directly, a 
company-praise framing.

Here we argue that CSM messages alluding to customers’ 
good deeds (i.e., customer-praise; expressions such as the Starbucks 
message mentioned earlier) that signal goal progress and enhance 
consumers’ self-concept (Fishbach and Dhar, 2005; Khan and Dhar 
2006), increase the likelihood of involvement in subsequent self-
interested and self-indulgent behaviors.

People love to be praised and admired. Past research has shown 
that people response positively to praising messages and these mes-
sages can influence motivation (e.g., Harackiewicz 1979) and alter 
the way people receiving praise see themselves (e.g., Delin and Bau-
meister 1994; Jussim et al. 1992; Kim, Diekmann, and Tenbrunsel 
2003). Besides, it has been shown that prior actions can liberate 
an individual to behave in a way that is not in line with the actions 
(Khan and Dhar 2006; Mazar and Zhong 2010; Monin and Miller 
2001). Using these two bodies of literature, we argued that exposure 
to praising messages (i.e., messages alluding to individuals’ good 
deeds) can provide individuals with credentials that can license their 
subsequent self-interested and self-indulgent behaviors. Also, we be-
lieve that the perceived self-relevance and sincerity of the message, 
and the receiver’s values toward what he/she is praised for, moderate 
the effect of customer-praise message on subsequent self-interested 
behaviors. We ran a series of studies to test our propositions and the 
results consistently demonstrate that messages praising customers 
increase subsequent less altruistic behaviors.

Study 1 provided empirical support for our main hypothesis and 
showed that participants behaved less altruistically and more self-in-
dulgently after they were exposed to customer-praise messages com-
pared to company-praise or no-praise messages. Specifically, Study 
1showed the effect of praise on subsequent behavior using a behav-

ioral measure where individuals had self-interest, a dictator game. 
Moreover, this study compared a customer-praise message with a 
no-praise condition and showed that exposure to the customer-praise 
message led to subsequent self-interested behavior compared to both 
no-praise and company-praise conditions. In addition, consistent 
with the priming literature, exposure to a company-praise message 
led to less self-interested behavior compared to no-praise. 

Study 2 investigated a boundary condition of the effect of prais-
ing messages, the role of praise self-relevance. We manipulated 
self-relevance by providing information indicating whether the par-
ticipant is a potential target of the message. The results of this study 
showed that unless individuals are explicitly informed that they are 
not a target of praise, praising messages lead to self-indulgent behav-
ior. In other words, only when participants received clear feedback 
that they were not the target, praise did not lead to self-indulgent 
behavior (i.e., selecting the luxury product more frequently). This 
finding confirms that the effect of praise on subsequent self-indulgent 
behavior is moderated by self-relevancy of praise. 

Study 3 examined the moderating effect of a different character-
istic of praise, perceived insincerity of praise, on the proposed licens-
ing effects. We manipulated the perceived sincerity of the message 
by asking participants to read an article in a presumably unrelated 
task. In the insincere condition participants read an article (adapted 
from Campbell and Kirmani 2000) on companies’ charitable dona-
tions which discussed how some companies give donations to chari-
ties to receive tax deductions and to improve customer relations as a 
form of persuasion (i.e., having ulterior motives for CSR activities). 
In the sincere condition, participants read an article on employee 
communication and company performance (the article did not have 
any information about the company’s ulterior motives for CSR ac-
tivities). The results demonstrated that the information asserting the 
insincerity of the praising message (i.e., presence of ulterior motives 
for CSR activities) neutralized the licensing effect of the customer-
praise message. 

Lastly, in Study 4 we investigated the moderating role of an 
individual difference, specifically environmental values, on the re-
lationship between a pro-environmental praising message and self-
interested behaviors. We measured participants’ pro-environmental 
values and showed that those with lower score on environmental val-
ues showed the licensing effect of praising messages. But, for those 
with stronger pro-environmental values, the praising message did not 
lead to the licensing effect.
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