
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Fighting For a Cause Or Against It: a Longitudinal Perspective

Arul Mishra, University of Utah, USA 
Himanshu Mishra, University of Utah, USA 
Keith Botner, University of Utah, USA 

 
Non-profits face the unique challenge of persuading consumers with very little in marketing spend, making charities’ names an

important means of persuasion. Our research, after designating charity names as positive or negative, examines revenue and survival

over time and finds greater longitudinal influence of a positive versus negative frame.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
How do companies persuade consumers to buy their products? 

They have many ways such as advertising, sales promotion, free 
product trials, etc. However, non-profit organizations face a unique 
challenge. While their mission is also in persuading consumers to 
contribute, many times they cannot use the usual means such as ad-
vertisements and sales promotion tools available to for-profit organi-
zations (Dixon, 1997). Given that approximately two of every three 
households donate an annual average of over $2,000 to charities of 
their choice (Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University, 2007), 
the competition for charity dollars is quite stiff for a bulk of chari-
table organizations with unfortunately few or no conventional mar-
keting tools from which to avail. 

Hence, the unique challenge faced by non-profits is that they 
need to persuade people to donate without many of the tried and 
tested methods of persuasion at their disposal. Many times, the only 
method that non-profits can use to communicate their aims and per-
suade consumers to contribute is in their name. Unlike for-profit en-
tities that try to come up with memorable or catchy names, we see 
non-profits coming up with longer but more descriptive names that 
try to communicate the aims of the causes in the best possible man-
ner. For instance, “Mothers Against Drunk Driving” captures all the 
emotions of the cause and hence, the name itself acts as a critical 
(and at times the only) persuasion tool. We see mainly three types of 
names for charities—positive, negative or neutral frames.

Given that a charity’s name frame plays such an important role 
in garnering contributions, how can charities use this tool to optimize 
value? Could the nature of these names—that is, their positive or 
negative frame—influence the revenue generated by charitable or-
ganizations, and hence their survival and growth? Specific research 
questions are worth exploring. First, would a positively framed char-
ity garner greater contributions versus a negatively framed charity 
over time, and might this difference vary in the short versus the long 
run? Second, how does the positive or negative framing of the char-
ity name influence the survivability of the charity? If differences do 
exist, then what theoretical mechanisms can help explain? The aim 
of this research is to answer these questions.

Existing literature at times gives conflicting answers to the 
questions raised, especially in the long run. There is greater agree-
ment in short run with extant research suggesting a negative frame 
will be stronger than a positive frame.  Research has demonstrated 
that negative messages have greater sway than positive messages, 
all else equal (Petty, 1986; Smith and Petty, 1996). In the long run, 
however, one of two outcomes could occur. While it is possible that 
the negative continues to outweigh the positive frame over time, the 
converse is possible. Briefly, research on loss aversion (Tversky and 
Kahneman, 1981) the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty, 
1986), positive-negative asymmetry and negativity bias (Rozin and 
Royzman, 2001) would suggest negative retaining its persuasive 
strength in the long run too. However, from a different stream of 
research, popularly known as the Mobilization-Minimization hy-
pothesis (MMH) (Taylor, 1991), one could infer the converse with 
the negative frame appearing stronger in the short run, but soon 
minimized in favor of a long run preference for the positive (also see 
Matlin and Stang, 1978).

Applying predictions from previous theories to our research, we 
are specifically interested in examining whether a negative frame (in 
terms of the charity’s name) will perform well in the short term as 
well as the long term. That is, one prediction would suggest that the 
same pattern would hold in the short term and long term, while the 
second prediction would suggest that the pattern is likely to reverse 
in the long-term.  In order to test these opposing predictions we con-
sidered two variables in survival and revenue.  We utilized Hierar-
chical Linear Modeling to examine the pattern of revenues over time 
and survival analysis to study which types of charities were likely to 
survive in the long run. In order to find answers to these questions 
and to find out which theoretical mechanism might be at work (nega-
tivity bias versus MMH) we used as data the key financial perfor-
mance measures and firm attributes as submitted by all tax-exempt 
nonprofit organizations to the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) span-
ning a ten year period, gathered and compiled by The Urban Insti-
tute’s National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS). 

In this research, we find that the likelihood of survival is statisti-
cally greater for positive versus negative charities after controlling 
for key covariates. Additionally, after accounting for the possibility 
of a self-selection bias attributed to a charity’s naming, we show sta-
tistically greater revenue growth over time for positive (versus nega-
tive) charities, providing further evidence in support of a positive 
framed charity’s greater ability to sustain long-term performance.  
Thus, both examinations show a greater influence from positive ver-
sus negative frames over time.

This research presents theoretical and practical implications. 
Theoretically, our research first informs extant persuasion research 
on the influence of positive and negative framing on persuasion and 
its longevity. Second, we inform the theoretically opposing predic-
tions regarding the lasting nature of negative versus positive messag-
es made by ELM and MMH. Third, findings inform how a charity’s 
framing can influence an individual’s altruistic behavior differently 
in the short and long run. From a practical perspective, these findings 
give cue to charities—or any organization for that matter—in select-
ing a frame based on their strategic aims; that is, whether they strive 
for more immediate or long-term returns. Additionally, our research 
illustrates the importance of using longitudinal studies to understand 
the various factors that have a temporal influence.
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