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Little is known about how corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts affect consumer’s moral behavior.  We demonstrate that

antisocial (prosocial) firm behavior leads consumers who use the firm to self-expand to conduct prosocial (antisocial) behavior.

Licensing effects are reversed if consumers are hypocritical about their own behavior within the CSR domain.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Prior research has focused on firm level outcomes associated 

with corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts, or a company’s 
activities and status related to its perceived societal or stakeholder 
obligations (Brown and Dacin 1997), such as financial performance 
(Orlitzky, Schmidt, and Rynes 2003).  However, there is little re-
search, with the exception of cause-related marketing, that focuses 
on consumer level outcomes associated with CSR practices such as 
its effects on prosocial (e.g., donations) and antisocial consumer be-
havior (e.g., cheating).  This research will seek to answer when does 
a firm’s prosocial behavior, defined as actions taken for the benefit 
of others, and antisocial behavior, defined as actions that are self-
serving and do not benefit others, motivate vicarious prosocial and 
antisocial behaviors in consumers?

Kouchaki (2011) finds that individuals can expand their mor-
al self-concept to include psychologically close others, resulting 
in vicarious moral licensing effects. Accordingly, we propose that 
for consumers who use brands to expand the self (Aron and Aron 
1996), prosocial firm behavior can signal sufficient progress toward 
the consumer’s goal of being a moral person and motivate antiso-
cial consumer behavior while antisocial firm behavior can signal a 
lack of goal progress and motivate prosocial consumer behavior.  We 
present three experiments to demonstrate that a firm’s CSR behavior 
vicariously impacts consumer’s moral behavior, but only for those 
who include the CSR brand in the self.   

In experiment 1, 53 student participants completed a modified 
version of the Inclusion of Other in the Self scale (Aron, Aron, and 
Smollan 1992) to measure the level of overlap between the self and 
Nike (referred henceforth as IOS), read a fictional Associated Press 
article about Nike to manipulate prosocial or antisocial CSR behav-
ior, and completed a dependent variable task in which participants 
solved 10 GRE questions in 10 minutes with the opportunity to cheat 
for higher payoffs.  This was followed by manipulation checks, 
which confirmed the morality/ethicality of the Nike stories, and con-
trol measures.

The dependent variable was actual time (i.e., survey timer) mi-
nus participant’s stated time (i.e., self-timed stopwatch) spent on the 
math task.  A greater discrepancy indicates more cheating.  A general 
linear model (GLM) indicated a significant interaction between firm 
behavior and the mean-centered IOS measure.  A spotlight analy-
sis indicated that higher IOS participants exposed to prosocial firm 
behavior cheated more in comparison to higher (lower) IOS partici-
pants exposed to antisocial (prosocial) firm behavior while higher 
IOS participants exposed to antisocial firm behavior cheated less 
than lower IOS participants exposed to antisocial firm behavior.  
There was no significant time difference for lower IOS participants 
exposed to either CSR behavior condition. 

Experiment 1 provides initial support that firm’s CSR behavior 
can influence consumer’s moral behavior. We conducted a follow-up 
study to replicate the results of experiment 1 using a prosocial depen-
dent variable while including a control condition to distinguish the 
licensing effect from the cleansing effect.

In experiment 2, 126 student participants followed a similar 
procedure as experiment 1 except an added control condition (i.e., 
apparel manufacturing industry’s decision to join the sustainable co-
alition) and a dictator game dependent variable task in which partici-

pants were asked to send between 0-10 entries for a gift card to an-
other individual in the same study who initially received zero entries 
in order to measure generosity. 

A GLM with number of entries sent in the dictator game as the 
dependent variable indicated a significant interaction between firm 
behavior and the mean-centered IOS measure.  A spotlight analy-
sis indicated that higher IOS participants exposed to prosocial firm 
behavior were less prosocial in comparison to higher IOS partici-
pants exposed to antisocial firm behavior or the control condition 
and in comparison to lower IOS participants exposed to prosocial 
firm behavior.  However, higher IOS participants exposed to antiso-
cial firm behavior were more prosocial than higher IOS participants 
exposed to the control condition and were more prosocial than lower 
IOS participants exposed to antisocial firm behavior.  There was no 
significant difference in the number of entries given by lower IOS 
participants exposed to any of the three CSR behavior conditions. 

Experiment 2 shows that higher IOS consumers exposed to 
prosocial (antisocial) firm behavior conduct less (more) prosocial 
behavior in comparison to the control condition, which reflects a 
true drop (boost) in generosity.  We conducted a follow-up study to 
replicate prior findings using a new brand and CSR scenario and to 
alleviate the negative spillover effects from prosocial firm behavior 
by measuring hypocrisy in participants.   

In experiment 3, 83 student participants completed the IOS 
measure, read a fictional Associated Press article about Apple’s pro-
gram to donate Apple devices to low-income schools districts, and 
completed a hypocrisy measure in which participants were asked, 
“In general, customers do not often donate to low-income school dis-
tricts.  Is this true for your household?”.  This was followed by the 
same dictator game dependent variable task as in experiment 2.    

A GLM with number of entries sent in the dictator game as the 
dependent variable indicated a significant interaction between the 
hypocrisy conditions and the mean-centered IOS measure.  A spot-
light analysis indicated that higher IOS participants with hypocrisy 
present were more prosocial (i.e., gave more entries) in comparison 
to higher and lower IOS participants with hypocrisy absent while 
higher IOS participants with hypocrisy absent were less prosocial in 
comparison to lower IOS participants with hypocrisy absent.  Lastly, 
there was no significant difference in the number of entries given by 
lower IOS participants with hypocrisy present or absent. 

Table 1: Summary of Findings

Experiment Firm Behavior IOS Consumer 
Behavior

Experiment 1+2 Prosocial or Antisocial  Low No Difference

Experiment 1+2 Prosocial High More Cheating/
Less Giving

Experiment 1+2 Antisocial High Less Cheating/
More Giving

Experiment 3
Prosocial with 
Hypocrisy Present or 
Absent

Low No Difference

Experiment 3 Prosocial with 
Hypocrisy Present High More Giving

Experiment 3 Prosocial with 
Hypocrisy Absent High Less Giving
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Three experiments demonstrate that higher IOS participants ex-
posed to prosocial (antisocial) firm behavior cheated more (less) and 
were less (more) generous in comparison to lower IOS participants 
unless hypocrisy was present, which reversed the effects from pro-
social firm behavior.  

These findings raise doubts and boundary conditions as to the 
assumption that CSR efforts may lead to consumer well-being (Bhat-
tacharya and Sen 2004).  We suggest further research to formally 
test the process explanation of these findings and to demonstrate 
additional methods to alleviate the negatives spillover effects from 
prosocial firm behavior.    
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