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Corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives are “the various 
forms of company involvement with charitable causes and the 
nonprofi ts that represent them” (Lichtenstein, Drumwright, 
and Braig 2004, p. 16). For example, current breast cancer 
initiatives include event sponsorships such as the Race for the 
Cure (Ford Motor Company) and donations of a prespecifi ed 
amount of money depending on actions taken by the consumer, 
such as sending in yogurt lids (Yoplait) or miles taken in a test 
drive (BMW; Orenstein 2003). While approximately $125 
million was spent on CSR initiatives in 1990, that number 
is estimated to reach $1.5 billion in 2008 (Cause Marketing 
Forum 2007a), with companies increasingly believing that 
associating their corporate identity with good causes can be 
an effective marketing tool (Frazier 2008; Orenstein 2003). 
Nonprofi t organizations believe that these alliances increase 
their visibility and reach, while also adding to their bottom 
line and furthering their mission (Daw 2006).

Extant research on CSR initiatives has concentrated on the 
motives and consequences for CSR initiatives as they relate 
to corporate image and goodwill (Ross, Patterson, and Stutts 
1992; Smith and Alcorn 1991) and other types of “warm 
glow” resulting from donations (Strahilevitz and Myers 1998). 

Evidence suggests that CSR initiatives can result in improved 
corporate evaluations (Brown and Dacin 1997), greater loy-
alty and emotional attachment (Lichtenstein, Drumwright, 
and Braig 2004), perceptions of greater corporate citizenship 
(Dean 1999), corporate community relations (Dean 2002), 
and general regard for the company (Dean 2004). Research has 
also indicated that this positive infl uence on corporate image 
may result in “bottom-line” benefi ts to the company, such 
as improved product evaluations (Brown and Dacin 1997), 
as well as behavioral benefi ts such as preferred choice among 
alternatives (Barone, Miyazaki, and Taylor 2000; Pracejus and 
Olsen 2002), increased percentage of shopping done at the 
store and year-to-date purchases (Lichtenstein, Drumwright, 
and Braig 2004).

However, some have suggested that the association between 
the nonprofi t and fi rm necessarily stemming from the CSR 
initiative (e.g., Gwinner and Eaton 1999; Simonin and Ruth 
1998) may be misunderstood by consumers as constituting 
more than just a charitable donation (e.g., Bright 2004; 
Clark 1998; Daw 2006). Specifi cally, there is a growing 
concern that these CSR initiatives might “communicate the 
false and misleading messages that the products have been 
endorsed by the nonprofi t partner in the commercial-nonprofi t 
relationship” (Offi ce of the New York State Attorney General 
1999). If consumers do perceive the nonprofi t to be a type 
of third-party endorser in an advertisement rather than only 
a recipient of donations, these perceived endorsements may 
result in (inaccurate) signals about the advertiser, perceptions 
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of greater quality and informational value of the ad, positive 
effects on perceived product quality, heightened perceptions 
of uniqueness and manufacturer esteem, and ultimately direct 
and positive effects on the brand (Dean 1999; Dean and Biswas 
2001; see also Boulding and Kirmani 1993).

Many nonprofi ts have policies stating that their CSR initia-
tives are not intended to represent an endorsement (e.g., Clark 
1998; Daw 2006; Perry 2008; Taylor 2007). For example, the 
American Cancer Society (ACS) states that it does “not endorse 
or promote any of the Company’s products or services” and that 
the sponsoring company “will not use the American Cancer 
Society design in any way that would imply endorsement of the 
Company” (American Cancer Society 2003). In fact, the ACS 
does not even conduct independent evaluations of products, 
believing that means the ACS will avoid “get[ing] . . . into the 
whole world of product endorsement” (Clark 1998).

Regardless of nonprofits’ policies of nonendorsement, 
nonprofi ts still need to be concerned with whether consumers 
infer an endorsement from the presentation of a CSR initiative 
in an advertising context. A nonprofi t can be held legally 
liable for the perceived endorsement (Daw 2006; Offi ce of the 
New York State Attorney General 1999), and nonprofi ts have 
been sued for “consumer fraud” by attorneys general because 
(according to the attorneys general) the CSR initiative implied 
an endorsement where one did not exist and may have “mislead, 
deceived and confused consumers” (Daw 2006, p. 251). Also, 
the nonprofi t’s brand name and reputation may be damaged 
if the product fails to live up to the expectations set by the 
perceived endorsement (e.g., Votolato and Unnava 2006), and 
concerns regarding the potential for an inferred endorsement 
may result in a backlash from both internal and external 
sources (Daw 2006). Furthermore, nonprofi ts may want to 
avoid any relationship where the perceived endorsement may 
cause consumers to behave in ways contrary to the goals of 
the nonprofi t. For example, the 2008 “The Heart Truth” CSR 
initiative between Diet Coke and the National Heart, Lung, 
and Blood Institute might suggest to consumers that Diet 
Coke is good for cardiac health (McKay 2008). However, a 
recent study has indicated that drinking one or more soft 
drinks per day is associated with a metabolic disorder with 
potential, negative cardiac implications (Dhingra et al. 2007). 
Similarly, the Yoplait’s “Save Lids to Save Lives” campaign has 
been criticized because the yogurt may have been made with 
milk from cows treated with rGBH, which some believe is 
associated with an increased risk of breast cancer (e.g., Breast 
Cancer Action 2007; Vesely 2004; Yu and Rohan 2000).

No research has explicitly studied whether consumers really 
understand the distinction between an explicit endorsement 
and the simple communication of a CSR initiative. In the pres-
ent research, we consider two typical types of CSR initiatives 
(licensing agreements and cause-related marketing associa-

tions) and compare them to explicitly stated seals of approval. 
We also consider the level of fi t between the nonprofi t and the 
brand, as well as how motivated a viewer of an ad may be to 
process the ad. Our results suggest that popular methods of 
communicating CSR initiatives in advertising may result in 
consumer perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement.

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 
INITIATIVES

Research has generally indicated that the effectiveness of 
CSR initiatives is derived from a customer’s perceptions of 
corporate image as well as the customer’s desire to “do good,” 
and resulting increases in sales or market share are largely at-
tributed to those types of factors (e.g., Barone, Miyazaki, and 
Taylor 2000; Brown and Dacin 1997). While most research 
indicates consumers’ positive perceptions of CSR (Ross, Pat-
terson, and Stutts 1992; Smith and Alcorn 1991; Webb and 
Mohr 1998), other research has investigated the factors that 
increase or decrease the effectiveness of those initiatives. This 
research usually deals with issues important to campaign 
structure such as wording (Grau, Garretson, and Pirsch 2007; 
Pracejus, Olsen, and Brown 2003), product choice (Barone, 
Miyazaki, and Taylor 2000; Strahilevetiz and Myers 1998), or 
nonprofi t choice (Lafferty and Goldsmith 2005), and outcomes 
such as perception of motive and attitude toward the brand, 
company, or advertisement and CSR. One area that has been 
debated is the effi cacy of fi t between the nonprofi t and the 
sponsoring brand.

Fit and CSR Initiatives

The concept of fi t is considered to be everything from useful 
(Drumwright 1996; Menon and Kahn 2003; Sen and Bhat-
tacharya 2001) to critical (Drumwright 1996; Nan and Heo 
2007; Rifon et al. 2004) in determining whether consumers 
decide whether the CSR initiative is appropriate or meaningful, 
and ultimately determines its success. While there has been 
much discussion about the role of fi t in CSR initiatives, there 
has been little consensus about fi t’s defi nition. Fit has been 
described as possessing two dimensions (functional and image-
based similarity; Gwinner 1997), and is generally defi ned as 
“relatedness or relevance” ( Johar and Pham 1999) or “compat-
ibility” (Ruth and Simonin 2003). Nan and Heo (2007) defi ne 
fi t as the “overall perceived relatedness of the brand and the 
cause with multiple cognitive bases” (p. 66). This “relatedness” 
is described as fi t between the cause and (1) the brand’s product 
dimensions, (2) the brand’s target audience, (3) the brand’s 
corporate image, or (4) some personal involvement of leader-
ship (Menon and Kahn 2003; Nan and Heo 2007). Greater fi t 
has been demonstrated to affect product choice (Pracejus and 
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Olsen 2004; Strahilevitz and Myers 1998), as well as affect 
the favorability ratings, recall, associations, and perceptions 
of “causeploitation” resulting from the CSR initiative (Hastie 
1984; Larson 1994; Menon and Kahn 2003; Rifon et al. 2004). 
Lower levels of fi t led to weaker attributions of the brand’s mo-
tive, negative attitudes toward the brand, and weaker percep-
tions of brand credibility (Rifon et al. 2004).

One outcome that has not been studied is whether higher 
levels of fi t lead to perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement of a 
brand. The spokesperson effectiveness literature suggests that 
a fi t between an advertising spokesperson and a product may 
result in perceptions of heightened spokesperson expertise if 
the spokesperson has a characteristic that suggests that he or 
she might have some expertise in that product category (e.g., 
Bower and Landreth 2001; Kamins and Gupta 1994; Lynch 
and Schuler 1994; Till and Busler 2000). For example, Lynch 
and Schuler (1994) demonstrated that in ads for products that 
heighten muscularity, as the muscularity of the spokesperson 
increased, so did the perceived expertise of that spokesperson. 
Past research has also indicated that an endorser needs to be 
“bonded” to the brand and advertisement in order for that 
endorser to be perceived as credible (see, for example, Dean 
1999; Ippolito 1990; Kirmani and Rao 2000); specifi cally, the 
endorser must have something to lose if the signal being sent 
by the endorser regarding the product is false. Therefore, if 
a nonprofi t is qualifi ed to evaluate a brand, a consumer may 
assume that surely the nonprofi t would have performed due 
diligence, particularly given the nonprofi t’s expertise and 
motivation in the causal domain. Therefore:

H1: Perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement will be greater when 
there is a greater fi t between the brand and the nonprofi t than 
when there is a lesser fi t.

Types of CSR Initiatives

CSR initiatives have evolved from simple check writing in 
response to fundraising appeals into a variety of approaches, 
particularly over the past 10 years (Daw 2006; Lichtenstein, 
Drumwright, and Braig 2004). Two of the more common types 
of CSR initiatives are licensing agreements, where nonprofi ts 
lend the use of their name and logo to fi rms for use in their 
own advertising (and other communications) in exchange for 
a donation, and cause-related marketing, a transaction-based 
exchange where the fi rm makes the donation to the nonprofi t 
based on some type of behavior by consumers. Many CSR 
agreements may be considered a type of brand alliance because 
“two . . . brands are presented simultaneously to consumers” 
(Simonin and Ruth 1998, p. 30), with that alliance built on a 
foundation of corporate social responsibility (Cause Marketing 
Forum 2007b; Daw 2006).

Licensing Agreements

Licensing agreements have received very little attention in 
marketing literature. In licensing agreements, “nonprofi ts 
grant the right to use a legally protected trademark, name, 
graphic, logo, slogan, likeness, or other similar intellectual 
property in conjunction with a product or service for a royalty 
of fee” (Daw 2006, p. 80) and “links the product and manu-
facturer with a ‘good’ cause” (Daw 2006, p. 81). For example, 
the National Trust for Historic Preservation has received $1 
million from HGTV to put toward the restoration of 12 dif-
ferent sites in America, and in exchange, HGTV includes the 
National Trust’s name in some of its advertising (National 
Trust for Historic Preservation 2007). Like many CSR initia-
tives, licensing agreements frequently are not predicated on 
independent testing, reviews, or endorsement by the nonprofi t. 
For example, the American Cancer Society believed the Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA) approval of nicotine replace-
ment as a method of quitting smoking was suffi cient, and ac-
cepted $6 million in value per year from SmithKline Beecham, 
maker of the Nicoderm patch and Nicorette gum, and allowed 
their logo to be used in advertising (Clark 1998).

A key concern is whether licensing agreements may be 
confused with specifi c types of endorsement, an explicit seal 
of approval. As Dean and Biswas (2001) note, seals of approval 
are not only “visually striking,” but frequently resemble the 
logo of the endorsing agency. A key visual difference between 
a logo and a seal of approval, however, is the addition of words 
such as “seal of approval” or some other indication that the 
product is recommended by or has met the standards of the 
third party. A seal of approval is earned when a product is 
subjected to testing and subsequently meets the endorsing 
agency’s standards (e.g., Underwriters Laboratories, Good 
Housekeeping Seal of Approval; Bennett and McCrohan 1993). 
Seals and certifi cations are important tools for consumer deci-
sion making, lending attributions of quality and guarantees 
(Parkinson 1975), and may result in the consumer’s belief that 
they can substitute unbiased professional expertise for their 
own lack of product knowledge (Bennett and McCrohan 1993; 
Miyazaki and Krishnamurthy 2002). Generally speaking, seals 
of approval do positively infl uence consumer decision mak-
ing, resulting in positive product evaluations and purchase 
intentions and decreased search costs (Kamins and Marks 
1991; Laric and Sarel 1981; Parkinson 1975). Because of the 
power of explicit seals of approval, the attorneys general of 12 
states settled with SmithKline Beecham in 1998 because it 
appeared that its alliance with the American Cancer Society 
misled consumers to think that the ACS had approved of the 
products (Daw 2006; Offi ce of the New York State Attorney 
General 1999). To our knowledge, however, this consumer 
confusion was never empirically established. Given the explicit 
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visual difference between licensing agreements and seals of 
approval, we explore whether consumers require some explicit 
statement of a “seal of approval” and not just the nonprofi t 
logo before deciding whether the nonprofi t has endorsed the 
brand. Therefore, we offer:

H2: Perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement stemming from an 
explicit seal of approval will be greater than perceptions of 
nonprofi t endorsement resulting from a licensing agreement.

Cause-Related Marketing

One type of CSR initiative often encountered by consum-
ers is cause-related marketing (CRM). CRM is an alliance 
between a company and a nonprofi t organization in which a 
donation is promised to the cause when a consumer makes a 
purchase or otherwise takes a specifi c action (e.g., Varadarajan 
and Menon 1988). For example, Yoplait’s “Save Lids to Save 
Lives” campaign involves a donation made to the nonprofi t 
based on the consumer action of returning yogurt lids to the 
manufacturer (Yoplait 2008). Both licensing agreements and 
CRM involve a donation to the nonprofi t by the for-profi t, 
and the for-profi t has permission to use the nonprofi t’s name 
and trademarks in the for-profi t’s advertising (Daw 2006). 
The primary difference between licensing and CRM is that 
in CRM, the donations by the company are tied to the actions 
of the consumer. The Promotional Marketing Association and 
Gable Group (2000) revealed that CRM was being used by 
85% of their members (see also Nan and Heo 2007). Research 
has indicated that CRM offers numerous likely advantages to 
the fi rm. CRM has been found to be a potentially valuable 
method of improving a product’s chances of being purchased, 
as long as the CRM-associated product is not of lower product 
quality or more expensive than a non-CSR option (Barone, 
Miyazaki, and Taylor 2000).

Consumers may be confused by various aspects of CRM 
alliances. For example, in an examination of how a donation 
amount is presented to the consumer within the advertisement 
(e.g., 10% of purchase price; 10% of profi t, etc.). Pracejus, 
Olsen, and Brown (2003) found that companies largely offer 
an abstract explanation of the donation, providing very little 
usable information to the consumer (e.g., “a portion of the 
proceeds”), which may lead to substantial overestimations of 
the amount of money being donated to the cause. Further-
more, while customers may be very sensitive to the percentage 
value of the donation, they are not sensitive to whether that 
percentage is of price or profi ts (Olsen, Pracejus, and Brown 
2003), and may not fully understand campaign deadlines 
and donation caps (Grau, Garretson, and Pirsch 2007). In the 
present research, we are concerned that consumers may also 
be confused as to whether a CRM conveys an endorsement of 
the product by the nonprofi t organization.

Level of processing motivation may affect the extent to 
which consumers construe the CSR-based alliance as a non-
profi t endorsement. When processing motivation is higher, 
people tend to elaborate on message content. This means 
not only that people think about that content, but also that 
they are expanding on that content, making inferences, and 
“add[ing] something of their own” (Petty and Wegener 1999, 
p. 46) rather than just limiting their thoughts to only what 
is presented in the information stimuli. Furthermore, while 
people are certainly motivated in their elaborations to be 
correct, heightened elaboration does not necessarily lead to 
objectively correct attitudes, conclusions, and so forth; instead, 
it may only lead to feelings of subjective correctness (Petty 
and Wegener 1999). In those cases, consumers may interpret 
a CRM association to represent information that is beyond 
what is explicitly contained within the ad, and not necessarily 
intended by the nonprofi t. Because the nonprofi t has so much 
at stake, consumers who are motivated to process the various 
implications of the CRM may perceive the bond between the 
nonprofi t organization and the brand to be stronger than it 
is and may believe that the nonprofi t has evaluated the brand 
and its company prior to allowing that association.

If processing motivation is relatively low, persuasion 
stemming from an advertisement tends to be a result of a 
quick use of the information contained within the ad (e.g., 
Jain and Maheswaran 2000; Shiv, Britton, and Payne 2004). 
Consequently, the CRM information in the ad would likely 
be used in one of two ways. First, the CRM information may 
be processed in the simplest interpretation: as an indication 
that the brand is donating money to a cause. It is also possible 
that the CRM information may be interpreted as a heuristic for 
endorsement by the nonprofi t of the for-profi t brand. However, 
any conclusions a person draws as a result of little/limited 
elaboration on a heuristic would be signifi cantly weaker than 
conclusions drawn as a result of extensive elaboration (Petty 
and Cacioppo 1986; Petty and Wegener 1999).

Therefore, while consumers with lower processing levels 
may or may not use the CSR initiative as a heuristic indicating 
endorsement, under higher processing levels, we believe the 
consumers will “elaborate” on the meaning of that relation-
ship, considering the bonding issue and what the nonprofi t 
may have at stake if the associated for-profi t brand is of poor 
performance. This level of thinking and inference simply can-
not exist under lower levels of elaboration even if consumers 
do heuristically conclude that an endorsement may exist; as 
a result, the beliefs and conclusions generated under higher 
levels of elaboration will be held with more confi dence (Petty 
and Wegener 1999). Therefore, we offer:

H3: Perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement resulting from a CRM 
association will be greater under higher levels of processing mo-
tivation than under lower levels of processing motivation.
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METHOD

Participants and Procedure

Participants were graduate and undergraduate students 
enrolled in an on-line course at a large public Southern 
university who received course credit for completion of the 
questionnaire. Participant age ranged from 16 to 62, with 
an average age of 28. Furthermore, of the 236 students who 
completed usable questionnaires, 59% were women. Less 
than 19% of the sample was of traditional college student 
age and 27% had children.

The experimental design consisted of a 2 (nonprofi t/
brand fi t: higher versus lower levels) × 3 (nonprofi t/brand 
alliance condition: licensing agreement, CRM, and explicit 
seal of approval endorsement) between-subjects design that 
also included a no-relationship control. Due to the course 
context, the experimental study and data were collected on-
line. Participants were randomly sent a link to one of the 
condition Web sites containing the experimental stimuli 
and questionnaires. On the initial screen, all students were 
told that they would be seeing “an advertisement for a line 
of early learning tools from a brand called Baby Einstein” 
and were asked to answer the questions that followed. While 
the program was set up such that participants were unable 
to return to the stimuli, we did not indicate this on the fi rst 
or second (stimuli) page for fear of artifi cially heightening 
processing. Following that initial screen was the stimuli 
ad for Baby Einstein containing the relationship-type ma-
nipulation. All ads were identical except for the relation-
ship manipulation contained in the lower left-hand corner 
(see Appendix 1 for all ads and specifi c manipulations). All 
manipulation conditions represented executions similar 
to the typical presentation of their respective type of non-
profi t/brand alliance. To minimize confounds and heighten 
experimental control, both nonprofi ts were fi ctional, with 
each consisting of four words and the same brand logo. In 
the licensing condition, the logo of the nonprofi t (higher-fi t 
condition: “Alliance for Early Literacy”; lower-fi t condition: 
“Alliance Against Childhood Obesity”) was present with no 
additional information (an ecologically valid condition). In 
the CRM condition, the logo of the nonprofi t organization 
was present, as was information indicating that 75¢ would 
be donated to the nonprofi t for every product sold. In the 
explicit seal of approval endorsement condition, the logo of 
the nonprofi t was present, as was the statement that Baby 
Einstein had received the seal of approval of that nonprofi t. 
In the no-relationship control condition, we included fi ller 
information in the lower left-hand corner to allay any con-
cerns regarding possible differences in processing had that 
corner been left blank.

Measures

All items were measured on a seven-point scale, and, except 
for any single-item measures and processing motivation 
items discussed later, all items measuring each construct were 
summed and averaged for use in later analysis. Furthermore, 
we assessed the coeffi cient α for each scale, as well as performed 
exploratory factor analysis (principle components) to ascertain 
the loadings of each item on each scale (see Appendix 2 for 
all scales, items, and scale analysis). A manipulation check 
assessing the extent of the fi t was measured using Till and 
Busler’s (2000) semantic differential-type items, asking people 
to indicate the extent to which people believed the nonprofi t 
and Baby Einstein does not belong with/belongs with, does 
not go together/goes together, and does not fi t together/fi ts 
together. To rule out a potential confound across fi t conditions, 
we also assessed familiarity with the nonprofi t organization us-
ing a single item (very unfamiliar/very familiar). We measured 
processing motivation using Shiv, Britton, and Payne’s (2004) 
scale assessing processing motivation. Thus, participants were 
asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed that the ad 
for Baby Einstein was interesting, involving, and personally 
relevant. To create our higher and lower processing motivation 
categories, we considered the midpoint of the scale as well as 
the median analysis of the participant responses. Because the 
scale has three items and the midpoint of each item is four, the 
midpoint of the summed scale is at 12. At 14 on the summed 
scale, however, the cumulative percent of responses is 48.3%. 
As such, we categorized participants who indicated 14 or below 
on the summed processing motivation scale as lower processing 
motivation and 15 and above as higher processing motivation. 
This allowed for relatively even higher and lower processing 
motivation categories without including people who were 
relatively high on the scale within the “lower” category.

With regard to the dependent variables, we measured 
perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement using four Likert-type 
items that assessed the extent to which the nonprofi t endorsed 
the brand. These items were generated based on our under-
standing that a seal of approval refl ects the fact that an item 
has been evaluated by and met the standards of the nonprofi t 
(see Bennett and McCrohan 1993; Parkinson 1975), as well 
as the idea that an “endorsement” means that the nonprofi t is 
recommending, approving of, or endorsing the brand. Finally, 
we included three items to assess perceptions of corporate social 
responsibility. Dean (1999) found that while a third-party 
organization endorsement may result in positive effects on 
such variables as perceived product quality, CSR initiatives 
may result in heightened perceptions of CSR (called “corporate 
citizenship” by Dean [1999]). Because one of the purposes of 
the present research is to determine the extent to which con-
sumers confuse CSR initiatives with nonprofi t endorsement, 
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this perception of CSR measure may help illustrate whether 
consumers considered the CSR initiative to be a CSR initiative, 
a nonprofi t endorsement, or both (which could be signifi cant 
given the possible advantages of both; Brown and Dacin 1997; 
Dean 1999).

Analysis

A manipulation check indicates that the higher nonprofi t/
brand fi t condition resulted in greater perceptions of fi t, 6.10; 
t(11.86) = 7.33, p < .001, than did the lower nonprofi t/brand 
fi t condition (4.25). As a test of the fi rst three hypotheses, we 
conducted a 2 (fi t) × 3 (nonprofi t/brand alliance) × 2 (pro-
cessing motivation) analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with 
perception of nonprofi t endorsement as the dependent variable 
(see Table 1 for relevant ANCOVA statistics). Due to potential 
concerns that familiarity with the brand may have some effects, 
we included the familiarity with Baby Einstein variable as a 
covariate. The familiarity covariate was not signifi cant, F(1, 
135) = 1.14, p = .287. The main effect for the fi t condition 

is signifi cant, F(1, 145) = 4.34, p = .039, with the higher-fi t 
condition (5.53) resulting in signifi cantly greater perceptions 
of nonprofi t endorsement than the lower-fi t condition (5.13), 
supporting the fi rst hypothesis.

The second hypothesis concerned whether perceptions of en-
dorsement would be greater when participants were presented 
with an explicit seal of approval than if they were presented 
with a licensing agreement. The nonsignifi cant main effect 
for alliance ( p = .511) and planned comparisons testing for a 
difference in perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement between the 
conditions of licensing agreement and explicit seal of approval 
indicate that there is no signifi cant difference ( p = .239) in 
perception of nonprofi t endorsement between licensing agree-
ments (5.28) and explicit seals of approval (5.49). Contrary to 
the second hypothesis, these results suggest that the presence 
of an explicit seal of approval statement was not necessary for 
consumers to assume a seal of approval; the mere presence of 
a nonprofi t logo was enough to infer endorsement.

The third hypothesis stated that when the nonprofi t/brand 
alliance is a CRM association, higher (versus lower) process-

TABLE 1
Test of Hypotheses 1–3: Effects of Nonprofi t Endorsement on Perceptions

ANOVA: 3 (alliance condition) × 2 (fi t) × 2 (processing motivation)

Effect F df p value

Alliance condition .68 2 .511
Fit 4.34 1 .039
Processing motivation 7.68 1 .006
Alliance × processing motivation 6.32 2 .009
Alliance × fi t .41 2 .666
Fit × processing motivation .003 1 .960
Alliance × fi t × processing motivation .15 2 .858
Covariate: familiarity with Baby Einstein 1.14 1 .287
Error  135

 Means
 (SD)

   Processing motivation conditions

 Overall mean Lower Higher p value

Alliance condition 5.09 4.50 5.94 <.001
 CRM (1.20) (.930) (1.02)
 Licensing 5.28 5.20 5.36 .507
 (1.11) (1.15) (1.08)
 Seal of approval 5.49 5.33 5.60 .477
 (1.31) (1.15) (1.31)
Fit condition
 Lower fi t 5.13   .039
 (1.27)
 Higher fi t 5.53
 (1.23)

Notes: ANOVA = analysis of variance; CRM = cause-related marketing.
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ing motivation will result in greater perceptions of nonprofi t 
endorsement. In support of the third hypothesis, the nonprofi t/
brand alliance × processing motivation interaction is signifi -
cant, F(2, 135) = 6.32, p = .009. Also supporting the third 
hypothesis, planned comparisons of the effect of processing 
motivation within the CRM condition indicate that the higher 
processing motivation condition (5.94) does result in greater 
perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement ( p < .001) than does the 
lower processing motivation condition (4.50). Within each of 
the other nonprofi t/brand alliance conditions (licensing and 
explicit seal of approval), there are no signifi cant differences 
between processing motivation conditions. It is interesting to 
note that perception of nonprofi t endorsement due to CRM 
under the higher processing motivation condition (5.94) is not 
signifi cantly different from perceptions of nonprofi t endorse-
ment in the overall explicit endorsement condition (5.60; 
p = .451), suggesting that under higher levels of processing 
motivation, the CRM may be considered by consumers to be 
on par with explicit endorsements.

Analysis of the perception of CSR measure aids in clari-
fi cation of the conclusions that may be drawn from these 
fi ndings. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with four 
levels (the three nonprofi t/brand alliance conditions and the 
control conditions) on the dependent variable of perceptions of 
CSR indicated signifi cant differences among those conditions, 
F(3, 230) = 4.84, p = .003. Pairwise multiple comparisons 
using Scheffé indicated that the CRM condition resulted in 
perceptions of greater CSR (5.40; p = .05) than the comparison 
control condition (4.83), while neither the licensing (4.79; 
p = .999) nor the explicit seal of approval (4.59; p = .739) 
condition were signifi cantly different from the control con-
dition (see Table 2 for all pairwise comparison results). In 
other words, out of the nonprofi t/brand alliance conditions, 
only the CRM condition resulted in an increased perception 
of CSR of the Baby Einstein brand, suggesting that only the 
CRM type of brand alliance was recognized as a CSR initia-
tive. These fi ndings further support the suggestion from the 
second hypothesis analysis that the licensing condition was 
not perceived to be a CSR initiative.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Past research has indicated that improved product evaluations 
as a result of CSR initiatives stem from positive associations 
that improve corporate evaluations (e.g., Brown and Dacin 
1997; Strahilevitz and Myers 1998) because CSR initiatives 
“offer consumers little information that is directly associated 
with the products and services [the company] produces” 
(Brown and Dacin 1997, p. 70). However, the current research 
suggests that the existence of a CSR initiative in an advertise-
ment may lead to a consumer belief that relevant product 
information is present in the form of the endorsement by a 
credible nonprofi t cause agency. Given the potential negative 
consequences of perceived endorsement discussed earlier (e.g., 
legal liability, lawsuits for consumer fraud, loss of brand image 
and goodwill, etc.), these fi ndings are valuable for the many 
nonprofi ts that do not intend for the presentation of CSR 
initiatives in the sponsor fi rm’s advertising to be interpreted 
as endorsements (e.g., Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Founda-
tion, American Cancer Society, American Diabetes Association, 
American Medical Association, etc.). This confusion may also 
affect those consumers relying on these false cues, believing 
them to be credible indicators of nonprofi t evaluation or even 
product quality.

The Role of Fit

The present research is among the fi rst to support the assertion 
that regardless of the type of CSR initiative responsible for the 
brand associations, the nonprofi t may be seen as offering its seal 
of approval to that product if there is a fi t between the two. 
Even consumers very motivated to process that relationship 
will not necessarily perceive lesser endorsement levels (and 
may, in fact, perceive greater endorsements levels) than con-
sumers who have lower processing motivation. Consequently, 
nonprofi ts may want to consider the fi t issues prior to select-
ing a CSR partner brand. Rather than excluding close-fi tting 
brands from sponsorship, however, a nonendorsing nonprofi t 
concerned about inferred endorsement might want to consider 

TABLE 2
Pairwise Comparisons of Alliance Conditions Versus Control: Dependent Variable: 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

 No relationship    Seal of
 (control) CRM Licensing approval

Mean (SD) 4.83 5.40 4.79 4.59
 (1.22) (.913) (1.19) (1.30)
p* (Signifi cantly different from control) n.a. .05 .999 .739

Notes: CRM = cause-related marketing; n.a. = not available. 

* Refl ects Scheffé multiple comparisons test.
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a CSR initiative policy similar to the American Red Cross, 
which now has two broad categories of CSR partners (American 
Red Cross 1996). One group of products would be considered 
as having a strong fi t with the American Red Cross, and are 
associated with helping people to stay safe (e.g., hand-crank 
emergency radios or a line of baby health and wellness prod-
ucts) that are endorsed by the ACR. The second group is called 
“affi nity products,” which includes items such as apparel and 
home décor, whose relationship with the American Red Cross 
is only intended to “show support” for the nonprofi t.

Licensing Agreements

For nonprofi ts concerned about inferred endorsements, licens-
ing arrangements appear to be a risky type of CSR initiative. 
In our study, consumers appeared to perceive a licensing agree-
ment as constituting an endorsement that is on par with an 
explicit seal of approval, regardless of level of fi t between the 
nonprofi t and the fi rm. Furthermore, the perception of CSR of 
the licensing agreement was not signifi cantly different from 
the explicit seal of approval condition and the control no-
association condition. Taken together, these fi ndings suggest 
that the presentation of a licensed CSR initiative in an adver-
tisement is not perceived by consumers to be a CSR initiative 
at all; in fact, without the appearance of an explicit statement 
of a CSR-based monetary donation, a licensing agreement may 
be perceived by consumers to connote only an endorsement/
seal-of-approval arrangement rather than any sort of CSR ini-
tiative. A Machiavellian implication of these fi ndings suggests 
that a fi rm’s participation in a licensing agreement might be 
one method of getting the “seal of approval” from a nonprofi t 
that does not grant endorsements.

CRM Associations

Contrary to licensing agreements, CRM associations were 
clearly identifi ed by consumers as CSR initiatives as evidenced 
by the signifi cantly greater perceptions of CSR associations 
versus the other three conditions. Even as CRM associations 
may be explicitly understood to be CSR agreements, however, 
they may still be interpreted as constituting an endorsement, 
and under potentially surprising conditions. Rather than 
correcting the misperception that the nonprofi t was endors-
ing the brands, greater processing motivation actually served 
to heighten that perception. Greater processing motivation 
may provide the opportunity to consider the perception of 
bonding that happens when a credible (both trustworthy and 
expert) nonprofi t allows its good name to be tied to a brand. 
Consumers may believe that a nonprofi t that is seen to be 
motivated by “doing good” would only associate itself with a 
vetted, approved, or otherwise endorsable brand. In fact, when 
participants had higher processing motivations, the CRM 

association resulted in perceptions of nonprofi t endorsement 
on par with perceptions of endorsement stemming from an 
explicit seal of approval. In other words, whereas past research 
pitted third-party organization endorsements against a CSR 
initiative (Dean 1999) or distinguished between perceptions 
of corporate ability and CSR (Brown and Dacin 1997), our 
research indicates that in the case of CRM associations, a brand 
may benefi t from both.

Implications for Those Most Dedicated 
to the Nonprofi t’s Cause

A further suggestion of this research is that those consumers 
who may be the most dedicated to the nonprofi t’s cause may 
also be the most unintentionally misled by CSR initiatives. 
Specifi cally, greater motivation to evaluate the CRM associa-
tion not only results in greater attributions of CSR to the fi rm, 
but also results in stronger perceptions of nonprofi t endorse-
ment. With regard to licensing agreements, consumers who 
are well motivated to think about the association may not 
interpret the licensing agreement any differently from the 
seal of approval than those consumers who have lower levels of 
processing motivation. In other words, even when consumers 
were driven to think about the cobranded alliance, they were 
unable to tell the difference between a licensing agreement 
and an explicit seal. In addition to the obvious ethical issues 
involved with misleading consumers, there may be other, more 
bottom-line consequences as well. As previously discussed, 
consumers may behave in ways that, in reality, may be counter 
to the nonprofi t’s cause if consumers believe that consumption 
or use of the product is approved or endorsed by the nonprofi t 
(e.g., Dhingra et al. 2007; Perry 2008). The potential for 
perception of endorsement by others may result in a backlash 
on the part of consumers (Cupaiuolo 2008; Daw 2006), which 
can result in derogation of the well-intentioned nonprofi t, or 
may even fully extend to litigation either by or on behalf of 
consumers (e.g., Daw 2006; Offi ce of the New York State At-
torney General 1999). Furthermore, this potential consumer 
perception may allow fi rms to take advantage of consumers 
via the causes they feel the most passionately about, without 
having their products vetted.

Limitations and Future Research

Some nonprofi ts currently concern themselves with clarifying 
what is done with the money stemming from CSR initiatives, 
or advising consumers what they should look for in a nonprofi t 
(e.g., Susan G. Komen for the Cure 2007); given the fi ndings 
here, nonprofi ts may want to add to their list of clarifi cations. 
Future research may explore whether disclosures or disclaimers 
specifying the nature of the CSR association can be an effective 
method of clarifying for consumers the type of information 
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that should or should not be inferred from that nonprofi t/brand 
alliance (e.g., Johar and Simmons 2000; Stewart and Martin 
2004). Therefore, while nonprofi ts may be able to maintain a 
lucrative fund-raising stream, consumers may be better able to 
understand the informational value of those CSR initiatives.

It is worth noting that our research included fi ctional non-
profi ts. While we see no reason to believe that these fi ndings 
regarding perceptions of endorsement would not extend to 
well-known and respected nonprofi ts such as the American 
Cancer Society, our fi ndings suggest that even unknown non-
profi ts such as ours may result in positive effects to the fi rm. 
This suggests that these lesser-known nonprofi ts may benefi t 
from this kind of attention rather than the mass fl ocking to 
popular causes as breast cancer (Orenstein 2003). However, 
future research might want to explore whether there are any 
differences in consumer perceptions of CSR initiatives of very 
popular CSR nonprofi t partners. For example, the extent to 
which brands fl ock to the breast cancer cause in October may, 
consistent with correspondent inference, result in perceptions 
of “causeploitation” on the part of both the brand and the 
nonprofi t ( Jones and Davis 1965; Larson 1994; Orenstein 
2003; Rifon et al. 2004).

Future research should also explore the various effects in 
different conditions of familiarity with the fi rm and brand. 
Average familiarity with our stimuli for-profi t brand (Baby 
Einstein) was relatively low (3.81, SD = 2.25). However, we 
did control for familiarity within the ANCOVA and found 
that the familiarity covariate was not signifi cant. Furthermore, 
it was reasonable to expect that our participants would have 
had a range of familiarity with the brand. Our participants 
were rather nontraditional university students; only 18.5% of 
them were of traditional college age (22 years old or younger), 
and over one-quarter of them (27.2%) had children. Neverthe-
less, even if the present research is limited by lower levels of 
familiarity, the fi ndings certainly have a considerable range of 
generalizability. People are constantly being introduced to new 
brands, either because the brand is being newly introduced 
to the market, is trying to heighten its levels of familiarity, 
or is being introduced to people new to the target market 
(a common occurrence for baby-related products like Baby 
Einstein).

As with all research employing a single study, future 
research should explore perceptions of CSR initiatives with 
other types of nonprofi t and for-profi t brands and situations 
to determine the level of generalizability beyond the context 
of child products.
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APPENDIX 2

Manipulation Checks and Dependent Variables

 Coeffi cient  Factor
 α loadings

Fit 
Till and Busler (2001) .98
 I think the combination of brand and nonprofi t:
  • Does not belong with/Belongs with  .978
  • Does not go together/Goes together  .986
  • Does not fi t together/Fits together  .989

Familiarity 
 • Prior to the study, how familiar were you with this nonprofi t organization 
    (very unfamiliar/very familiar)

Processing motivation 
Shiv, Britton, and Payne (2004) .74
 • I thought that the ad about Baby Einstein was interesting.  .903
 • I thought that the ad about Baby Einstein was involving.  .906
 • I thought that the ad about Baby Einstein was personally relevant to me.  .705

Perception of nonprofi t endorsement 
Based on Bennett and McCrohan (1993); Parkinson (1975); Merriam-Webster Online (2007) .90
 • The nonprofi t organization recommends that people use Baby Einstein   .874
    early learning tools.
 • The nonprofi t organization approves of the use of Baby Einstein’s products.   .878
 • The nonprofi t organization endorses Baby Einstein.  .899
 • It is likely that Baby Einstein’s early learning tools have met the stringent  .850
    standards of the nonprofi t organization.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Based on Brown and Dacin (1997) .88
 • The Baby Einstein Company believes in philanthropy.  .918
 • The Baby Einstein Company is a good corporate citizen.  .900
 • The Baby Einstein Company donates money to worthy causes.  .877






