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Abstract

:

With growing interest in corporate social responsibility (CSR), companies are utilizing it as a public relation (PR) tool for corporate image change. Previous research suggests that the fit between a company and CSR activity is a key determinant of CSR success. They show that, the higher the CSR fit, the more positive the consumers’ evaluations are. However, although many companies undertake various CSR activities, there is no research examining the effect of consistency among various CSR activities. In addition, there is a lack of explanation for cases where consumers positively evaluate low CSR fit. In this study, we examine CSR fit, consistency among various CSR activities (CSR consistency), and the degree of consumer support for CSR activities (CSR support). Our multiple regressions show that higher the CSR support, the more positive is the consumer’s evaluation of the company. In addition, when CSR support is high, the effect of CSR fit and CSR consistency on company evaluations is insignificant. However, when consumer support for CSR activities is low, company evaluations are positive only when both CSR fit and CSR consistency are high. In addition, the influence of three variables on company evaluation is mediated by CSR motives. Finally, we discuss the implications of this study.
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1. Introduction


As corporate sustainability, which indicates company activities demonstrating the inclusion of environmental and social concerns in business operations and in interactions with stakeholders [1], is becoming increasingly important for society [2] and corporate social responsibility (CSR) is recognized as indispensable for corporate sustainability, interests in CSR activities is explosively growing. Companies are now utilizing CSR as a public relation (PR) tool to change their corporate image, in addition to focusing on their responsibility towards society [3]. Thus, CSR activities can be an important strategy for attracting consumer attention in today’s competitive market environment [4].



However, despite corporate commitment to CSR, there is no clear empirical evidence on the impact of CSR activities on corporate performance. For example, research shows that the relationship between CSR activities and corporate performance is positive [5]. However, some studies suggest that CSR has a negative effect on corporate performance [6,7]. Studies on consumer perception of CSR activities also reveal inconsistent results. Some studies show that CSR activities enhance consumer satisfaction [4,8], while others emphasize that CSR activities raise persuasion knowledge or CSR hypocrisy among consumers, resulting in negative evaluation of companies [9,10]. Prior studies on CSR activities do not provide a clear direction in practice; therefore, there is a need to provide practical guidance to companies for effective CSR activities.



Previous research suggests that the fit between company and CSR activities is a key variable for CSR success and argues that the higher the CSR fit, the more positive the consumers’ evaluations [11]. This is because a higher CSR fit shows a stronger association between the company and CSR activities, and the positive aspects of the activities are more easily transferred to the company. Meanwhile, although many companies are engaging in diverse CSR activities, and some activities have high fit with the company, others do not. For example, Coca-Cola engages in CSR activities, such as “climate protection”, “human and workplace rights”, “packaging and recycling”, “water stewardship”, and “women’s economic empowerment”. However, some studies have examined the effect of consistency of CSR activities. In addition, why consumers positively evaluate CSR activities despite a low fit between CSR activities and the company still lacks explanation. For example, consumer response to Audi’s sponsorship of the Salzburg Festival, one of the world’s most famous music festivals, was positive, despite a low CSR fit with the company [12].



This study suggests CSR consistency, which indicates similarity among various CSR activities that the company executes, and CSR support, the degree of consumer’s support for the CSR domain, as the key variables. According to previous studies, if CSR consistency is high, the presented information among CSR activities is easily integrated and positively evaluated; however, a lack of consistency due to contrast among suggested information leads to more thought and elaborate thinking by consumers, and finally lead to a negative response [13,14,15,16,17]. However, CSR literature has not sufficiently investigated the effects of CSR consistency. Furthermore, previous studies examined the role of CSR support as an important variable in a consumer’s evaluation, and argue that CSR activities in areas that consumers consider to be important are making consumers share their interests with company and this leads to a positive company evaluations and purchase intentions [18]. Thus, CSR support is a very important variable in consumers’ judgments of CSR activities. However, most previous studies [18,19] regard CSR support as a moderating variable that controls the role of other independent variables in explaining CSR performance. In this study, we focused on CSR support as an independent variable that plays an important and direct role in the evaluation of CSR companies. Moreover, we investigated the interaction effects between CSR fit and CSR consistency on consumer responses, as well as the main effect of CSR support.



The purpose of this study is to investigate the effects of consumers’ support for CSR activities, CSR fit, and CSR consistency on company evaluations by using diverse CSR activities. In addition, we examine the mediating role of perceived CSR motives. The findings of this study are expected to extend CSR literature and provide practical implications for the development of successful CSR strategies.



This study proceeds as follows. In the following section, we present the literature review, development of hypotheses, and research method. Then, the results of hypotheses testing are discussed. Finally, this study discusses implications and conclusions including limitations and suggestions for future research.



1.1. CSR and CSR Information


CSR is defined as a company’s commitment to eliminating or minimizing any harmful effects and maximizing its sustainable beneficial impact on society [20]. Companies are implementing various forms of CSR activities, such as charitable donations, the use of green materials, and diversity initiatives [18]. Likewise, researchers and practitioners have become increasingly interested in the positive impact of CSR [21]. Previous researches suggest that CSR is positively linked to consumers’ affective and behavioral responses [18,22,23,24,25,26], market value of the company [4,27], and financial performance [4,7,27,28].



More recently, researchers are paying increasing attention to the impact of CSR information as non-financial information. They showed that the inclusion of CSR information as non-financial information (NFI) in sustainability reports produces positive effects on the stakeholders’ responses and the company’s market value [29,30]. In particular, Venturelli et al. [30] developed NFI scores to analyze the company’s compliance level in the areas of business model, sustainability policies, sustainability risks, KPIs (key performance indicators), and diversity. They found that CSR information in sustainability reports has positive impact on NFI scores, especially when companies already involved in CSR programs, such as voluntary and assured sustainability reports.




1.2. CSR Fit


Fit is defined as a “match between two or more factors” [31] (p. 537), such as a product, brand image, position, or target market [32]. Therefore, CSR fit refers to the perceived relevancy between characteristics of a company and its CSR activities [11].



Previous studies on CSR fit have suggested that it affects consumer responses in several ways. First, when consumers think about the relationship between the firm and its associated things, the number of thoughts on the two objects varies by the degree of fit between them. Consumers elaborate their thoughts on the company more, if they recognize that their expectations about the company and the information presented are inconsistent [33,34,35]. Second, the type of consumer thoughts is affected by the degree of fit. Low fit causes consumers to have adverse thoughts and low fit itself is perceived negatively [33]. In particular, low fit leads consumers to have a negative perception of CSR motivation [36,37]. In other words, low-fit CSR activities increase consumers’ cognitive elaboration and adversely affect their perceptions of corporate motivation [3]. In turn, it makes consumers doubt the sincerity of CSR activities. Finally, fit influences a consumer’s evaluation of the company and its CSR activities. Consumers tend to reinforce self-esteem or self-identity by purchasing products from companies that are engaging in high-fit CSR activities, as high-fit CSR activities strengthen the associations between the company and CSR activities, which in turn, positively affects the self-esteem and identity of consumers. Therefore, higher the CSR fit, the more favorable the consumers’ evaluation of the company.



Previous studies have revealed the effects of CSR fit on consumers. Speed and Thompson [38] found that higher the CSR fit, the greater the consumers’ interest and favorability toward the company, and thus, the consumer is more willing to use the company’s products. Becker-Olsen, Cudmore, and Hill [11] argued that brand characteristic becomes more prominent when the CSR fit is high. In addition, they suggested that consumer recollection varies with the degree of CSR fit, because a low fit tends to generate a greater number of thoughts than high fit.




1.3. CSR Consistency


Consistency refers to the degree to which two or more objects are similar in form or structure [39] and it affects the attitudes of consumers and the success of marketing strategies [40,41]. In this study, CSR consistency is defined as the similarity among various CSR activities that the company implements in a regular and systematic manner [42].



Previous research suggests that consistency has a positive effect on consumer attitude. This is because consumers tend to integrate information when exposed to different types of information, and inconsistent information generates negative thinking by elaborating consumers’ thoughts [13,14,15,16,17]. Maheswaran and Chaiken [14] found that, when consumers evaluate products, their thoughts become more elaborate when they are presented with inconsistent information than when information is consistent. In addition, inconsistent information causes conflicts between different evaluation factors, creating an aversion to existing information [43,44]. On the other hand, if consumers recognize objects, they reduce their efforts to search for additional information [45]. Previous research argues that the integrated image that is formed by consistency has a positive effect on consumers’ evaluation of new products [23,46]. In other words, consistent information leads to positive responses by reducing consumers’ efforts to search for additional information, while inconsistent information elaborates consumers’ thoughts and causes negative reactions to previous information.



Marketing literature argues that consistency in marketing activities is an important factor for the success of marketing strategies [40,41]. For example, Swait and Erdem [41] investigated the impact of consistency in sales promotion in retail shops on consumer product evaluations and found that consistency in the sales promotion mix positively influenced the utility perceptions of consumers. However, when consumers perceive low consistency among activities, it decreases the perceived utility. The importance of consistency in the sales promotion mix is applicable to corporate CSR activities. Consistency increases the credibility of CSR activities and induces consumers to expect that companies will continue to pursue similar types of CSR activities in the future. However, inconsistent CSR activities cause consumers to perceive such activities as temporary, unplanned, and random [42]. In addition, CSR activities with low consistency negatively affect the motivation of the company. That is, consumers may consider CSR activities as window-dressing or gimmicks.



Therefore, we expect that consumer evaluations will be more positive when CSR activities are consistent than when they are inconsistent. This is because high consistency of information allows for it to easily integrate into a whole image and reduces the efforts of consumers in searching for additional information.




1.4. CSR Support


CSR support is defined as the degree of consumer advocacy of corporate CSR activities, and a high level of CSR support suggests that consumers are highly aware of the congruence between themselves and CSR activities [18]. How does CSR support affect consumers’ corporate evaluations?



In general, CSR support is known to depend on consumers’ familiarity with CSR activities [47], the importance of issues to the self [48], and personal relevance [49]. First, the higher the consumers’ familiarity with CSR activities, higher the CSR support. This is because consumers process information through the central route when familiarity is high; however, they process it through the peripheral route when the familiarity is low. Similarly, Drumwright [47] suggested that if consumers have a high level of familiarity with CSR activities, the likelihood of success in CSR activities increases. Second, if the domain of CSR activity is considered to be significant for the individual, the level of CSR support increases. CSR activities that are related to important issues for individuals reinforce the relationship between the self and the company, leading to support for CSR activities. Finally, if the personal relevance of CSR activity is high, the consumer’s level of support also increases. According to identity theory, people have different identities in different relationships [50], and some identities reflect better than others. A more relevant and prominent identity with an individual has more significance to the self, thus, making it more likely that an individual will perform identity-related behaviors [50,51,52,53]. People who perform identity-related behaviors give positive self-evaluation and have higher perceived self-esteem [54]. Therefore, people with strong identities try to perform their identity-related behaviors successfully [55]. This explains why CSR support is caused by the consumers’ perceived self-identity and why high CSR support is associated with a high degree of personal relevance and identity. Meanwhile, signaling theory presents that company information is not equally available to all consumers at the same time, and information asymmetry occurs [56,57]. These information asymmetries can result in consumers’ low valuations of company. In order to overcome this, companies convey some meaningful information, such as brand name and CSR activities [56,58] about the company (that is, its ‘signals’) to consumers. Thus, CSR information serves as a signal to consumers and reduces the information asymmetry. Previous research suggested that the more positive the signal, the more favorable the consumer responses [56]. Because high CSR support means that the signal is positively perceived by consumers, it leads to a positive corporate evaluations. Indeed, previous studies demonstrated the positive impact of CSR support on consumer response.



However, despite of the significant role of CSR support on the consumer responses, most previous studies [18,19] treat CSR support as moderating variable that controls other independent variables and no direct influences on consumer evaluations. For example, Sen and Bhattacharya [18] found that CSR support moderates the interaction effects of new product quality information and CSR information on company evaluation and purchase intention. Pérez and Rodríguez del Bosque [19] found that CSR support moderates the formation process of consumers’ perceptions of CSR activity. In contrast, we focused on CSR support as independent variable that plays an important and direct role in the evaluation of CSR companies. High CSR support leads to more positive consumer attitudes toward CSR activities and makes consumers perceive the high congruence between their personality and that of the company. The congruence between consumers and the company has a positive impact on company evaluations by consumers [18]. Therefore, higher the CSR support, the more positive are consumers’ evaluations. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

 CSR support has a positive impact on consumers’ company evaluations.





We also expect that CSR support, CSR fit, and CSR consistency will have interaction effects on company evaluations. First, when CSR support is high, CSR fit and CSR consistency are expected to have no significant effect on company evaluations. Consumers tend to judge the value of information by comparing it with internal references [59,60]. If the value of the information is perceived to be equal to or better than the internal references, the consumer does not change attitude or express high satisfaction. However, if the value of the information does not meet their internal references, consumers try to search for additional information [61,62]. High CSR support means that consumers evaluate that CSR activities are valuable in the light of their internal references. Thus, consumers are less motivated to search for additional information, and CSR fit and CSR consistency will have no impact on company evaluations.



On the other hand, if CSR support is low, consumers tend to seek additional information because CSR activity does not meet consumers’ internal references [59,60]. Therefore, we expect that consumers’ evaluations will vary depending on the CSR fit and CSR consistency. Specifically, when both CSR fit and CSR consistency are high, consumers’ evaluations will be more positive. This is because when both CSR fit and CSR consistency are high, the presented information can easily be combined or assimilated to existing expectations. However, when either CSR fit or CSR consistency is low, consumers have difficulty in integrating multiple pieces of information into the overall image, thus consumers’ thoughts will be elaborated [14,33,34,35]. This results in consumers’ negative reactions to the company. In addition, low CSR fit and low CSR consistency cause consumers to have negative perceptions about corporate CSR motivation, which negatively impact their evaluations. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is as follows:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

When CSR support is high, CSR fit and CSR consistency have no significant influence on the evaluation of consumers. However, when CSR support is low, consumers’ company evaluations will be significantly positive when both CSR fit and CSR consistency are high compared to the other conditions.






1.5. Perceived CSR Motives


Perceived CSR motives are defined as the consumers’ perceptions of the motivation behind the corporate CSR activities [63]. In other words, perceived CSR motives refer to how much authenticity or hypocrisy consumers believe about corporate CSR activities. Previous research has argued that perceived CSR motives have a positive impact on consumers’ evaluations about the company [10,63]. The impact of CSR is enhanced when a company’s motives for CSR are perceived as sincere [10]. Forehand and Grier [33] found that stronger perceptions of public-serving motives result in positive responses of consumers about the company. Alhouti, Johnson, and Holloway [64] found that when consumers perceive CSR motives as public-serving, they feel authenticity in CSR, which leads to positive purchase intention and loyalty to the company. They found that when consumers perceived CSR motives as self-serving, CSR negatively influences perceptions of authenticity, purchase intention, and loyalty to the company. Park, Lee, and Kim [65] expressed perceived CSR motives as “social benevolence trust”, and showed that perceived CSR motives positively affect corporate reputation. He and Lai [66] suggested that corporate ethical responsibility, when comparing to corporate legal responsibility, is understood as being honest in its relationship with its consumers.



In addition, previous research has revealed that perceived CSR motives are more positive when the consumers’ involvement in CSR activities is high [67], such as in situations where consumer support is high, when CSR fit is high [26,64], and when CSR activities are sustained [26]. Therefore, we expect that perceived CSR motives will mediate the effects of CSR support, CSR fit, and CSR consistency on company evaluations. Given this discussion, Hypothesis 3 is as follows:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

The effects of CSR support, CSR fit, and CSR consistency on company evaluations are mediated by perceived CSR motives.







2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Data Collection and Sample


The aim of this study is to investigate the effects of CSR support, CSR fit, and CSR consistency on company evaluations by adopting diverse CSR activities. The framework for our study is presented in Figure 1. Participants were Americans recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). MTurk provides a practical way to hire a large number of subjects for online survey. Our survey was conducted between 1 February 2018 and 8 February 2018. Previous research shows that workers on MTurk are more demographically diverse than the traditional college subject pools [68,69].



One hundred and seventy-seven people from Amazon MTurk participated in the study in exchange for monetary compensation, and they were assigned randomly to one of the four conditions based on two variables: CSR fit and CSR consistency. The sample size of each condition was 42–46. Of these, 48.6 percent (n = 86) were men, and their average age was 39.8 years (SD = 11.37); the age range was 21–71 (Table 1).




2.2. Development of Stimuli Materials


We selected “automobiles” as the product category and Volvo was chosen as the company conducting CSR activities. The automobile market is a typical industry where companies are engaged in various CSR activities, but consumers may perceive the motivation of the company negatively. Indeed, many car manufacturers implement eco-friendly CSR activities, but consumers sometimes feel hypocrisy, such as “greenwashing” on these activities [70,71]. Therefore, a survey of consumers’ perceptions of CSR motives based on the automobile market will provide further implications for companies in the market that are experiencing or are likely to experience the challenges that are associated with greenwashing. Experimental stimuli were produced in four different formats based on the type of CSR fit and CSR consistency (see Appendix A). For example, “supporting science and engineering”, “children’s traffic safety programs”, and “supply vehicles for the disabled” were selected as high-CSR fit and high-CSR consistency activities with Volvo. For low-CSR fit and low-CSR consistency activities, “eradicating pediatric cancer”, “disaster relief”, and “popularizing culture and arts” were created.



We conducted a pretest to verify that the stimuli were appropriate. Forty people from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) participated in the pretest in exchange for monetary compensation. Of these, 52.5 percent (n = 21) were men, with average age 32.2 years (SD = 11.29). The results showed that subjects perceived higher fit in the condition of high-CSR fit (M = 5.35) than in the condition of low-CSR fit (M = 3.15; t = 5.58, p < 0.001), and that they perceived higher consistency in the condition of high-CSR consistency (M = 5.35) than in the condition of low-CSR consistency (M = 2.90; t = 6.36, p < 0.001).




2.3. Methods


Each participant received a scenario and a questionnaire. The scenario included a newspaper article about Volvo planning a new CSR activity. For example, the participants were informed that Volvo was currently carrying out CSR activities that were related to “supporting science and engineering” and “children’s traffic safety programs” with “plans to further expand the supply of vehicles for the disabled”. The participants then responded to the items of brand familiarity, CSR motives, company evaluations, CSR support, and to the manipulation check items for CSR fit and CSR consistency. Finally, they answered questions related to demographics.



This study collects the data through a questionnaire survey, and tests reliability and validity of the measurement scale. Reliability of the measurement scale is assessed by Cronbach α and validity of the measurement scale is examined by the factor loading. A multiple linear regression analysis is carried out to examine whether company evaluations is significantly affected by CSR support, CSR fit, CSR consistency, and the interactions between three variables. The following regression equations were estimated:



Company evaluations = α + ß1 (Brand familiarity) + ß2 (CSR support) + ß3 (CSR fit) + ß4 (CSR consistency) + ß5 (CSR support × CSR fit) + ß6 (CSR support × CSR consistency) + ß7 (CSR fit × CSR consistency) + ß8 (CSR support × CSR fit × CSR consistency) +ε



Spotlight analysis is performed to better understand the nature of the interaction effects. Lastly, mediation analysis using model 12 in PROCESS macro is conducted to test whether perceived motives mediate the relationship between the effects of CSR support, CSR fit, and CSR consistency on company evaluations.




2.4. Measures


Brand familiarity, included as a covariate, was measured using a single item (“I am familiar with the brand”). Perceived fit (“The fit between the company and the CSR activities is high”) and perceived consistency (“The CSR activities are consistent”) was measured while using a single item. CSR support was measured while using four items adopted from Arnett, German, and Hunt [55]. Perceived CSR motives was measured with four items that were adopted from Bolton and Mattila [21]. Company evaluations refers to the consumers’ positive or negative reactions to the companies engaging in CSR activities, and it was measured with four items adopted from Yoon, Gürhan-Canli, and Schwarz [10].



The factor loadings of each item were higher than 0.7, demonstrating convergent validity, and Cronbach’s Alpha was higher than 0.8, indicating a high degree of internal consistency (see Table 2).





3. Results


3.1. Manipulation Check


The regression results on perceived fit revealed a main effect of CSR fit (β = 0.36, t(168) = 3.64, p < 0.001). The higher the CSR fit, the higher the perceived fit of the participants. The influence of other variables was not significant (all, p > 0.1). The regression results on perceived consistency also showed a main effect of CSR consistency (β = 0.34, t(168) = 3.20, p < 0.01). The higher the CSR consistency, the higher was the perceived consistency of the participants. The influence of other variables was not significant (all, p > 0.1). Therefore, the manipulations of CSR fit and CSR consistency were successful.




3.2. Company Evaluation


We regressed the company evaluation on brand familiarity, mean centered CSR support index, CSR fit, CSR consistency, and the interactions between three independent variables. The results revealed the significant positive effect of the CSR support index (β = 0.35, t(168) = 2.27, p < 0.05) on company evaluation. Thus, H1 was supported.



It was also found that there were significant interaction effects between CSR fit, CSR consistency, and CSR support index (β = −0.26, t(168) = −1.99, p < 0.05) on company evaluation (see Table 3).



Further, we examined the effects of the CSR support index on participants’ company evaluation at each level of the CSR fit and CSR consistency. First, the CSR support index was not significant in the high-CSR fit and high-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.05, t(87) = 0.45, p > 0.1), whereas the CSR support index was positive and significant in the high-CSR fit and low-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.40, t(87) = 3.96, p < 0.001). However, when the CSR fit was low, the CSR support index had a positive and significant influence on company evaluation, both in the high-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.49, t(80) = 3.61, p < 0.001) and in the low-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.33, t(80) = 2.08, p < 0.05).



We also conducted a spotlight analysis [72] at one standard deviation above and below the mean of the support index (M = 3.78). The result showed that when CSR fit was high, participants of high-CSR support did not differ in company evaluations between the high-CSR consistency condition and low-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.01, t(87) = 0.02, p > 0.1), whereas the participants of low-CSR support gave more positive company evaluations in the high-CSR consistency condition than in the low-CSR consistency condition (β = 1.17, t(87) = 3.21, p < 0.001) (see Figure 2a). The results also revealed that when CSR fit was low, participants of both high-CSR support (β = 0.48, t(80) = 0.95, p > 0.1) and low-CSR support (β = −0.06, t(80) = −0.13, p > 0.1) were not significantly different in company evaluation by the level of CSR consistency (see Figure 2b). Thus, H2 was supported.



These results show that CSR support positively affects consumers’ company evaluation, regardless of CSR fit and CSR consistency. However, when CSR support is low, consumers evaluated the company more positively in the high-CSR fit and high-CSR consistency condition when compared to the other conditions.




3.3. Perceived CSR Motive


To investigate the mechanism that underlies the results, we regressed the perceived CSR motives on brand familiarity as a covariate, mean centered CSR support index as independent variable, CSR fit, CSR consistency, and the interactions between three independent variables. The results revealed the positive effect of the CSR support index (β = 0.42, t(168) = 2.81, p < 0.01) on the perceived CSR motive. That is, people with higher CSR support were found to have more positively perceived CSR motives. As predicted, the results also revealed a significant interaction effect of CSR fit, CSR consistency, and CSR support index (β = −0.28, t(168) = −2.14, p < 0.05) (see Table 4).



To further understand the interaction effects, the effects of the CSR support index on participants’ CSR motive was examined at each level of CSR fit and CSR consistency. First, the CSR support index was not significant in the high-CSR fit and high-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.02, t(87) = 0.20, p > 0.1), whereas the CSR support index was positive and significant in the high-CSR fit and low-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.47, t(87) = 5.15, p < 0.001). However, when CSR fit was low, the CSR support index had a positive and significant influence on the perceived CSR motives, both in the high-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.39, t(80) = 3.22, p < 0.01) and in the low-CSR consistency condition (β = 0.35, t(80) = 2.45, p < 0.05).



We also conducted a spotlight analysis [72] at one standard deviation above and below the mean of the support index (M = 3.78). The result showed that, when CSR fit was high, participants of high-CSR support did not differ in perceived CSR motives of the high-CSR consistency condition and low-CSR consistency condition (β = −0.46, t(87) = −1.41, p > 0.1), whereas the participants of low-CSR support perceived the company’s CSR motives more positively in the high-CSR consistency condition than in the low-CSR consistency condition (β = 1.03, t(87) = 3.16, p < 0.01) (see Figure 3a). However, it was found that when CSR fit was low, participants of both high-CSR support (β = 0.01, t(80) = 0.01, p > 0.1) and low-CSR support (β = −0.14, t(80) = −0.31, p > 0.1) did not differ significantly in perceived CSR motives by the level of CSR consistency (see Figure 3b).



Our findings suggest that CSR support positively affects consumer perceptions about corporate motivation of CSR activities, regardless of the level of CSR fit and CSR consistency. In addition, the results show that when CSR support is low, consumers perceive the corporate motivation of CSR activities positively only on the condition of high-CSR fit and high-CSR consistency. Next, we run a mediation analysis using model 12 in PROCESS macro [73]. The mediation analysis was conducted with a bootstrapping analysis with 10,000 resamples [74]. As a result of analyzing the company evaluation by setting the independent variable as CSR fit, the moderate variables as CSR consistency and CSR support, and the mediate variable as CSR motives, there is a significant indirect effect (indirect effect = −0.12, 95% CI: −0.3470~−0.0051). The results showed that the effects of CSR support, CSR fit, and CSR consistency on company evaluation are mediated by perceived CSR motives. The direct effect of the three-way interaction on company evaluation was found to become non-significant (direct effect = −0.40, 95% CI: −0.9132~0.1075) when perceived CSR motives were included in the model, suggesting full mediation. Thus, H3 was also supported.





4. Discussion and Implications


The purpose of this study is to examine the effect of CSR fit, CSR consistency, and CSR support on consumers’ company evaluation. Even though many previous studies have examined diverse antecedents that affect CSR performance, this study investigated company evaluations from the perspective of consumers by utilizing CSR consistency, CSR support, as well as CSR fit to provide more generalizable and holistic results. The results of this study are summarized, as follows. First, consumer’s support for CSR activities has a positive and significant influence on perceived CSR motives and company evaluations. This means that CSR support is an antecedent variable that influences consumer responses to CSR activities. This study contributed to the expansion of previous studies that only regarded CSR support as a moderating variable by verifying the independent role of CSR support [18,75].



Second, we find that CSR support plays the role of a boundary condition on the effectiveness of CSR fit and CSR consistency. When CSR support is high, CSR fit and CSR consistency do not have a significant effect on company evaluation and perceived CSR motive. However, company evaluation and perceived CSR motive were significantly affected by CSR fit and consistency when CSR support is low. In the context of low CSR support, participants in the high-CSR fit and high-CSR consistency condition show more positive company evaluation and perceptions of CSR motives than those in the other conditions. That is, if either CSR fit or CSR consistency is low when CSR support is low, consumer thoughts about the corporate motivations of CSR activities are more elaborate, which lead to negative responses to the company.



The findings of this study provide several academic implications. First, previous research has examined the impact of CSR in the situation where a company engages in single CSR activity [11,63]. However, most companies undertake a variety of CSR activities; therefore, previous research is limited in deriving more generalizable results. Moreover, this study investigated the effect of the consistency between CSR activities in the case of companies implementing various CSR activities. Therefore, the results of this study extend previous research and provide more realistic implications.



Second, previous research that examined the effect of CSR activities on company evaluation has explained CSR fit as the foremost important variable [11,76]. However, this study confirmed that the CSR fit does not always lead to the positive results in consumers’ company evaluation. In the case of companies implementing various CSR activities, consumers do not evaluate the company positively if the consistency between CSR activities is low, although the CSR fit is high. Moreover, the results of this study reveal that the degree of customer support for CSR activities is the utmost important variable. When consumer’s support for CSR activities is high, consumers have positive company evaluation, regardless of the level of CSR fit and CSR consistency.



Third, we demonstrated the strong impact of CSR support on consumers’ responses toward the company. Specifically, we found that CSR support acts as a boundary condition on the influence of CSR fit and CSR consistency. The influence of CSR fit and CSR consistency is attenuated when CSR support is high. We also confirmed the main effect of CSR support. This means that CSR support may act as an independent variable, unlike previous studies that considered CSR support as a moderating variable [3,18]. Thus, we extend the previous research on the role of CSR support, which mostly treat CSR support as a moderating variable that controls the role of other independent variables by finding out that CSR support is an independent variable that plays an important and direct role in the evaluation of CSR companies.



Finally, we revealed the hidden mechanism that explains the findings of this study by examining the mediating role of perceived CSR motives. The effects of CSR fit, CSR consistency, and CSR support on company evaluation were found to be mediated by consumers’ perceived CSR motives.



This study also has several practical implications. First, it is not sufficient to consider only CSR fit when companies design successful CSR activities. In particular, companies engaging in various types of CSR activities should consider CSR consistency as well as CSR fit. Low consistency can convince consumers that companies are performing CSR activities for external factors, such as attracting customers or enhancing company reputation, rather than as a true social responsibility initiative. Therefore, marketers should incorporate CSR consistency when planning CSR activities. However, companies should keep in mind that high CSR consistency does not always have a positive impact on consumers’ company evaluations. The results of this study showed that the influence of CSR consistency is significant only when CSR fit is high. In other words, CSR consistency is an important variable that positively affects consumers’ evaluations, but high CSR fit must be preceded. In addition, companies sometimes fail to maintain CSR consistency due to government or social needs for specific CSR activities. In this case, companies should consider marketing communication strategies that can enhance consumers’ perceived CSR consistency. For example, Hyundai Motors uses the names “Dream move” (supporting young people and vulnerable social groups), “Easy move” (enhancing Mobility for People with Disabilities), “Safe move” (establishing a safety-conscious culture), “Green move” (environmental protection), and “Happy move” (volunteer activities with employees and consumers) to perform different types of CSR activities. In this case, consistent CSR naming can be a good strategy for enhancing perceived CSR consistency. Meanwhile, if it is difficult for a company to maintain CSR consistency, it is desirable to focus on CSR support, because the results of this study revealed that the influence of CSR consistency is attenuated when CSR support is high.



Second, the results of this study show the strong impact of CSR support, including the main effect and interaction effect on perceived CSR motive and company evaluation. In particular, the influence of CSR fit and CSR consistency is attenuated when CSR support is high. Therefore, it is important for companies to understand the type of CSR activities that get the most support from their target customers, by understanding their characteristics. Companies must collect and analyze data on the desires and interests of their consumers and plan CSR activities based on the data. This can be an effective way to reach potential consumers, as well as induce positive attitudes from existing consumers.



Finally, if it is difficult for a company to find out consumer interests or design CSR activities in consumer support, and then CSR fit and CSR consistency must be fully reflected. The results of this study show that even if consumer support for CSR activities is low, consumers perceive the corporate motivation for CSR activities as positive, and evaluate the company favorably in the high CSR fit and high CSR consistency condition. If companies are implementing CSR activities with low CSR fit or low CSR consistency, consumers are more likely to perceive the corporate CSR activities as not being authentic or as hypocritical.




5. Conclusions


The findings of this study provide several academic and practical implications. However, this study has certain limitations and suggestions for future research. First, this study used only automobile manufacturers (Volvo) as experimental stimulants. Therefore, there is a limit to generalizing research results to other industries. Future research should employ other industries, such as service providers and distributors, as experimental stimuli.



Second, the size of a company that is presented to participants may affect the results of this study. Volvo, the automobile manufacturer used in this study, is a relatively large company. According to Luo and Bhattacharya [4], the higher the quality of a product or the ability of a company to innovate, the more positive the company’s performance in CSR activities. When the size of a company is large, consumer perceptions of quality or innovation capability may be higher. Therefore, future research will need to further investigate the variables related to corporate size.



Third, Becker-Olsen, Cudmore, and Hill [11] examined the relationship between corporate crises and CSR activity timing. The results of the study showed that consumers are more likely to elaborate their thoughts and have negative company evaluations and purchase intentions when a company performs CSR activities after a crisis, rather than before. Therefore, in future research, it is necessary to carry out the experiment while using variables that are related to the timing of CSR activity in the context of corporate crisis. We expect that even if CSR activities are implemented after the crisis, they will have relatively positive results if they are highly supported by consumers.







Author Contributions


Conceiving Research and Designing Research Framework, D.Y. and J.L.; Collecting and Analyzing Data, D.Y.; all authors wrote and reviewed the paper.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflicts of interest.





Appendix A




Box A1. Scenario example.






Volvo declared support for CSR activities in a new field.



They decided to support the use of vehicles by disabled people.



Volvo, a car manufacturer, will take on additional corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities. Volvo announced that it would begin corporate social responsibility activities in new areas starting next month. From 2000 until recently, Volvo has undertaken corporate social responsibility activities in support of science and engineering and the children’s traffic safety program. However, next month, Volvo will concentrate on supplying vehicles for the disabled.



“CSR activities are largely related to consumer satisfaction and community development, as well as the long-term image enhancement of companies. We will continue to carry out CSR activities so that Volvo and the community can develop together in the future”, a Volvo official said.
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Table A1. CSR activities categorized by CSR fit and CSR consistency levels.
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Car Manufacturer (Volvo)




	
High-CSR fit, high-CSR consistency

▪ Supporting science and engineering

▪ Children’s traffic safety program

▪ Supplying vehicles for the disabled

	
Low-CSR fit, high-CSR consistency

▪ Sponsoring museums and art galleries

▪ Protecting cultural properties

▪ Popularizing culture and arts




	
High-CSR fit, low-CSR consistency

▪ Energy welfare support program

▪ Supplying vehicles for the disabled

▪ Eco-friendly vehicle support program

	
Low-CSR fit, low-CSR consistency

▪ Eradicating pediatric cancer

▪ Disaster relief

▪ Popularizing culture and arts
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Figure 1. Conceptual model. 
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Figure 2. Interaction effects on company evaluations: (a) high-corporate social responsibility (CSR) fit condition; (b) low-CSR fit condition. 






Figure 2. Interaction effects on company evaluations: (a) high-corporate social responsibility (CSR) fit condition; (b) low-CSR fit condition.



[image: Sustainability 10 02956 g002]







[image: Sustainability 10 02956 g003 550] 





Figure 3. Interaction effects on CSR motives: (a) high-CSR fit condition; and, (b) low-CSR fit condition. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of Sample.
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Characteristics

	
N

	
%






	
Gender

	
Male

	
86

	
48.6




	
Female

	
91

	
51.4




	
Age

	
20–29

	
34

	
19.2




	
30–39

	
68

	
38.4




	
40–49

	
38

	
21.5




	
50–59

	
23

	
13.0




	
≥60

	
14

	
7.9
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Table 2. Results of factor and reliability analysis.
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Variables

	
Items

	
Mean (SD)

	
Factor Loading

	
Cronbach’s Alpha






	
CSR support

	
[CSR activity name] is an important part of who I am.

	
3.78 (1.71)

	
0.782

	
0.842




	
[CSR activity name] is something about which I have no clear feeling (reverse-coded).

	
0.742




	
[CSR activity name] means more to me than just having a degree.

	
0.786




	
[CSR activity name] is something I rarely think about (reverse-coded).

	
0.826




	
Perceived CSR motives

	
Volvo participates in CSR because it genuinely cares about the well-being of others.

	
4.42 (1.41)

	
0.845

	
0.887




	
Volvo’s commitment to CSR is genuine.

	
0.824




	
Volvo is really just engaging in CSR to benefit itself (reverse-coded).

	
0.857




	
Volvo participates in CSR because it wants to sell more products (reverse-coded).

	
0.801




	
Company evaluations

	
How good or bad is Volvo?

	
5.14 (1.58)

	
0.947

	
0.983




	
How likeable is Volvo?

	
0.941




	
How positive or negative is Volvo?

	
0.951




	
How favorable is Volvo?

	
0.926
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Table 3. Results of regression analysis for company evaluation.
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	Variables
	β
	T
	p





	Brand familiarity
	0.12
	1.70
	0.091



	CSR fit (A)
	0.06
	0.58
	0.562



	CSR consistency (B)
	0.08
	0.82
	0.413



	CSR support index(C)
	0.35
	2.27
	0.024



	A × B
	0.09
	0.71
	0.478



	A × C
	0.09
	0.61
	0.542



	B × C
	0.13
	0.92
	0.357



	A × B × C
	−0.26
	−1.99
	0.048










[image: Table] 





Table 4. Results of regression analysis for perceived CSR motive.
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	Variables
	β
	t
	p





	Brand familiarity
	0.02
	0.23
	0.819



	CSR fit (A)
	0.08
	0.77
	0.441



	CSR consistency (B)
	−0.02
	−0.18
	0.858



	CSR support index (C)
	0.42
	2.81
	0.006



	A × B
	0.16
	1.29
	0.200



	A × C
	0.10
	0.74
	0.463



	B × C
	0.04
	0.25
	0.804



	A × B × C
	−0.28
	−2.14
	0.034
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