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Abstract:



The marketing literature suggests that company-cause fit is of key importance to developing a successful socially responsible initiative. However, controversy exists regarding the level of this fit. While some studies report that high fit between a company and a cause has beneficial effects on consumer responses to such efforts, other research identifies negative impacts. This paper aims to obtain a deeper insight into this issue by examining the moderating role of company involvement in a cause. A meta-analysis of 51 experimental studies, yielding a total sample size of 11,335 subjects, shows that company-cause fit influences consumer responses to CSR initiatives most positively when a company with a positive reputation is highly involved in a cause, that is, when the company donates at least products. If such a company provides its beneficiary with only monetary contributions (i.e., low involvement), the effects of fit are significantly less influential.
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1. Introduction


Li, Wu, and Ding [1] argue that, nowadays, the ultimate goal of corporate social responsibility (CSR) “is sustainability that not only incorporates, but also meets economic, social, and environmental responsibilities at the same time that they are linked to corporate success” (p. 16). In practice, to fulfill commitments to CSR and to sustainability, a company can carry out a variety of activities (CSR initiates) [2]. These actions can be investigated from multiple perspectives as sustainability is a multidimensional concept [3]. The present paper addresses the marketing aspects of CSR initiatives.



Marketing scholars typically identify tree types of CSR initiatives such as philanthropy, cause-related marketing (CRM), and sponsorship [4,5]. However, the range of actions undertaken by contemporary companies to meet societal and environmental needs is much wider and also includes other initiatives such as community volunteering [2], responsible sales (i.e., fair trade) [6], and socially responsible employment and manufacturing practices [7]. Bhattacharya and Sen [7] note that these diverse CSR initiatives may address six domains such as community support, diversity, employee support, the environment, operations in foreign countries, and products. It also worth mentioning that companies typically implement their CSR initiatives by allying with not-for-profit organizations as such partnerships have the potential to create more value [8].



As mentioned earlier, according to the contemporary approach to CSR, companies undertake CSR initiatives to enhance their performance and to deliver social (and environmental) benefits at the same time [9]. More specifically, these activities may enhance consumers’ attitudes toward a company [10], product evaluations [11], brand loyalty [12], and the purchase intention [13]. The positive association between CSR and consumer patronage encourages companies to increase their CSR efforts. However, running a successful social initiative is not an easy task [7].



Marketing literature provides several recommendations regarding how to enhance consumer outcomes of CSR efforts. In this research stream, a vast number of studies address the issue of company-cause fit [14]. However, controversy exists regarding the level of this fit. On the one hand, studies show that consumers have more appreciation for CSR efforts that follow on naturally from the organization’s core business activities [15]. Therefore, CSR initiatives with high congruence (fit) with a company may outperform social projects with a low fit. On the other hand, academics warn that high fit between the core business of a firm and a social cause may evoke consumer skepticism. For example, Drumwright found that, in research on the managers’ objectives for the campaigns with social dimensions, “when there was too close a relationship, managers pointed to cynical reactions from consumers about the company’s motive, who perceived it to be opportunistic or exploitative” [16] (p. 71). This critical attention may in turn evoke negative stakeholder responses to CSR initiatives. These undesirable effects are most evident for companies with bad reputations as Yoon, Gürhan-Canli, and Schwarz found that a firm with a bad reputation that attempts to correct its image by means of insincere support for a highly congruent cause only tarnishes its image [17]. Therefore, a question about the consistency of past studies arises.



In the debate about company-cause fit, it is worth noting that the vast majority of previous studies focused on consumers’ cognitive processes. For example, in their seminal paper, Becker-Olsen, Cudmore, and Hill [18] demonstrated that high fit between a company and a cause makes consumers think less about a CSR initiative, and their thoughts are more favorable than in the case of a low fit condition. In other words, high company-cause fit decreases consumers’ elaboration of CSR messages and in turn improves the transfer of favorable attitudes from a social cause or a charity to the company and its products [19]. Of course, this way of explaining the effects of company-cause fit has greatly contributed to a better understating of consumer responses to CSR initiatives. However, the beneficial effects of a high company-cause fit are likely to move beyond the easier processing of CSR messages, as the perception of socially responsible activities does not only depend on the compatibility of new information with the existing knowledge that a consumer possesses. Several studies have shown that consumers base their evaluation of and response to CSR efforts on the amount of corporate resources, skills, and time that a company invests in a specific cause or a charity (cf. [20]). This observation suggests that the effects of company-cause fit may be moderated by company involvement in a cause.



Building on the presented arguments, this paper has two objectives. The first is to clarify and possibly resolve some inconsistencies in past studies that examined the effects of company-cause fit on the consumer outcomes of CSR initiatives. The second is to examine the moderating role of company involvement in the relationship between company-cause fit and consumer responses to CSR initiatives.



Accordingly, to achieve this purpose, the present study develops a theoretical framework that leads to the formulation of the research hypotheses. Then, a meta-analysis is conducted to systematically assess the research findings of past studies and test the hypotheses. The results show how company-cause fit influences consumers’ attitudinal and behavioral responses to CSR initiatives. The paper ends with a discussion of the theoretical and managerial implications of this study, as well as directions for further research.




2. Company-Cause Fit and Its Types


In a broader view, company-cause fit, also referred to as congruence [17], similarity [21], or relevancy [22], is typically understood as the relatedness between a company and a cause [23]. For example, Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen define this fit as “the perceived congruence between a social issue and a company’s business” [24] (p. 12). In a similar vein, Robinson, Irmak, and Jayachandran explain that “the fit between the company and a cause can be described by how well the two entities appear to connect or make sense together” [25] (p. 129).



The perceived relatedness between a firm (brand) and a cause can stem from the different characteristics of these entities; thus, it can be divided into several types. In their seminal paper, Menon and Kahn [26] show that the source of the fit can be the market. More specifically, they explain that the fit is high when a company and a charity (or cause) share the same customers. Bigné, Currás-Pérez, and Aldás-Manzano [27] distinguish between image fit and functional fit. Image fit refers to the level of similarity between a company’s (or brand) associations and the image of a social cause, while functional fit concerns the compatibility between the products of a company and the type of social cause that it supports. Given that companies typically implement CSR initiatives by allying with not-for-profit partners, Lafferty, Goldsmith, and Hult [10] claim that a source of fit can involve not only products and social causes (i.e., product-category fit), but the names of partners (i.e., brand-name fit). Brand-name fit “refers to how comfortable consumers are with the cause-brand pairing; that is, how logical is the partnership?” [10] (p. 513), whereas product-category fit denotes the relationships between the product and a particular social cause. Interestingly, Simmons and Becker-Olsen [28] demonstrate that a company can increase or (even) create the fit when there is no apparent link between the company and its not-for-profit partner. Accordingly, they distinguish between natural fit, which is “the extent to which the sponsored cause is perceived as being congruent with the image of the sponsor, independent of efforts to create a perceived fit between the organizations” [28] (p. 156), and created fit, which is achieved through communication efforts with stakeholders or stems from donated products that evoke a shared association. In more recent work, Kim, Sung, and Lee propose distinguishing among business fit, activity fit, and familiarity fit. Comparing activity fit and business fit, they note that “the business fit is about ‘with whom’ and activity fit concerns ‘what to do.’” [29] (p. 165). Hence, business fit refers to the degree that the core business of a company matches with the activity domain of a non-profit organization, while activity fit stems from the link between a company’s core business and the activity that the company performs when cooperating with a not-for-profit partner organization. The third category of fit mentioned above relates to the familiarity of organizations that form a company-cause alliance. This type of fit is high when a company and a not-for-profit partner organization have a similar level of awareness among consumers, regardless of whether it is high or low (e.g., high-high, low-low). The familiarity fit is low when a well-known company (not-for-profit organization, NPO) builds a partnership with an NPO (company) that is not familiar to the stakeholders (e.g., high-low). Finally, Zdravkovic, Magnusson, and Stanley identify 10 subcategories of fit that form two macro dimensions, prominence fit and marketing strategy fit. According to them, “prominence fit relates to the manner in which the cause relationship is presented and explained to potential customers while the marketing strategy fit dimension deals with the partners' similarity in segmentation, targeting, and positioning” [30] (p. 158).




3. Hypotheses


As mentioned in the introduction, there is no consensus among academics about the role of company-cause fit in stakeholders’ responses to socially responsible initiatives. Some claim that the fit enhances the results of these activities, while others argue that congruence between a company and a social cause does not have any impact on the outcomes or that its impact is negative. To obtain a deeper insight into this issue, the following sections explain how company-cause fit influences: (1) the perceived organizational motivation behind CSR initiatives (i.e., CSR attributions); (2) the consumer outcomes of CSR initiatives; and it elaborates on (3) the moderating role of company involvement in a cause.



3.1. Company-Cause Fit and CSR Attributions


Given that the perceived organizational motives underlying CSR efforts play a key role in the consumer outcomes of CSR initiatives [31,32], it is worth explaining in greater detail the relationship between company-cause fit and CSR attributions.



In his pioneer work, Heider [33] shows that individuals have such a strong need for understanding the reasons for events and actions that they may even attribute motives to an object in movement. In other words, motive attributions contribute to a better understanding of the environment by helping individuals interpret the causes of behaviors and events. These interpretations, in turn, determine individuals’ subsequent attitudinal and behavioral reactions [34]. However, individuals do not always elaborate deeply on the reasons for a behavior in question. According to the theory of two stages of interpretation, in the first stage, an individual makes a superficial evaluation of an object in question. When the results of this evaluation are congruent with existing knowledge, the individual does not engage in a deeper interpretation. However, if the results of the preliminary assessment are not consistent with the individual’s existing knowledge, he or she tends to put more effort into reasoning and interpretation [19].



Sen, Bhattacharya, and Korschun [35] find that the awareness of CSR initiatives among consumers and other stakeholders is limited, despite corporate efforts to communicate such projects. Thus, attributional processes are likely to emerge among consumers in the context of CSR efforts, in general. However, their significance seems to be associated with the fit between a company and a social cause, as an activity that is inconsistent with prior expectations stimulates motive attribution [36]. Thus, the lower the company-cause fit, the more the consumer elaborates on the CSR initiative in question and focuses on the organizational motives underlying this activity [18].



However, a lack of congruence between a company and a social cause not only increases attributional processes, but also raises consumer skepticism toward a company and its social projects. For example, Myers, Kwon, and Forsythe [37] note that a lack of fit is a cue that may signal the existence of an ulterior motive for engaging in a CSR activity. In a similar vein, Becker-Olsen, Cudmore, and Hill [18] show that low fit leads to consumer beliefs that the firm is less credible. As a consequence, consumers may be less likely to attribute the CSR initiative to the company’s altruistic motivation when the fit is low and more likely to perceive the CSR initiative as a genuine attempt to help the cause when the fit is high. Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Company-cause fit increases other-serving attributions.







When a consumer more strongly attributes other-serving motives to a company, he or she does not necessarily perceive less commercial motivation behind a CSR initiative (e.g., self-serving attributions). Several studies demonstrate that self-serving attributions do not correlate with other-serving attributions [38] because consumers accept that a company seeks profits as an economic entity in society [39,40]. Specifically, consumers regard CSR initiatives as simply promotional activities [12]. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Company-cause fit is neutral to other-serving attributions.








3.2. Company-Cause Fit and Consumer Outcomes of CSR Initiatives


Deriving from the brand extension literature, several studies suggest that company-cause fit permits cognitive processes related to CSR efforts move easier as the perception of socially responsible activities depends not just on new information, but on the compatibility of information with the existing knowledge that a consumer possesses [18]. In other words, a high fit between a company and a social cause makes consumers think less about a CSR initiative than in the case of a low fit condition. This lower elaboration of CSR efforts enables an easier transfer of favorable associations from a social cause or a charity to a company. As a consequence, company-cause fit can enhance consumer attitudes toward a company and its products.



In addition, as mentioned above, congruence between a company and a social cause can positively affect other-serving attributions. Several studies demonstrate that a perceived genuine organizational motivation behind CSR efforts is a powerful antecedent of consumer opinions, attitudes, and behaviors, such as company evaluation [17], attitudes toward cause-brand alliance [41], purchase intention [25], brand/firm loyalty, or advocacy [12]. Considering the easier transfer of attitudes when company-cause fit is high and the significant association between CSR attributions and consumer outcomes of CSR efforts, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Company-cause fit enhances consumer outcomes of CSR initiatives.







The present study assumes that one reason for the lack of consensus on the impact of company-cause fit on consumer responses to CSR initiatives is that previous studies have examined different outcomes of CSR efforts. Indeed, past studies have investigated the impacts of company-cause fit across a wide range of outcomes, including attitudinal responses such as an initiative evaluation [16], company’s evaluation [19], brand attitudes [42], brand credibility [43] and company-cause alliance attitudes [44], and behavioral responses such as purchase intentions [25] and brand loyalty [45]. Given that the fit between a company and a cause enables an easier transfer of affect from not-for-profit organizations (NPO) to companies, the effects of the fit would be stronger for consumers’ attitudes than for their behaviors. Therefore, the following hypothesis is formulated:

Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Company-cause fit more strongly enhances consumers’ attitudinal outcomes than their behavioral outcomes of CSR initiatives.








3.3. The Moderating Role of Company Involvement


The lack of consensus among past studies suggests that the perception of and responses to CSR initiatives are much more complex than information processing theories suggest. Several studies show that consumers base their evaluation of CSR efforts on the outcomes of such initiatives [11]. In other words, CSR efforts that generate a better social performance are more likely to benefit a company, including consumer responses.



If congruence between a company and a social cause is high, the company may be more capable of helping an NPO, as fit increases the transferability of expertise and synergy in activities, products, or markets [46]. In contrast, when the company is unrelated to the cause, corporate resources are not able to work efficiently. Thus, Porter and Kramer [47], in their seminal paper, conclude that “the more closely tied a social issue is to a company’s business, the greater the opportunity to leverage the firm’s resources—and benefit society” (p. 88).



The synergy between a company and a cause is also perceived by consumers. For example, Alcañiz, Cáceres, and Perez [20] find that corporate competence in managing social activities is evaluated on the basis of the company-cause fit, that is, if a company partners with a highly congruent NPO, a consumer is likely to consider the company to be competent in its CSR efforts. However, if a company cooperates with an unrelated NPO, consumers may conclude that it has no competence in addressing a specific social problem.



However, a high level of fit between a company and a social cause is not enough to achieve a synergic effect in corporate social activities. This effect seems to depend on the level of company involvement in a social cause, that is, “the nature and amount of company resources devoted to the business–nonprofit alliance” [48] (p. 31). When a company supports a social cause with only a monetary contribution, a synergic effect cannot be achieved. Regardless of whether the money is donated by a related company or by an unrelated company, its utility is the same. A synergic effect in the cooperation between a company and an NPO can emerge, provided that the corporate involvement in a cause is higher, that is, a corporate commitment to a cause moves beyond monetary donations and includes non-monetary resources, skills, and expertise.



In addition, corporate involvement in a cause influences the perceived organizational motives underlying CSR efforts. For example, Folse, Niedrich, and Grau [49] show that higher donation amounts increase other-serving attributions. Becker-Olsen, Cudmore, and Hill, [18] find that perceiving CSR efforts as socially motivated (i.e., other-serving attributions) can reduce (or neutralize) some of the negative effects of low fit between a company and a cause.



In summary, company involvement in a cause seems to moderate the effects of company-cause fit on other-serving attributions and on the consumer outcomes of CSR efforts. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 5 (H5).

Company involvement in a cause strengthens the relationship between company-cause fit and the consumer outcomes of CSR initiatives.









4. Materials and Methods


To test these hypotheses, this study conducted a meta-analysis, an approach that has been shown to be useful where previous studies have yielded inconclusive results [50]. A meta-analysis has been successfully applied in several disciplines, including management (see [42,51,52]) and sustainability [53].



A meta-analysis is “a form of survey research in which research reports, rather than people, are surveyed” [54] (p. 1). In other words, this is a statistical procedure that integrates the research findings of previous studies on a particular subject. Combining the results of different studies leads to greater objectivity and generalizability. In addition, this statistical procedure allows testing hypotheses and identifying moderators that explain the variation between research findings [55]. However, a meta-analysis, like other methods, is not free from limitations and can be misused [56]. To be correctly applied, one has to strictly follow the selected procedure.



This study followed the standard procedure of meta-analysis by Lipsey and Wilson [54]. First, an extensive literature search was carried out to find the relevant research reports (e.g., scientific papers, conference proceedings) that meet the specified inclusion criteria. Second, the reports were carefully evaluated and coded. Third, the effect size was calculated and statistically analyzed. The remainder of this section outlines the study selections, sample characteristics, and statistical procedure.



4.1. Selection of Studies and Sample Characteristics


To collect relevant data, the following steps were taken. First, computerized searches of scientific databases, including ABI/Inform, EBSCO Business Source Complete, and Web of Knowledge, were conducted. These searches were based on the key terms fit/congruence/similarity and CSR/social responsibility/social initiative/social marketing/cause marketing, which had to be present in the title, abstract, or keywords [57]. As a result, 196 papers were identified that could be potentially included in the analysis. Then, a preliminary selection was performed taking into account the information provided by abstracts. Studies were included if they: (1) were experimental, that is, had treatment and control groups (survey research and conceptual papers were excluded); (2) were published in peer-reviewed outlets; and (3) examined consumer responses. To ensure that relevant studies on company-cause fit were not missed, the reference lists of articles that met the selection criteria were evaluated for the inclusion of additional papers. Next, the articles were carefully read to collect data in order to calculate the effect sizes. Papers that reported insufficient information to compute the mean difference effect sizes were excluded from this study (see [27,29,43,58]).



Ultimately, the meta-analysis was performed on 40 papers (marked by asterisks in the References) that reported the research findings of 51 independent experimental studies. These experiments addressed a wide variety of social and environmental causes, and represented the efforts of companies from several industries (see Appendix A). The investigated research reports appeared in 24 journals, most of them in Journal of Consumer Psychology (six studies), Journal of Business Research (five studies), Journal of Advertising (four studies), Journal of Consumer Marketing (four studies), Journal of Marketing (three studies), and Journal of Retailing (three studies). The remaining outlets published one or two studies each.



The studies yielded 117 company-cause fit effects on several consumer outcomes of CSR initiatives including attitudes toward CSR efforts, attitudes toward a company (or brand), purchase intentions, and CSR attributions. The effect sizes were derived from 11,335 subjects; thus, on average, a sample included 222 participants. The majority of studies were carried out on students (78%) and were conducted in the United States of America (76%).




4.2. Statistical Procedure


The statistical analysis followed the general procedure recommended by Lipsey and Wilson [54]. First, for each study, the standardized effect sizes and confidence intervals were calculated according to the formula by Hedges and Olkin [59]:


[image: there is no content]



(1)




where Xe and Xc are the means for the experimental and control groups, respectively; s is the pooled standard deviation; ne and nc are the number of observations; and Se and Sc are the standard deviations of the experimental and control groups, respectively. When the standard deviations or means were not reported, this study calculated the effect sizes directly through t tests, F tests, p values, or r coefficients, following the formulas provided by Lipsey and Wilson [54] (pp. 198–199). If a paper reported nonsignificant effects of company-cause fit and did not provide the necessary information to calculate an effect size, an effect size of 0.00 was assigned.



To assess the impacts of company-cause fit on consumer responses to CSR initiatives (H1, H2, H3), the mean weighted effect sizes were calculated, and then, their statistical significance was tested based on the z statistic. The following formula was used to calculate that statistic:


[image: there is no content]



(2)




where [image: there is no content] represents the absolute value of the weighted mean effect size, and [image: there is no content] is the standard error of that effect. The z statistic is distributed as a standard normal variate [54] (see pp. 114–115).



To test hypotheses describing the effects of moderators (H4, H5), Hedges’ [60] approach was used. Following this procedure, analogous to ANOVA, a researcher divides the total variability of the effect sizes into the portion explained by the moderating variable (QB) and the remaining portion (Qw). To examine whether the variability explained by the moderator was statistically significant, the following formula was used:


QB = QT − Qw



(3)




where QB is the statistic distributed as chi-square with j − 1 degrees of freedom, j is the number of groups (i.e., categories), and QT is the total variability; the Qw statistic is distributed with k − j degrees of freedom, where k represents the number of effect sizes [54] (see p. 136).





5. Results


5.1. Hypothesis Tests


To test the research hypotheses, the effect seizes were divided into five homogeneous groups that reflected the impact of company-cause fit on consumer attitudes toward a CSR initiative, attitudes toward a company (or brand), purchase intentions, other-serving attributions, and self-serving attributions. The sixth group consists of the effect sizes for other CSR outcomes such as price fairness, endorsement perceptions, brand loyalty, and brand equity.



Table 1 outlines the results of the hypothesis tests. H1 states that company-cause fit increases other-serving attributions. The research findings of this study provide support for this prediction, as the weighted mean effect size is 0.25 (z = 8.83, p < 0.001), with a 95% confidence interval from 0.19 to 0.30. Following Cohen’s benchmark, one may conclude that, on average, company-cause fit has a medium impact on attributing other-serving motivation to a company that conducts a CSR initiative. In addition, consistent with H2, the weighted effect size for self-serving attributions is small (ES = 0.002) and statistically insignificant from zero (z = 0.03, p = 0.40).



The next two hypotheses relate to the impacts of company-cause fit on consumer outcomes of CSR initiatives. H3 predicts that this fit enhances the outcomes of CSR efforts. The results of the meta-analysis provide support for that expectation, as the effects of company-cause fit on examined consumer responses are medium to large. More specifically, the largest effect size is for consumer attitudes toward CSR initiatives (ES = 0.93, z = 30.06, p < 0.001), followed by attitudes toward a company (ES = 0.53, z = 18.85, p < 0.001) and purchase intentions (ES = 0.52, z = 17.13, p < 0.001).



Although the results show that the effects of company-cause fit vary substantially across consumer responses to CSR efforts, H4 is not entirely supported. This study hypothesized that the effects of company-cause fit would be greater for attitudinal than for behavioral outcomes of CSR efforts. Given that purchase intention may serve as a proxy of consumer purchase, this meta-analysis provides only partial support for H4. Consistent with the predictions, the effect size for consumer attitudes toward CSR initiatives is greater than that for purchase intentions (respectively, ES = 0.93 vs. ES = 0.52, Q = 108.21, p < 0.001), but there is no difference between the magnitudes of the effect sizes for attitudes toward a company and purchase intentions (ES = 0.53 vs. ES = 0.52, Q = 0.60, p > 0.05). Thus, H4 is only partially supported.



The next hypothesis (H5) relates to the moderating role of company involvement in a cause. To test whether some of the variability in the effect sizes across studies could be attributed to company involvement, the research studies were divided into two groups. The first group included studies where company support was limited to monetary contributions (i.e., low involvement). The second group consisted of research where a company donated at least its products (i.e., high involvement). Then, the weighted effect sizes were calculated for these sub-samples across CSR attributions and the consumer outcomes of CSR efforts.



The results also provided support for Hypothesis 5, showing that company-cause fit imposes stronger effects on consumer responses to CSR outcomes when company involvement is high than when it is low (Figure 1). This moderating effect is valid for other-serving attributions (ES = 0.46 vs. ES = 0.05, Q = 52.40, p < 0.001), attitudes toward an initiative (ES = 1.43 vs. ES = 0.85, Q = 38.98, p < 0.001), attitudes toward a company (ES = 0.86 vs. ES = 0.45, Q = 32.03, p < 0.001), and purchase intentions (ES = 0.82 vs. ES = 0.40, Q = 38.31, p < 0.001). In other words, the company-cause fit strongly influences the consumer responses to CSR efforts when the company engages in a deeper cooperation with a cause (i.e., high involvement). The positive effect of this fit also occurs for low company involvement (i.e., monetary donations), but its impact is much lower.


Figure 1. Effect sizes of company-cause fit by company involvement.
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However, the positive effects of high company involvement in a cause do not concern all consumers’ responses to CSR efforts. The present study shows that exceptions are self-serving attributions. Regardless of the magnitude of company involvement in a cause, company-cause fit seems to be neutral to the perception of a CSR initiative as a promotional tool (ES = 0.00 vs. ES = 0.03, Q = 0.00, p > 0.05).




5.2. Supplementary Analysis


As mentioned in the introduction, a high company-cause fit may evoke unfavorable consumer responses to a company and its products. This negative effect can be particularly strong for companies with bad reputations. For example, Bhattacharya and Sen [7] find, in a qualitative study, that high company-cause fit makes consumers mostly skeptical when a company has a negative reputation (e.g., cigarette or alcohol producers). An experimental study by Yoon, Gürhan-Canli, and Schwarz [17] reaches a similar conclusion. They demonstrate that a company with a bad reputation that attempts to correct their image by means of insincere support for a highly congruent cause only tarnishes its reputation. Thus, prior corporate reputation seems to be a strong moderator that may not only weaken the positive effects of high company-cause fit, but change its direction from positive to negative.



The sample used in the present meta-analysis included several observations (total k = 13) derived from studies that examined the CSR efforts of companies with negative reputations (or consumers were highly skeptical to those organizations); therefore, a supplementary analysis was conducted to check whether the research findings were biased by the effect of prior reputation. Specifically, the effect sizes were calculated separately for positive and negative reputations. In addition, for each type of reputation, the effects of low and high corporate involvement were assessed.



Table 2 summarizes the results of the supplementary meta-analysis. This analysis replicates the findings of a previous meta-analysis for companies with positive (or neutral) reputations. Namely, it shows that company-cause fit positively affects consumer responses to the CSR efforts of a company with a positive reputation. These effects are also moderated by company involvement, that is the effect sizes for other-serving attributions (ES = 0.19 vs. ES = 0.47, Q = 23.08, p < 0.001), attitudes toward an initiative (ES = 0.85 vs. ES = 1.56, Q = 54.98, p < 0.001), attitudes toward a company (ES = 0.57 vs. ES = 0.86, Q = 16.33, p < 0.001), and purchase intentions (ES = 0.41 vs. ES = 0.82, Q = 25.84, p < 0.001) are larger when the involvement is high rather than low.



Table 2. Effect sizes of company-cause fit by company involvement and by corporate reputation.
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QB pos vs. neg






	
Initiative attitude

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
High

	
1.56

	
5

	
663

	
0.17

	
1

	
55

	
23.99 ***




	

	
Low

	
0.85

	
14

	
4098

	

	

	

	
n.a.




	
QB low vs. high

	
54.98 ***

	

	
n.a.

	

	




	
Company attitude

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
High

	
0.86

	
7

	
1060

	

	

	

	
n.a.




	

	
Low

	
0.57

	
20

	
3907

	
−0.69

	
4

	
420

	
132.13 ***




	
QB low vs. high

	
16.33 ***

	

	
n.a.

	

	




	
Purchase intention

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
High

	
0.82

	
8

	
1346

	

	

	

	
n.a.




	

	
Low

	
0.41

	
18

	
3152

	
−0.02

	
1

	
84

	
3.73 *




	
QB low vs. high

	
35.96 ***

	

	
n.a.

	

	




	
Other-serving attributions

	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
High

	
0.47

	
11

	
2550

	
0.07

	
1

	
60

	
2.27




	

	
Low

	
0.19

	
7

	
2388

	
−1.09

	
4

	
328

	
111.12 ***




	
QB low vs. high

	
23.08 ***

	

	
16.85 ***

	

	




	
Self-serving attributions

	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
High

	
0.00

	
2

	
100

	

	

	

	
n.a.




	

	
Low

	
0.17

	
3

	
358

	
0.02

	
2

	
100

	
0.01




	
QB low vs. high

	
0.00

	

	

	
n.a.

	

	




	
Others

	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
High

	
1.25

	
3

	
391

	

	

	

	
n.a.




	

	
Low

	
0.51

	
5

	
986

	

	

	

	
n.a.




	
QB low vs. high

	
31.29 ***

	

	
n.a.

	

	








Notes: C In. = company involvement, [image: there is no content] = weighted mean effect size, K = total number of effect sizes, N = overall sample size, QB pos vs. neg = QB statistic for positive vs. negative company reputation, QB low vs. high = QB statistic for low vs. high company involvement, n.a. = not applicable, * p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001.








Although not hypothesized, the supplementary analysis suggests that company-cause fit may negatively influence the outcomes of CSR initiatives if such activities are carried out by a company with a negative reputation. These negative effects hold for company attitudes (ES = −0.69, z = 6.61, p < 0.001) and other-serving attributions (ES = −1.09, z = 9.19, p < 0.001). Hence, the present study identifies a possible reason for the negative effects of company-cause fit. In addition, the results suggest that a high level of corporate involvement may neutralize the negative effects of company-cause fit on other-serving attributions when consumers express unfavorable attitudes toward the company (ES = −1.09 vs. ES = 0.07, Q = 16.85, p < 0.001).





6. Discussion


The present study provides several insights into the CSR and sustainability literature. First, the meta-analysis showed that company involvement in a cause can strengthen the positive effects of company-cause fit. In a broader perspective, this research finding suggests that the positive effects of high fit may not stem exclusively from easier information processing. The vast majority of previous studies considered a consumer to be a passive receiver of information about CSR efforts. High company-cause fit makes a consumer think less and enables more efficient information processing [20], excluding situations when corporate behavior is hypocritical [18]. The research findings of this paper complement past studies, as they indicate that a consumer can be an active receiver of CSR information and rationally evaluate companies and their socially responsible activities—that is, he or she recognizes the synergic effect of high corporate involvement in a congruent not-for-profit organization (or social cause) and derives value from this effect (as it is manifested by more favorable responses to a company and its activities).



Second, according to the evidence from the meta-analysis, company-cause fit significantly influences the consumer outcomes of CSR efforts (apart from self-serving attributions); however, this impact differs across different types of consumer responses to CSR initiatives. Company-cause fit has the greatest impact on attitudes toward CSR activities, but its effects on other responses are smaller in magnitude. Thus, the present study validates the thesis about the positive impacts of company-cause fit on CSR outcomes and finds the type of CSR outcome to be another moderator of these effects.



Third, a supplementary analysis suggests that prior corporate reputation may be a strong moderator of company-cause fit because a negative perception of a company not only weakens the positive effect sizes for CSR outcomes, but is likely to make such effects negative for company attitudes and self-serving attributions when corporate contributions are limited to monetary donations. High involvement seems to neutralize these negative effects.



In addition to theoretical contributions, the present paper offers practical implications. Van Marrewijk and Werre [61] argued that in practice, there is no one definition of a sustainable company and identified six stages of corporate sustainability. According to their view, any firm can choose a position from the pre corporate sustainability level (i.e., the firm has no ambition for sustainability) to the holistic corporate sustainability level (i.e., sustainability is fully integrated and embedded in the company). The moderating effect of company involvement on the effects of company-cause fit suggests that deeper engagement in a congruent social or environmental issue (i.e., a higher level of ambition for sustainability) can boost the consumer outcomes of CSR and sustainability efforts. In other words, this engagement can contribute to building a strong company reputation as a socially and environmentally responsible entity. Managers can increase corporate involvement by moving from promotional CSR initiatives (e.g., CRM) that focus on enhancing short term corporate profitability (the profit-driven stage of sustainability) to more complex programs that go beyond superficial, monetary donations and entail a higher level of corporate involvement in a congruent cause. Thus, the present study joins other papers that highlight the benefits of strategic approaches to CSR [47].



Although the current paper provides theoretical and practical contributions, it is not free of limitations. First, the meta-analysis was mainly conducted on experimental studies carried out in the United States of America. Thus, the generalization of the findings is limited to that country. To extend the generalization of the research findings to other cultures and nations, more studies are needed. In a similar vein, most studies in the sample used students. Although performing experiments on students is a predominant practice in marketing and consumer research, this practice reduces the generalization of the findings. Therefore, another opportunity for future studies is to replicate the findings of the present research on non-student subjects. Third, though some studies addressed real companies or charities (one can see their names in Appendix A), they investigated the effects of hypothetical initiatives. As a proxy of behavioral outcomes, these studies used purchase intentions. In fact, there may be substantial differences between behavioral intentions and market behavior. Thus, to validate the findings of the present meta-analysis, research performed in real marketing settings is needed. Finally, the present study measured a company’s involvement in social or environmental causes using a dichotomized scale (low vs. high involvement). In this approach, CSR initiatives that included only financial donations (regardless the size of donation) were regarded as a sign of low involvement, whereas other types of contributions (e.g., product donations) were coded as high involvement. To obtain a better insight into the role of company involvement on the consumer outcomes of CSR initiatives, future studies are invited to take into account not only the nature of company recourse, but also their value.
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Table 1. Effect sizes of company-cause fit by company involvement.
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Total

	
20

	
4816

	
0.93

	
30.06 ***

	
0.87

	
0.99

	
344.42

	




	

	
High

	
6

	
718

	
1.43

	
16.70 ***

	
1.26

	
1.59

	
59.09

	
38.98 ***




	

	
Low

	
14

	
4098

	
0.85

	
25.76 ***

	
0.79

	
0.92

	
246.34

	




	
Company attitude

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
Total

	
31

	
5387

	
0.53

	
18.85 ***

	
0.48

	
0.59

	
352.66

	




	

	
High

	
7

	
1060

	
0.86

	
13.31 ***

	
0.73

	
0.99

	
28.14

	
32.03 ***




	

	
Low

	
24
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0.45

	
14.49 ***

	
0.39
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292.49

	




	
Purchase intention

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	
Total

	
27
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0.52

	
17.13 ***
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163.53

	




	

	
High

	
8
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14.30 ***

	
0.71

	
0.93

	
60.76

	
38.31 ***




	

	
Low
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11.28 ***
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Total

	
23
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0.25

	
8.83 ***
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348.46

	




	

	
High
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11.34 ***
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52.40 ***




	

	
Low
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0.00
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2
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−0.39
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−0.11

	
0.11
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Total

	
8
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12.10 ***
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1.25
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1.03
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78.38

	
31.29 ***




	

	
Low

	
5
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0.51

	
7.73 ***

	
0.38

	
0.63

	
43,32

	








Note: C In. = company involvement, K = total number of effect sizes, N = overall sample size, [image: there is no content] = weighted mean effect size, z = z − test statistic, CI+ and CI− = 95% confidence intervals for weighted mean effect size; QT = QT statistics for CSR outcomes and sub-groups, QB = statistic for low vs. high company involvement, *** p < 0.001.
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