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Abstract
Purpose – Several studies have examined sponsor-cause congruence as an influence on consumer response to cause marketing campaigns. This paper
aims to assess the relationship between sponsor-cause congruence and consumer responses to cause marketing programs. In addition, it aims to test
the possible existence of an interaction of congruence and service type of a cause sponsor (utilitarian vs hedonic) on consumer response.
Design/methodology/approach – A 2 £ 2 experimental design was used to assess the impact of congruence and firm type. A total of 176 students
participated in the main experiment. Sponsor-cause linkages were presented using mock press releases.
Findings – Results indicated no main effects differences existed for the sponsorship response variables collectively, but perceived sincerity and attitude
toward sponsor were significantly more positive for congruent sponsor-cause linkages and attitude toward sponsor was significantly more positive for
utilitarian sponsors. The congruence-service type interaction was significant.
Research limitations/implications – Findings based on parings of two high equity brands with two well-known causes. Future research should
consider impact of sponsor and cause prominence on consumer response.
Practical implications – Sponsorship managers must go beyond examining a cause’s audience characteristics to insure a good match between the
values of the brand and cause. Also, findings suggest that sponsors that market hedonic services face unique challenges communicating their
involvement in cause sponsorships.
Originality/value – Results can assist sponsorship managers better understand the relationship between sponsor-cause congruence and the nature of
the service their firms offer and their impact on shaping consumer response to cause marketing activity.
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An executive summary for managers and executive
readers can be found at the end of this article.

Corporate expenditures for cause-related marketing programs
have increased dramatically in recent as firms have sought
opportunities to connect with customers in a relevant way and
demonstrate their commitment to social responsibility. Cause
marketing expenditures grew by 300 percent during the
1990s, reaching approximately $630 million by 1999. By
2008, corporate spending on cause sponsorships is expected
to be $1.5 billion in North America, making it the third
largest category of sponsorship spending behind sports and
entertainment/attractions (International Events Group,
2008). Growth in cause-related marketing as a brand
building strategy comes at a time when intense competition
in many product categories and media clutter has made
getting the attention of consumers more difficult. Also, an
increased sensitivity to building relationships with customers
and other constituencies has arisen from corporate scandals
that have shaken the public’s trust of businesses. At the same
time, many nonprofit organizations and charitable causes are
facing decreasing funding levels from government agencies
(Adkins, 1999). Thus, cause marketing has grown in its use as

part of firms’ marketing strategies because of their desire to

achieve strategic objectives coupled with the unmet resource

needs of nonprofits.
The increased use of cause marketing has attracted interest

from academic researchers to study how consumers process

and respond to this type of marketing communication. A

growing body of research has examined variables that

influence consumers’ cognitive processing of cause

marketing programs and certain affective and behavioral

responses. The objective of this study is to add to the research

in the areas of cause marketing and services marketing by

examining the role of two variables in consumer response to

cause marketing programs for services marketers: sponsor-

cause congruence and nature, or type of service provided by a

sponsor (utilitarian or hedonic). Sponsor-cause congruence

has received considerable attention in previous academic

cause marketing research, but it has not been isolated to a

study of service firms and the interplay of congruence with

service type. A great deal of research has been conducted over

the years in the marketing literature in general and services

marketing in particular in an effort to better understand

characteristics or issues that affect the marketing of services.

This research follows that area of inquiry as an assessment of

the role of service type is made to determine what effect, if

any, the nature of a cause sponsor’s service has on consumer

response to a cause marketing program.
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This paper reports results of a study of the influence of
sponsor-cause congruence and service type of sponsor on
three consumer responses to a cause-related marketing
campaign: perceived sincerity of the sponsor, attitude
toward sponsor, and purchase intention for the sponsor’s
brand. An experimental design was used to assess the
influence on the level of perceived congruence between
sponsor and cause as well as the influence of the sponsor’s
service type on these consumer-based outcomes of cause
marketing. The next section of the paper presents a review of
related research in services marketing and cause marketing.
Then, the study’s method is described. Results of the
experiment are presented, and the paper concludes with a
discussion of the results and implications for managers
responsible for cause marketing programs.

Literature review

Services branding strategy
While brand management should receive high priority in all
organizations, it is particularly important for service brands.
The intangible nature of services means that consumers have
to evaluate a brand by utilizing cues other than those cues that
are observable when tangible products are being consumed.
In the case of a service, the organization delivering the service
becomes more prominent in evaluations of service offerings.
This phenomenon distinguishes services from products, as the
product brand is typically the primary brand evaluated by
consumers (Berry, 2000). Associations with an organization
brand in areas such as quality and reputation are intrinsic cues
that are more important than external cues such as advertising
and referrals when consumers evaluate highly intangible
services (Brady et al., 2005). Thus, services marketers are
motivated to influence perceptions of the organization brands
for which they have brand building responsibilities.
Brand positioning is another crucial strategy that managers

of service brands orchestrate when seeking to develop a
competitive advantage. The power of a distinctive brand is
undeniable; Berry (2000, p. 300) states that for services
brands “invention rather than imitation rules branding
efforts”. In other words, achieving parity with competitors
that is often the focus of product marketers in the form of
similar features and benefits or matching price will do little to
create a strong service brand. A focused position is viewed as
one of the most important attributes possessed by successful
service brands (De Chernatony and Segal-Horn, 2001).
When an organization develops a clear brand position on one
or a few attributes, it provides clarity to both customers and
employees about the brand’s purpose for existence.
A key to the development of a strong, differentiated service

brand is imparting the organization’s values throughout all
levels of the firm. Brand associations arising from perceptions
of an organization’s values can be central to the development
of customer-based brand equity for a service brand. The
importance of organizational values in brand building is noted
by Berry and Seltman (2007). In a case study of the
development of the Mayo Clinic as an exemplary service
brand, they state that “the degree to which Mayo Clinic has
been values-driven throughout the organization has greatly
influenced the development and sustainability of its brand”
(Berry and Seltman, 2007, p. 208). Organizational values
effectively communicated throughout an organization spread
from top leaders to middle managers and front-line customer
contact employees. The impact is that employees are better
equipped to deliver service at a quality level consistent with

that promised by the organization. Indeed, one characteristic
observed in many successful service organizations is the
presence of values embedded throughout the organization
that focus on doing the right things for the customer (De
Chernatony and Segal-Horn, 2001).
The integral roles of brand positioning and communication

of organizational values in the pursuit of building a strong
service brand can be well served by implementation of cause-
related marketing programs. Cause-related marketing has been
defined as “a commercial activity by which businesses and
charities or causes form a partnership with each other to
market an image, product or service for mutual benefit”
(Adkins, 1999, p. 11). Cause marketing’s fundamental
relationship of a brand linking with a nonprofit cause or
charity provides an ideal platform for an organization to
communicate its values. For example, credit card marketer
MasterCard Worldwide has engaged in cause marketing
campaigns as part of a multi-pronged strategy to support the
cause of educating young people around the world. Cause
marketing campaigns are a way for MasterCard to express the
importance to the organization and its employees of supporting
education causes that “value diversity and learning” through its
support of Junior Achievement, Hispanic College Fund,
United Negro College Fund, and UNICEF (MasterCard
International, 2008). Utilization of cause marketing programs
enables a brand to tell customers its story about what the
organization’s values are and even open a dialogue with
customers that makes them a participant in the process of
values articulation. The use of cause marketing as a relational
tool between a service brand and consumers should not be
overlooked because “by engaging in a relationship with a
brand, albeit briefly, customers are able to resolve and
legitimize ideas about themselves” (Tuominen, 2007, p. 187).

Cause-related marketing
Cause marketing has been conceptualized as both a tactic and a
strategy used to carry out a firm’s social responsibilities (Till
and Nowak, 2000). A narrow view of cause-related marketing
is that it is a tactic designed to stimulate short-term sales of a
product by making the amount of a contribution to a cause
contingent on unit sales. Varadarajan and Menon (1988, p. 60)
define cause marketing as the “process of formulating and
implementing marketing activities that are characterized by an
offer from the firm to contribute a specified amount to a
designated cause when customers engage in revenue providing
exchanges that satisfy organizational and individual objectives”.
A similar view of cause marketing as a narrowly focused
marketing tactic states that “. . . a specific objective of all CRM
campaigns is to generate sales, and a promotion campaign . . . is
undertaken to leverage the right to the association” (Polonsky
and Speed, 2001, p. 1365). On the other hand, a broad view of
cause-related marketing is that it should be used as a strategy to
link a firm’s products with causes or issues that resonate with
its target market. Selection of causes a company should
support should be made not only because of potential sales that
can be generated from a sales promotion that associates a
brand with a particular cause, but ideally the cause should be
one that resonates with the brand’s target market.
Cause marketing programs are but one element in a firm’s

philanthropy strategy. Cause-linked promotions differ from
other philanthropic initiatives in that they have a shorter time-
horizon and require less organizational resources to execute.
Nonetheless, companies can achieve strategic aims by
demonstrating a market orientation through association with
external causes (McAlister and Ferrell, 2002). In addition to
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satisfying broad strategic goals, cause-marketing programs
can be implemented in support of specific marketing
objectives. Increasing brand sales, attracting new customers,
accessing new markets, creating a favorable brand image, and
creating greater trade support are marketing outcomes that
can be realized through cause-linked promotions (File and
Prince, 1998; Kotler and Lee, 2005).
Perhaps more than any other marketing communications

tool, cause-related marketing provides marketers with a
vehicle to reach customers on an emotional level. Support
of a cause or charity is a means of communicating a firm’s
values to the marketplace. The extent to which a person
perceives similarity between a company’s identity and his or
her own identity is influential in forming customer-company
identification (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003; Lichtenstein et al.,
2004). Creating customer identification with a company is
central to eliciting desired responses such as favorable brand
attitudes, brand loyalty, and engaging in positive word-of-
mouth communications.

Consumer response to cause-related marketing
Studies of consumer response to cause-related marketing
programs have examined cognitive, affective, and behavioral
variables to better understand antecedents and outcomes
associated with cause marketing. Research of consumer
response to cause marketing programs has extended the
sponsorship literature’s inquiry of the role of sponsor-sponsee
congruence as an influence on consumer response.
Congruence between a sponsor and a cause refers to the
natural fit or likelihood that two entities match up in the
consumers mind. This phenomenon has been applied to
cause-related marketing in terms of the belongingness
principle, which suggests that “cause and brand pairings
that will be formed most easily will be those in which there is a
perceived natural or plausible fit between the brand and
cause” (Till and Nowak, 2000, p. 477). The effects of
sponsoring a particular cause will not be identical for all
companies associated with the cause, but the perception of
compatibility, fit, or congruence between the sponsor and the
cause can have “facilitating effects” (Rifon et al., 2004).
Similarly, the nature of the sponsor-cause fit may differ
between different types of products. Sponsors of products that
are purchased under conditions of low involvement may be
perceived as being congruent with a cause through associative
learning, while for high involvement products sponsor-cause
fit perceptions result from more extensive cognitive
elaboration (Hamlin and Wilson, 2004). Some support has
been found for the contention that consumers will respond
more favorably to a cause-related marketing program when
they perceive incongruence between a brand and a cause
(Ellen et al., 2000). The rationale behind this position is that
consumers may be cynical toward a company that support
causes related to the products it sells and would view cause
support more favorably if it were not linked to its core
business. However, evidence that suggests a strong influence
of sponsor-cause congruence far outweighs findings that
downplay the significance of sponsor-cause congruence in
creating desired consumer response.
In addition to sponsor-cause congruence, previous cause

marketing research has examined perceived motives of
sponsors, brand attitude toward cause sponsors, and
purchase intention as variables impacted by a cause-related
marketing program. How a consumer perceives the motives
behind a sponsor’s support for a particular cause can
determine the success of the campaign. Motives may be

perceived as extrinsic, viewed as egotistic or self-interested, or
intrinsic, viewed as altruistic or other-interested. Consumers
are more likely to respond positively to a cause-related
marketing offer when altruistic motives are perceived (Smith
and Alcorn, 1991; Strahilevitz, 2003). Conversely, negative
perceptions audiences hold about a sponsor’s motives for
engaging in cause marketing can actually lead to unintended,
negative responses to the sponsor’s efforts. A less desirable
brand image may be created when consumers attribute a more
exploitive or self-serving motive to the sponsor (Cui et al.,
2003; Rifon et al., 2004).
Consumers’ attitudes toward a brand involved in cause-

related marketing are a measure of the effectiveness of a
campaign. In an experiment designed to determine the
importance of the cause to the consumer, it was revealed that
when a brand is linked to a cause that is important to the
consumer there is a more positive attitude toward the brand
than when a cause is not important or when the brand is not
linked to any cause (Lafferty and Matulich, 2002). The
potential impact of cause marketing on brand attitude is not
limited to certain companies; companies of varying size and
prominence in the marketplace stand to reap the benefits of
supporting nonprofit causes. Consumer attitudes toward
sponsors of causes are positively impacted in terms of
favorable attitude change regardless of the level of familiarity
consumers have with a sponsoring brand (Lafferty and
Goldsmith, 2005).
Positive brand equity that firms accrue through other brand

building efforts can be leveraged in cause marketing
programs. That is, brands that are known and liked by
consumers are able to elicit favorable brand attitudes arising
from consumer exposure to a cause marketing campaign
(Dickinson and Barker, 2007). These findings are consistent
with the idea that sponsors with greater market prominence
(i.e., familiarity among consumers) are able to elicit higher
levels of sponsor recognition among their target audiences.
Another element of brand equity, brand reputation, positively
influences consumer response to cause marketing. Firms that
are viewed as socially responsible elicit more favorable
responses to cause-linked promotions than firms perceived
as less socially responsible (Dean, 2004). The role of
corporate credibility as a driver of cause-marketing response
was deemed to be even greater than sponsor-cause
congruence by Lafferty (2007), who suggests that affect
associated with many causes or charities can trigger responses
and diminishes the importance of congruence in triggering
consumer response.
Based on the preceding discussion, the following

hypotheses are offered:

H1a. Sponsor-cause congruence is positively related to
perceived sincerity of a cause sponsor.

H1b. Sponsor-cause congruence is positively related to
attitude toward sponsor.

H1c. Sponsor-cause congruence is positively related to
purchase intention for a cause sponsor’s service.

Cause marketing and service type
While the importance of sponsor-cause congruence in
fostering desired consumer responses to cause-related
marketing programs has been established, other influences
on creating desired responses should be examined, too. In this
study, the nature of a sponsor’s service business, utilitarian or
hedonic service, is examined in addition to brand-cause
congruence. The focus on service firms is warranted given
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that services marketers strive to create tangibility for their

offerings yet have underutilized cause marketing as a vehicle

to communicate brand messages (Grove et al., 2002). Services

advertising research has compared efforts of utilitarian and

hedonic services to enhance tangibility through advertising

messages. Creative tactics that seek to make service offerings

more tangible through providing cues to add tangibility to

service offerings results in ads that are perceived as more

informative and the service advertised is considered higher

quality (Hill et al., 2004). The impact of these creative tactics

is more pronounced for hedonic services; cues embedded in

ad messages such as a firm’s support of a cause or charity can

serve to create tangibility in lieu of service performance

information that utilitarian services often possess but may be

lacking for hedonic services.
Potential benefits of engaging in cause-related marketing

appear to be particularly great for marketers of hedonic

services. The bundling of corporate support for a cause or

charity with purchase of a product creates greater value for

consumers than either offering on its own, with cause

marketing efforts for hedonic services more effective at

creating brand preference and stimulating purchases than

similar marketing tactics for utilitarian services (Strahilevitz

and Myers, 1998). Two distinguishing characteristics of

hedonic services can be used to explain why differences in

responses to cause-linked promotions might occur. First, in

absence of more objective criteria about a service’s

performance or diminished importance of service attributes

in the purchase decision, hedonic services marketers must rely

more on creating a brand image that may be based more on

symbols and stories than features and benefits. Linking a

brand with a social cause or charity is a means of

communicating brand values and meaning to customers.

Second, consumer emotions may elicit desire to support a

cause. Consumption of services that stimulate feelings of

pleasure or guilt (i.e., hedonic services) increases the

likelihood that one will engage in charitable support

(Strahilevitz and Myers, 1998).
While there is no evidence to suggest that a cognitive

response such as audience perceptions of a sponsor’s sincerity

about its association with a property (e.g., a cause or charity)

would differ depending on if the service is utilitarian or

hedonic, there is an expectation that affective and behavioral

responses could be influenced more positively via cause

marketing for hedonic services than for utilitarian services.

Based on the preceding discussion, the following hypotheses

are offered:

H2a. Perceived sincerity of the sponsor will not differ

significantly between sponsors that market hedonic

services and sponsors that market utilitarian services.
H2b. Attitude toward sponsor will be significantly greater for

sponsors that market hedonic services than sponsors

that market utilitarian services.
H2c. Purchase intention toward the sponsor will be

significantly greater for sponsors that market hedonic

services than sponsors that market utilitarian services.
H3. An interaction effect between sponsor-cause

congruence and service type exists in that the

relationship between sponsor-cause congruence and

consumer response is more positive for hedonic

services than utilitarian services.

Method

Sample and stimuli
The research was carried out in a two-stage process. The first
stage was a pretest to identify sponsor-cause linkages that
could be used to create stimuli to test the hypotheses. The
second stage was the experiment in which the hypotheses
were tested. Both stages of the research utilized a sample of
undergraduate business students at a large university in the
southeastern USA. Students received course extra credit in
exchange for their participation in the study. The pretest
conducted during the first stage included 54 undergraduate
business majors. A total of 176 undergraduate business
students, none of whom participated in the pretest,
participated in the second stage.
The first step in developing an experimental design for the

study was to identify sponsor-cause linkages that would be
used to create stimuli for congruent and less congruent
conditions. The purpose of the pretest was to measure
perceptions about how well certain brands and causes “match
up” when linked together through a cause marketing
program. Brands with which a student sample would be
familiar were selected as sponsor stimuli. A total of 16
different sponsor-cause pairings were shown to pretest
participants, and they were asked to rate the sponsor-cause
linkages using a seven-point scale with bi-polar adjectives
“poorly matched/well matched” and “illogical/logical.” Two
brands were selected to serve as stimuli for utilitarian and
hedonic conditions. United Parcel Service (UPS) was the
brand used to create utilitarian sponsor-cause linkages.
Although UPS targets business-to-business markets
extensively, the brand enjoys high recognition among
consumers in the USA. The company’s brown trucks and
brown-clad drivers are easily linked to the UPS brand. Also,
UPS has had a presence among consumer markets through its
sponsorship of NASCAR and its sponsorship of the Olympics.
Sony (specifically sonyonlinemusic.com) was used to create
hedonic sponsor-cause linkages. Causes paired with UPS and
Sony were selected with the aim of creating congruent and
less congruent linkage conditions. The causes used to create
brand-cause linkage stimuli were Reading is Fundamental and
Save the Music Foundation.
The four combinations of sponsor-cause linkages that

emerged from the pretest were UPS paired with Reading is
Fundamental as a congruent linkage (mean ¼ 5:8=7) and
UPS paired with the Save the Music Foundation as a less
congruent linkage (mean ¼ 3:8=7) for the utilitarian service.
For the hedonic service, Sony was paired with Save the Music
Foundation as a congruent linkage (mean ¼ 6:8=7) and Sony
paired with Reading is Fundamental as a less congruent
linkage (mean ¼ 4:2=7). For both the utilitarian and hedonic
services, significant differences existed between the congruent
and less congruent conditions (t ¼ 9:40, p , 0:05 for UPS;
t ¼ 12:10, p , 0:04 for Sony).

Experimental design and procedure
The hypotheses were tested using a 2 (Congruent/Less
Congruent) £ 2 (Utilitarian/Hedonic) between-subjects
experimental design. Subjects were randomly assigned to one
of the four experimental groups. The sponsor-cause linkages
serving as stimuli were presented to subjects in the form of
mock press releases. The press releases had the appearance of
being generated by the sponsoring brand and described the
brand’s association with the cause. In addition, the press
releases indicated that the sponsor would donate 10 percent of
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sales during a four-month period to the cause with which it was
linked. Each subject was given a booklet that consisted of two
press releases along with a questionnaire. The participants were
given instructions to first read the press releases. One press
release, which described a linkage between Starbucks and the
Earth Day Network, served as “filler” to the experiment, was
given to all subjects, but they did not react to any questions
pertaining to that press release. The second press release varied
with each booklet and described a linkage for one of the four
combinations of sponsors and causes. After being exposed to
the press releases, each subject was asked to go on to the next
section of the booklet that contained the survey instrument
based on one of the press releases.

Measures
Three variables associated with consumer response to cause
marketing programs and adapted from previous sponsorship
research by Speed and Thompson (2000) were measured.
Perceived sincerity of the sponsor and attitude toward the
sponsor were measured using three items each with seven-point
scales anchored by “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree.”
Perceived sincerity scale items were “The main reason
(sponsor) would be involved with the cause is because
(sponsor) believes the cause deserves support,” “(Sponsor)
would be likely to have the best interests of the cause at heart,”
and “(Sponsor) would probably support the cause even if the
cause was not well-known.” Items used to measure attitude
toward sponsor included “This sponsorship makes me feel
more favorable toward (sponsor),” “This sponsorship would
improve my perception of (sponsor),” and “This sponsorship
would make me like (sponsor) more.” A third consumer
response variable, purchase intention, was measured using two
items with seven-point scales anchored by “strongly disagree”
and “strongly agree.” These items were “This sponsorship
would make me more likely to use (sponsor’s) products” and
“This sponsorship would make more likely to consider
(sponsor’s) products the next time I buy.”
All three scales had an acceptable level of internal

consistency based on reliability analysis, with Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.73 for perceived sincerity, 0.90 for attitude toward
sponsor, and 0.93 for purchase intention. Also, two items with
seven point scales anchored by “poorly matched/well
matched” and “illogical/logical” that served a manipulation
check for congruence were included in the questionnaire.
Respondents reacted two the two items in the manipulation
check based on the request to mark the place on the scale that
reflected their perceptions about the pairing of the sponsor
and the cause.

Results

The manipulation check measuring with the congruence of
the sponsor-cause linkages indicated the congruent and less
congruent conditions existed as designed (t ¼ 6:28,
p , 0:001). The mean of the perceived congruence scale for
the two congruent linkages (UPS-Reading is Fundamental
and Sony-Save the Music Foundation) was 5.53/7, while for
the two less congruent linkages (UPS-Save the Music and
Sony-Reading is Fundamental) the mean was 4.34/7.
The relationship between sponsor-cause congruence and

the three consumer response variables was assessed
collectively using multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA)
and individually using analysis of variance (ANOVA). Results
of the MANOVA shown in Table I indicated that the main
effects relationship between sponsor-cause congruence and

the three dependent variables (perceived sincerity of the
sponsor, attitude toward the sponsor and purchase intention)
was not significant (F ¼ 2:06, p , 0:11).
Although the multivariate model suggested that significant

main effects differences did not exist for the congruence
group comparisons, univariate ANOVA provided some
interesting insights (see Table II). First, the role of sponsor-
cause congruence in generating certain favorable consumer
responses, which is well documented in the sponsorship
literature, was found in this study, too. ANOVA results
indicated that subjects exposed to the congruent sponsor-
cause linkages reported significantly higher perceived sincerity
of sponsor (F ¼ 3:94, p , 0:05). The mean for perceived
sincerity for the more congruent sponsorships (Sony-Save the
Music and UPS-Reading is Fundamental) was 4.46/7
compared to 4.15/7 for the less congruent sponsorships
(Sony-Reading is Fundamental and UPS-Save the Music).
Thus, H1a was supported. An affective response to
sponsorships, attitude toward sponsor, was significantly
more positive for sponsors in the congruent condition than
those sponsors in the less congruent condition as
hypothesized in H1b (F ¼ 4:35, p , 0:04). Attitude toward
sponsor mean score in the congruent sponsorships condition
was 4.66/7 versus a mean of 4.29/7 in the less congruent
condition. Also, purchase intention was greater for sponsors
linked to congruent causes than those linked with less
congruent causes and approached significance (F ¼ 3:789,
p , 0:06). Subjects in the congruent condition had a mean
purchase intention of 4.03/7, while subjects in the less
congruent condition had a mean purchase intention of 3.66/7.
This result provides limited support for H1c. Congruent
sponsorships for these service brands resulted in more

Table II Univariate analysis of variance

Source Sum of squares df F

Sponsor-cause congruence
Sincerity of sponsor 4.404 1 3.921 *

Attitude toward sponsor 6.118 1 4.216 *

Purchase intention 6.638 1 3.658

Service type
Sincerity of sponsor 1.047 1 0.926

Attitude toward sponsor 5.297 1 3.693 *

Purchase intention 0.306 1 0.181

Congruence3 service type
Sincerity of sponsor 0.002 1 0.002

Attitude toward sponsor 0.495 1 0.345

Purchase intention 12.224 1 7.240 * *

Notes: * p , 0:05; * * p , 0:01

Table I Multivariate analysis of variance of consumer responses to
cause-related marketing programs

Source of variance Wilks’ lambda df F

Sponsor-cause congruence 0.965 3, 172 2.022

Firm type 0.972 3, 172 1.634

Congruence3 service type 0.945 3, 172 3.320 *

Note: * p , 0:05
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favorable outcomes at lower levels of the hierarchy-of-effects
(i.e., brand beliefs and attitudes) but had a lesser impact at a
higher level in terms of affecting subjects’ intent to purchase
the sponsor’s services.
In addition to testing the main effects relationship between

sponsor-cause congruence and consumer response to cause
sponsorships, a main effects relationship between service type
and consumer response as well as an interaction of
congruence and service type were tested. Consumer
response was hypothesized to be more positive for hedonic
services than utilitarian services. The results reported in Table
I indicate that the main effects relationship between service
type and the consumer response variables was not significant
(F ¼ 1:63, p , 0:19). While the main effects of both
congruence and service type were not significantly related to
consumer response, the interaction of congruence and service
type was significantly related to response to the cause
marketing campaign (F ¼ 3:32, p , 0:03).
Univariate analysis of variance was used to determine if

hypothesized relationships existed for individual consumer
response variables. For H2a, perceived sincerity of sponsor
was hypothesized to not differ significantly between hedonic
and utilitarian services. Results given in Table II support H2a
(F ¼ 0:926, p , 0:49). Perceived sincerity mean for hedonic
services sponsors was 4.24 and for utilitarian services
sponsors the mean was 4.38. Neither type of service
sponsor was perceived as being more sincere than the other
type. As shown in Table II, attitude toward the sponsor was
significantly different between hedonic and utilitarian
sponsors (F ¼ 3:693, p , 0:05). However, the result was
opposite of the hypothesized difference as subjects had
significantly more positive attitude toward sponsors that
market utilitarian services (mean ¼ 4:66=7) than sponsors
that market hedonic services (mean ¼ 4:30=7). This contrary
finding fails to support H2b. For purchase intention, H2c
predicted purchase intention for cause sponsors that market
hedonic services would be greater for sponsors marketing
utilitarian services. This hypothesis was not supported
(F ¼ 181, p , 0:65). Not only was the difference in
purchase intention between hedonic and utilitarian services
sponsors not significant, but the difference was opposite of
what was predicted as utilitarian sponsors had a higher mean
purchase intention rating (mean ¼ 3:91=7) compared to
hedonic sponsors (mean ¼ 3:79=7). Lack of support for H2b
and H2c suggest that hedonic services marketers engaging in
cause sponsorships did not realize the positive impact on
brand attitude and purchase intention posited in the services
literature as a means of rationalizing hedonic consumption.
Further analysis revealed that the impact of the interaction

effect on consumer response was contrary to the hypothesized
effect. Subjects in the congruent linkage-utilitarian service
condition had higher mean response for perceived sincerity
and attitude toward sponsor than subjects in the other three
conditions, although differences between the groups were not
statistically significant. Interestingly, results given in Table II
show that subjects in the congruent linkage-hedonic service
condition had significantly higher purchase intention than
subjects in the other conditions (F ¼ 7:240, p , 0:01). Post
hoc analysis of reaction to the sponsorship by a hedonic
service revealed that purchase intention for the congruent
sponsorship (Sony-Save the Music) was significantly higher
(p , 0:02) than for the less congruent sponsorship (Sony-
Reading is Fundamental). This finding provides limited
support for H3, but results of the hypothesis test for H3
overall do not support the idea that hedonic services with a

congruent sponsorship linkage enjoy more positive consumer
response to their sponsorships than utilitarian services with a
congruent sponsorship linkage.

Discussion

This study extended a body of research on cause-related
marketing that has examined the role of sponsor-cause
congruence in eliciting consumer response to cause marketing
programs. Several studies in the sponsorship and cause
marketing literature streams have determined that congruence
between a corporate sponsor and a sponsored property (e.g.,
sporting event, arts festival, or charity) is a key influence on
generating desired consumer responses to sponsorships.
However, sponsor-cause congruence is not necessarily the
sole determinant of a sponsorship alliance’s success or failure.
In the case of a sponsorship undertaken by a service firm, the
nature of the service offered by the firm that is a sponsor
could have an impact on how consumers perceive the
sponsorship alliance and their behavioral intentions.
In this study, the type of service sponsoring a cause

(utilitarian service or hedonic service) was considered along
with sponsor-cause congruence as influences on three
consumer responses to cause sponsorships (perceived
sincerity of the sponsor, attitude toward sponsor, and
purchase intention). Results of the study revealed that
neither sponsor-cause congruence nor service type had a
significant main effects relationship with the consumer
response variables, but the interaction of congruence and
service type was significant. Additional analysis of the
independent variables found that brands perceived as
congruent with causes they sponsor enjoyed higher ratings
of perceived sincerity and more favorable attitude toward the
sponsor. This finding is consistent with previous studies that
provide support for the contention that desired consumer
responses are related to perceptions of a fit or match between
the sponsoring brand and the cause.
Analysis of the impact of service type on consumer response

showed that the utilitarian service sponsor (UPS) had a
significantly higher mean attitude toward sponsor than the
hedonic service sponsor (Sony), and perceived sincerity and
purchase intention were greater for UPS than for Sony,
although the differences were not statistically significant.
These results were opposite of what was expected based on
previous research. It has been suggested that consumers
might experience guilt when engaged in hedonic
consumption, and their favorable responses to a hedonic
service marketer’s cause marketing campaign serve as a means
of rationalizing their hedonic consumption. Findings in the
present study find little evidence of this internal tactic among
consumers. The nature of the service offered by a service firm
appears to be secondary to consumers’ perceptions about the
match, or congruence between the firm and cause it is
supporting.
The interaction of sponsor-cause congruence and service

type provided the most interesting results in terms of
differences among sponsor-cause linkages. ANOVA results
indicated that subjects had significantly lower purchase
intention for the less congruent hedonic sponsorship (Sony-
Reading is Fundamental) than the other three sponsor-cause
linkages. Attitude toward the sponsor was lower for the same
sponsorship than the other three linkages, although the
difference was not statistically significant. This result suggests
that hedonic service brands face greater challenges in
persuading audiences that they legitimately belong with
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causes with which they partner than utilitarian service brands
that might align with the same causes. In the experiment,
Sony’s association with the Save the Music Foundation was
generally perceived as congruent, which would not be
surprising to most consumers that a company operating in
the music industry would support a music-related cause.
However, when Sony was partnered with a cause that was not
directly related to one of its businesses (Reading is
Fundamental), consumer response to its sponsorship of the
cause was less favorable than UPS’s sponsorship of the same
cause.

Managerial implications
Findings from this research yield two considerations for
sponsorship managers in service organizations when they
evaluate opportunities to link their brands with causes. First,
findings that sponsor-cause congruence positively impacted
beliefs about sponsor sincerity of cause support, attitude
toward sponsor, and purchase intention (marginally) should
lead managers to consider the question “What variables
influence perceptions of congruence between our brand and a
cause?” The idea that congruence impacts consumer response
to sponsorship is not new, but how congruence is constructed
is another matter. Sponsorship linkages have been
characterized as either logical or strategic (Cornwell, 1995).
Logical links are those where the connection between sponsor
and cause are obvious (e.g., Home Depot supporting Habitat
for Humanity). Strategic links are connections between a
sponsor and a cause whose target markets (i.e., customers,
donors, and users) share characteristics (e.g., AOL and St
Jude’s Children’s Research Hospital).
These views of congruence are based on product-market

similarities. While achieving a match in these areas is
important, it is necessary to recognize that sponsor-cause
congruence can also be rooted in similarities of values
between sponsor and cause. A sponsorship of a cause that is
based heavily on shared values between the mission of the
cause and the sponsoring firm potentially enables the sponsor
to persuasively communicate the importance of supporting
the cause to its target market. Thus, it is incumbent upon
sponsorship managers to research a potential cause partner
beyond the demographics of the audience the cause impacts.
The values and beliefs of the cause organization with which a
sponsor considers a partnership must be known before
committing the sponsor’s resources. Meetings with the cause
organization to learn more about their values as well as
examination of other sponsors aligned with the cause and
their values are ways to gain this insight.
Second, the finding of a significant interaction between

sponsor-cause congruence and service type creates challenges
for hedonic services marketers. The implication of this finding
is that hedonic service brands that sponsor causes may have to
put forth more effort to convince the target audience that
their brands are a good match for causes when the fit with
their brands is not immediately apparent. For example, a
hedonic services marketer that partners with a cause should
consider going beyond communicating the cause-linked
promotion (i.e., donation to the cause for each purchase)
and commit to media advertising that articulates the reasons
for their involvement and support of the cause. Likewise, an
area of a sponsor’s web site should be devoted to the cause
support initiative being undertaken to aid consumers in
realizing the linkage is appropriate as well as providing a
communication platform to promote the cause it is
supporting. If a hedonic service firm can communicate that

it is a good match with a cause, it is possible for desired

consumer responses to be achieved. In the experiment, the

sponsor-cause linkage with the highest mean purchase

intention was for a hedonic sponsor (Sony-Save the Music

Foundation). This finding reinforces that sponsor-cause

congruence plays a key role in determining consumer

response to sponsorships.
Both managerial implications point to the fact that cause

sponsors must walk a fine line between intrinsic motivations

to “do the right thing” and extrinsic motivations such as

achieving incremental revenues or enhancing brand image.

While it is crucial that a sponsor select a cause partner whose

characteristics match both demographically and

psychographically, a sponsor-cause linkage with a good fit is

not enough to insure a successful relationship. Both parties

benefit from communication of the relationship, but the tone,

intent, and frequency of messages must be carefully managed.

Otherwise, the target audience may perceive the linkage as

merely a sales promotion tactic and not a strategic

relationship based on the sponsor’s goal to be a good

corporate citizen. A cause sponsorship based on shared values

would be a way to legitimize using cause marketing as a tactic

and develop robust brand associations that can create a

meaningful point of difference in the marketplace.

Limitations and future research directions
Results of this study provide insight into variables that impact

consumer response to cause marketing campaigns by service

brands, but as with any research there are limitations to the

findings. First, the experiment utilized only one hedonic

service brand and one utilitarian service brand. Generalizing

the study’s results may be hindered by the small sampling

frame. Second, the brands used as stimuli in the experiment

could have impacted consumer response. Sony and UPS are

highly recognized brands, and it is possible that subjects held

brand associations for the brand to which they were exposed

in the experiment. As a result, the familiarity with the

stimulus brand could have impacted their response to the

cause marketing program. Use of fictitious brands could

overcome any potential biases created by use of real brands.
Future research could address other limitations in this study.

It is important to note that other factors can play a role in

consumer response to cause-related marketing programs.

While examined frequently in the literature, sponsor-cause

congruence alone does not affect consumer response. In

addition to whether the firm markets a utilitarian or hedonic

service as assessed in this study, the effects of brand equity the

sponsor and cause bring to a relationship should be examined.

The experiment in this study was limited to two high equity

brands. It is possible that consumer response to sponsor-cause

linkages might differ if the sponsor owned a lesser equity brand

in the same category (e.g., DHL instead of UPS). Also,

individual characteristics of consumers that could influence

response to cause marketing programs such as involvement and

knowledge about the sponsor and cause should be considered,

too. These variables can impact information processing of

sponsor-cause stimuli, which could affect perceptions of

sponsor-cause congruence and in turn, perceived sincerity,

attitude toward the sponsor, and purchase intention of

sponsor’s service. Further investigation in these areas is

needed in order to fully understand influences on the

formation of consumer response to cause marketing programs.
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Executive summary and implications for
managers and executives

This summary has been provided to allow managers and executives
a rapid appreciation of the content of the article. Those with a
particular interest in the topic covered may then read the article in
toto to take advantage of the more comprehensive description of the
research undertaken and its results to get the full benefit of the
material present.

Most of us like the “feelgood factor” that doing something
worthwhile for a good cause can bring. Gifts to charities are a
good example – a fact which has not been lost on marketers
who know that combining a sale to a customer with a
sponsorship or gift to a good cause is an excellent way to
differentiate their organization from those which do not. Cause-
related is defined as “a commercial activity by which businesses
and charities or causes form a partnership with each other to
market an image, product or service for mutual benefit”.
Perhaps more than any other marketing communications tool,
cause-related marketing provides marketers with a vehicle to
reach customers on an emotional level. A problem might arise,
however, if the customer thinks the company is supporting a
good cause merely to attract customers and not because they
are committed to the cause and feel it is part of their social
responsibility. In other words when that dangerous commodity
customer cynicism raises its ugly head.
Organizations are involved in fierce competition to become

official Olympic Games sponsors, while others support a
variety of worthy enterprises which rely on the money that
such corporate involvement brings. Growth in cause-related
marketing as a brand-building strategy comes at a time when
intense competition in many product categories and media
clutter has made getting the attention of consumers more
difficult. Also, an increased sensitivity to building
relationships with customers and other constituencies has
arisen from corporate scandals that have shaken the public’s
trust of businesses.
At the same time, many nonprofit organizations and

charitable causes are suffering less funding from government
agencies. Thus, cause marketing has grown in its use as part of
firms’ marketing strategies because of their desire to achieve
strategic objectives coupled with the unmet resource needs of
nonprofits. But does the effectiveness of such partnerships
depend on the “fit” between the company and the recipient of
its goodwill? For instance, Sony’s involvement with the Save
The Music Foundation (dedicated to restoring music programs

in US schools and raising public awareness about the
importance of music participation) seems a sensible “fit.”
In “The impact of congruence in cause marketing

campaigns for service firms” Donald P. Roy examines the
role of two variables in consumer response to cause marketing
programs for services marketers: sponsor-cause congruence
and nature, or type of service provided by a sponsor
(utilitarian or hedonic). He studies the influence of sponsor-
cause congruence and service type of sponsor on three
consumer responses to a cause-related marketing campaign:
perceived sincerity of the sponsor, attitude toward sponsor,
and purchase intention for the sponsor’s brand.
Brand associations arising from perceptions of an

organization’s values can be central to the development of
customer-based brand equity for a service brand. The integral
roles of brand positioning and communication of
organizational values in the pursuit of building a strong
service brand can be well served by implementation of cause-
related marketing programs. Cause marketing’s fundamental
relationship of a brand linking with a nonprofit cause or
charity provides an ideal platform for an organization to
communicate its values.
The study’s findings that sponsor-cause congruence

positively impacted beliefs about sponsor sincerity of cause
support, attitude toward sponsor, and purchase intention
(marginally) should lead managers to consider the question
“What variables influence perceptions of congruence between
our brand and a cause?” The idea that congruence impacts
consumer response to sponsorship is not new, but how
congruence is constructed is another matter. Sponsorship
linkages have been characterized as either logical or strategic.
Logical links are those where the connection between sponsor
and cause are obvious (e.g. Home Depot supporting Habitat
for Humanity). Strategic links are connections between a
sponsor and a cause whose target markets (i.e. customers,
donors, and users) share characteristics (e.g. AOL and
St Jude’s Children’s Research Hospital).
These views of congruence are based on product-market

similarities. While achieving a match in these areas is
important, it is necessary to recognize that sponsor-cause
congruence can also be rooted in similarities of values
between sponsor and cause. A sponsorship of a cause that is
based heavily on shared values between the mission of the
cause and the sponsoring firm potentially enables the sponsor
to persuasively communicate the importance of supporting
the cause to its target market. Thus, it is incumbent upon
sponsorship managers to research a potential cause partner
beyond the demographics of the audience the cause impacts.
The finding of a significant interaction between sponsor-

cause congruence and service type creates challenges for
hedonic services marketers. Hedonic service brands that
sponsor causes may have to put in more effort to convince the
target audience that their brands are a good match for causes
when the fit with their brands is not immediately apparent.

(A précis of the article “The impact of congruence in cause
marketing campaigns for service firms”. Supplied by Marketing
Consultants for Emerald.)
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