
European Journal of Marketing
Emerald Article: Dual nature of cause-brand fit: Influence on corporate 
social responsibility consumer perception
Enrique Bigné, Rafael Currás-Pérez, Joaquín Aldás-Manzano

Article information:

To cite this document: Enrique Bigné, Rafael Currás-Pérez, Joaquín Aldás-Manzano, (2012),"Dual nature of cause-brand fit: 
Influence on corporate social responsibility consumer perception", European Journal of Marketing, Vol. 46 Iss: 3 pp. 575 - 594

Permanent link to this document: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/03090561211202620

Downloaded on: 26-03-2012

References: This document contains references to 51 other documents

To copy this document: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

Access to this document was granted through an Emerald subscription provided by UNIVERSITAT DE VALENCIA

For Authors: 
If you would like to write for this, or any other Emerald publication, then please use our Emerald for Authors service. 
Information about how to choose which publication to write for and submission guidelines are available for all. Additional help 
for authors is available for Emerald subscribers. Please visit www.emeraldinsight.com/authors for more information.

About Emerald   www.emeraldinsight.com
With over forty years' experience, Emerald Group Publishing is a leading independent publisher of global research with impact in 
business, society, public policy and education. In total, Emerald publishes over 275 journals and more than 130 book series, as 
well as an extensive range of online products and services. Emerald is both COUNTER 3 and TRANSFER compliant. The organization is 
a partner of the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) and also works with Portico and the LOCKSS initiative for digital archive 
preservation.

*Related content and download information correct at time of download.



Dual nature of cause-brand fit
Influence on corporate social responsibility

consumer perception

Enrique Bigné, Rafael Currás-Pérez and Joaquı́n Aldás-Manzano
Department of Marketing, University of Valencia, Valencia, Spain

Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to analyse the dual nature of social cause-brand fit by
studying the influence of two cause-brand fit categories, functional fit and image fit, on the formation
of brand corporate social responsibility consumer perception (CSR perception) in a cause-brand
alliance (CBA) context.

Design/methodology/approach – A theoretical model is proposed, based on previous research,
which explains the effect of functional fit and image fit on altruistic attributions, brand credibility and
CSR image; these relationships were assessed through structural equation modelling. The model was
estimated with a sample of 299 Spanish consumers of toiletries and cosmetics products, randomly
selected. Two newly created, printed CBA advertisements served as the basic stimulus of the study.

Findings – This research shows that consumers perceive functional and image fit differently, and
each has its own mechanism for influencing brand CSR perception. While functional fit has a direct,
although gentle influence on CSR perception, image fit has an indirect influence, as it is used as a cue to
evaluate altruistic brand motivations and brand credibility.

Research limitations/implications – The chosen research approach may reduce the
generalisability of the results. Further empirical testing using alternative brands and outcome
measures is encouraged.

Practical implications – Both types of fit influence the formation of CSR perception, and should
therefore be postulated as decision criteria to brand managers for choosing the CBA partner.
Specifically, brands which are likely of being perceived as not credible or egoistic when associating
with the cause, must pay special attention to image fit.

Originality/value – This work analyses and compares simultaneously the influence of functional fit
and image fit on CSR brand perception formation in the context of a CBA strategy.

Keywords Brands corporate social responsibility consumer perception, Functional fit, Image fit,
Altruistic attributions, Brand credibility, Brand image, Brand management

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Social cause-brand associations have received much attention in recent years from
academics and professionals (Barone et al., 2007; Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Lafferty,
2007; Lafferty et al., 2004; Rifon et al., 2004). Internationally known brands such as
Apple, Shell and Dove have developed promotional campaigns which are strategically
linked with different social causes, such as the fight against AIDS in Africa, the fight
against climate change and improving women’s self-esteem respectively. Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) has become an attribute for brand competitive
differentiation (Du et al., 2007; Maignan et al., 2005), and this has triggered the
increasing development of promotional strategies that seek to generate the perception
of a socially responsible brand via association with social causes. Different names have
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been given to these types of associations, such as Cause-related Marketing
(Varadarajan and Menon, 1988; Webb and Mohr, 1998) or Cause-Brand Alliances
(CBA) (Lafferty, 2007).

Literature points to the associative learning focus, based on the classical
conditioning paradigm, as the theoretical basis for understanding the CBA persuasion
mechanism (Till and Nowak, 2000). Following the same logic as brand endorsement
strategies, brands are presented in association with a social cause to provoke
associative learning in their publics, thereby transferring social cause values to the
brand and positioning it as socially responsible (Dean, 2002; Hoeffler and Keller, 2002;
Roy and Cornwell, 2003). In this context, research into advertising which generates
associative learning processes based on the classical conditioning paradigm (Shimp
et al., 1991), suggests that the perception of fit between the brand and associated
stimuli (i.e. social cause) is the main antecedent of the persuasive capacity of these
communications.

Extending these findings, research into consumer responses to CBA has
understandably paid particular attention to cause-brand fit as a basic antecedent of
the associative learning process, and consequently also of CBA influence on consumer
behaviour. However, empirical evidence does not clarify the role of cause-brand fit on
consumer response to CBA (Barone et al., 2007; Nan and Heo, 2007). Most studies have
examined this variable by focusing only on the magnitude of the fit (i.e. higher vs.
lower fit) ignoring the role of the different types of cause-brand fit consumers are able
to discriminate in a CBA. This work includes this new approach to the study of
cause-brand fit and attempts to capture all its complexity by analysing and comparing
the influence of two cause-brand fit categories, functional fit and image fit, on CSR
brand perception in the context of a CBA. In effect, the literature review identifies two
general types of cause-brand fit (Gwinner and Eaton, 1999; Lafferty et al., 2004; Rifon
et al., 2004; Trimble and Rifon, 2006):

(1) a functional type fit, determined on the basis of a comparative analysis of
product functions and social cause characteristics and intentions; and

(2) image fit, based on the existence of related characteristics in the brand and
social cause image or positioning.

Thus, the main objective is to examine the behaviour of the dual nature of cause-brand
fit (functional vs. image) in forming brand CSR perception in the context of a CBA. In
order to compare the differential behaviour of both types of fit, this study proposes an
empirically tested model which relates functional fit and image fit to consumer
attributions of company motivations, effect on brand credibility and CSR consumer
perception.

The paper is organised as follows: the first section conceptually characterises, first,
the CSR perception construct and secondly, the nature of cause-brand fit is examined
and its influence on CBA persuasiveness. Next, we provide theoretical justification of a
causal relations model, which explains the formation of CSR perception in a CBA
context, with the corresponding hypotheses. The following section presents the
methodology of the empirical study developed with Spanish consumers to estimate the
theoretical model. Finally, there is a discussion of the results and conclusions of the
study and its limitations and possible future research lines.
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2. Literature review
2.1 Corporate social responsibility consumer perception
Nowadays positioning the brand as socially responsible is one of the most useful
instruments of competitive diferentiation (Drumwright, 1996; Maignan et al., 2005).
Despite significant research efforts in recent years to capture the influence of CSR from
the consumer behaviour perspective, there is still no full consensus over the
dimensions of CSR perceived by the consumer. Marketing researchers have based their
proposals on two main conceptual frameworks:

(1) Carroll’s pyramid conception of CSR (Carroll, 1991); and

(2) Brown and Dacin’s (1997) bidimensional model of Corporate Associations.

By one hand, Carroll’s proposal (Carroll, 1991) conceives CSR as a construct formed by
four, successively dependent dimensions, concerning the economic, legal, ethical and
discretional (or philanthropic) expectations that society has of companies at a given
point in time; based on this model, Maignan (2001) found a cross-cultural difference by
showing that German and French consumers perceive legal, ethical and philanthropic
issues as constituting CSR, while Americans also include economic matters. Similarly,
Garcı́a de los Salmones et al. (2005) showed that other european target (Spanish
consumers) perceived a firm as socially responsible if it complies with its philanthropic
and ethical-legal obligations (but not economical).

However, as the present work does not attempt an in-depth examination of the
nature of the CSR perception, but its interrelation with other constructs, a global,
unidimensional conception is preferred rather than a multidimensional approach. In
this sense, Brown and Dacin (1997, p. 68) distinguise two types of associations
perceived by consumers with regard to the company (Corporate Associations). First,
Corporate Ability associations (CA), related to the company’s expertise in producing
and delivering products and services, which are mainly technical and economic in
nature. Second, Corporate Social Responsibility associations (CSR), which “reflect the
organization’s status and activities related to its perceived societal obligations”, and
which associates non economic matters unidimensionally. Most studies which have
analysed the influence of CSR perception on consumer behaviour (Du et al., 2007;
Lichtenstein et al., 2004; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001), have preferred to adopt the
unidimensional approach to non economic CSR issues suggested by Brown and Dacin
(1997). This is the approach adopted in this research.

2.2 Dual nature of brand-cause fit
Generally, in a CBA context, perceived fit can be defined as the degree of similarity and
compatibility that consumers perceive exists between a social cause and brand
(Lafferty, 2007). The basic relationship contrasted in CBA research into cause-brand fit
is that cause-brand fit facilitates the association between them, improving the
associative learning process, and producing more positive consumer responses (Nan
and Heo, 2007; Pracejus and Olsen, 2004; Varadarajan and Menon, 1988). However,
despite this theoretical basis, empirical research continues being inconclusive
distinguishing the most recommendable option regarding the role of cause-brand fit on
consumer response to CBA.

In effect, a broad set of contributions have demonstrated empirically a positive
relationship between cause-brand fit and a high number of positive outcome variables
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-on brand image (Gwinner and Eaton, 1999); altruistic attributions (Ellen et al., 2006;
Rifon et al., 2004); brand credibility (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Rifon et al., 2004); and
product purchase intention (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Gupta and Pirsch, 2006; Speed
and Thompson, 2000). But other studies have empirically rejected that cause-brand fit
has a positive influence on these or other consumer responses, such as improved brand
image (Menon and Kahn, 2003), attitude towards CBA (Ellen et al., 2000; Lafferty et al.,
2004), attitude towards brand and product (Barone et al., 2007; Lafferty, 2007; Nan and
Heo, 2007), attribution of altruistic motivations (Menon and Kahn, 2003) or purchase
intention (Barone et al., 2007; Lafferty, 2007). In short, new research with new
approaches is needed to shed light on the role of cause-brand fit in consumer responses
to CBA.

An argument which could explain this lack of empirical consensus comes from
sponsorship research, which suggests that the effects of event-sponsor fit follow
inverted U dynamics (Cornwell et al., 2005; Speed and Thompson, 2000) especially in
recall-related consumer responses. Thus, in moderate event-sponsor fit contexts, the
greater cognitive activation required to resolve the incongruity causes improved brand
recall and awareness. This non linear relationship between fit and brand recall has
theoretical justification on Cognitive Dissonance Theory principles (Festinger, 1954),
which postulates that dissonance (incongruity) is an undesirable state for the
individual which motivates him/her to change attitude towards one of the objects
(e.g. the social cause or the brand), in an attempt to restore consonance. This greater
cognitive production towards the brand will improve brand recall and awareness
(Cornwell et al., 2005; Speed and Thompson, 2000).

However, there are doubts as to whether this reasoning can be transferred to the
influence of cause-brand fit on CSR perception in CBA, explaining the lack of empirical
evidence in this area. Although brand memorability is related to greater future
purchase intentions, brand recall or brand awareness are in themselves neutral
responses, neither positive nor negative. An individual may recall a brand associated
to cognitions with positive or negative valence. So, what happens to the fit effect when
consumer response is intrinsically positive? Brand image (and CSR perception even
more so) is a brand judgement, which represents a positive response in itself. In this
case, as with other positive brand responses, it can be expected that CSR perception
will be negatively affected in low cause-brand fit situations (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006;
Pracejus and Olsen, 2004; Rifon et al., 2004) because image transfer in CBA occurs
through classical conditioning, or associative learning (Till and Nowak, 2000; Hoeffler
and Keller, 2002). As is subsequently discussed in greater detail, higher brand-cause fit
facilitates the association between the two agents, produces more meaning transfer
from social cause to brand, avoids egoistic attributions to the brand motives, and
improves brand credibility.

In our opinion, one of the main reasons for the lack of empirical consensus lies in the
fact that despite the abundant literature on the influence of the degree of cause-brand
fit in CBA responses, few studies have discussed the role of the nature of said fit.
Empirical research does not differentiate between degree (i.e. magnitude, higher or
lower fit) and different types (i.e. categories, functional and image fit) of cause-brand
fit. Most researchers have only concentrated on the gradual nature of cause-brand fit,
without attending to its dual nature, thereby omitting to address its real complexity.
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Indeed, it is to be expected that the consumer will use different cognitive bases to
emit a judgement on cause-brand fit (Barone et al., 2007; Nan and Heo, 2007). A
literature review makes it possible to infer the existence of two different types of social
cause-company fit in CBA campaigns (Gwinner and Eaton, 1999; Lafferty et al., 2004;
Trimble and Rifon, 2006). By one hand, functional fit is determined by comparing the
characteristics, attributes and functions of the product, service or main brand activity
with the social cause characteristics and intentions; it is, therefore, a type of fit that
consumers determine by comparing the product category associated with the brand
and the type of cause it is linked with (e.g. a food company and humanitarian aid).
Image fit, however, is based on the existence of a symbolic link between social cause
and brand, such as the existence of the same image and positioning characteristics
between both parties; thus, consumers determine this type of fit by comparing their
perception of the brand and the perception of the cause it is linked to (e.g. Nestlé and
Red Cross International).

2.3 Theoretical model and hypotheses
Figure 1 is a summary of the proposed theoretical model of CSR image formation in a
CBA context. The model analyses the direct and mediated effect (through altruistic
attributions and brand credibility) of functional and image fit on CSR perception.

Although there is no complete consensus in academia (Ellen et al., 2000; Menon and
Kahn, 2003), many studies have tested and accepted the hypothesis that the greater the
cause-brand fit (whether functional or image-based), the better the consumer
assessment of the brand (Gupta and Pirsch, 2006; Gwinner and Eaton, 1999; Pracejus
and Olsen, 2004). The theoretical basis for the persuasive process in CBA is associative
learning based on the classical conditioning paradigm; it establishes that as a subject
perceives greater fit between conditioned and unconditioned stimuli, the association of
both nodes is more easy and natural, and associative learning takes place (Till and
Nowak, 2000; Hoeffler and Keller, 2002). In this line, for example, we hypothesise that it
would be easier to perceive a CSR image in the food and agriculture company than in
an insurance company because the cause (fight against hunger in developing countries)
is functionally linked to the action (food donations) in the former rather than the latter.
Similarly, if, because of a prior communication strategy (e.g. sponsorship), the
insurance company has an image linked to the world of sport, it will be easier for the
company to associate with a CSR image if the cause they are promoting is for example

Figure 1.
Theoretical model
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the integration of the immigrant population through sporting activities, rather than a
cause remote from the image created in the market. Thus, we hypothesise:

H1a(b). Functional (Image) fit has a direct, positive influence on CSR perception.

Literature demonstrates that cause-brand fit influences the attribution of altruistic brand
motivations and brand credibility, due to the degree of cognitive elaboration involved
(Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Ellen et al., 2006). If fit is low, individuals have to activate more
cognitive resources to process the information contained in the CBA advertisement; this
phenomenon is explained by Schema Theory (Rumelhart, 1980), which postulates that
lack of fit stimulates the individual’s cognitive evaluation and elaboration to assimilate
the new information into a pre-existing schema. This greater cognitive elaboration
means that the consumer scrutinises brand motivations in greater depth (Menon and
Kahn, 2003; Rifon et al., 2004; Strahilevitz, 2003), and that stimulates the appearance of
pre-existing beliefs and judgements on the egoistic or lucrative nature of companies
(Speed and Thompson, 2000; Webb and Mohr, 1998), which involve lower perceptions of
company credibility (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Rifon et al., 2004). In contrast, when there
is high cause-brand fit, the individual has less need to elaborate upon the communication
(Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Rifon et al., 2004); this minimises the possibility of scepticism
and attribution of egoistic motivations (Ellen et al., 2006), improving company
trustworthiness. Thus, we hypothesise:

H2a(b). Functional (Image) fit has a direct, positive influence on altruistic
attributions of brand motivations.

H3a(b). Functional (Image) fit has a direct, positive influence on brand credibility.

Furthermore, most research (Dean, 2002; Du et al., 2007; Ellen et al., 2006; Klein and
Dawar, 2004) has shown that perception of brand altruistic motivations generates
higher CSR perception, as there is greater congruence between what the brand is
transmitting (social responsibility positioning) and the motivations for that behaviour
(altruistic motives). Forehand and Grier (2003) have shown that consumers respond
more negatively to socially responsible practices when they attribute egoistic
motivations to companies not because the motivations are selfish per se, but because
they perceive they are being manipulated or deceived. If consumers attribute altruistic
motivations to the brand, this will inhibit any sensation of deceit and manipulation,
improving CSR perception.

H4. Altruistic attributions of brand motivations has a direct, positive influence on
CSR perception.

In addition, several studies have also highlighted the relevance of brand credibility in
forming CSR perception (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Hoeffler and Keller, 2002; Rifon et al.,
2004). It is likely that the greater the perception of expertise and trustworthiness in the
brand’s social responsibility vocation, the greater the social responsibility perception
in its publics. Brand credibility will increase its persuasive power, reducing the
likelihood of individuals evaluating brand image on the basis of argumentations other
than those emitted by the brand, which will be favourable to the generation of CSR
perception. Therefore:

H5. Brand credibility has a direct, positive influence on CSR perception.
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Finally, the traditional literature on persuasion in social psychology shows that a
source with no self-interest in the message being communicated is perceived as more
trustworthy and persuasive (Hovland et al., 1953; Margolis, 1984). Therefore, a direct,
positive relationship is to be expected between altruistic attributions and the credibility
of a brand immersed in a CBA. Recently, Rifon et al. (2004) and Becker-Olsen et al.
(2006) have shown that altruistic attributions positively influence company credibility
when it communicates its social responsibility actions. In a CBA, a brand which tend to
be perceived as altruistic is more persuasive because it is also more credible as being
socially responsible. Thus, we hypothesise:

H6. Altruistic attributions of brand motivations has a direct, positive influence on
brand credibility.

The accessibility-diagnosticity framework (Feldman and Lynch, 1988) allows positing
hypotheses of the compared effect of functional and image-fit on CSR perception and
its antecedents. According to this theoretical framework, the likelihood of a piece of
information being used as input in the evaluation or formation of a judgement is a
function of how accessible is that piece of information in the person’s memory
(accessibility), and the significance or utility of that cue for forming the judgement
(diagnosticity) (Feldman and Lynch, 1988). When faced with two equally accessible
pieces of information, people tend to use the most diagnostic to form the judgement; if
both pieces of information are equally diagnostic, the most accessible piece will be the
most influential in forming the judgement (Feldman and Lynch, 1988).

First, it is to be expected that functional fit will be a less accessible cue than image
fit, as it involves a greater degree of cognitive elaboration (Feldman and Lynch, 1988).
When comparing attributes and product functions with key social cause
characteristics and intentions, the individual checks the existence of possible
cause-effect relations between them, analysing for example the relationship between
support for the social cause with a possible increase in consumption of the product, or
if the production or consumption of the product are the reason why the social cause is
needed. This comparative analysis process is likely to involve a greater use of
cognitive resources than the processing of the symbolic link (brand image-social cause
image) characteristic of the image fit, which would be more peripheral and accessible.

Second, functional fit and image fit are a priori equally diagnostic for the emission
of a judgement on CSR brand image, brand altruism or brand credibility. According to
Ahluwalia and Gürhan-Canli (2000), in the context of brand extensions research, the
diagnosticity of the product-brand relationship is determined by its magnitude: the
stronger product-brand fit, the more diagnostic the relationship will be for evaluating
brand extension. Following that discussion, in this work it is proposed that the dual
nature of the cause-brand fit (functional vs. image fit) influences the accessibility of the
cue, whereas its gradual nature (greater vs lesser fit) influences its diagnosticity.
Therefore, if there is the same degree of functional and image fit, both cues can be
equally diagnostic for individuals when forming a judgement.

Thus, assuming that functional and image fit offer equally valid and useful
(diagnostic) information to form a judgement, it is to be expected that image fit will be
more significant than functional fit in the formation of judgements on altruistic
attributions, brand credibility and CSR perception. Thus, we hypothesise:

Dual nature of
cause-brand fit

581



H7. Image fit influences CSR perception more intensely than functional fit.

H8. Image fit influences altruistic attributions of brand motivations more
intensely than functional fit.

H9. Image fit influences brand credibility more intensely than functional fit.

3. Methodology
3.1 Data collection and sample
The causal relationships of the proposed theoretical model were assessed through
structural equation modelling (EQS 6.1). To elicit CSR perception in consumer mind, a
print advertising where a real brand projects as socially responsible in a CBA strategy
was used. Toiletries and cosmetics products were used due to two main reasons: first,
toiletries and cosmetics products is not a socially stigmatised industry (unlike for
example, tobacco or alcohol), so linking this type of products to social causes is not
automatically perceived negatively (Dean, 2002). Second, in general toiletries and
cosmetic products tend to be a low involvement category for consumers (due to
purchase frequency and low financial risk). CBA campaigns are a type of
communication that adapts well to peripheral information processing contexts or
low cognitive efforts (Berger et al., 1999; Hoek and Gendall, 2008). Thus, using a
category of low involvement products, we increase the likelihood of the consumer
processing peripheral indicators (e.g. brand-cause fit, altruistic attributions or brand
credibility), and reporting his/her opinions in the survey with minimum cognitive
processing. The Dove brand, a very well-known global brand that commonly engages
in social alliances, appears in the stimulus (e.g. Dove launched the “Campaign for real
beauty” in 2005, www.campaignforrealbeauty.com); this characteristic eliminates a
priori adverse effects of delegitimation as the result of a bad reputation (Dean, 2003;
Strahilevitz, 2003).

In order to compare the influence of the two types of cause-brand fit (functional vs.
image), it was ensured that the degree of perceived fit was the same in both categories,
so that the diagnosticity of both cues would be equal (Ahluwalia and Gürhan-Canli,
2000), and perceived differences in the effects on CSR perception, altruistic attributions
and brand credibility would only be due to the different degree of influence forecast for
each category of fit. With this intention, it was used two different advertising stimuli,
with high and low functional and image fit, so that the degree of total fit in both
categories could be averaged out. A pretest served to identify the product–social cause
combination that would provide the desired manipulation; in the pretest, a 3 £ 3
design combined three Dove products (natural cream soap, anti-cellulite gel cream, and
anti-aging hand gel) and three real social causes (Ecologistas en Acción, a Spanish
environmental group; Asociación de Familiares de Enfermos de Alzheimer, help for
Alzheimer sufferers; and Fundación Mujeres, to defend abused women).

The stimuli designed for each of the nine product-cause combinations were
presented in a short questionnaire with two three-item, five-point Likert scales used by
Gwinner and Eaton (1999) to measure functional and image-based fit (a functional ¼
0:68; aimage ¼ 0:81Þ: 373 university students completed the questionnaire on a single
scenario (average sample size per scenario ¼ 41 individuals); after data analysis, the
scenario “natural soap x Ecologistas en Acción” was chosen as having high functional
(�x ¼ 4:33Þ and image fit (�x ¼ 3:27Þ; and the scenario “anti-cellulite gel-cream x
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Asociación de Familiares de Enfermos de Alzheimer” as having low functional
(�x ¼ 2:74Þ and image fit (�x ¼ 2:28Þ: The t-test for independent samples confirmed the
significant difference of the means, that is, �xfunctional ¼ 4:3–2:7; t ¼ 5:53 ( p , 0.01)
and �ximage ¼ 3:2–2:3; t ¼ 3:55 ( p , 0.01).

The preliminar target stimuli showed a color picture of the actual product, along
with the logo for the cause. To mitigate the possibility of confusion due to variations in
the contextual cues (Lafferty and Edmondson, 2009; Landreth and Garretson, 2007),
each preliminar advertising remained virtually identical, with the exception of changes
to the name of the cause. This first version of the stimuli was pretested on a sample of
20 students; the pre-test results only suggested including an indicator to reinforce the
“ecological” brand in the high cause-brand fit scenario (i.e. “natural soap x Ecologistas
en Acción”).

Once selected the two stimuli, a survey was conducted by means of personal
interview (each interviewee answered the questionnaire on a single stimulus). Target
population was Spanish consumers of toiletries and cosmetics products over the age of
18; sample selection procesure was by probabilistic random route sampling in five
Spanish cities; definitive sample size was 299 individuals for a sampling error of ^5.67
per cent and a desired confidence level of 95 per cent in the most unfavourable case of
p ¼ q ¼ 0:5: 50 per cent of interviewees were men; average age was 37 years, with 39
per cent of interviewees between 25-40 years and 35 per cent between 40 and 65. 50 per
cent were in paid employment and 26 per cent had university studies; 78.6 per cent
claimed they had bought products from Dove and 43.4 per cent did so at least once a
month.

3.2 Measures
Given that this study does not attempt an in-depth examination of each of the
constructs but rather their interrelation, global, unidimensional measurements of the
concepts involved were sought rather than multidimensional approaches. Functional
and image fit were measured following Lafferty et al. (2004) methodology, with a
six-item, seven-point differential semantic scale and pairs of adjectives used by Roy
and Cornwell (2003), Rifon et al. (2004) and Becker-Olsen et al. (2006). CSR perception
was measured on a six-item, seven-point Likert scale with items from Menon and Kahn
(2003), Dean (2002) and Lichtenstein et al. (2004). Attribution of altruistic motivations
was measured with three items used by Becker-Olsen et al. (2006) and Strahilevitz
(2003), and brand credibility was measured using a four-item adaptation of Newell and
Goldsmisth’s (2001) scale. The scales used are shown in the Appendix 1 (translated into
English, although the questionnaire was administered in Spanish).

3.3 Reliability and validity assessment
To assess measurement reliability and validity, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
containing all the multi-item constructs in our framework was estimated using EQS
6.1. Raw data screening showed evidence of non-normal distribution (Mardia’s
coefficient normalized estimate ¼ 43:96Þ; so robust statistics (Satorra and Bentler,
1994) will be provided.

The results of the final CFA are reported in Tables I and II, and suggest that our
final measurement model provides a good fit to the data on the basis of various fit
statistics (S-B x2 ¼ 398:517; df ¼ 220; p , 0:01; RMSEA ¼ 0:052; BBNFI ¼ 0.919;
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BBNNFI ¼ 0.956; CFI ¼ 0.962; IFI ¼ 0.962). CFA results (see Tables I-III) provide
evidence of reliability, convergent and discriminant validity according to the criteria
proposed by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), Bagozzi and Yi (1988), and Fornell and
Larcker (1981).

Finally, in the diagonal of phi matrix, means and standard deviations of each
construct are provided. Means of functional fit (4.83) and image fit (4.95) are not
significantly different ðt ¼ 1:439; p . 0.1), confirming that scenario manipulation
performed to average the functional and image fit fulfilled its objective of levelling
diagnosticity of both indicators.

Convergent validity Reliability

Factor Item
Factor loading
(robust t-value)

Loading
average

Cronbach’s
a CR AVE

FUNCTIONAL FIT (FUN) fun1 0.898 (21.183) 0.891 0.958 0.959 0.794
fun2 0.891 (19.079)
fun3 0.915 (21.620)
fun4 0.884 (19.531)
fun5 0.880 (20.835)
fun6 0.878 (18.396)

IMAGE FIT (IMG) img1 0.867 (19.357) 0.866 0.937 0.937 0.750
eliminated

img3 0.873 (18.661)
img4 0.857 (17.576)
img5 0.866 (18.240)
img6 0.867 (17.407)

ALTRUISTIC ATTR. (ALT) alt1 0.871 (21.981) 0.850 0.885 0.887 0.724
alt2 0.872 (20.875)
alt3 0.808 (15.620)

CREDIBILITY (CRE) cre1 0.809 (14.644) 0.736 0.773 0.783 0.549
cre3 0.783 (15.938)

eliminated
cre4 0.616 (9.490)

CSR PERCEPTION (CSR) csr1 0.854 (20.053) 0.799 0.912 0.914 0.642
csr2 0.838 (16.732)
csr3 0.816 (16.793)
csr4 0.793 (15.897)
csr5 0.800 (15.321)
csr6 0.695 (13.473)

Note: CR ¼ Composite realiability; AVE ¼ Average variance extracted

Table I.
Internal consistency and
convergent validity of the
measurement model

Goodness of fit indexes
S-B x 2 (220df) ¼ 398.517 ( p , 0.01) BBNFI BBNNFI CFI IFI RMSEA

0.919 0.956 0.962 0.962 0.052

Table II.
Internal consistency and
convergent validity of the
measurement model
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4. Results and discussion
4.1 Test of hypotheses
Thus, accepting the validity of the measurement model, the proposed theoretical model
was tested adding the structural relationships between the variables proposed in the
theoretical framework. The empirical estimates for the main-effects model are shown in
Tables IV and V.

As the Tables IV and V shows, all goodness of fit indices exceeded their corresponding
critical values, showing a good global fit. H1ab stated that functional and image fit have a
direct and positive influence on CSR perception, and to complement this, H7 forecast that
image fit would have a more intense influence on CSR image than functional fit. The

x s FUN IMG ALT CRE CSR

FUN 4.83 1.43 0.794 0.756 0.368 0.448 0.407
IMG 4.95 1.24 [0.816; 0.924] 0.750 0.477 0.536 0.421
ALT 4.50 1.44 [0.516; 0.700] [0.610; 0.774] 0.724 0.618 0.454
CRE 5.07 1.07 [0.647; 0.803] [0.683; 0.819] [0.687; 0.831] 0.549 0.490
CSR 4.72 1.02 [0.546; 0.730] [0.563; 0.735] [0.594; 0.754] [0.612; 0.800] 0.642

Note: Diagonal represents Average Variance Extracted; above the diagonal the shared variance
(squared correlations) are represented; below the diagonal, the 95 per cent confidence interval for the
estimated factors correlations is provided

Table III.
Matrix of latent

constructs (correlations
among factors)

Hypothesis Structural relation
Standardized
coefficient (b)

Robust
t-value Contrast

H1a Functional fit )CSR perception 0.254 1.948 * Accepted
H1b Image fit ) CSR perception 0.022 0.167 Rejected
H7 [Image fit ) CSR perception] .

[Functional fit ) CSR perception]
Rejected

H2a Functional fit ) Altruistic Attr. 0.027 0.210 Rejected
H2b Image fit ) Altruistic Attr. 0.667 4.926 * * * Accepted
H8 [Image fit ) Altruistic Attr.] .

[Functional fit ) Altruistic Attr.]
Accepted

H3a Functional fit ) Credibility 0.118 0.959 Rejected
H3b Image fit ) Credibility 0.260 1.929 * Accepted
H9 [Image fit ) Credibility] . [Functional

fit ) Credibility]
Accepted

H4 Altruistic Attr. ) CSR perception 0.264 2.561 * * Accepted
H5 Credibility ) CSR perception 0.306 2.301 * * Accepted
H6 Altruistic Attr. ) Credibility 0.535 6.299 * * * Accepted

Note: *p , 0.10; * *p , 0.05; * * *p , 0.01

Table IV.
Structural equation

modeling: causal
relations analysis

Goodness of fit indexes
S-B x 2 (220) ¼ 398.526 ( p , 0.01) BBNFI BBNNFI CFI IFI RMSEA

0.919 0.956 0.962 0.962 0.052

Table V.
Structural equation

modeling: causal
relations analysis
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results permit marginal acceptance of H1a (b ¼ 0:254; p ¼ 0:052Þ, but not H1b
(b ¼ 0:022; p . 0:10Þ; and therefore, H7 must be rejected. Contrary to expectations,
functional fit has a more intense direct influence on CSR perception than image fit.

H2ab considered that functional and image fit would have a positive influence on
the attribution of altruistic brand motivations; in parallel, H8 assumed that of both fit
categories, image would have more influence on altruistic attributions. According to
the results, functional fit does not significantly influence altruistic attributions
(b ¼ 0:027; p . 0:10Þ; rejecting H2a; but image fit does have a very intense significant
effect on said attribution (b ¼ 0:667; p , 0.01), and therefore H2b and H8 are
accepted. Results show that both types of fit exert a similar influence on brand
credibility. Although once again the influence of functional fit on credibility is rejected
(rejection of H3a; b ¼ 0:118; p . 0.10), the effect of image fit on credibility is
significant although gentle (b ¼ 0:118; p , 0.10), therefore H3b and H9 are accepted.

H4 and H5 refer, respectively, to the direct and positive influence of altruistic
attributions and credibility on CSR perception. As suggested by H4, the results show
that the more altruistic brand attributions the consumer makes, the greater the
perception of brand CSR (b ¼ 0:264; p , 0.05); as suggested by H5, consumers who
perceive the brand to be more credible as an actor in CBA, perceive more CSR
perception (b ¼ 0:306; p , 0.05). Finally, H6 considered that altruistic attribution
would also have an indirect effect on CSR perception through its positive influence on
brand credibility; the results allow this hypothesis to be firmly accepted (b ¼ 0:535;
p , 0.01).

Figure 2 shows the final estimated model, indicating the standardised loads for the
significant relationships.

4.2 Theoretical discussion
One of the most important strategic decisions facing a company which wants to
develop a CBA is the choice of alliance partner as that will determine the degree of
perceived compatibility between the social cause and the brand. Although the theory
argues that there is a significant relationship between cause-brand fit and better
consumer responses to CBA, the empirical evidence for this has proved contradictory.
In this sense, this study has proposed a theoretical model which simultaneously
analyses the direct and mediated influence – through its positive effect on altruistic
attributions and brand credibility – of two types of cause-brand fit (i.e. functional and
image) on brand CSR perception in a CBA context.

Figure 2.
Estimated model
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First, the AFC developed to contrast the measurement model’s psychometric properties
has confirmed the dual nature of the cause-brand fit, as two different categories of fit,
functional and image, have emerged from the measurement model’s discriminant
validity. Although the two measures of fit show high correlation ðr ¼ 0:87Þ; they are
not perfectly correlated, thereby confirming that they represent different constructs.
This finding shows that consumers perceive the two types of fit analysed in a
significantly different way, which justifies analysing their influence on consumer
behaviour separately (Gwinner and Eaton, 1999; Lafferty et al., 2004).

Second, the analysis of causal relations shows that both functional and image fit
have a significant influence on CSR perception (Gwinner and Eaton, 1999), but through
different mechanisms. Unlike image fit, functional fit has a significant direct influence,
although gentle, on brand CSR perception (H1a); image fit, however, influences CSR
perception only through its positive influence on altruistic attributions (H2b) and
brand credibility (H3b). Furthermore, this study confirms that altruistic attribution
(H4, H6) and brand credibility (H5) are two basic indicators that consumers use to form
a judgement on CSR perception Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Ellen et al., 2006; Rifon et al.,
2004); consumers are naturally skeptical about CSR promotional strategies so they
base their judgement on these strong diagnostic indicators.

The general fulfilment of the model hypotheses extends the results reported by
Becker-Olsen et al. (2006) and Rifon et al. (2004). These works proposed that
cause-brand fit influences consumers through a sequence of effects: by causing a
context of lower cognitive elaboration, greater levels of fit generate greater altruistic
attribution and brand credibility, which provokes more positive responses (e.g. attitude
and behavioural intentions). Our results confirm this, but only in the case of one of the
cause-brand fit categories, image fit. Effectively, a greater degree of congruence
between brand image and social cause image increases altruistic attribution and brand
credibility. However, the existence of functional compatibility between the
product/service category associated to the brand and the type of social cause being
sponsored translates directly to better CSR perception, without the need for
intermediate variables.

The dual process of influence of cause-brand fit (direct for functional fit and indirect
for image fit) might be explained by the presumed different degree of cognitive
elaboration involved in emitting a judgement on brand CSR, altruism and credibility in
a CBA context. Compared to judgements on brand altruistic motivation and brand
credibility, it is likely that assessments on whether the brand is socially responsible
require greater involvement from the individual, and a relatively high degree of
cognitive elaboration; that is why consumers mainly use diagnostic cues, like brand
credibility and altruism. In this context of greater cognitive elaboration, the
possibilities of using a less accessible cue, such as functional fit, grow. So, the need to
legitimate and validate the evaluation of brand CSR perception (Ellen et al., 2006; Webb
and Mohr, 1998) makes consumers put a series of cognitive processes into action in
which functional fit, due to its less accessible nature, is more likely to be used as an
CSR indicator; this would explain the acceptance of H1a and the rejection and of H1b.

Third, as hypothesized, results show that image fit influences altruistic attributions
(H2b) and brand credibility (H3b) more intensely than functional fit. Compared to
judging brand CSR, evaluating altruistic attributions and brand credibility must
require less cognitive elaboration. In this situation, it is more likely that more
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accessible cues, such as image fit, will be used as input to form the judgement. This
result and its explanation are in line with the findings of Lafferty et al. (2004) who
showed that image fit, and not functional fit, significantly influences general attitude
towards CBA. Authors discussed that the excessive breadth and lack of definition of
the social cause category used in the study (i.e. humanitarian aid) hampered consumer
perception of functional fit. Our results suggest there may be another explanation for
the findings of Lafferty et al. (2004). Possibly, the general assessment of CBA
(i.e. good/bad, positive/negative, favourable/unfavourable) is a judgement that
demands little cognitive activation on the part of the consumer as it does not
involve much personal involvement from the individual. Hence, in a low elaboration
context, the most accessible fit category (i.e. image fit) will be sufficient to issue said
judgement.

Finally, as image fit requires less cognitive elaboration, our results confirm that
cognitive performance has a negative influence on altruistic attributions (Menon and
Kahn, 2003; Strahilevitz, 2003). Thus, the more cognitions consumers make concerning
CBA, the more likely it is that beliefs will emerge concerning the company’s egoistic
character (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Ellen et al., 2006; Rifon et al., 2004); functional fit
would invite the appearance of these thoughts, whereas image fit would not, hence its
positive influence on brand altruism (H2b).

5. Managerial implications, limitations and future research
The main implication for communication managers from this work is that functional
and brand congruence is a key element for achieving effective advertising. By
revealing the way the two dimensions of fit improve brand CSR perception, this work
serves to guide designers into intensifying functional or image congruence in relation
to their end objectives.

This work, therefore, conveys a clear message to communication managers: the
search for social causes which are functionally related to the brand is the most direct
route towards effective advertising in terms of CSR perception, as it does not require
activation of the antecedents, credibility and altruistic attributions. Thus, a food and
agriculture company must prioritise causes where, for example, it can use its products
to fight situations of hunger in marginal neighbourhoods or developing countries
rather than seeking alternatives with a weaker functional link.

For certain companies, the type of products they produce makes it difficult to find
social causes with an evident functional link. Whereas a computer manufacturer can
offer its products to an NGO fighting against electronic illiteracy in degraded
neighbourhoods, an insurance company or a fashion designer will find this functional
fit more difficult. In view of this problem, our work shows that designers have the
option of using their creativity to enhance image fit, which does not directly influence
CSR perception but it does directly affect the two main antecedents: credibility and
altruistic attribution, thereby enhancing CSR perception by this indirect route. By way
of example, if an insurance company’s image, due to previous sponsorship of teams in
different sports is strongly linked to this field, supporting foundations or NGOs
seeking to integrate the immigrant population through sports activities could be a good
choice given the difficulty of finding other options where functional fit is paramount.

Our results also suggest a warning to communication managers: the tremendous
fragility of CSR actions which are not based on integrating this philosophy into the
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company’s reality, but are conceived of only as an alternative tactic for image building.
As we have emphasised, two core antecedents to CSR image are credibility and
altruistic attribution. If the company does not integrate CSR into its strategic mission
and transfer it throughout the all the organisation, it will be easy for actions to occur in
its daily activity which should they become public knowledge, would deteriorate its
credibility or the perception of altruism thereby making any investment in
communication to enhance CSR image ineffective. All the money donated by a
clothing or sports material manufacturer to the “Tiger Woods Foundation to Empower
Youth” would be useless if child labour were used in its factories in South East Asia.
Congruence, in addition to functional and image congruence, must be ethical.

The main limitation of this research is that the proposed theoretical model has been
tested only using stimuli designed for one sector of activity (toiletries and personal
cosmetics), with a single brand (Dove), two categories of social causes (environment
and health services) and two specific NGOs (Ecologistas en Acción and Asociación de
Familiares de Enfermos de Alzheimer). This research context has clearly produced a
bias in the results which means that the generalisation of some of them is limited to the
area being examined.

Likewise, the operationalisation of brand CSR perception is also a limitation in this
work. There is still no consensus over the dimensions of the CSR construct perceived
by the consumer (Maignan, 2001; Garcı́a de los Salmones et al., 2005), and therefore,
there is still no commonly accepted scale for measuring consumer perception of brand
CSR. Furthermore, the very nature of CSR, highly sensitive to the socio-cultural context
(Maignan, 2001), makes it difficult to transfer the results and conclusions to
environments other than the Spanish market.

Finally, in relation to possible future research, it would be interesting to replicate the
testing of the proposed theoretical model with other products which vary in their
utilitarian or self-expressive nature (MacInnis and Jaworski, 1989). The different
symbolic meaning granted to the consumption of a product may vary the diagnosticity
of functional and image fit when it comes to emitting a judgement on brand CSR; for
example, given a utilitarian product, image fit may well be a more diagnostic cue than
functional fit because complementary information to the elaboration of product
characteristics and attributes, inherent in functional consumption (MacInnis and
Jaworski, 1989), can be included in the brand CSR judgement.

Likewise, future research could analyse the possible moderator effect that consumer
involvement with the social cause could have on the influence of both types of fit on
CSR perception. Greater involvement with the social cause increases the degree of
confidence needed when issuing a judgement on brand CSR (Berger et al., 1999). This
intensifies individuals’ cognitive elaboration, thereby increasing the possibility of
using less accessible cues in the judgement, such as functional fit.
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