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Abstract: In cause-related marketing (CRM) programs, the fit between the cause and brand is an
important factor influencing consumer perceptions and behavior. However, the literature demonstrates
that there is disagreement regarding the effect of cause–brand fit on consumer responses with varying
corporate reputation. This study aims to examine the influence of cause–brand fit on consumer
attitudes, attributed company motives, and the moderating role of corporate reputation. With a two
(fit: high/low) by three (reputation: low/medium/high) experimental study, we reveal that consumers
hold positive attitudes toward companies that engage in CRM campaigns. The effect of cause–brand fit
on consumer-attributed company motives is moderated by corporate reputation. For low-reputation
companies, a high cause–brand fit CRM campaign resulted in consumers attributing more negative
motives to companies than low-fit campaigns. The opposite was true for medium-reputation companies.
Meanwhile, high-reputation companies with a high cause–brand fit elicit greater value-driven attributed
motives from consumers than other motives. Recommendations for implementing CRM programs and
for future research are discussed.

Keywords: cause-related marketing; cause–brand fit; corporate reputation; attributed motives;
consumer attitudes

1. Introduction

Companies and private organizations have been viewed as significant contributors to many
contemporary environmental, social, and economic problems afflicting society, i.e., sustainability [1].
Today, society expects not only performance from companies but also ethical and sustainable conduct [2];
consumers in the 21st century are increasingly aware of corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices [3].
In fact, consumers want products to be produced and sold in an environmentally friendly way that
follows ethical standards [4]; technological developments have provided consumers with greater control
over the information they receive and share, especially in the online environment [5]. In response,
many companies have repurposed CSR into a means of gaining a competitive advantage [6] and
promote socially responsible efforts by associating with social causes, which is known as cause-related
marketing (CRM). CRM refers to the process of formulating and implementing marketing activities
in which a firm commits to donating a specific amount to a non-profit organization (NPO) or social
cause when customers purchase their products [7]. This marketing approach has been proven to
be capable of benefitting the company, the consumers, and society simultaneously, and an effective
strategy for companies to promote sustainability with. According to the IEG Sponsorship Spending
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Report (2019), CRM-generated sponsorship has increased from USD 630 million [8] to USD 2.23 billion
(IEG 2019) in the last two decades. The benefits for the company include the opportunity to uniquely
position the brand [9], increasing sales and market share [10], establishing long-term customer
relationships (e.g., customer satisfaction, loyalty, and repurchase) [11], and enhancing corporate image
and reputation [12,13]. Indeed, CRM has become a CSR practice widely adopted by companies [14],
and academic reviews of CRM have gained recent interest [15–17].

Despite these benefits, CRM activities incongruent with the brand can invoke consumer skepticism
toward the motives underlying a company’s CSR initiatives [18]. Moreover, when company reputation
is questioned, skepticism of CRM campaigns may be amplified [19], through which a lack of trust may
cause negative consumer reactions to CSR initiatives [20–22]. Meanwhile, successful CRM is considered
to result in consumer loyalty to cause-related products or services, being the result of an appropriate “fit”
between the corporate branding and associated social causes [23,24]. Consumer perceptions of CRM are
thought to depend not only on demographic factors including gender, age, education, and household
income, but also psychographic factors such as systems of values, culture, and the degree of trust in the
company [25]. Many studies highlight positive consumer responses to firms with high cause–brand
fit [26,27], and others reveal negative outcomes for low cause–brand fit [28]. Although greater congruency
between the perceived interests of the brand and cause has been found to positively increase consumer
attitudes [27,29], and minimize consumer skepticism [14,30], many researchers reveal conflicting results
for the mediating effects of fit on attitudes and purchase intentions. Indeed, some research suggests
that cause–brand fit does not play a significant role [31,32] or that lower congruency may sometimes
result in better CSR outcomes [33–35]. For example, an experiment by Ellen et al. (2006) [35] found an
insignificant difference between a moderate and a high degree of cause–brand fit in relation to purchase
intent. Later findings by Lafferty (2007) [31] found that the fit (poor/good) between the cause and the brand
did not affect consumer attitudes and purchase intentions regardless of the level of corporate credibility
(low/moderate/high). Furthermore, the specific characteristics of the CRM program (e.g., the donation
amount, cause type, and message framing) have shown positive outcomes, but mixed effects are persistent.

Recent research shows that consumer perceptions strongly affect a company’s reputation, where those
engaging in CSR are considered more accepted and credible [36,37]. Moreover, this reputation affects how
CSR initiatives are perceived by consumers [38], because of their evaluations of the CRM communication
efforts by using existing knowledge and prior attitudes about the company to process the new
information [39–41]. Recent research exploring the mechanisms of consumer reactions to CRM has
measured such factors and their influences on consumer perception and behavioral intentions [15].
However, inconsistencies arise within the consideration of corporate reputation and cause–brand fit
simultaneously as determinants for CRM effectiveness. For example, an experiment conducted by Lafferty
(2007) [31] found that the fit between the cause and the brand did not affect consumer attitudes and
purchase intentions, regardless of the level of corporate reputation. Meanwhile, Elving (2013) [41] found
that cause–brand fit can affect consumer attitudes in a different way when varying the corporate reputation.
The study found that a cause–brand fit strategy alters individual reactions to a company from negative to
positive but does not affect individual attitudes if the corporate reputation is good. For these reasons,
corporate reputation is considered a key influencing factor as consumers evaluate company CRM efforts.

Consumer perceptions depend, to some degree, on the effectiveness of the companies’ CRM
communications [42], which have even been shown to vary based on the characteristics of the
medium [43]. One critical element for the success of these communications is the perception consumers
have of the company’s commitment toward a social cause [44,45]. In fact, Yoon et al. (2006) [46] found
that if a company is not able to gain trust in its sincere motives, the desired effects of CSR efforts become
unlikely. Research suggests that whilst CRM efforts communicating a firm’s high cause–brand fit or
intrinsic (other-focused) motives is most effective [44,47–52], consumers understand the responsibility
firms have to their shareholders to make a profit [53], and stakeholders may even appreciate the
extrinsic (self-focused) motives involved [18,50,54,55]. The existing empirical evidence has shown
that these types of motivations attributed to companies by consumers are partially affected by the
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perceived level of cause–brand fit [18,35]. In addition to attributed motives, the current evidence base
varies widely regarding consumer responses to CRM campaigns, including attitudes [56] and purchase
intentions [17].

Thus, this paper aims are three fold: (i) to empirically examine the influence of cause–brand fit on
consumer evaluation (attitudes toward the company) and perception (attributed company’s motive),
(ii) to examine the influence of consumer perceptions of different company motives on their further
attitudes, and (iii) to explore the moderating role of corporate reputation in affecting the effectiveness
of CRM strategies. Thus, this paper contributes to the literature by experimentally examining the
perceived motives of company CRM initiatives nested in a comprehensive model. Insights generated
from this model will help managers to better plan and execute their CRM activities in order to effectively
achieve positive outcomes for the company and the social cause, and ultimately promote economic,
environmental, and social sustainability.

2. Conceptual Framework

2.1. Consumer Responses to CRM

The great interest firms have in adopting CRM lies in its effectiveness in generating positive
consumer attitudes and increasing purchase intentions [57,58]. According to Brown and Dacin (1997) [39],
an organization’s actions and operations are one thing, and the consumer perceptions of those actions are
another. As such, many studies investigate consumer behavior with CRM and develop useful models
to explain such behaviors [59–63]. More specifically, the theory of planned behavior claims the most
immediate and important predictor of consumer behavior is intention [64]. Attitudes are therein defined
as the overall evaluation of the favorableness or unfavorableness of the outcomes of a behavior [64],
with research consistently suggesting that attitude is a strong, direct, and positive predictor of intention [65].
In this way, the cognitive and affective characteristics of CRM communications evoke emotional responses
in consumers that influence their attitudes and, therefore, their behavioral intentions [66]. Interestingly,
psychology research has often demonstrated that negative information has a stronger impact on people’s
attitudes and impressions than positive information [67,68], where factors such as corporate reputation
and attributed motives may work to reduce consumer skepticism [41]. Therefore, this study attempts to
build on the existing knowledge of consumer behavior and examine relationships between consumer
perceptions, corporate reputation, and cause–brand fit, and to develop a model using consumer attitude
as the factor of interest to be investigated.

2.2. The Role of Cause–Brand Fit

The key to successful CRM is consumer loyalty to cause-related products, being the prerequisite
for corporate support to a social cause [47,62]. Perceived cause–brand fit has been defined as the
degree of similarity and compatibility between a company and its efforts to address environmental
and/or social problems [69]. Previous studies have shown that the companies that undertake CRM
efforts with a high fit with their main business activities are better regarded by consumers [14,24,27].
Theoretical explanations of consumer behavior with CRM efforts have been approached through various
perspectives in the literature [70]. In particular, cue congruency theory (also known as consistency
theory) has been most frequently adopted to explain the relationships between cause–brand fit and
other variables [31,71]. In this paradigm, Thomas et al. (2011) [72] suggests that effective CRM
communicating the alignment of social with business actions allows consumers to recognize this
compatibility and, therefore, regard them as more credible. Similarly, Becker-Olsen et al. (2006) [28]
confirmed that when the fit between the company and the social cause was low, the consumer felt
that the company was less credible. However, many researchers reveal conflicting results for the
mediating effects of fit on attitudes and purchase intentions [31,32], and some even claim that lower
congruency may result in better CSR attitudinal outcomes [33–35,54]. Attempts to address these mixed
results have seen researchers identify components within cause–brand congruency such as natural
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and created fit [73], conceptual and perceptual fit [14], and functional and image fit [74]. Despite this,
uni-dimensional conceptions of cause–brand congruency are still investigated in relation to corporate,
reputation, and consumer attitudes [31]. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1. Cause–brand fit is positively related with consumer attitudes toward the company.

2.3. Attributed Company Motives

According to attribution theory [75], consumers would attribute company motives for the CRM,
which refers to the inferences that consumers make about the reasons for the company’s CRM
campaign [29,76]. Previous research has discussed the role of inferred motives in affecting consumer
evaluation of the company and intention to participate in the CRM campaign [15]. However, the majority
of this research into how individuals attribute firm motives has primarily focused on two opposing
constructs—namely, benefit to those external to the firm (i.e., altruistic, or other-centered) versus
benefit to the firm itself (i.e., egoistic, or self-centered) [29,30,44]. Hemingway and Maclagan (2004) [77]
added complexity by classifying a third attributable motive where firms meet societal expectations and
stakeholder expectations (i.e., stakeholder-driven). Ellen et al. (2006) [35], with an interview-based
qualitative study, found that consumers differentiated four types of motives of companies’ CSR efforts:
other-centered motives that are value driven and stakeholder driven and self-centered motives that
are strategic and egoistic [35]. CRM is one type of CSR campaign related to corporate donations [78].
Thus, we predicted that consumers would attribute these four motives to companies’ CRM campaigns.

The cause–brand fit of CRM could influence consumers’ attributed company motives, which would
further influence their attitudes toward the company [14,47]. Previous research has found that a
high cause–brand fit could lead to positive consumer attribution, while a low fit would result in
negative consumer attribution because of the inconsistencies with consumer expectations [14,28].
For example, Kuo and Rice (2015) [14] found that the congruence between firm and cause was
positively related with consumers attributing other-serving motives and was negatively related with
self-serving motives, and altruistic and self-serving motives, furthermore, had positive and negative
effects on consumer reactions, respectively [29]. Differentiating between the four motives, Ellen et al.
(2006) [35] found that consumers would respond positively when they judged a company’s CSR
efforts as value driven and strategic while responding negatively when the CSR efforts were perceived
as stakeholder driven or egoistic. That is, a value-driven motive and strategic motive are positive
attributions, whereas stakeholder-driven and egoistic motives are negative attributions for further
consumer evaluation for the company. Thus, we proposed the following hypotheses:

H2. High cause–brand fit leads to consumers attributing more positive company motives: (a) value-driven
motives; (b) strategic motives.

H3. Low cause–brand fit leads to consumers attributing more negative company motives: (a) stakeholder-driven
motives; (b) egoistic motives.

H4. Consumer attitudes toward a company are positively related with (a) value-driven motives and
(b) strategic motives.

H5. Consumer attitudes toward a company are negatively related with (a) stakeholder-driven motives and
(b) egoistic motives.

2.4. Corporate Reputation as a Moderator

Corporate reputation is the result of all the perceptions that individuals have of a company [41].
Fombrun (1996) [79] (p. 72) defined it as the “perceptual representation of a company’s past actions
and future prospects that describe the firm’s overall appeal to all of its key constituent when
compared with other leading rivals”. Many studies have expressed the ability of CRM activities
to increase corporate reputation [15]. Looking closer, reputation is also one of the most important
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elements of persuasive messages and plays a key role in influencing consumer-attributed motives and
attitudes [41]. More specifically, Elving (2013) [41] found that cause–brand fit can have positive, negative,
or nonsignificant effects on consumer purchase intentions when mediating company reputation.
With regard to consumer attitudes, the study found that a cause–brand fit strategy alters an individual’s
reaction to a company from negative to positive but does not affect an individual’s attitude if the
corporate reputation is good. When consumers are faced with CRM communications, their prior
knowledge about the company plays an important role in affecting their perception of the new
campaign/activity, subsequent evaluation, and even behavior [40]. Thus, corporate reputation would
function as a moderator to affect the effect of cause–brand fit on consumer-attributed motives and
attitudes toward a company. We proposed the following hypothesis:

H6. Corporate reputation has a moderating effect on the whole model.

In summary, we proposed the following theoretical research model for this study (Figure 1).
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3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Experimental Design and Manipulation

This study intended to explore the effects of cause–brand fit on consumers’ attributed motives
and attitudes at varying levels (low, medium, and high) of corporate reputation. We adopted a 2
(cause–brand fit: low vs. high) × 3 (corporate reputation: low vs. medium vs. high) experiment
with the latter factor within subjects. We manipulated the three levels of corporate reputation
(low, medium, and high) with three true companies, which were identified in a pre-test. According to
an industry report, seven known Taiwanese food companies (IME, Hey Song, Wei Chuan, Kuang Chuan,
UNI, Fresh Delight, and Laurel) were chosen and presented to respondents to rate perceived reputation.
With a series of paired-samples t-tests, Wei Chuan was selected as a low-reputation company
(M Wei Chuan = 2.29), UNI as a medium-reputation company (M UNI = 4.57), and IME as a high-reputation
company (M IME = 5.62). To eliminate the potential confounder of company familiarity, a three-item
7-point Likert scale [80] was used, finding high familiarity (all M > 6), with no significant differences
between groups.
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High and low cause–brand fit was manipulated by varying the social causes [81], which were
selected in the same pre-test. Consumer Food Safety and Adolescent Education represented the high-
and low-fitted causes, respectively. For the donation amount for the CRM, we adopted the percentage
of sales, which is most used by managers and researched in literature [71]. Given the impact of
the donation amount on consumer reactions to CRM, a middle-level donation amount was needed.
The pre-test identified 2% of sales.

3.2. Procedure and Measures

Participants were first asked to select their fruit preference between an apple and watermelon.
Those who chose apple would enter the low cause–brand fit scenario; the others would enter the
high cause–brand fit scenario. Then, we presented each company’s name, industrial category (food
manufacture), and logo. After that, the respondents were asked to rate corporate reputation according to
each of the following four statements on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)
(e.g., for IME): (1) “IME is a company I have a good feeling about”, (2) “IME is a company that I trust”,
(3) “IME is a company that I admire and respect”, and (4) “IME has a good overall reputation” [82].
Following this, the participants were presented with an example CRM campaign. For example,
the IME decided to allocate 2% of annual sales toward a charity fund to sponsor the social cause
“Consumer Food Safety”. Then, the respondents were instructed to infer the companies’ motivations
for developing the CRM program on a 7-point Likert scale (e.g., “They want to make it easier for
consumers who care about the cause to support it.”) [35]. On the next screen, the respondents
were instructed to indicate their attitudes toward the company on a mixed four-item 7-point
semantic differential scale anchored by “bad/good”, “unfavorable/favorable”, “negative/positive”, and
“dislike/like” [27,73]. Subsequently, the respondents were asked to rate on a three-item 7-point bi-polar
scale (“incompatible/compatible”, “unbelievable/believable”, and “makes no sense/makes sense”) to
check the manipulation of cause–brand fit [31]. Finally, participants’ demographic characteristics were
collected, including age, gender, education level, and monthly income (see supplementary file).

3.3. Data Collection

Data were collected in Taiwan, China. The questionnaire was originally developed in English and
translated into Chinese, before being translated again by two bilingual experts to ensure consistency.
An online invitation link to the experiment was placed on PTT (https://www.ptt.cc/index.html),
the largest bulletin board system in Taiwan. The participants were told that the aim of the study was to
gather opinions on food manufacturers in Taiwan. Individuals who visited the communities and were
interested in the content completed the experiment. In addition, the participants were informed that
they would be entered into a lottery with a prize of a 16G USB flash disk if their answers were valid.
The winners were notified by e-mail.

4. Results

4.1. Participants’ Profile

In total, 293 participants completed the experiment, of which 218 provided valid responses;
110 participants were allocated to the high cause–brand fit condition, and 108, the low cause–brand fit
condition. The sample consisted of 38.1% males and 61.9% females. The majority of the participants
(91.1%) were between 18 and 40 years of age; 29.8% were 19 to 24 years old and 25 to 29 years old,
22.5% were 30 to 34 years old, and 9.2% were 35–39 years old. The education level of more than half
(64.2%) of the respondents was college (including technological academy), and nearly one third (32.6%)
were master’s students. The monthly income of most respondents was TWD 15,000 or below (31.2%),
TWD 25,001–35,000 (20.2%), or TWD 35,001–45,000 (20.2%) (see Table 1).

https://www.ptt.cc/index.html
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Table 1. Respondents’ demographic statistics.

Variable Category
Overall (N = 218) Low Fit (N = 108) High Fit (N = 110)

n Valid (%) n Valid (%) n Valid (%)

Gender
Male 83 38.1 32 29.6 51 46.4
Female 135 61.9 76 70.4 59 53.6

Age
18 years old or below 6 2.8 4 3.7 2 1.8
19–24 years old 65 29.8 36 33.3 29 26.4
25–29 years old 65 29.8 32 29.6 33 30.0
30–34 years old 49 22.5 22 20.4 27 24.5
35–39 years old 20 9.2 11 10.2 9 8.2
40 years old or above 13 6.1 3 2.8 10 9.1

Education
Senior high school 5 2.3 2 1.9 3 2.7
College 140 64.2 73 67.6 67 60.9
Master 71 32.6 32 29.6 39 35.5
Doctor 2 0.9 1 0.9 1 0.9

Monthly income
TWD 15,000 or below 68 31.2 39 36.1 29 26.4
TWD 15,001–25,000 15 6.9 8 7.4 7 6.4
TWD 25001–35,000 44 20.2 18 16.7 26 23.6
TWD 35,001–45,000 44 20.2 26 24.1 18 16.4
TWD 45,001–55,000 25 11.5 8 7.4 17 15.5
TWD 55,001–65,000 13 6.0 6 5.6 7 6.4
TWD 65,001 or above 9 4.1 3 2.8 6 5.4

4.2. Scale Validation

The reliability and validity of the scales were tested before checking the manipulation and testing
the hypotheses. Because the corporate reputation, cause–brand fit, and consumer attitudes were all
measured more than once, all the answers for each variable were combined to assess the adequacy of
the scale overall. Reliability tests and confirmatory factor analyses were conducted via SPSS v.26 and
AMOS v.26 (see Table 2).

Table 2. Reliability and validity analysis results.

Construct Items Estimate C. Ratio 1 S.E. 2 C.R. 3 AVE 4 Alpha

Corporate reputation 0.976

CR1 X is a company I have a good feeling
about. 0.966 0.977 0.914

CR2 X is a company that I trust. 0.967 66.771 0.015

CR3 X is a company that I admire and
respect. 0.954 60.859 0.017

CR4 X has a good overall reputation. 0.937 54.828 0.020

Cause–brand fit 0.937
FIT1 Incompatible/compatible 0.911 0.938 0.834
FIT2 Unbelievable/believable 0.915 37.621 0.028
FIT3 Make no sense/makes sense 0.913 37.440 0.028

Attributed motives 0.880
Other-centered 0.926
value-driven 0.893 0.735 0.892

VDM1 They feel morally obligated to help. 0.797

VDM4
They want to make it easier for
consumers who care about the cause
to support it.

0.884 25.654 0.042

VDM5 They are trying to give something
back to the community. 0.888 25.806 0.040



Sustainability 2020, 12, 8338 8 of 17

Table 2. Cont.

Construct Items Estimate C. Ratio 1 S.E. 2 C.R. 3 AVE 4 Alpha

Stakeholder-driven 0.891 0.734 0.878
SDM1 They feel their customers expect it. 0.935

SDM2 They feel society in general (i.e.,
consumers) expect it. 0.897 36.030 0.026

SDM3 They feel their stockholders expect it. 0.723 23.426 0.036

Self-centered 0.899
Strategic 0.847 0.652 0.829

SM1 They will get more customers by
making this offer. 0.864

SM2 They will keep more of their
customers by making this offer. 0.873 27.104 0.036

SM3 They hope to increase profits by
making this offer. 0.668 18.775 0.047

Egoistic 0.875 0.703 0.862

EM1
They are taking advantage of the
non-profit organization to help their
own business.

0.868

EM2 They are taking advantage of the
cause to help their own business. 0.925 30.562 0.032

EM4 They want to get publicity. 0.707 20.873 0.038

Attitude 0.983
ATT1 Bad/good 0.976 0.983 0.936
ATT2 Unfavorable/favorable 0.966 72.166 0.014
ATT3 Negative/positive 0.968 74.075 0.014
ATT4 Dislike/like 0.960 68.792 0.015

Notes. VDM: value-driven motive; SDM: stakeholder-driven motive; SM: strategic motive; EM: egoistic motive;
ATT: consumer attitudes. Items deleted: VDM2, VDM3, SDM4, EM3. 1: C. ratio = critical ratio; 2: S.E. = standard
error; 3: C.R. = composite reliability; 4: AVE = average variance extracted.

Indicator reliability was determined by the standard estimate, and the results suggested a high
degree of individual item reliability of 0.7 or larger [83]. Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability
were both used to measure internal item consistency [84]. The results demonstrated excellent reliability
for all four scales (between 0.80 and 0.98) [84]. The convergent validity was assessed through the
average variance (AVE). The results indicated adequate validity for all the constructs, as all the AVE
values well exceeded 0.5 [84,85].

4.3. Manipulation Check

A series of ANOVAs (Analyses of Variance) were conducted to examine the manipulation of
cause–brand fit and corporate reputation. The results indicated that the manipulation for cause–brand
fit was successful. There was a significant difference in the means of fit for the two different causes
(F (1, 652) = 7.891, p < 0.01). Consumer Food Safety was considered a cause more congruent with the
food company (M = 5.02) than the Adolescent Education cause (M = 4.70). The manipulation check for
corporate reputation was also successful. There was a significant difference in the means of corporate
reputation for Wei Chuan (low: M = 2.84), UNI (medium: M = 4.39), and IME (high: M = 5.69)
(F (2, 651) = 272.084, p < 0.001). Thus, the manipulations were all successful.

4.4. Hypothesis Testing

4.4.1. Structural Model

We used covariance-based structural equation modeling (SEM) in AMOS to test the causal paths
between cause–brand fit, attributed motives, and consumer attitudes. The results showed that the
overall fit of the model was good (χ2/df = 4.706, CFI = 0.961, TLI = 0.953, RFI = 0.941, NFI = 0.951,
and RMSEA = 0.075). In the overall model (Figure 2), there was a significant direct pathway between
cause–brand fit and consumer attitudes toward the company (Std. β = 0.632, p < 0.001), thus supporting
hypothesis H1. In addition, cause–brand fit also impacted consumer attitudes through the attributed
company’s motivation. The cause–brand fit had significant effects across all the four dimensions of



Sustainability 2020, 12, 8338 9 of 17

motivation, particularly value-driven motives (Std. β = 0.798, p < 0.001), stakeholder-driven motives
(Std. β = 0.699, p < 0.001), strategic motives (Std. β= 0.323, p < 0.001), and egoistic motives (Std. β = 0.090,
p < 0.05). These results supported H2 but refuted H3. Furthermore, value-driven motives had a
significant positive effect on consumer attitudes (Std. β = 0.180, p < 0.001), while egoistic motives had a
significant negative effect (Std. β = −0.102, p < 0.05) on consumer attitudes. Stakeholder-driven motives
(Std. β = 0.076, p > 0.05) and strategic motives (Std. β = −0.074, p > 0.05) did not significantly influence
consumer attitudes. Thus, H4 and H5 were partially supported.
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4.4.2. Moderation

Multi-group analysis (MGA) was then applied to the model to examine the moderating effect
of corporate reputation for both high and low cause–brand fit conditions. Table 3 illustrates the
effects (Std. β) of each variable relationship in the model. The results indicated a significant direct
pathway between the cause–brand fit and consumer attitudes regardless of the company’s reputation
or perceived cause–brand fit. However, there were significant differences for the impacts of attributed
motives on consumer attitudes when the corporate reputation varied.

When a low-reputation company implemented a CRM program and the cause–brand fit was
high, consumer-attributed egoistic motives would further negatively impact their attitudes toward the
company (Std. β = −0.204, p < 0.05). Meanwhile, stakeholder-driven motives would be prominent
and further positively impact consumer attitudes (Std. β = 0.436, p < 0.01) when the low-reputation
company supported a low-fit cause.

There was a completely different result for the medium-reputation company. Specifically, when a
medium-reputation company implemented a CRM program and the cause–brand fit was high,
consumers would mainly attribute value-driven motives, and it had a positive effect on their attitudes
(Std. β = 0.504, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, the attributed strategic motive would be prominent and further
negatively impact consumer company attitudes (Std. β=−0.398, p < 0.01) when the medium-reputation
company supported a low-fit cause.

For the high-reputation company, consumers mainly inferred its CRM campaign as other centered
when it supported a low-fit social cause. Moreover, the value-driven motive (Std. β = 0.529, p < 0.05)
had a significantly positive impact and the stakeholder-driven motive (Std. β = −0.403, p < 0.05)
had negative effect on consumer attitudes toward the company. When the high-reputation company
supported a high-fit social cause, the consumer-attributed strategic motive would further negatively
impact their attitudes toward the company (Std. β = −0.301, p < 0.05). Taken together, corporate
reputation had a significant moderating effect on the effect of cause–brand fit. Thus, hypothesis H6
was supported.
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Table 3. Model path coefficients and multi-group analysis.

Overall Low Reputation Medium Reputation High Reputation

Relationships Std. β p Std. β p Std. β p Std. β p

Low fit
FIT→ VDM 0.772 *** 0.740 *** 0.693 *** 0.720 ***
FIT→ SDM 0.706 *** 0.606 *** 0.669 *** 0.648 ***
FIT→ SM 0.424 *** 0.361 0.001 ** 0.517 *** 0.543 ***
FIT→ EM 0.177 ** 0.068 0.536 0.321 0.003 ** 0.387 ***

VDM→ ATT 0.031 0.800 -0.116 0.549 0.338 0.219 0.529 0.019 *
SDM→ ATT 0.203 0.05 * 0.436 0.004 ** −0.008 0.976 −0.403 0.037 *
SM→ ATT −0.172 0.05 * −0.105 0.509 −0.398 0.009 ** 0.321 0.135
EM→ ATT −0.094 0.234 −0.183 0.216 0.032 0.804 −0.342 0.075
FIT→ ATT 0.667 *** 0.482 0.001 ** 0.626 *** 0.640 ***

High fit
FIT→ VDM 0.807 *** 0.714 *** 0.845 *** 0.694 ***
FIT→ SDM 0.692 *** 0.644 *** 0.654 *** 0.545 ***
FIT→ SM 0.259 *** 0.355 0.003 ** 0.231 0.031 * 0.308 0.003 **
FIT→ EM 0.029 0.623 0.063 0.546 0.060 0.546 0.189 0.068

VDM→ ATT 0.209 0.016 * 0.095 0.617 0.504 *** 0.248 0.103
SDM→ ATT 0.003 0.964 0.151 0.369 −0.109 0.248 −0.058 0.635
SM→ ATT −0.038 0.570 0.040 0.716 −0.107 0.684 −0.301 0.023 *
EM→ ATT −0.083 0.190 −0.240 0.022 * 0.039 0.875 0.157 0.212
FIT→ ATT 0.704 *** 0.608 *** 0.500 *** 0.669 ***

Note. VDM: value-driven motive; SDM: stakeholder-driven motive; SM: strategic motive; EM: egoistic motive;
ATT: consumer attitudes. *** p <.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

5. Discussion

This study sought to provide further evidence of the influence of cause–brand fit and corporate
reputation on consumer attitudes and attributed company motives. The results suggested that
the cause–brand fit significantly impacted consumer attitudes toward the company directly and
through attributed company motives. We also identified the moderating role of corporate reputation.
The following section discusses the important practical and theoretical implications of these results in
relation to previous studies and the important theoretical and practical implications.

5.1. The Influence of Cause–Brand Fit

The congruency between the social cause and the company’s business is important for consumer
perception, reaction, and the effectiveness of the CRM program. Our results suggested that cause–brand
fit positively influenced consumer attitudes toward the company. These findings are similar to those of
many previous studies suggesting that a high cause–brand fit for CRM campaigns elicits more positive
outcomes such as enhanced brand image [44], brand credibility [28], and purchase intentions [15,27,29].
The positive effect of fit on consumer responses aligns with congruency theory, stating that the more
the two entities fit, the better the association and attitudinal outcomes [29].

This positive effect of fit on consumer attitudes is in contrast to Lafferty’s (2007) [31] findings,
where cause–brand fit had no significant effect on consumer attitude and purchase intentions, regardless
of the company’s level of reputation. The two causes (Adolescent Education and Consumer Food
Safety) in our study belong to two different social fields and adopted neutral expressions. In Lafferty
(2007)’s study [31], the high-(Prevention of Cruelty of Animals) and low-(Save the Whales) fit causes
belong to one category—animal—and on the other hand, used preventive and promotive framing,
respectively. The cause category and framing were both proven to be important factors impacting
consumer responses to the company and associated CRM programs [71,86]. Thus, future research could
explore the interaction effect of the cause category, cause framing, and cause–brand fit on consumer
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perception and reaction to CRM. Companies should also simultaneously consider cause type and
framing when deciding to support a high-fit social cause in CRM.

5.2. Attributed Company Motives

The results suggested that consumers deliberately attributed value-driven motives, stakeholder-driven
motives, strategic motives, and egoistic motives to companies. That is, consumers made specific
inferences about why companies engage in CRM campaigns. This finding aligns with previous studies
highlighting several components to consumer-attributed motives [35], as opposed to merely two opposing
constructs [14,29].

The results also showed that high cause–brand fit leads to higher positive consumer responses than
a low fit. Specifically, a high fit mainly elicited perceived value-driven company motives, whereas a low
fit resulted in greater stakeholder-driven and strategic motives. In this way, value-driven motives are
known to be more conducive to positive consumer evaluations and purchase behavior, finally leading
to success of the CRM efforts [35]. Similarly, previous studies also identified a high cause–brand fit
as a precursor to positive motive attribution [30,47]. On the other hand, this result indicated that
consumers had simpler attributions for the CRM programs with high cause–brand fit. This further
supports the congruency between a low (vs. high) fit and favorable company motives, due to the
inconsistencies with consumer expectations [28,29]. From this perspective, companies should adopt a
high-fit strategy to reduce consumer skepticism, which may lead to critical thinking about a company’s
motives [41]. For example, when a Food Company donates money to aid third world countries
(high cause–brand fit), consumers would attribute the company’s motives as value-driven. However,
when a Food Company supports a little-congruent cause such as Save the Wildlife, such inconsistency
would raise consumer skepticism about the CRM campaign.

Our study proposed that consumers could make detailed attributions for firms’ CRM programs and
adopted Ellen et al. (2006)’s [35] scale that divided other-centered motives into value-driven motives and
stakeholder-driven motives, and self-centered motives into strategic and egoistic motives. The results
suggested that value-driven and stakeholder-driven motives had positive effects, whereas the strategic
and egoistic motives had negative effects on consumer attitudes. This is similar to most of the literature
(e.g., [29]) that simply considered consumers’ inferences as either self- or other-centered motives,
and found that the former positively affect and the latter negatively affect further consumer evaluation.
However, our finding differs somewhat from Ellen et al. (2006)’s [35] result that value-driven and
strategic motives had positive effects while stakeholder-driven and egoistic motives had negative
effects on consumers. Looking closer, it is clear that value-driven motives have positive effects
and egoistic motives have negative effects on consumer responses. However, there remain widely
different results determining the effect of stakeholder-driven and strategic motives. This might
be due to cultural differences. Our study was conducted in Taiwan, China, where a collectivist
culture is most prevalent. Therefore, this may explain this study’s more positive responses when
the company’s CRM was perceived to satisfy the stakeholders’ expectations (i.e., stakeholder-driven
motives). The respondents in Ellen et al. (2006)’s [35] research were Americans, who are more
individualistic and place companies’ economic goals higher than social responsibilities [48]. Therefore,
consumers’ attributed companies’ strategic motives in Ellen et al. (2006) [35] positively impacted
consumer attitudes, whereas stakeholder-driven motives negatively influenced attitudes. More studies
should be conducted to further examine these motives’ effects on consumer responses and explore
the effect of culture (collectivism vs. individualism). On the other hand, companies should design
CRM campaigns based on the target market’s culture and consumers’ self-construal, so as to elicit the
targeted consumers’ positive reaction and then better achieve economic and social sustainability.

5.3. Corporate Reputation

Our results suggested the moderating role of corporate reputation has an effect on cause–brand fit
and consumer-attributed company motives. For the company with a low reputation, a low cause–brand
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fit CRM program led to consumer-attributed stakeholder-driven motives, which had positive effects
on consumer attitudes toward the company. Meanwhile a high-fit CRM campaign of a low-reputation
company resulted in egoistic company motives, which negatively influenced attitudes. That is,
the low-reputation companies could benefit from a low-fit CRM campaign, but a high-fit CRM would
harm the low-reputation companies. This finding aligns with Yoon et al. (2006) [46], who found that a
high cause–brand fit strategy would yield reverse effects for low-reputation companies. It is worth
noting that the companies’ low reputation in Yoon et al. (2006) [46] was manipulated with low-reputation
industries (i.e., tobacco and oil). Our study extends their results, where even a low-reputation company
in a neutral industry (e.g., a food company) reveals the same effects. Thus, low- or bad-reputation
companies should avoid adopting high cause–brand fit CRM strategies. Rather, supporting a low-fit
social cause in CRM would be accepted by consumers, and the low-reputation companies would
ultimately benefit.

Interestingly, the opposite result was found for the medium-reputation company. Specifically,
medium-reputation companies were shown to benefit from high-fit CRM campaigns due to
consumers attributing value-driven company motives, whereas a low cause–brand fit would harm
the medium-reputation company because it resulted in consumers attributing strategic motives,
which negatively impact consumer attitudes toward companies. This finding is in contrast to the
findings of Elving (2013) [41], who found that companies with medium reputation could gain positive
outcomes regardless of the fit. The stimuli in Elving (2013)’s [41] study were fictitious companies,
manipulated by presenting participants a paragraph of textual information. In the case of the
current study, we adopted true companies, which increased the external validity. On the other hand,
the familiarity that the participants had with the true companies may have impacted the results.
Future research could further explore the moderating effect of familiarity against novelty. Companies
should also note the familiarity that consumers have with them when designing CRM campaigns.

For the high-reputation company, there were negative attributed motives for both the high and low
cause–brand fit scenarios. Specifically, a high cause–brand fit CRM campaign by the high-reputation
companies resulted in consumer-attributed strategic motives, which negatively impacted consumer
attitudes toward the company. This is different from Elving (2013)’s [41] results showing that there
was the lowest level of skepticism for a good reputation and good cause–brand fit. In addition,
when a high-reputation company engaged in a low-fit CRM campaign, consumers would infer
value-driven and stakeholder-driven motives. Moreover, consumers attributed stakeholder-driven
motives to the high-reputation company, which negatively impacted attitudes. These results differ
from those for the low- and medium-reputation companies. One explanation may be the high
expectations that consumers have for high-reputation companies [87]. That is, high-reputation
companies should make more contributions and/or take more responsibility for environmental and
social sustainability. Thus, high-reputation companies should make more efforts to satisfy consumers’
higher CSR expectations, improving consumer satisfaction and favorable consumer responses, such as
loyalty and word of mouth.

6. Conclusions

CRM could benefit companies and society simultaneously when it elicits positive consumer
responses, which contribute to sustainability. Environmental, social, and economic sustainability
are three major dimensions of sustainability [88]. Environmental and social sustainability could be
achieved by supporting environmental (e.g., climate change) and social causes (e.g., disaster relief)
in CRM, while economic sustainability would be achieved when consumers responded positively to
the company.

Based on this study’s results, we confirm that both the cause–brand fit and the perceived company
reputation per se have important implications for consumer evaluations of CRM efforts and, ultimately,
behavior. There is no absolute answer for “Which one is better: high or low cause–brand fit?” because of
the moderating effect of corporate reputation. Low-reputation companies could achieve positive
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outcomes by engaging in a low cause–brand fit CRM campaign, while a high-fit strategy would harm
it. The opposite is true for the medium-reputation companies. That is, medium-reputation companies
could achieve positive outcomes by engaging in a high cause–brand fit CRM campaign, while a
low-fit strategy would hurt it. The high-reputation companies need to make more efforts to achieve
positive consumer responses because of consumers’ high expectations of them. Therefore, companies
should choose the social causes carefully based on their own business and reputation to better achieve
economic sustainability while making contributions to environmental and social sustainability.

In addition, the moderating role of corporate reputation revealed that perceived company motives
seemed to depend on how consumers viewed their place in society. High-reputation companies may
hold greater power or wealth and, therefore, are seen to be more socially responsible than smaller
companies, who may be perceived as, due to their size, “allowed” to have more self-driven motives.
As corporate entities gather more and more wealth compared to public bodies and governments,
their perceived responsibilities to social causes involving the environment and society also increase.
In other words, high-reputation companies should assume more social responsibility to social and
environmental sustainability than smaller ones. Medium- and low-reputation companies could firstly
improve their own economic sustainability and then be able to contribute more to environmental and
social sustainability through CRM campaigns.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/20/8338/s1.
Table S1: The questionnaire for the experiment.
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