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Abstract

Cause-related marketing (CRM) is a marketing tool that brings benefits to a sponsoring company, a cause and a
consumer. Companies all over the world are showing greater interest in CRM because of the plethora of benefits
it brings to key stakeholders and the increasing consumer concern over socially responsible consumption.
However, despite the widespread adoption of CRM among companies, consumers may view CRM with
skepticism. Using a survey method, this study examined whether or not Malaysians are skeptical toward CRM.
Further, this study examined the impact of consumer skepticism on attitude toward and evaluation of CRM. The
results showed that, in general, consumer skepticism toward CRM falls in the middle range. The results also
showed that consumer skepticism significantly influences attitude toward CRM and CRM evaluation. Thus,
some issues need to be taken into consideration by companies in order to reduce the level of consumer
skepticism toward CRM.
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1. Introduction

Today’s consumers are becoming increasingly concerned over environmental and social issues such as
conservation of the environment, recycling, poverty and education of the poor. This has influenced and shaped
their consumption patterns. Consumption patterns that take into consideration the impact of consumption on
environmental and social issues can be considered as socially responsible forms of consumption. Cause-related
marketing (CRM) enables consumers to make a difference in society through their purchases. In line with this,
there has been increasing interest in the adoption of CRM campaigns among companies in many parts of the
world. According to IEG Sponsorship, spending on cause-partnerships was expected to reach USD1.55 billion in
2009, a 2.2% increase from the previous year (IEG Sponsorship Report, 2009).

In Western countries, especially in the United States of America (USA) and in the United Kingdom (UK), CRM
campaigns have been widely used as a promotional tool to increase sales and to raise funds for causes. Indeed,
CRM has been used as an important promotional tool for more than 20 years. The first CRM campaign is
believed to have been conducted by American Express in 1983; the campaign was conducted to raise funds to
restore the Statue of Liberty (Adkins, 2000; Pringle & Thompson, 2001). CRM has now evolved from being a
promotional tool to a strategic tool that is tied directly to corporate strategies. In Malaysia, CRM is becoming
more and more popular; many companies such as Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC), Colgate, The Loving
Company (TLC) and Body Shop have used CRM campaigns to increase sales and at the same time contribute to
several causes. This means that each time a consumer purchases a CRM product, a proportion of that spend is
donated to a cause. For example, since 2006, KFC has conducted CRM campaigns to support World Hunger
Relief Funds to help support poor people all over the world. In this campaign, a proportion of the purchase price
for certain KFC menu items is donated to the World Hunger Relief Funds. Cause-related marketing allows
consumers to express their concerns about environmental and social issues such as environmental conservation,
hunger, poverty, education for poor children and support for disabled people through their purchases in grocery
stores or supermarkets at no additional cost to them in terms of time and money.
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An important issue that has arisen in respect of the increasing trend toward socially responsible consumption
among consumers and the widespread use of CRM in many parts of the world is whether or not consumers view
CRM with skepticism. Consumer skepticism makes consumers doubt or question a company’s claims regarding
its involvement in trying to improve or mitigate social and environmental issues. Previous studies point out that
in a country where CRM is widely used, such as in the USA, consumer skepticism toward CRM is declining
(e.g., Webb & Mohr, 1998). In addition, previous studies suggest that consumers in countries where CRM is less
established have a less positive attitude toward CRM (Lavack & Kropp, 2003; Singh et al., 2009). Consumer
skepticism toward CRM is a challenge for companies investigating the possibility of implementing CRM. This is
because CRM tends to be viewed with skepticism because a donation to a particular cause is linked with a
purchase of a product (Singh et al., 2009). Thus, consumers often perceive CRM as an exploitation of a cause for
a company’s self-interest (Cui et al., 2003; Forehand & Grier, 2003). Past research suggests that skepticism
affects consumer response to CRM campaigns (Bronn & Vrioni, 2001; Pirsch et al., 2007; Singh et al., 2009;
Webb & Mohr, 1998). Moreover, consumer skepticism could lead to rejection of the CRM claims made in CRM
campaigns (Bronn & Vrioni, 2001) and could affect the purchasing behavior of consumers (Gupta & Pirsch,
2007).

Since CRM is becoming more prevalent in Malaysia, it is crucial to gain an understanding of the level of
Malaysian consumer skepticism toward CRM. In relation to this issue, this study aimed to answer two questions:
First, are Malaysian consumers skeptical toward CRM campaigns? Second, what is the impact of consumer
skepticism toward CRM on attitude toward and evaluation of CRM campaigns?

The study of these issues is essential considering the widespread adoption of CRM among companies and lack of
empirical evidence on the level of consumer skepticism toward CRM in Malaysia. This study will extend the
application of Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973) to the context of CRM. The results of this study will also provide
important information for marketers and managers who are involved in CRM campaigns in Malaysia and in
other countries where CRM is a new concept. In this paper, first an overview of CRM is presented together with
a definition thereof. Second, a definition of skepticism is given and the impact of consumer skepticism toward
CRM on consumer behavior variables is discussed. Third, the methodology used in this study is presented.
Fourth and fifth, the results and a detailed discussion thereof are provided. The paper concludes with a
discussion of the theoretical and managerial implications of the findings and the study limitations and
suggestions for future research.

2. Cause-related Marketing: An Overview

This study combines Signaling Theory and the Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) to explain the influence of
consumer skepticism on the response toward CRM. Signaling theory suggests that consumers use cues to form
their judgments about objects (Spence, 1973). If we apply signaling theory to the context of this study, it can be
considered that consumers use the messages of cause claims that appear in CRM advertisements as a signal or
cue to form their judgments about CRM campaigns. According to the PKM (Friestad & Wright, 1995, p. 62),
consumers draw on their persuasion beliefs when interpreting and responding to marketers’ persuasion attempts
(e.g., advertising that has social dimensions such as CRM campaigns). In the context of CRM, it can be
suggested that consumers’ persuasion beliefs regarding CRM can be very much influenced by their knowledge
and feelings of skepticism toward CRM campaigns. Therefore, it is predicted that consumer knowledge and
consumer skepticism influence the interpretation of signals (cause claims) in CRM advertisements.

2.1 Cause-related Marketing

Cause-related marketing is a type of corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiative. Cause-related marketing is
more prevalent today because CRM is able to enhance corporate image and profits as well as increase funds for a
multitude of causes. Cause-related marketing has been defined as: “the process of formulating and implementing
marketing activities that are characterized by an offer from firm to contribute a specified amount to a designated
cause when customers engage in revenue-providing exchanges that satisfy organizational and individual
objectives” (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988, p. 60).

Varadarajan and Menon’s definition of CRM suggests that a company’s donation to a cause is linked with a
purchase of a certain product. This definition focuses on the transaction-based CRM implementation. Liu and Ko
(2011) suggest that transaction-based CRM refers to corporations donations to a specific charity is based on a
portion of profits from each product sold (p. 255). Cause-related marketing campaigns allow consumers to
donate to a cause because, for every purchased of a certain product, a proportion of its sale price is donated to a
cause.
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A review of past literature showed that many researchers use the definition of Varadarajan and Menon (1988).
One possible reason for the widespread acceptance of this definition among researchers could be due to the fact
that it aptly describes the unique marriage of philanthropy and profit. Through CRM, companies can gain profit
because consumers are attracted to buy a “product with a heart”. Cause-related marketing brings benefits to a
company, a cause and a consumer. CRM can enhance a company’s image, increase product sales and profit
(Varadarajan & Menon, 1986); a cause can receive greater funding and enhanced publicity (Berglind & Nakata,
2005); and a CRM product purchase provides a consumer with an opportunity to donate to a cause in a way that
is simple and convenient (Langen, Grebitus, & Hartmann, 2010).

Much of the academic research on consumer response to CRM emerged following the seminal work on CRM by
Varadarajan and Menon (1988). Academic research on CRM has covered the effect of CRM on consumer
behavior variables such as purchase intention (e.g., Moosmayer & Fuljahn, 2010), brand loyalty (Brink et al.,
2006) and attitude toward CRM (Cui et al., 2003; Sheikh & Beise-Zee, 2011). Most of the previous studies have
found that the effect of CRM on consumer response variables is positive. However, previous studies (e.g., Webb
& Mohr, 1998; Singh et al., 2009) have also suggested that consumer skepticism could result in a negative
response toward CRM. However, an extensive review of the literature revealed that studies on the effect of
consumer skepticism on consumer response to CRM remain scarce.

2.2 Consumer Skepticism toward Cause-related Marketing

Consumer skepticism is defined as consumers’ tendency to disbelieve or question a company’s motivation to
conduct a CRM program (Mohr, Eroglu, & Ellen, 1998). Skepticism toward advertising is the general tendency
of disbelief about advertising claims; it represents a basic marketplace belief that varies across persons and is
related to general persuasability (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998, p. 159).

In the CRM context, for every CRM campaign conducted, brands or companies often make claims about their
support for or involvement in social and environmental issues. These claims can be viewed with skepticism by
consumers. Consumer skepticism can lead consumers to respond negatively to CRM campaigns. In general, a
highly skeptical consumer will perceive the accuracy of a CRM claim to be low. In contrast, a consumer with a
low level of skepticism will perceive the accuracy of a CRM claim to be higher. Additionally, consumer
skepticism toward CRM can increase if CRM campaigns are heavily advertised in the media (Singh et al., 2009).

Previous studies suggest that consumer skepticism plays an important role in influencing consumer response to
CRM (e.g., Bronn & Vrioni, 2001; Gupta & Pirsch, 2006; Singh et al., 2009; Webb & Mohr, 1998). Webb and
Mohr (1998) indicate that a consumer’s interpretation of CRM could depend on the level of skepticism that they
have regarding the cause claims in CRM campaigns. Consumer skepticism about CRM can occur because (1)
consumers often question cause claims because they are skeptical about a company’s motive for conducting
CRM campaigns and (2) consumers distrust CRM campaigns conducted by companies (Webb & Mohr, 1998).

Previous studies suggest that there are two motives for companies conducting partnerships with causes: extrinsic
and intrinsic motives (e.g., Cui, Trent, Sullivan, & Matiru, 2003). Extrinsic motives are viewed with a higher
level of skepticism than intrinsic motives. The reason for this appears to be that extrinsic motives can be
perceived as egoistic or self-interested while intrinsic motives can be seen as altruistic or other-interested (Cui et
al., 2003). More specifically, self-interested motives are more likely to be viewed with a higher degree of
skepticism if a CRM campaign is perceived to be conducted mainly in order to generate higher sales and profits.
On the other hand, other-interested motives can be viewed with a lower degree of skepticism because consumers
perceive that a company’s motive for conducting such a campaign is altruistic, i.e., to support a cause. In line
with this, Singh et al. (2009) suggest that consumers tend to be skeptical toward CRM because a donation to a
cause is linked to revenue generation. Consumers tend to believe that CRM campaigns are conducted because
companies want to enhance their sales and generate more profits rather than help causes.

Consumers’ distrust of CRM campaigns can also occur as a result of the small proportion amount of money of
the purchase price donated to a particular cause for each purchase of CRM products (e.g., RM0.10). In general,
large donations are perceived as more altruistic and real than small donations (Dahl & Lavack, 1995). In
addition, disclosing the amount of the donation to a cause in a particular CRM campaign can reduce consumer
doubts about a company’s motive for partnering with a cause. Webb and Mohr (1998) suggest that disclosing the
amount of money being donated to a cause via CRM campaigns helps to reduce consumer doubt about whether
or not the money raised is actually donated to a cause as promised.

Previous studies found that consumer skepticism can influence purchase intention (Barone et al., 2000; Gupta &
Pirsch, 2006; Szykman et al., 1997; Webb & Mohr, 1998). Barone et al. (2000) suggest that a high degree of
congruency between a sponsoring company and a cause can influence consumer skepticism. A high degree of
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congruency between a company and a cause generates a high degree of consumer skepticism. This is due to the
perception that the company is exploiting rather than helping the cause (Barone et al., 2000). In contrast, Gupta
and Pirsch (2006) found that consumer skepticism does not influence purchase intention. They suggest that
consumers can perceive companies’ motives for conducting CRM campaigns as altruistic motives and hence,
they are willing to purchase CRM products.

Bronn and Vrioni (2001) surveyed Norwegian consumers and found that the level of skepticism among
Norwegian consumers is rather high. This could be due to the newness of CRM in Norway at the time of the
study. Some researchers have found that the level of consumer skepticism toward CRM is very much related to
the level of awareness of CRM. Basically, a low level of awareness of CRM could result in high skepticism
toward CRM. In the USA,where CRM has been used for more than 20 years, it is found that the level of
consumer skepticism is low compared to when CRM was first introduced in the market. Past studies suggest that
as consumers’ knowledge about CRM increases their level of skepticism toward CRM decreases (Bronn &
Vrioni, 2001; Singh et al., 2009; Webb & Mohr, 1998). Researchers suggest that skepticism is situational and not
long lasting; it is suggested that skepticism decreases as knowledge increases (Bronn & Vrioni, 2001; Mohr et
al., 1998). Singh et al. (2009) examined the influence of claim repetition on consumer skepticism toward CRM.
They found that claim repetition can reduce the level of consumer skepticism toward CRM. The results of their
study demonstrate that, by repeating CRM claims, consumer awareness of CRM can be enhanced and can lead to
a reduction in skepticism and a higher intention to purchase CRM products.

3. Methodology
3.1 The Study Site and Sample

The aim of the current study was to determine the level of consumer skepticism toward CRM in Malaysia.
Consumer skepticism was examined through surveys on students. Students were chosen as the target group for
this study for a number of reasons. First, students are an emerging potential market with powerful aggregate
spending and can be considered as young enough to start establishing values and buying principles that may last
a lifetime (Cui et al., 2003). Second, many of the products that are used in CRM campaigns conducted in
Malaysia are convenience products (e.g., toothpaste, soap, detergent, cereal, coffee mix). These products are
affordable and are frequently purchased by students. Third, previous studies have shown that consumers who
support CRM tend to be young and educated (Barnes, 1992; Webb & Mohr, 1998). Surveys were conducted on
students at three public universities in Malaysia. The three universities from which the samples were drawn are
located in three different states: Terengganu, Penang and Kedah. A total of 100 questionnaires were distributed at
each university. Out of the 300 questionnaires distributed, 277 questionnaires were used in the data analyses; the
others (23) were excluded due to answers being incomplete or all uniform. The characteristics of the respondents
are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Characteristics of Respondents (N = 277)

Frequency %
Gender
Male 118 42.6
Female 159 57.4
Race
Malay 188 67.9
Chinese 67 24.2
Indian 12 43
Others 10 3.6
Major
Business 113 40.8
Non-Business 164 59.2
Program of Study
Bachelor’s 250 90.3
Master’s 25 9.0
PhD/DBA 2 0.7
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3.1.1 Measurements of Items

The questionnaires consist of four sections: (1) a CRM advertisement — a color-print advertisement presenting a
grocery store supporting a poverty cause through a CRM campaign; (2) skepticism toward CRM; (3) attitude
toward CRM and CRM evaluation; and (4) demographic data. Attitude toward CRM was measured using three
seven-point evaluative scales (bad/good, negative/positive and unfavorable/favorable). The construct that was
used to measure attitude toward CRM was adapted from Cui et al. (2003). This three-item scale is commonly
used to assess a respondent’s overall attitude toward an event or an object. These three items have been used in
previous studies and have been shown to be generalizable and adaptable (Cui et al., 2003; Osgood &
Tannenbaum, 1955).

The questions that were used to measure consumer skepticism were adapted from Mohr et al. (1998). The items
used to measure consumer skepticism consisted of four items: (1) “Most statements made by a company in
advertising or package labels about supporting a cause are true”; (2) “Most statements made by a company in
advertising or on package labels about supporting a cause are intended to mislead rather than to inform the
consumer”; (3) “Because most of the statements made by companies which say that they support causes are not
true, consumers would be better off if such statements were eliminated from advertising or package labels”; and
(4) “1 do not believe most statements regarding support of a cause in advertising or on package labels.” These
items were measured using a seven-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).

The consumer evaluation of a CRM campaign, hereinafter CRM evaluation, was measured by using
measurements adapted from Cui et al. (2003) and Ellen et al. (2000). The items that were used to measure CRM
evaluation consisted of five seven-point evaluative scales (bad/good, unpleasant/pleasant, unfavorable/favorable,
harmful/beneficial, foolish/wise).

4. Results

Descriptive statistics of the main variables are shown in Table 2. The results showed the respondents’ skepticism
level toward CRM (M = 4.01), attitude toward CRM (M = 5.71) and CRM evaluation (M = 5.51). So, are
Malaysian consumers skeptical toward CRM campaigns? The results showed that the consumer skepticism level
falls in the middle range. The results imply that the respondents, on average, are neither skeptical nor believe
CRM claims. In addition, the results showed that, in general, the respondents have a favorable attitude toward
CRM and evaluate CRM favorably.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Main Variables

Variable Mean Std. Deviation
Skepticism 4.01 1.04
Attitude 5.71 1.07
CRM evaluation 551 0.98

Note: All items used a seven-point scale.

What is the impact of consumer skepticism toward CRM on attitude toward and evaluation of CRM campaigns?
In order to answer this question, an independent sample t-test was carried out. Prior to conducting the
independent sample t-test, its assumptions were first checked. The independent sample t-test assumed that the
dependent variable was normally distributed, the groups were independent in their response to the dependent
variable and variances between groups were equal. Preliminary checks confirmed that these assumptions were
fulfilled. Then, the aggregate score for each variable was computed. A mean split was conducted in order to
divide the respondents into two groups: low skepticism and high skepticism. Respondent scores for skepticism
below the mean (< 4.01) fall in the low skepticism group while respondent scores above the mean (> 4.01) fall in
the high skepticism group. Next, the independent sample t-test was conducted on low and high consumer
skepticism. The results are illustrated in Table 3, which shows the means for attitude toward CRM and CRM
evaluation for both high skepticism and low skepticism respondents, along with the t-test values. The results
suggest that there is a significant difference in attitude toward CRM and CRM evaluation between low
skepticism and high skepticism respondents. Low skepticism respondents seemed to have a more favorable
attitude toward CRM and evaluate CRM more favorably compared to respondents who have a high level of
skepticism.
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Table 3. Independent Sample T-test of Consumer Skepticism

Variable Consumer Skepticism Mean Std. Deviation t p(one-tailed)
Attitude toward CRM Low skepticism 5.93 0.92 3.142 0.001
High skepticism 5.53 1.16
CRM evaluation Low skepticism 5.76 0.79 3.996 0.000
High skepticism 5.32 1.02
5. Discussion

In today’s market, CRM can be used as a strategic tool to gain competitive advantage. In many parts of the
world, CRM has become an important marketing tool for both companies and causes through which they can
realize their objectives. However, the results of our study demonstrated that consumer skepticism toward CRM
can be a major limiting factor in achieving a favorable response from consumers toward CRM. Basically, this
study has two main findings. First, although CRM can be considered as still new in Malaysia compared to
Western countries such as the USA and the UK, the results show that consumer skepticism is in the middle
range. Second, the impact of consumer skepticism on attitude toward CRM and CRM evaluation is significant.

One possible reason why the results showed that consumers’ skepticism is average could be due the fact that the
majority of the respondents in this study are Malays. Malay culture highly values giving (Josie & Ibrahim,
2002). In Malaysia, Malays are known for their generosity toward those in need (Josie & Ibrahim, 2002). In
addition, our results showed that consumers with a high level of skepticism tend to respond negatively toward
CRM campaigns. In contrast, consumers with a low level of skepticism showed a favorable response toward
CRM. More specifically, the latter showed a more positive attitude toward and evaluation of CRM. Our results
support previous studies that propose that consumer skepticism influences consumer response to CRM (Bronn &
Vrioni, 2001; Webb & Mohr, 1998). The results also show support toward PKM (Friestad & Wright, 1995). The
results provide empirical evidence that consumers’ level of skepticism does influence their interpretation of
cause claims in CRM advertisements. This study provides support for using PKM to examine the influence of
skepticism on consumer response toward CRM in the Malaysian context.

Since consumer skepticism toward CRM significantly affects consumer response toward CRM, it is important
for companies to have a good understanding of the level of consumer skepticism toward their CRM campaigns
before implementing CRM campaigns. It is a fundamental prerequisite that a company have sufficient
knowledge and understanding about the level of consumer skepticism toward CRM in general and toward a
specific type of CRM campaign prior to implementing and designing a CRM campaign. Without this, CRM
campaigns are unlikely to receive a favorable response from consumers and eventually are unlikely to succeed.
This understanding of the level of consumer skepticism toward CRM as well the impact of skepticism on
consumer response variables (e.g., attitude toward CRM, CRM evaluation, purchase intention) is crucial
especially in countries where the CRM campaign is still a new concept, such as in Malaysia and other
developing countries.

Research suggests that knowledge has a negative effect on a person’s skepticism level (Szykman et al., 1997).
This would imply that one of the initial steps that needs to be undertaken by marketers prior to conducting a
CRM campaign is to communicate well to consumers details about the particular CRM campaign that is to be
conducted and who or what causes benefits from the initiative. Based on Szykman et al. (1997), it is suggested
that by increasing consumers’ knowledge and awareness of CRM campaigns through communicating the CRM
initiatives by using suitable media channels for the target market, the level of consumer skepticism among those
targeted can be reduced. In addition, this will result in a more a favorable response toward CRM campaigns
among the target market.

6. Conclusions

This study makes several theoretical and managerial contributions. This study contributes to the literature on
CRM by providing empirical evidence about the level of consumer skepticism in Malaysia and the impact of
consumer skepticism on consumer behavior such as attitude toward and evaluation of CRM campaigns. The
results extend those of the study conducted by Singh et al. (2009) in that this study examined the impact of
consumer skepticism on attitude toward CRM and CRM evaluation.

From a managerial perspective, by understanding the level of consumer skepticism toward CRM in a certain
market, companies can develop strategies to reduce skepticism toward CRM among consumers. This is
particularly important as this study provides empirical evidence that consumer skepticism toward CRM can be
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a key challenge and barrier to the success of CRM. Consumer skepticism toward CRM influences attitude
toward as well evaluation of a particular CRM campaign. Companies need to communicate to consumers the
details of their CRM campaigns, for instance, by providing clear information about how much has been raised by
their previous campaigns and how they have helped their partner causes. This could help to reduce consumer
skepticism toward CRM campaigns conducted by companies. However, companies should be cautioned not to
communicate excessively because it could lead to the perception that their CRM campaigns are
cause-exploitative rather than cause-beneficial.

Several limitations of this study need to be acknowledged; however, these limitations pose interesting questions
for future research agenda. First, the major limitation of this study was the use of students as the sample. Future
research could use a consumer sample instead of a student sample. Second, this research examined the level of
consumer skepticism, but future research could examine the level of consumer awareness and the effect of that
awareness on consumer skepticism and CRM evaluation. Third, further research could also attempt to identify
the conditions that lead to reduce consumer skepticism and enhance response to CRM campaigns.
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