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Report Summary  

 
The idea that companies can do well by doing good has for years drawn the attention of 

managers and researchers. Despite a substantial amount of academic research and market data, 
little is known about the returns on social goodwill investments. Most prior research has assumed 
that a company’s socially responsible activities are likely to influence the overall image of the 

company without necessarily changing consumers’ beliefs of how the company’s products 
perform.  

 
In this report, Sean Blair and Alexander Chernev provide evidence that a firm’s pro-social 
activities can have a significant impact not only on consumers’ goodwill toward the firm’s brand, 

but also on their beliefs about the firm's products. They test their predictions in a series of four 
empirical studies. 

 

Findings 

Their first experiment demonstrates that a product is perceived to perform better when it is made by a 

socially responsible firm. Participants who were told that a winery donates a portion of its 
revenues to charity rated the same wine as tasting better than did participants who were not 

informed of this. They also find that this effect is a function of expertise, such that social 
goodwill is more likely to influence product perceptions (taste ratings) for nonexperts than for 
experts. 

 
In a second experiment, they find that this positive effect is a function of consumers’ mindset. Thus, 
respondents in an abstract mindset believed that a product (running shoe) would be more 

comfortable when they were aware of the firm’s monetary donations compared to when they 
were not aware, whereas respondents in a concrete mindset were unaffected by the information 

about the firm’s social goodwill. The authors suggest this occurs because abstract thinking 
facilitates creation of higher level associations that relate consumers’ positive impressions of the 
company to their product beliefs. 

 
A third experiment demonstrates that the positive effect of social goodwill on product performance 

beliefs is inversely related to the extent to which social goodwill is associated with the product. 
Thus, the positive impact of social goodwill is greatest when it is unrelated to the product (as in 
the case of monetary contributions to socially responsible causes) than when it is related to the 

product (as in the case of investments in socially responsible technologies). This experiment also 
shows that consumers’ expectations of superior performance translated into greater willingness 

to pay.  
 
Finally, in a fourth experiment, the researchers find that the benevolent halo effect is a function 

of consumer beliefs about a firm’s motivation, such that it is attenuated when consumers suspect 
that the social goodwill is motivated by self-interest.  

 
Managerial implications 

These results show that investing in socially responsible causes not only creates goodwill toward 

the company but also bolsters consumer perceptions of the performance of company products, 
meaning that doing good can actually translate in doing well. Moreover, the results suggest that 
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to avoid potential compensatory inferences, managers might consider de-emphasizing the link 
between the social goodwill and the product while emphasizing firm-specific associations. For 

example, rather than encouraging consumers to think of a product as being environmentally 
friendly, managers might encourage consumers to focus on the firm’s environmentally friendly 

image, reflected in its decision to make an environmentally friendly product. 
 
Sean Blair is a Ph.D. candidate, and Alexander Chernev is Associate Professor of Marketing, 

Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern University. This research was supported by MSI 
Research Grant 4-1731. 
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The idea that companies that do good will also do well is often used to encourage firms to 

engage in corporate social goodwill. Once considered niche items, it is no longer surprising to 

see socially responsible products like energy-saving laundry detergent, eco-friendly kitchen 

cleaners, or printing paper made from recycled paper on the shelves next to their traditional 

counterparts. Similarly, corporate donations to charitable causes are also fast becoming the norm; 

Kroger, for example, has donated significant portions of its profits in recent years, and 

Newman’s Own donates all of its profits. In fact, according to a recent study that examined more 

than 800 large companies around the globe, 75% of these firms include information about their 

socially responsible activities on their websites or products (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2009). 

Whereas the benefits to society are clear, the benefits to the firms are less transparent, leading 

them to treat these activities largely as write-offs that will, at best, engender some goodwill 

among customers. In fact, a recent survey shows that most CFOs, investment professionals, 

institutional investors, and corporate social responsibility professionals believe that any direct 

impact of socially responsible actions on a firm’s financial performance is purely incidental 

(McKinsey & Company 2009). Supporting this view, meta-analytic reviews of the existing 

empirical studies examining the link between corporate social goodwill and company financial 

performance metrics have produced inconclusive results (Griffin and Mahon 1997; Roman, 

Hayibor, and Agle 1999). 

The absence of empirical evidence concerning the impact of social goodwill on a firm’s 

profitability raises the question of identifying the ways in which a firm’s benevolent behavior 

can influence its bottom line, as well as the factors likely to influence this impact. Most prior 

research addressing this question has focused on how socially responsible activities influence the 

overall image of the company. For example, it has been shown that a company’s socially 
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responsible behavior is likely to have an overall positive effect on the company’s performance 

because of more favorable consumer attitudes (Brown and Dacin 1997; Creyer and Ross 1997; 

Ellen, Mohr, and Webb 2000). In this context, researchers have argued that socially responsible 

behavior tends to color perceptions of a company’s brand, making it more likable and “warm” 

(Aaker, Vohs, and Mogilner 2010), and that these positive brand associations might in turn 

influence purchase behavior (Ajzen 1991). 

Despite the abundant research examining the impact of socially responsible behavior on 

consumer attitudes toward the firm’s brand, relatively little research has examined its impact on 

consumer beliefs about its products. This raises the question of whether knowledge of a firm’s 

benevolent behavior can influence consumer beliefs not only about the firm’s overall image but 

also about the functional performance of its products.  

Building on the related literature in the domains of marketing, social psychology, and decision 

making, one could make alternative predictions regarding the potential impact of a firm’s social 

goodwill on consumer beliefs about product performance. Thus, one can argue that if consumers 

perceive a firm’s social goodwill is not directly related to its products, their beliefs about the 

functional performance of the company's products will not be affected (Feldman and Lynch 1988; 

Higgins 1996; Tversky 1977; Tversky and Gati 1982). In contrast, research in the domain of 

compensatory reasoning suggests that consumers who perceive the social goodwill behavior is 

related to a firm's products may believe these socially responsible activities come at the expense 

of the firm's investment in product development, leading to the conclusion that product 

performance will be inferior (Chernev 2007; Essoussi and Linton 2010; Luchs et al. 2010; 

Newman and Dhar 2011; Ottman 1998; Pickett-Baker and Ozaki 2008). Finally, the halo 

research in the domain of social psychology (Asch 1946; Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Thorndike 
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1920) might suggest that the positive impact of a firm’s social goodwill is likely to extend 

beyond the firm’s image, encouraging consumers to perceive its products as superior.  

The inconsistency in predictions regarding the impact of social benevolence on product 

performance calls for attaining a better understanding of the antecedents and consequences of 

this effect. Therefore, the goal of this research is twofold. First, we aim to document that the 

impact of a firm’s socially responsible behavior extends beyond its corporate brand to influence 

consumer beliefs about the functional performance of its products. We further aim to identify 

conditions when a company’s socially responsible behavior will have a positive impact on 

perceived product performance.  

In this context, we propose that the effect is a function of the extent to which the company’s 

social goodwill is associated with the attributes of the product evaluated by the consumer. 

Specifically, we argue that the impact of social goodwill on perceived product performance is 

contingent upon whether the social goodwill is directly incorporated into the company’s products 

(as in the case of companies investing in environmentally friendly technologies) or is unrelated 

to the product (as in the case of companies making monetary contributions to environmental 

causes).  

The conventional wisdom predicts that a close association between social goodwill and 

product design (e.g., investments in environmentally friendly technologies) is likely to benefit 

perceived product performance, whereas a limited or nonexistent association is unlikely to have 

such an effect. This belief was reflected in a survey in which we asked business executives to 

indicate their beliefs about how consumers would perceive the functional performance of 

products created by a company that either made monetary contributions to environmental causes 

or made similar monetary investments in environmentally friendly technologies. The data 
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showed that the majority (86%, N = 44) of respondents believed that the company’s socially 

conscious actions would have no effect on perceived product performance when it was unrelated 

to the company’s product (donating to environmental causes). Moreover, when it came to 

evaluating the socially responsible activities directly related to the company’s product (investing 

in environmentally friendly technologies), the majority of executives (61%) predicted a positive 

effect. The findings reported in this survey are consistent with the notion that the closer the 

association between an object and a virtuous act, the more likely a halo effect is to occur.  

Contrary to the conventional wisdom, we argue that social goodwill can have a positive 

impact on perceived product performance even when it is not directly related to the product. 

Moreover, we argue that social goodwill is more likely to have a positive impact on the 

perceived performance of a company’s products when it is not directly related to the company’s 

products (e.g., supporting environmental causes) than when it is directly related to the product 

(e.g., environmentally friendly technology). 

Our predictions are based on the notion that when social goodwill is directly associated with a 

product’s attributes, consumers are likely to form compensatory inferences, such that product 

superiority on environmental benefits comes at the expense of performance on other functional 

attributes. This line of reasoning leads to the belief that products utilizing socially responsible 

technologies are likely to underperform relative to those not utilizing such technologies. In 

contrast, in the case of socially responsible activities that are not directly associated with the 

product’s attributes, compensatory inferences are less likely to occur. We argue that in the 

absence of compensatory inferences, consumers are more likely to form positive associations 

between the company’s socially responsible activities and the perceived performance of the 

company’s products.  
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We discuss the rationale for our predictions and the empirical studies in more detail in the 

following sections.  

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Social Goodwill and a Firm’s Profitability  

Given the increasing amount of resources invested by firms in socially responsible activities, 

and increasing public pressure for them to do so, it is not surprising that the nature of the 

relationship between a firm's social goodwill and its performance has been of continuous interest 

to researchers. Indeed, the quest to understand this link goes back many decades (Alexander and 

Buchholz 1978; Bragdon and Marlin 1972; Vance 1975). What is surprising, however, is that 

definitive empirical evidence demonstrating a link between social goodwill and company 

profitability has eluded scholars. 

The direction of the effect that social goodwill has on a company's bottom line, if indeed one 

exists, is conceptually unclear. In fact, it has been shown that investing in social goodwill can 

have a positive as well as a negative impact on a company’s bottom line. The argument for a 

negative link is fairly straightforward: Relative to firms that do not engage in such activities, 

firms that engage in socially responsible activities incur additional costs for behaviors that have 

few measurable economic benefits. Indeed, a number of studies have demonstrated such a 

negative link (Fogler and Nutt 1975; Bromiley and Marcus 1989). In contrast, if the corporate 

social goodwill is an indicator of superior management skills (Alexander and Buchholz 1978), 

one could expect socially responsible firms to deliver superior financial performance. In the 

same vein, it has been proposed that socially responsible firms might benefit from cost 

advantages relative to socially irresponsible firms (Moskowitz 1972; Waddock and Graves 1997). 
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This line of reasoning has been supported by a number of studies demonstrating a positive link 

between social goodwill and a firm’s financial performance (Abbott and Monsen 1979; Russo 

and Fouts 1997; Waddock and Graves 1997). 

Recent meta-analyses have not added much to clarify the nature of this effect, indicating that 

the overall impact of social goodwill on company performance is inconclusive (Roman, Hayibor, 

and Agle 1999). It has been proposed that “academics and practitioners alike should be 

concerned with the variability and inconsistency in these results” (Griffin and Mahon 1997, 7). 

Consequently, it has been argued that there is no compelling theoretical reason to expect a 

relationship between corporate social goodwill and firm performance in these studies (Ullmann 

1985).  

The lack of conclusive evidence concerning the impact of social goodwill on a company’s 

bottom line suggests that the effect is likely not trivial and is influenced by various factors that 

moderate its impact. Identifying these factors calls for understanding the underlying process of 

how social goodwill activities influence consumer beliefs and actions. Specifically, there are two 

ways in which a firm’s social goodwill activities can influence consumer decision processes: by 

influencing consumer attitudes toward the firm and by influencing consumer beliefs about the 

performance of the firm’s products. 

Social Goodwill and Consumer Beliefs about the Firm  

Most prior research is consistent in predicting that engaging in socially responsible behavior 

will have a positive impact on consumer attitudes toward the firm’s brand. Indeed, numerous 

studies have documented such a positive impact (Brown and Dacin 1997; Creyer and Ross 1997; 

Ellen, Mohr, and Webb 2000; Sen, Bhattacharya, and Korschun 2006; Wigley 2008). For 
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example, consumers tend to perceive nonprofit firms as being warmer than for-profit firms 

(Aaker, Vohs, and Mogilner 2010). Similarly, a company’s involvement with the community and 

its concern for the environment engender perceptions of likeability and trustworthiness (Keller 

and Aaker 1998). 

These positive attitudes are associated with a number of desirable consumer behaviors. A 

company’s reputation for social responsibility has been shown to enhance consumer loyalty, for 

example (Maignan, Ferrell, and Hult 1999). One such study demonstrated that a firm’s pro-social 

behavior decreased consumers’ price sensitivity and increased their brand commitment. 

Consumers were thus more likely to say that they were loyal to the brand and that they would 

recommend the brand to others (Salmones, Crespo, and Bosque 2005). Similarly, consumers are 

more willing to advocate for a company when it is known to be socially responsible (Du, 

Bhattacharya, and Sen 2007) and to defend it against criticism (Murray and Vogel 1997). In one 

study, consumers were less likely to attribute blame to an oil firm for severe engine damage 

caused by one of its products when the firm had a positive track record of social responsibility. 

Instead, they attributed the locus of the problem to sources external to the firm and were more 

likely to view the problem as a fluke (Klein and Dawar 2004). 

Prior research has also shown that social goodwill can positively influence consumer decision 

processes. For example, consumers express a greater behavioral intent to purchase a company’s 

products when they are aware of the company’s social goodwill (Wigley 2008). Similarly, 

consumers are more likely to choose products from socially responsible firms over competing 

options (Barone, Miyazaki, and Taylor 2000; Pickett-Baker and Ozaki 2008), and they are also 

often willing to pay more for them (Creyer and Ross 1996, 1997; Essoussi and Linton 2010; 

Trudel and Cotte 2009). 
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It is important to note, however, that these findings do not necessarily imply a positive effect 

of social goodwill on consumer beliefs about product performance (Brown and Dacin 1997). 

Research on moral satisfaction suggests that increased purchase intent may simply be the result 

of the additional utility consumers derive from the “warm glow of giving” (Fischhoff and Furby 

1988; Freeman 1979; Kahneman and Knetsch 1992). Thus, social goodwill can increase choice 

share and willingness to pay even when the available options are believed to be functionally 

equivalent (Barone, Miyazaki, and Taylor 2000). Indeed, because most prior work in this area 

has focused on social goodwill as a differentiation strategy (McWilliams and Siegel 2001), these 

behavioral effects have typically been demonstrated in scenarios in which consumers perceive 

the available options to differ only in terms of how socially responsible the companies are. As 

we will discuss in the following section, however, this is often not the case. 

Social Goodwill and Consumer Beliefs about the Firm’s Products 

In contrast to social goodwill’s positive effect on consumer beliefs about the firm, its effect on 

consumer beliefs about the firm’s products is frequently found to be negative (Ottman 1998; 

Pickett-Baker and Ozaki 2008). For example, prior research has shown that product performance 

is believed to be worse when the company is known to engage in activities that promote 

sustainability than when it is not (Essoussi and Linton 2010). Consumers thus tend to believe that 

social responsibility comes at the expense of product performance even when the social goodwill 

has no clear performance implications (Luo and Bhattacharya 2006; Sen and Bhattacharya 

2001)—a tradeoff consumers are often unwilling to accept (Auger et al. 2008; Barone, Miyazaki, 

and Taylor 2000). 

These results are consistent with research on compensatory inferences, which has shown that 

consumers rely on their intuitive theories about the dispersion of the observable product 
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performance attributes to make inferences about unobservable attributes (Chernev and Carpenter 

2001). Specifically, when confronted with an ostensibly superior product, consumers tend to 

believe that this product’s superior performance on observed attributes is likely to be 

compensated for by inferior performance on an unobserved attribute. For example, it has been 

shown that consumers tend to believe that an all-in-one product will be inferior on an unobserved 

attribute relative to a specialized option, even when the attribute is exactly the same for both 

products (Chernev 2007). This tendency to draw compensatory inferences has been attributed to 

consumer reliance on the zero-sum heuristic, reflecting the belief that the available options must 

be balanced in terms of their performance.  

Following this line of reasoning, prior research has further shown that consumers tend to 

believe that a product from a firm that is superior on social goodwill is inferior on an unobserved 

attribute. In one study, for example, consumers evaluated various household products (e.g., 

laundry detergent and toothpaste) to be inferior in their functional performance when these 

products were produced by socially responsible companies than when they were not (Newman 

and Dhar 2011). Similarly, consumers in another study believed that a tire would be less durable 

when it was a socially responsible option than when it was not (Luchs et al. 2010). Thus, a 

common finding across experiments documenting the impact of social goodwill on consumer 

beliefs about the functional performance of a company’s products is that consumers tend to draw 

compensatory inferences that products made by socially responsible companies are likely to be 

functionally inferior. 

Building on these findings, we argue that compensatory inferences are not inherent to social 

goodwill and identify scenarios in which the opposite effect will occur, whereby social goodwill 
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will bolster rather than hurt perceived product performance. We discuss the rationale for this 

prediction in the following section.   

The Benevolent Halo of Social Goodwill 

A common theme of the research demonstrating a negative impact of social goodwill on 

product performance beliefs is a focus on scenarios in which social goodwill is directly related to 

the company’s product, such as when a company adopts an environmentally friendly technology 

to develop its products (Essoussi and Linton 2010; Luchs et al. 2010; Newman and Dhar 2011). 

In the current research, we distinguish these scenarios from those in which the social goodwill is 

unrelated to the product, such as contributions to charitable causes. In this context, we argue that 

the negative impact of social goodwill on perceived product performance is limited primarily to 

scenarios in which social goodwill is directly related to product design and that social goodwill 

unrelated to the product will have the opposite effect, bolstering rather than hurting product 

performance beliefs.  

Our rationale builds on prior research suggesting that compensatory inferences are likely to 

occur only between domains that are related in the mind of the consumer and that such direct 

association is essential for individuals to apply the zero-sum heuristic (Chernev and Carpenter 

2001; Chernev 2007). This line of reasoning is consistent with the experimental evidence 

reported by prior research documenting significant compensatory inferences in cases when the 

company’s socially responsible actions involve technological improvements in the product 

(Essoussi and Linton 2010; Luchs et al. 2010; Newman and Dhar 2011).  

More important, we argue that in the absence of a direct association between the company’s 

socially responsible activities and its products—such as in the case of supporting socially 
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responsible causes—compensatory inferences will be less likely to occur and the opposite effect 

is likely to arise. Thus, we predict that when consumers do not directly link a company’s social 

goodwill to its products, consumers are more likely to form positive inferences about the 

functional performance of its products.  

Our prediction can be better understood in the context of research examining how consumers’ 

overall evaluations influence their attribute judgments. Of particular interest to our research is 

the finding that individuals’ evaluations of specific characteristics of a person tend to be 

consistent with their general impressions of that person—a tendency commonly referred to as the 

halo effect (Asch 1946; Feingold 1992; Kelley 1950; Nisbett and Wilson 1977). For example, 

early research has shown that supervisors rated their subordinates’ traits as being highly 

correlated even when the traits were largely independent, indicating that the ratings were 

influenced by an overall impression of the employee (Thorndike 1920). The halo effect also has 

been demonstrated in the domain of consumer behavior, where it has been shown that consumers 

who formed a positive overall impression of a product believed that it would offer superior 

performance on a particular attribute, such as durability, even though they had received no 

information about that attribute (Beckwith, Kassarjian, and Lehmann 1978; Beckwith and 

Lehmann 1975; Boatwright, Kalra, and Zhang 2008; Dick, Chakravarti, and Biehal 1990; Han 

1989; Sanbonmatsu, Kardes, and Sansone 1991). 

Because the halo effect is essentially an associative process, it can be argued that it is more 

likely to occur for attributes that are closely associated with one another (Broniarczyk and Alba 

1994a; Broniarczyk and Alba 1994b). Therefore, one could expect that this effect would be more 

likely to occur in cases when the company’s social goodwill is closely related to its products than 

when it is unrelated—a prediction contrary to our argument.  
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Our reasoning is based on the notion that in the absence of readily available relevant 

information, the knowledge of the company’s goodwill is likely to influence not only its overall 

image (i.e., corporate brand) but also consumer beliefs about the functional performance of its 

products. Thus, despite the fact that consumers perceive the company and its products as separate 

entities (Brown 1998; Brown and Dacin 1997), we argue that consumers tend to form positive 

associations linking these two entities—a prediction consistent with the finding that consumers’ 

attitudes toward the company’s brand can influence the favorability of their beliefs about the 

attributes of the company’s product (Kardes 1986; Kardes, Posavac, and Cronley 2004). In 

contrast, when consumers perceive a company’s socially responsible activities to be directly 

related to its product, as in the case of socially conscious technological improvements, the 

resulting compensatory inferences are likely to produce an overall negative rather than positive 

impact of social goodwill on perceived product performance.        

In sum, we predict that the effect of social goodwill on product performance beliefs is not 

limited to influencing the firm’s image, as implied by prior research, but can also have a positive 

impact on consumer beliefs about the performance of its products, such that socially responsible 

firms are believed to have functionally superior products. We further propose that this effect is a 

function of the extent to which the social goodwill is associated with the product’s attributes. 

Specifically, we predict that when social goodwill is not directly associated with the company’s 

products, it will bolster product performance beliefs, whereas when social goodwill is directly 

associated with the company's product, this positive effect is less likely to occur.  

We test the impact of social goodwill on consumers’ product performance beliefs in a series 

of four experiments. Our first experiment aims to document that a firm's social goodwill can 

have a significant positive impact on consumer beliefs about product performance. Experiment 2 
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provides more direct evidence for our theorizing by demonstrating that this effect is stronger (vs. 

weaker) when consumers are thinking in more abstract (vs. more concrete) terms. In experiment 

3, we further examine the role of the association between social goodwill and the product’s 

attributes by showing that performance beliefs are more positive when the social goodwill is not 

related to the product’s design (e.g., charitable donations) than when it is (e.g., technological 

improvements). Finally, experiment 4 shows that the effect observed in the first three studies is a 

function of a firm’s motivation for engaging in social goodwill, such that the effect is attenuated 

when consumers suspect that the social goodwill is motivated by self-interest.  

EXPERIMENT 1 

Experiment 1 aimed to demonstrate that, contrary to prior findings, a firm’s social goodwill 

can have a significant positive impact on consumer beliefs about the functional performance of 

its products.  

Method 

Fifty-six participants in an executive education seminar took part in this experiment. Each 

participant was given a sample of red wine (Alexander Valley Merlot) in a small, unmarked 

plastic cup along with a card purportedly describing the winery that produced it. On half of the 

cards, information about the firm’s social goodwill was provided at the end of the description: 

“We are also committed to improving the quality of life for others—we donate 10% of our sales 

revenues to the American Heart Association.” The other half of the cards did not contain this 

information. 

After sampling the wine, all participants were asked to rate the taste of the wine on a 9-point 

scale (1 = Very bad, 5 = Average, 9 = Very good). This measure served as the dependent 
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variable in the study. Participants were also asked to rate their own wine expertise by indicating 

how much they knew about wine on a 9-point scale (1 = Very little, 5 = Average, 9 = Very 

much). We measured respondents’ expertise because prior research has indicated that nonexperts 

tend to be more susceptible to halo effects than experts (Chiou 2003; Einhorn 1974; Maheswaran 

1994). 

Results 

We argued that consumers who were aware of the firm’s socially responsible behavior would 

perceive its products as being functionally superior, which in our example means having better 

taste. Consistent with our prediction, respondents who were aware of the winery’s monetary 

donations to a charitable cause rated the wine as tasting better (M = 5.07, SD = 1.30) than did 

those who were unaware (M = 4.35, SD = 1.70). This difference was significant (F(1, 54) = 3.10, 

p < .05, η2 = .05), suggesting that social goodwill can have a positive impact on performance 

beliefs. 

We further investigated whether the positive impact of social goodwill on product 

performance beliefs would vary as a function of expertise. Based on respondents’ ratings of their 

own expertise, they were classified into two categories: experts, who rated their expertise to be 

above average (N = 23), and nonexperts, who rated their expertise to be average or below 

average (N = 33). Consistent with the notion that nonexperts tend to be more susceptible to halo 

effects than experts, nonexperts rated the wine as tasting better when they were aware of the 

firm’s social goodwill (M = 5.71, SD = 1.33) than when they were not (M = 4.26, SD =1.59; F(1, 

52) = 7.87, p < .01, d = .98). In contrast, experts did not rate the wine as tasting significantly 

different when they were aware of the firm’s charitable giving (M = 4.42, SD = 0.94) than when 

they were not (M = 4.56, SD = 2.01; F(1, 52) < 1, NS, d = .09). This interaction was significant 
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(F(1, 52) = 3.76, p < .05, η2 = .06), suggesting that the firm’s social goodwill was more likely to 

have an impact on nonexperts’ product performance beliefs than on experts’ (see figure 1). 

Discussion 

The findings reported in this study lend support to our theorizing that social goodwill can 

strengthen consumer evaluations of the functional performance of the company’s products. Thus, 

participants who were told that the winery donates a portion of its revenues to charity rated the 

same wine as tasting better than did participants who were not informed of this. We also show 

that this effect is a function of expertise, such that social goodwill is more likely to influence 

product beliefs (taste ratings) for nonexperts than for experts—a finding consistent with the 

literature showing that nonexperts tend to be more susceptible to halo effects than experts (Chiou 

2003; Einhorn 1974; Maheswaran 1994). 

The significant moderating effect of expertise documented in this experiment rules out the 

possibility that the increase in performance ratings was driven by participants’ motivation to 

reward the firm for its socially responsible behavior (Mohr, Webb, and Harris 2001) and/or to 

attain moral satisfaction (Kahneman and Knetsch 1992). Indeed, if these alternative accounts for 

the observed effects were correct, both experts and nonexperts should have reported more 

positive performance beliefs when they were aware of the firm’s socially responsible activities 

than when they were not, because there is no reason to suspect that nonexperts and experts 

should differ in their desire to reward socially responsible firms or to experience moral 

satisfaction. 

It is also notable that consumers’ product performance beliefs were influenced by the 

company’s socially responsible behavior even when consumers were able to experience the 
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actual product and form an independent assessment of its performance. This finding 

demonstrates that the power of the halo effects stemming from the company’s socially 

responsible activities is able to alter perceptions of stimuli for which individuals have sufficient 

information to estimate attribute performance. 

We have attributed the increase in consumers’ performance beliefs to a halo effect stemming 

from the firm’s socially responsible activities. If our theorizing is correct and the observed effect 

is indeed driven by the halo effect, then a more transparent link between consumers’ beliefs 

about the firm and their beliefs about the firm’s products should strengthen the impact of social 

goodwill on perceived product performance.  

One factor known to affect the extent to which consumers consider higher order relationships, 

such as the relationship between a firm and its products, is consumer mindset. Prior research has 

shown that an abstract mindset encourages more global, holistic information processing, whereas 

a concrete mindset encourages more local, individuated information processing (Vallacher and 

Wegner 1987). This is because abstract thinking affords individuals with a view of the “big 

picture,” resulting in broader, more inclusive relationships relative to concrete thinking (Trope 

and Liberman 2010; Trope, Liberman, and Wakslak 2007). This suggests that consumer mindset 

will moderate the influence of the firm’s socially responsible activities on performance beliefs, 

because an abstract (vs. concrete) processing style will encourage consumers to link (vs. 

differentiate) the firm and its products, thus facilitating (vs. impeding) the positive influence of 

the firm’s halo. This line of reasoning is also consistent with recent research demonstrating that a 

concrete processing style weakens halo effects relative to an abstract processing style (Förster, 

Özelsel, and Epstude 2010). In this context, we predicted that the positive halo of social goodwill 
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on product performance beliefs would be stronger when consumers are induced to think in more 

abstract than concrete terms. We test this prediction in experiment 2.  

EXPERIMENT 2 

 

The goal of this experiment was to show that the impact of a firm’s socially responsible 

activities on consumers’ beliefs about product performance is a function of the level of construal 

at which consumers process the available information. Specifically, we predicted that the effect 

demonstrated in the first experiment would be more pronounced for consumers in an abstract 

rather than a concrete mindset. 

Method 

Two hundred twelve individuals recruited through Mechanical Turk, an online service offered 

by Amazon.com that provides access to a diverse population of paid respondents, were randomly 

assigned to conditions in a 2 (mindset: abstract vs. concrete) x 2 (social goodwill: aware vs. 

unaware) between-subjects design. To manipulate consumer mindset, we asked respondents to 

list either five reasons why they exercise (abstract mindset condition) or to list five ways how 

they exercise (concrete mindset condition), ostensibly because the researchers were interested in 

their fitness behaviors. This manipulation is thus consistent with prior research demonstrating 

that considering why an activity is performed versus how an activity is performed encourages 

individuals to process subsequent information more abstractly versus more concretely (Trope 

and Liberman 2003; Trope, Liberman, and Wakslak 2007; Vallacher et al. 1992). 

Respondents were then asked to share their opinions about a new product being released by a 

fictional athletic shoe company. We manipulated social goodwill by informing some of the 
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respondents about the company’s socially responsible behaviors, whereas the others were not 

provided with this information. All respondents were provided with the same information 

describing the company; however, some of them were also told that the company donated 15% 

of its revenues to a diabetes research association. All respondents were shown a picture of the 

company’s new shoe and were asked to rate how comfortable they believed the shoe would be 

(9-point scale: 1 = Extremely uncomfortable, 9 = Extremely comfortable). 

Results 

We argued that the impact of social goodwill on perceived product performance is a function 

of the level of abstraction at which consumers process the available information. The data were 

consistent with this prediction, showing that the effect of social goodwill was more pronounced 

for respondent in an abstract rather than concrete mindset (see figure 2). Thus, respondents in an 

abstract mindset believed the firm’s shoe would be significantly more comfortable when they 

were aware of the firm’s monetary donations (M = 7.28, SD = 1.04) than when they were not (M 

= 6.66, SD = 1.13; F(1, 208) = 4.74, p < .05, d = .40). In contrast, when respondents were in a 

concrete mindset, performance beliefs did not differ as a function of whether they were aware or 

unaware of the firm’s social goodwill (M = 7.05, SD = 1.20 vs. M = 7.13, SD = 1.22, respectively; 

F(1, 208) = 1.02, NS, d = .21). This interaction was significant (F(1, 208) = 4.92, p < .05, η2 

= .02), suggesting that the positive impact of social goodwill on performance beliefs is 

strengthened when the link between the product and the firm is facilitated by an abstract mindset. 

The data also show that the main effect of social goodwill on perceived product performance 

was significant: Respondents who were aware of the firm’s monetary donations estimated the 

firm’s shoe to be more comfortable (M = 7.16, SD = 1.12) than did those who were unaware (M 

Marketing Science Institute Working Paper Series 20



  

= 6.89, SD = 1.20; F(1, 208) = 2.86, p < .05, η2 = .01). This finding lends additional support for 

our theorizing that social goodwill can bolster product performance beliefs. 

Discussion 

The findings reported in experiment 2 support the proposition that the effect of social 

goodwill on performance beliefs is a function of the level of abstraction at which consumers 

process the available information. Specifically, when a more holistic consideration of the firm 

and its products was facilitated by the use of an abstract mindset, participants believed the firm’s 

shoe would be more comfortable when they were aware of the firm’s social goodwill than when 

they were not. In contrast, when respondents were in a concrete mindset, we found no effect of 

social goodwill on consumer product performance beliefs. These results support our theorizing 

about the impact of social goodwill on perceived product performance.  

The first two experiments focused on scenarios in which the domain of social goodwill was 

unrelated to the product’s design and demonstrated that, in this context, social goodwill is likely 

to bolster perceived product performance. Building on these findings, in experiment 3 we sought 

to provide more direct evidence for the proposition that the impact of social goodwill on 

perceived product performance is a function of the degree to which consumers associate the 

social goodwill with the product’s attributes. If our theorizing is correct, the positive effect 

demonstrated in the first two experiments should be stronger when the domain of the firm’s 

socially responsible activities is unrelated to firm’s products (e.g., when the firm makes 

charitable donations to environmental charities) than when it is related (e.g., when the firm 

makes environmentally friendly products).  
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EXPERIMENT 3 

The goal of this experiment was to show more directly that the impact of social goodwill on 

product performance beliefs is a function of the extent to which the social goodwill is associated 

with the attributes of the product. Specifically, we predicted that the positive effect demonstrated 

in the first two experiments would be more pronounced when the domain of social goodwill is 

not directly related to the company’s products. 

Method 

Respondents were 87 individuals living in the United States recruited through Mechanical 

Turk. This experiment employed a 2 (domain of social goodwill: product vs. charity) x 4 

(product category: sunscreen vs. laundry detergent vs. bug spray vs. air conditioner refrigerant) 

mixed design in which we manipulated domain of social goodwill between subjects and product 

category within subjects. 

Respondents were asked to evaluate a series of four products—including sunscreen, laundry 

detergent, bug spray, and air conditioner refrigerant. Some respondents were told that the 

products had been ranked by the World Environmental Organization as being the most 

environmentally friendly products in their categories (product condition), whereas the remaining 

respondents were told that the products were sold by companies ranked as being the most 

environmentally friendly companies in their industries (charity condition). For each product 

category, respondents were shown a brand and were given information about the company’s 

social goodwill. For example, the sunblock was described as being either “a chemical-free 

alternative” (product condition) or as being a brand that “donates 10% of its revenues to 

environmental charities” (charity condition). 
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Respondents were then asked to indicate the degree to which they believed that each product 

would perform relative to the average product in the same product category (1 = Much worse, 4 

= The same, 7 = Much better). Following their evaluation of product performance, respondents 

were asked to indicate their willingness to pay for this product. To make responses comparable 

across product categories, willingness to pay was measured by having respondents indicate the 

maximum percentage—ranging from 1 (10%) to 12 (120%)—of the retail price they would be 

willing to pay for the product. This measure has been used in recent research to reduce response 

variance and to guard against outliers (Rucker and Galinsky 2008; Sivanathan and Pettit 2010). 

Results 

We argued that the positive impact of social goodwill on product performance beliefs would 

be stronger when the domain of social goodwill was not associated with the product’s attributes 

(charity condition) than when it was (product condition). Consistent with our predictions, the 

data summarized in table 1 show that respondents in the charity condition believed the products 

would perform significantly better (M = 4.44, SD = 1.14) than did respondents in the product 

condition (M = 4.02, SD = 1.38; F(1, 255) = 4.02, p < .05, η2 = .03)—a finding lending support 

to our theorizing that the impact of social goodwill on product performance is a function of the 

extent to which it is associated with the product’s attributes. Further analysis revealed that the 

main effect of product category (F(3, 255) = 2.39, NS) and its interaction with the domain of 

social goodwill (F(3,255) = 1.09, NS) were nonsignificant, suggesting that the reported effects 

were consistent across the different types of products. 

A similar pattern emerged in the data for respondents’ willingness to pay. Specifically, 

respondents were willing to pay significantly more for the products when the domain of social 

goodwill was unrelated to the product (charity condition: M = 7.90, SD = 2.38) than when it was 
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(product condition: M = 6.71, SD = 2.93; F(1, 255) = 5.69, p < .05, η2 = .05), suggesting that the 

effect is consistent across various measures of performance beliefs. Once again, the main effect 

of product category (F(3, 255) = 1.78, NS) and its interaction with the domain of social goodwill 

(F(3,255) < 1, NS) were nonsignificant, suggesting that the reported effects were consistent 

across the entire range of products tested. 

Discussion 

The findings reported in experiment 3 support our proposition that the effect of social 

goodwill on product performance beliefs is a function of the extent to which the domain of social 

goodwill is associated with the attributes of the product. Thus, when social goodwill was 

unrelated to the products’ design, consumers believed the products would perform better than 

when it was related. We further show that consumers’ expectations of superior performance 

translated into higher willingness to pay, which was about 18% (79% vs. 67.1%) higher when the 

social goodwill was unrelated to the products’ design than when it was related. 

Considered together, our first three experiments document the positive effect of social 

goodwill on product performance beliefs in a variety of product categories and across different 

performance measures. We have further shown that this effect is a function of the extent to 

which the social goodwill is associated with the product’s attributes, supporting our theorizing 

that a halo effect is likely to occur in situations when this association is weak but not when it is 

strong. In experiment 4, we sought to explore how consumers’ beliefs about the company’s 

motivation for engaging in socially responsible activities influence product performance beliefs.  

Prior research has shown that when consumers suspect that the company is motivated by self-

interest, they tend to discount information about its socially responsible behaviors (Du, 
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Bhattacharya, and Sen 2007; Forehand and Grier 2003; Sen, Bhattacharya, and Korschun 2006; 

Yoon, Gürhan-Canli, and Schwarz 2006). Building on this work, we predict that the effect of 

social goodwill on product performance beliefs will be attenuated when consumers have reason 

to suspect that the company is motivated by self-interest. Specifically, we predicted that 

suspicion of a self-interested motive would attenuate both the positive (when the association 

between social goodwill and the product’s attributes was weak) and the negative (when the 

association between social goodwill and the product’s attributes was strong) effects of social 

goodwill. We test these predictions empirically in the following experiment.  

EXPERIMENT 4 

The goal of experiment 4 was to examine the role of consumer beliefs about a firm’s 

motivation for engaging in social goodwill on the perceived product performance. Specifically, 

we aimed to show that the impact of social goodwill on consumers’ beliefs about product 

performance is likely to be attenuated when consumers believe that a firm is motivated by self-

interest.  

Method 

One hundred fifty-four respondents recruited through Amazon.com were asked to share their 

opinions about ecoInks, a new product line recently launched by a company called Continental 

Inks. Respondents were told that the new inks—ecoInk Pen Ink, ecoInk Marker Ink, and ecoInk 

Laser Printer Ink—were made from environmentally friendly soy rather than petroleum. To 

manipulate the firm’s motivation for engaging in social goodwill, we varied the source of the 

information about the company’s socially responsible activities. Specifically, some respondents 

were told that the information was taken from a company advertisement, whereas the remaining 
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respondents were told that it was provided by an independent nonprofit organization that 

evaluates corporate activities. This manipulation stems from prior research showing that when 

the source of information about social goodwill is the company itself (vs. an unbiased 

independent source), they tend to suspect the firm as being motivated by self-interest (Yoon, 

Gürhan-Canli, and Schwarz 2006). 

To manipulate the extent to which social goodwill was associated with the product’s attributes, 

we varied whether the statement framed the social goodwill as being associated with the products 

(product condition) or as being associated with the company (company condition). Thus, 

respondents in the product condition were told that “ecoInks is one of the most environmentally 

friendly products in the industry,” whereas respondents in the company condition read that 

“Continental Ink is one of the most environmentally friendly companies in the industry.”  

Thus, the overall study design was a 2 (information source: company source vs. unbiased 

source) x 2 (social goodwill association: product vs. company) x 3 (product category: pen ink vs. 

marker ink vs. laser printer ink) mixed design in which we manipulated information source and 

social goodwill association between subjects and product category within subjects. Respondents’ 

product performance beliefs were measured by asking them to rate how well each of the three 

new ecoInk products would perform (7-point scale; 1 = Very poorly, 7 = Very well).  

Results 

We argued that the impact of social goodwill on product performance beliefs would be 

attenuated when consumers had reason to be suspicious of the company’s motivation for 

engaging in socially responsible activities (company source condition). The data summarized in 
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table 2 were consistent with this prediction, as indicated by the significant interaction between 

information source and social goodwill association (F(1, 300) = 5.33, p < .05, η2 = .03).  

Specifically, the data show that when the social goodwill was framed as being associated with 

the company, respondents expected product performance to be lower when the information came 

from a company advertisement (M = 5.02, SD = 1.10) than when it came from an unbiased 

source (M = 5.48, SD = 1.19; F(1, 300) = 27.96, p < .01, d = .40). This finding is consistent with 

our prediction that suspicion of a self-interested motive would attenuate the positive effect of 

social goodwill when its association with the product’s attributes was weak. In contrast, when the 

social goodwill was framed as being associated with the products, respondents expected product 

performance to be higher when the information came from a company advertisement (M = 5.32, 

SD = 1.22) than when it came from an unbiased source (M = 4.96, SD = 1.34; F(1, 300) = 17.44, 

p < .01, d = .28). This is consistent with our prediction that suspicion of a self-interested motive 

would attenuate the negative effect of social goodwill when its association with the product’s 

attributes was strong. 

The data further show that when respondents had no reason to suspect a self-interested motive, 

as was the case in the first three experiments, they expected product performance to be higher 

when social goodwill was described as being associated with the firm (M = 5.48, SD = 1.19) than 

when it was described as being associated with the product (M = 4.96, SD = 1.34; F(1, 300) = 

36.80, p < .01, d = .41). This provides further support for our theorizing that social goodwill is 

likely to strengthen product performance beliefs when it is not perceived to be strongly 

associated with the product’s attributes. 

Further analysis revealed that the main effect of product category and the interactions between 

the product category and the factors of interest were nonsignificant (p > .20 and p > .50 
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respectively), suggesting that the focal effects were consistent across the different types of 

products tested. 

Discussion 

The results of experiment 4 show that the effect of social goodwill on perceived product 

performance is attenuated when consumers have reason to suspect that the firm’s pro-social 

behavior is motivated by self-interest. Thus, we show that both the halo effect and compensatory 

inferences were less pronounced when consumers had reason to believe that the company’s 

motive for engaging in socially responsible activities was disingenuous. While this finding is 

consistent with the conventional wisdom that the halo effect will be less pronounced when 

consumers have doubts about the firm’s true motivation driving its socially responsible behavior, 

this finding has counterintuitive implications when consumers are likely to draw compensatory 

inferences.  

Indeed, when the association between the social goodwill and the product’s attributes was 

accentuated and compensatory inferences were likely to occur, this pattern was reversed, such 

that consumers believed the product would perform better when they did have reason to suspect 

the firm’s motives than when they did not. Thus, the suspicion that a firm’s intentions might 

have been driven by self-interest paradoxically had a positive impact on the perceived product 

performance—a finding consistent with our prediction that consumers would discount the 

information about the social goodwill, which in turn was likely to hinder the formation of 

compensatory inferences and ultimately lead to more positive (less negative, to be precise) 

performance beliefs. 
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The findings of experiment 4 further show that the halo effect reported in the first three 

studies is not driven by the domain of social goodwill, per se, but rather by the extent to which 

the social goodwill is perceived to be associated with the product’s attributes. Indeed, even 

though in most cases the observed halo effect is a function of the domain of social goodwill 

(contribution to socially responsible causes vs. investment in socially responsible technologies), 

we show that a positive halo effect can occur even when the domain of social goodwill is directly 

related to the product as long as consumers are induced to associate the social goodwill with the 

firm rather than with its product. This finding lends further support for our theorizing about the 

degree to which consumer associations influence the impact of social goodwill on perceived 

product performance.  

GENERAL DISCUSSION  

Prior research investigating why companies that do good might also do well has argued that 

social goodwill can influence consumer behavior in two ways: by changing consumer beliefs 

about the firm as a whole, and by changing consumer beliefs about the firm’s products. Though 

the firm’s socially responsible activities have been shown to have a positive impact on the firm’s 

brand image, the evidence for its impact on consumer evaluations of the performance of the 

firm’s products has been less conclusive. In this context, we show that in addition to creating a 

positive disposition toward the company, a firm’s socially responsible behavior can also have a 

positive impact on consumer beliefs about the performance of the firm’s products, such that 

products created by socially responsible companies are believed to perform better. We further 

show that this effect is a function of the extent to which the social goodwill is associated with the 

product’s attributes, such that that the impact of social goodwill on product performance beliefs 

is likely to be positive when the association is weak but not when it is strong. We attribute this 

Marketing Science Institute Working Paper Series 29



  

finding to the halo-based inference processes that are likely to occur in the absence of 

compensatory inferences. 

Our findings are documented in a series of four empirical studies. Experiment 1 demonstrates 

that social goodwill can have a significant positive impact on consumers’ beliefs about the 

performance of a firm’s products, such that a product is perceived to perform better when it is made 

by a socially responsible firm. Experiment 2 then shows that the positive effect of social goodwill on 

product performance beliefs documented in the first experiment is a function of consumers’ level of 

abstraction and that it is more pronounced for consumers in an abstract than a concrete mindset. 

Building on the findings of the first two studies, experiment 3 offers further support for our theorizing 

by documenting that the effect of social goodwill is a function of the extent to which the social 

goodwill is directly associated with a product's attributes and that it is likely to be positive when 

the domain of social goodwill is unrelated to a product’s attributes. Finally, experiment 4 

demonstrates that the effect observed in the first three studies is a function of a firm’s motivation 

for engaging in social goodwill, such that the effect is attenuated when consumers suspect that 

the social goodwill is motivated by self-interest. This experiment further supports our theorizing 

by providing more direct evidence that the social goodwill halo is a function of the extent to 

which consumers perceive the social goodwill to be associated with the product’s attributes. 

From a theoretical standpoint, our research contributes to the literature on inference making 

by showing that consumers rely on a firm’s socially responsible activities to draw inferences not 

only about the firm but also about the functional performance of its products. This finding 

advances our knowledge given that prior research has argued that because knowledge of a firm’s 

pro-social behavior does not unequivocally predict the performance of its products, consumers 

will simply ignore this information as being nondiagnostic when inferring missing attributes 
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(Brown 1998; Brown and Dacin 1997; see also Feldman and Lynch 1988; Nisbett and Wilson 

1977; Tversky 1977; Tversky and Gati 1982). We further show that inferences drawn from the 

company’s socially responsible behavior can override consumers’ actual product experience—an 

important finding given the conventional wisdom that inferences are more likely to occur when 

product-specific information is not readily accessible (Dick, Chakravarti, and Biehal 1990; Hoch 

and Ha 1986). We also document the interplay between halo-based and compensatory inferences 

by identifying conditions in which compensatory inferences will override the halo effect of 

social goodwill as well as conditions in which the halo effect can attenuate compensatory 

inferences.  

We also contribute to the literature on construal level theory (Liberman, Trope, and Stephan 

2007; Liberman and Trope 2008) by documenting the role of construal level in inference making. 

In this context, we show that individuals in an abstract mindset are more likely to form positive 

associations between unrelated concepts than individuals in a concrete mindset. Specifically, we 

show that irrelevant information about a company’s socially responsible activities was more 

likely to influence product performance beliefs when consumers were processing the available 

information in more abstract terms than when they were induced to think in more concrete terms.  

Our findings further add to research on corporate social responsibility by demonstrating that 

the benefit of social goodwill is not limited to creating positive associations about the company, 

but that it can also have a significant positive impact on the perceived performance of the 

company’s products. Indeed, prior research has assumed that the positive effect of social 

goodwill is limited to benefiting the company’s overall image and that its impact on consumers’ 

behavior is motivated by their desire to reward socially responsible firms (Carlson, Grove, and 

Kangun 1993; Creyer and Ross 1996; Garrett 1987; Miller and Sturdivant 1977; Mohr, Webb, 
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and Harris 2001) and/or to attain moral satisfaction by affirming a positive self-image (Fischhoff 

and Furby 1988; Freeman 1979; Kahneman and Knetsch 1992; Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). In 

contrast, we show that social goodwill can have a positive impact on consumer product 

performance beliefs, which in turn motivate their behavior.  

We further add to the corporate social responsibility literature by showing that the impact of a 

firm’s socially responsible actions on perceived product performance is a function of consumer 

beliefs about the firm’s motivation for engaging in social goodwill and the degree of association 

between the domain of social goodwill and the firm’s product. In this context, we show that 

when the social goodwill is unrelated to the product, consumer awareness of the non-altruistic 

motivation of the firm’s socially responsible activities is likely to attenuate their positive impact 

on perceived product performance. In contrast, we show that when the social goodwill is product 

related, socially responsible actions motivated by self-interest (rather than societal benefit) are 

likely to lead to more favorable product performance beliefs—a surprising and novel finding 

given the conventional wisdom that socially responsible behavior is likely to backfire on firms if 

consumers perceive the underlying motive to be self-interested (Rifon et al. 2004; Yoon, 

Gürhan-Canli, and Schwarz 2006). 

In addition to its theoretical contributions, our research has important public policy and 

managerial implications. Our findings provide empirical support for the idea that doing good can 

translate to doing well. More important, we identify conditions when a company’s socially 

responsible activities are likely to bolster consumer preferences, thus potentially benefiting the 

company’s bottom line. Our findings are counter to managerial intuitions about consumer beliefs 

regarding the impact of social goodwill on product performance. Indeed, the conventional belief 

among managers is that direct investment in socially responsible technologies will benefit 
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perceived product performance and that product-unrelated acts of social goodwill will have no 

impact on perceived performance. In contrast, our findings show the opposite: that the positive 

impact of social goodwill is greatest when it is unrelated to the product (as in the case of 

monetary contributions to socially responsible causes) rather than when it is directly related to 

the product (as in the case of investments in socially responsible technologies).  

We also find evidence that social goodwill may not benefit product performance beliefs in 

domains where consumers are likely to form compensatory inferences, such as in the case of 

investments in socially responsible technologies. To overcome this potentially negative product 

performance inference, our results suggest that managers should emphasize the link between the 

social goodwill and the firm while de-emphasizing product-specific associations. For example, 

rather than encouraging consumers to think of a product as being environmentally friendly, 

managers might instead encourage consumers to focus on the firm’s environmentally friendly 

image, reflected in its decision to make an environmentally friendly product. In this context, our 

findings suggest that when targeting consumers for whom product performance is paramount, 

companies might be better off by not promoting their investments in socially responsible 

technologies and instead heralding the socially responsible behavior of the firm as a whole.    
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TABLE 1: PRODUCT PERFORMANCE BELIEFS ARE HIGHER WHEN THE DOMAIN OF 

SOCIAL GOODWILL DOES NOT OVERLAP WITH PRODUCT ATTRIBUTES THAN WHEN 

IT DOES (EXPERIMENT 3) 

 

 Performance  Willingness to Pay 

 Charity 
Condition 

Product 
Condition  Charity   

Condition 
Product   

Condition 

Sunscreen 4.69 4.19  83.3% 67.5% 
Laundry detergent 4.18 4.00  74.4% 66.0% 

Bug spray 4.28 3.96  77.2% 67.3% 
Air conditioner 4.59 3.92  81.3% 67.5% 

Total 4.44 4.02  79.0% 67.1% 

 

Note:—Performance values represent participants’ ratings of product performance relative to 

the average product on the market on a 7-point scale; a rating of 4 indicates that it performs the 

same as the average product on the market. Willingness to pay values represent the percentage of 

full retail price that respondents were willing to pay for the products based solely on expected 

performance. For both measures, higher values indicate greater perceived performance. The data 

show that the positive effect of social goodwill on product performance beliefs is stronger when 

the domain of social goodwill is unrelated to the product (charity condition) than when it is 

related (product condition). 
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TABLE 2: SUSPICION THAT SOCIAL GOODWILL IS MOTIVATED BY SELF-INTEREST 

ATTENUATES ITS EFFECTS ON PRODUCT PERFORMANCE BELIEFS (EXPERIMENT 4) 

 

 Company Association  Product Association 

 Unbiased 
Source 

Company 
Source 

 Unbiased 
Source 

Company 
Source 

ecoInk pen ink 5.59 5.11  4.97 5.41 
ecoInk marker ink 5.46 5.00  4.87 5.26 
ecoInk laser printer ink 5.38 4.95  5.03 5.28 

Total 5.48 5.02  4.96 5.32 

 
Note.—Performance values represent participants’ performance ratings on a 7-point scale 

where higher values indicate greater perceived performance. The data show that the effect of the 

type of social goodwill (company vs. product) on product performance beliefs is attenuated when 

consumers have reason to suspect that the company’s pro-social behavior is motivated by self-

interest (company source) relative to cases when consumers have reasons to believe that it is 

genuine (independent source). 
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FIGURE 1: THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL GOODWILL ON PRODUCT PREFERENCES (TASTE) 

AS A FUNCTION OF CONSUMER EXPERTISE (EXPERIMENT 1) 

Note:—Values represent participants’ taste ratings on a 9-point scale. Higher values indicate 

greater perceived taste. The data show that the effect of social goodwill on product performance 

beliefs (the difference between the white and black bars) is stronger for nonexperts than for 

experts. 
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FIGURE 2: THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL GOODWILL ON PRODUCT PREFERENCES 

(COMFORT) AS A FUNCTION OF CONSUMER MINDSET (EXPERIMENT 3) 

Note:—Values represent participants’ comfort estimates on a 9-point scale. Higher values 

indicate greater perceived comfort. The data show that the effect of social goodwill on product 

performance beliefs (the difference between the white and black bars) is stronger for consumers 

in an abstract versus a concrete mindset. 
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