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Abstract:



This study investigates the manner in which corporate philanthropy affects consumer patronage toward a brand. In so doing, we propose reciprocity as a key mechanism, which manifests the effect of corporate philanthropy on patronage behavior, and examine how vicarious licensing and strategic fit would mitigate the relationship between reciprocity and patronage behavior. The results indicate that reciprocity significantly increases one’s intention to participate in the philanthropic activities that a company supports and the intention to purchase its products. Vicarious licensing is found to lessen the effects of reciprocity on participation intention and purchasing intention. Strategic fit strengthens the path from participation intention to purchasing intention.
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1. Introduction


Corporate philanthropy (CP) refers to the voluntary donation of tangible and/or intangible resources by a profit-seeking company to its local, national, or international communities to promote the welfare of others and to achieve a positive social impact [1,2]. Although gifts of cash are the most common forms of CP, corporate giving can take many different forms, such as donating a company’s products/services, employee time, and expertise, providing the use of a company’s facilities and properties, and so on [3]. CP has increased steadily in the past 40 years, although it experienced a little retraction during the 2007–2009 recession periods. According to Giving USA, cash donations made by corporate America amounted to approximately $7.34 billion in 1995, $15.50 billion in 2005, and $18.45 billion in 2015, with about a 4% increase between 2014 and 2015 [4].



Broadly, CP has been considered one form of corporate social responsibility (CSR), which refers to a corporate self-regulatory mechanism to ensure and promote the common good and welfare of others [5,6]. CSR encompasses the notion that a firm should refrain from harming the environment and society in all processes involved in the production and distribution of their market offerings by which they profit (i.e., doing no harm), and that the firm should contribute to enhancing the welfare of society beyond generating positive externalities via their normal business activities (i.e., doing good). While the goals of “doing no harm” and “doing good” can manifest in many different facets of business operations, the following four dimensions are argued to constitute the key domains of CSR. They include: (1) an economic responsibility to be profitable; (2) a legal responsibility to obey all laws and regulations; (3) an ethical responsibility to adhere to the principles and ethical standards defined by stakeholders; and (4) philanthropic responsibilities to promote goodwill (for a detailed discussion, please see [1,7]). CSR activities to meet economic and legal responsibilities are “required”, those for ethical responsibilities are “expected”, and the philanthropic activities are discretionary, thus classified as “desired”. As CSR activities move from required to desired, public criticism and legal enforcement weaken when a company does not meet them.



From a firm’s strategic perspective, one critical debate concerning CSR has been whether engaging in CSR will generate meaningful returns, either in the form of avoiding penalties or improving a firm’s competitive position, that are significant enough to justify the expenditure. While some studies have supported the role of CSR in benefiting a firm’s financials as it improves brand loyalty [8], enhances reputations [9], and attracts investment [9], others have argued for the limited or even detrimental effects on the firm’s bottom line when engaging in CSR [10,11]. For example, according to a survey conducted by GlobeScan and EAI in 2009, about 75% of respondents disagreed with the statement that “I buy products made by companies that practice CSR or recommend such companies’ products to other people” [12]. The inconsistency found in the previous literature may have stemmed from the fact that the effects of CSR depend on several moderating factors, such as the perceived strategic fit between CSR and a firm’s business model, the extent of consumer awareness and involvement, differing forms of CSR, the norms of a given industry, and so on (e.g., [7,13]). More studies are thus needed to provide a better understanding of the mechanism by which CSR influences consumer behavioral intentions. Our study addresses this issue in the context of corporate philanthropy (CP). By doing so, we aim to contribute to the current literature by providing a greater clarity in the following regards.



While CP has been discussed as a part of CSR, an argument has recently been made that CP should be treated as distinct from CSR [13,14,15]. Most notably, von Schnurbein et al. [15] contend that CSR and CP follow different conceptualizations, given that CSR is closely related to a firm’s core business, thus being “considered a required and expected part of corporate product (p. 285)”, while corporate philanthropy is strictly voluntary [16] and gears toward performing activities benefiting social communities outside the organization conducting CP. Furthermore, CSR is tightly linked to the concept of sustainability, and tends to be focus more on ‘avoiding bad’ not to be penalized [17], thus being more regulated by local, regional, and federal authorities than CP activities. Some scholars have also argued that a critical aspect of CP is a firm giving without the explicit pursuit of obtaining tangible gain for corporations [18]. This differentiates CP from corporate sponsorship, or cause-related marketing, which is a part of a firm’s strategic marketing mix [18,19]. Husted and de Jesus Salazar [20] stressed the incompatibility in pursuing the maximization of both a firm’s profit and social welfare simultaneously due to the inherent tradeoff between these two goals. Some, however, point out that while philanthropic activities, in principle, are a firm’s discretionary and altruistic contribution to the social cause, they can be powerful ways to demonstrate a company’s integrity and to communicate the values that the company stands for [21,22]. CP, thus, can be seen as donating corporate resources “to address nonbusiness community issues that also benefit the firm’s strategic position and, ultimately, its bottom line” [22]. Yet, the extent to which CP is able to achieve this depends on how it is judged by consumers [23].



We follow the above conceptualization and investigate the strategic role of CP. In particular, we examine the way in which CP induces two different forms of a consumer’s patronage behavior: (1) consumers’ willingness to support a firm’s philanthropic activities (i.e., participation intention); and (2) their willingness to purchase a firm’s products or services (i.e., purchasing intention). We also identify critical perceptual factors that could strengthen or mitigate the effects of CP on these patronage intentions. In so doing, we propose that CP increases consumer patronage through the mechanism of reciprocity (i.e., feeling of obligation to respond to the positive action of an interacting party with another positive action) and examine how the perception of vicarious licensing (i.e., the extent to which consumers evaluate that the company contributed to society on their behalf) and strategic fit (i.e., the fit between the characteristics of the philanthropic activities and a firm’s core expertise) moderate the impact of reciprocity on consumer patronage. The results of this study could not only enhance the theoretical understanding of the cognitive mechanism by which CP is evaluated, but also provide practical implications as to how a firm should structure its CP so as to enhance consumer involvement in its cause, which in turn leads to consumer patronage toward the firm.




2. Literature Review


In order to understand the CP affecting consumers’ patronage behaviors, we employed social identity theory [24,25,26,27,28] as the conceptual framework. Social identity refers to “the individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain social groups together with some emotional and value significance to him of this group membership” [29]. People divide the world into “us” and “them” by putting people in different social groups, and then consider people in the same group similar to themselves and different from others outside the group (i.e., social categorization). Social identity is an individual’s perception of who he or she is based on this group membership, which serves as the source of one’s pride and self-esteem. It is important to note, however, that group membership may not always serve as a source of pride and self-esteem and that people can belong to a group that is socially stigmatized or occupies a low status within society [28,30]. To increase pride and self-esteem, particularly when it is difficult to abandon the group membership associated with socially undesirable qualities, people are often motivated to evaluate the situation and to behave in a way that enhances the images and status of the group to which they belong (i.e., in-group favoritism) [26,28,31]. Tajfel and Turner [32] further identified three key variables contributing to in-group favoritism. They included the extent to which (1) individuals identify with an in-group to internalize group membership as an aspect of their self-concept, (2) the prevailing context provides grounds for comparison between groups, and (3) individuals judge the perceived relevance of the comparison group. Turner and Tajel [33] and Hogg and Terry [34] further demonstrated that the mere act of individuals categorizing themselves as group members was sufficient to lead them to display in-group favoritism. This attitude change will in turn follow pro (or supporting) and counter (or rejecting) behaviors toward the group identity and/or activities [30,35].



In-group identification directing behavioral choices has been well supported in the context of CSR. Collier and Esteban [36], for example, reported that the degree to which employees can align their self-identity and image with the organization has a significant impact on employee motivation and commitment to CSR buy-in. In the context of consumer patronage behavior, in particular, Marin et al. [37] and Peloza and Shang [38] found that the influence of CSR on brand loyalty and purchasing intention hinges upon how significantly a consumer’s social identity is aligned with a company’s CSR initiative. In particular, the extent to which consumers perceive that their community is the recipient of the benefit (i.e., in-group identification) enhances their willingness to demonstrate patronage behavior toward the company, whose effect can be explained by the mechanism of reciprocity.



2.1. Reciprocity


Reciprocity refers to responding to the positive action of an interacting party with another positive action, since a favor from the other party produces a sense of obligation to return the favor [39,40]. Reciprocity results from one’s evaluation that the other party performed an action with consequences that benefited the welfare of the person (or his/her community) and that the action was performed with good intentions [41]. Reciprocity is often regarded as a social norm governing the behavior of social actors—establishing that the right thing to do is to return the favor to those who helped you and those whom you help are obligated to repay. Marcel Mauss’ early essay (1950) on the threefold nature of the gift-giving cycle (i.e., give-get-repay) helps explain why reciprocal obligations can be a powerful social force [40,41]. The obligation to give tends to be driven by the motivation to establish or maintain desirable relationships. However, receiving gifts could create tension due to an implicit recognition of dependence on the gift-giver. The motivation to reduce this tension forces a receiver to reciprocate what was given. Furthermore, the recipient’s obligation to repay the gift received tends to depend upon the value of benefits received and the intensity of the recipient’s need at the time when the benefit was provided [42]. However, even without substantial or proven outcomes, reciprocity may nevertheless be perceived simply by knowing that the companies are trying to perform beneficial acts for them or for the community to which they belong [43].



While the role of reciprocity has mostly been examined in the context of interpersonal relationships, evidence exists in consumer-to-business relationships indicating that consumer reciprocity generates significant endorsement behavior toward a company. Palmatier et al. [44], for example, showed that a firm’s investments in customer relationship marketing evoked feelings of gratitude, which then led to gratitude-based reciprocal behaviors. Reciprocity also increases consumer trust toward a company, which in turn affects consumers’ commitment and purchase intentions. In fact, feelings of reciprocity are known to be important in determining consumers’ behavioral decisions toward a non-profit organization, such that reciprocity motivates consumers to participate in community activities and make charitable contributions to the cause that the firm supports [45,46].



We thus expect that reciprocity will result in two different endorsement behaviors in our context: participation intention and purchasing intention. Participation intention refers to voluntary and active consumer participation in philanthropic activities that a firm organizes, and/or cooperation with the firm’s employees in ways that promote the social causes that the firm supports [47,48]. Purchasing intention, on the other hand, is a consumer's willingness to purchase a product or service of the firm that engages in corporate philanthropic activities. We posit that the extent to which consumers perceive that their community is the recipient of a firm’s philanthropic activities would have direct and positive effects on (1) a consumer’s participation intention and (2) his/her purchasing intention.



We also expect that a consumer’s willingness to participate in a firm’s philanthropic activities will increase his/her purchasing intention of a product or service that the firm offers. A consumer’s participation intention will further enhance his/her in-group identification, which will increase the endorsement behavior toward the firm they see as an in-group member. While not many studies have examined this relationship, Park et al. [49] indicated that consumers’ willingness to participate in the events that a firm organizes has a positive effect on their brand loyalty and repurchasing intention of the firm’s market offerings. We thus develop the following hypotheses.



Hypothesis 1.

Reciprocity will significantly increase a consumer’s intention to participate in the philanthropic activities of the company.





Hypothesis 2.

Reciprocity will significantly increase a consumer’s intention to purchase the company’s products.





Hypothesis 3.

A consumer’s intention to participate in the philanthropic activities of the company will significantly increase his/her purchasing intention of the company’s products.





Next, we look into the moderating effects of two cognitive judgments affecting the relationship between reciprocity and patronage intentions: (1) the licensing effect, specifically vicarious licensing; and (2) the fit judgment between a firm’s philanthropic activities and the firm’s expertise.




2.2. Licensing Effect


The licensing effect refers to a subconscious phenomenon whereby a behavior occurring before a certain choice is made serves as the justification for the decision afterward [50]. For example, consumers who had performed volunteer work immediately beforehand had a strong tendency to prefer and choose hedonic products as a reward for the volunteer work that they had just performed [51]. This is because the consumer views the altruistic behavior carried out before their product choice as a justification to pursue pleasure [52].



This justification mechanism does not always need to involve specific and tangible altruistic behavior prior to an irresponsible choice. Even just the expression of an intention to act virtuously can serve as a license for the subsequent behavior of not acting so virtuously and responsibly [53]. Licensing effects can also be triggered by observation and/or inference, i.e., vicarious licensing. For example, Kouchaki [54] showed that observing or learning about someone’s ethical activity can make others behave more or less ethically as an outcome. The empirical result of his experiment supported the effects of vicarious licensing, such that if a respondent knew that others had already behaved morally on their behalf, the respondent tended to behave less morally and more indulgently. We thus predict that this vicarious licensing (i.e., the perception that the company already contributed to the society through philanthropic activities on their behalf) would weaken the effect of reciprocity on the behavioral intention to participate in the company’s philanthropic activities, as well as their willingness to purchase the company’s market offering.



Hypothesis 4.

Vicarious licensing will significantly weaken the effect of reciprocity on the intention to participate in the company’s philanthropic activities.





Hypothesis 5.

Vicarious licensing will significantly weaken the effect of reciprocity on the intention to purchase the company’s products.






2.3. The Fit between the Philanthropically Activities and Company’s Expertise


Another variable that could moderate the role of CP in shaping a consumer’s behavioral intentions is the evaluation of a fit between the characteristics of the philanthropic activities that a firm engages in and the firm’s core expertise. A greater fit between the two would increase the accessibility and credibility of information about the firm’s CP activities [55] and lead to a positive congruence judgment [56,57], which in turn affects the consumer’s perception as to whether a firm’s chosen activities are appropriate and genuine. Past studies have supported that this judgment of fit is an important consideration that consumers look for when evaluating a firm’s CSR activities. Drumwright [58] and Myers et al. [59] showed that consumer attitudes toward CSR are significantly affected by the alignment between a company’s CSR activities and its expertise. Bigné-Alcañiz et al. [60] also showed that the fit between the brand perception and types of causes that CSR support moderates the effect of CSR activities on enhancing consumer attitudes toward brands. This fit is further found to have a significant and positive effect on consumers’ behavioral intentions [60,61]. We thus developed the following hypothesis.



Hypothesis 6.

The fit between the company’s philanthropic activities and its core expertise will significantly increase the effect of participation intention on purchasing intention.





Figure 1 depicts the hypothesized relationships discussed in this study.


Figure 1. Conceptual Model and the Results from Structural Equation Modeling (SEM).
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3. Methods


The data for the study were collected in the context of the apparel industry. While much CSR literature concerning the apparel industry has discussed and emphasized the importance of sustainable production and sourcing that meets environmental and social responsibilities [62], in practice, philanthropic activities remain the most significant form of CSR that apparel companies employ [63].



Specifically, the data were collected via an online survey from the consumer panel of a marketing research firm in South Korea. Within a week of data collection, a total of 326 respondents filled out the survey. After excluding four responses due to incomplete data, we obtained a final sample size of 322. The final sample consisted of consumers in their 20s (34.8%), 30s (32.2%), and 40s (32.6%). Approximately half of the respondents were female. The average monthly household income was around $4500 and the average monthly expenditure on apparel products was $275. A detailed profile of the final sample is presented in Table 1.



Table 1. Respondents’ profile.







	

	
Variables

	
N

	
%

	

	
Variables

	
N

	
%






	
Gender

	
Male

	
162

	
50.3

	
Age

	
20–29

	
112

	
34.5




	
Female

	
160

	
49.7

	
30–39

	
104

	
32.3




	
40–49

	
106

	
32.9




	
Average monthly expenditure on apparel

	
Below 100

	
107

	
32.9

	
Average monthly income

	
Below 3000

	
92

	
28.6




	
101–200

	
97

	
29.8

	
3001–4000

	
62

	
19.3




	
201–300

	
58

	
18.0

	
4001–5000

	
61

	
18.9




	
301–400

	
9

	
2.8

	
5001–6000

	
32

	
9.9




	
Above 400

	
51

	
15.8

	
Above 6000

	
64

	
19.9




	

	

	

	
No response

	
11

	
3.4











4. Instrument


A questionnaire was developed to measure the constructs examined in this study. Respondents first read a script that described a particular philanthropic activity performed by an imaginary apparel company and were then asked to fill out the measurement items in the questionnaire. All measurement items used a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 for “strongly disagree or highly unlikely” to 7 for “strongly agree or highly likely”.



Six scripts were developed following the procedures descried below. We first collected specific cases of philanthropic activities performed by apparel companies in Korea by reviewing the companies’ sustainability and annual reports. In so doing, we focused on the philanthropic activities organized and performed at the corporate level (i.e., the company as the giving entity), thus excluding cases where a company encouraged (e.g., through the matching mechanism) its employees to donate personal resources to the social causes that they supported. A total of 22 specific cases were identified, which was used as the basis for our script development. The review of these cases indicated that the philanthropic activities of apparel companies could be grouped into two distinct categories. One category is giving tangible assets (i.e., donation of money and company goods) and the other category is giving intangible assets (i.e., donation of a company’s expertise, access to its distribution system, training opportunities, etc.).



Using actual cases, which we reviewed as guidelines, we created three different scripts for each type of giving, resulting in a total of six scripts. These scripts described an imaginary apparel company manufacturing and selling casual clothing for both men and women performing six different types of philanthropic activities. We used an imaginary company to avoid any biases caused by existing brands and corporate images, but the descriptions of the company followed the average characteristics of the existing brands that we examined. That is, this company was described as having about 500 employees with an annual revenue of approximately $600–$800 million; it manufactures about 40% of its garments from facilities that it owns and 60% of its garments are sourced from other suppliers; it retails its garments at company-owned specialty stores. Each scenario describes the company giving different forms of tangible assets by saying that the company: (1) donated 3% of its profits in cash to support needy people in its community to buy food or grocery so that they do not skip meals or acquire utensils and ingredients to cook for themselves; (2) donated 3% of its profits in cash to improve the residential environment of people in need in its community so that they can enjoy clean and healthy living spaces; or (3) donated 3% of its profits in cash provide a need-based scholarship to those who cannot afford education in its community, so that they are able to attend colleges and take classes to improve their knowledge. Three other scripts described the company giving intangible assets by: (1) offering free laundry services to support people in need and those who cannot afford to wash their clothes frequently due to debilitating physical conditions and a lack of financial means; (2) teaching needy people sewing, ironing, pattern making, and other garment alteration skills in order to help them get a job and earn money; or (3) supporting local charity bazaar events or flea markets with a company’s supplies such as hangers, mannequins, and mirrors in order to support the execution of these events.



These variations resulted in a total of six scripts. One of the scripts was presented to each respondent (Table 2). After collecting the data, we conducted a chi-square test to determine if the respondents assigned to each scenario differed in terms of gender, age, average monthly income, and average monthly spending. As reported in Table 3, the results indicate no significant differences between the groups of differing scenarios.



Table 2. The number of respondents in each condition.







	
Type of Giving

	
Scenario 1

	
Scenario 2

	
Scenario 3






	
Money-giving

	
54

	
56

	
52




	
Expertise-giving

	
53

	
52

	
55










Table 3. Results of the χ2 analysis on each condition.







	
Variable

	
χ²

	
Df

	
p






	
Gender

	
321

	
5

	
0.997




	
Age

	
155.016

	
145

	
0.270




	
Average monthly income

	
206.474

	
215

	
0.650




	
Average monthly expenditure on apparel

	
91.822

	
105

	
0.817










The measurement items were derived from the previous studies and modified to reflect the context of the current study. Specifically, the measurement items for reciprocity were adapted from Chan and Li [64], Chesters and Lawrence [65], and Morales [46]. The items for the licensing effect are from Khan and Dhar [50] and Kouchaki [54], and those of the fit evaluation are from Becker-Olsen et al. [66]. The items of participation intention are based on items by Folse et al. [67], and those of the purchase intention were from Fournier [68] and Keller [69]. The final items used in the study are presented in Table 4.



Table 4. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis.







	
Variables

	
Scales

	
Factor Loading

	
AVE

	
CR

	
Cronbach’s α






	
Reciprocity

	
I feel I owe the company for its philanthropic activities as a local resident who might be a beneficiary.

	
0.860

	
0.715

	
0.883

	
0.875




	
I would like to return the company’s philanthropic activities in full as a local resident who might be a beneficiary.

	
0.895




	
I appreciate the company’s philanthropic responsibility activities as a local resident who might be a beneficiary.

	
0.7784




	
Participation Intention

	
I would like to participate in the company’s philanthropic activities mentioned above.

	
0.782

	
0.772

	
0.910

	
0.893




	
I will support the company’s philanthropic activities by way of purchasing products or services where a portion of profits goes to support these activities.

	
0.887




	
I would like to contribute to realize common good through my participation in the company’s philanthropic activities mentioned above.

	
0.908




	
Purchase Intention

	
I will preferentially consider buying the products or service of the company.

	
0.855

	
0.804

	
0.943

	
0.945




	
I will recommend buying the products or service of the company.

	
0.897




	
I feel like buying the products or service of the company.

	
0.918




	
I will definitely consider buying the products or service of the company.

	
0.916




	
Vicarious Licensing

	
After knowing the company’s philanthropic activities mentioned above, I feel that the company does good thing for the society on behalf of me.

	
0.802

	
0.659

	
0.707

	
0.700




	
I feel that the company’s philanthropic activities contributed significantly to improving the community on my behalf.

	
0.674




	
Strategic Fit

	
The philanthropic responsibility activities fit well with the apparel company’s core expertise.

	
0.909

	
0.797

	
0.977

	
0.939




	
The philanthropic responsibility activities similar with the apparel company’s core expertise.

	
0.919




	
The philanthropic responsibility activities are consistent with the apparel company’s core expertise.

	
0.906




	
The philanthropic responsibility activities and apparel company’s core expertise are complementary.

	
0.835








χ2 = 206.071, d/f = 94, CFI = 0.975, GFI = 0.922, RMR = 0.057, RMSEA = 0.061.









5. Data Analysis


5.1. Measurement Test


First, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with the maximum likelihood method [70] was used to evaluate the measurement model in terms of reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. The results of the confirmatory analysis showed a good fit (χ2 = 113.977, df = 48, p = 0.000, GFI = 0.943, AGFI = 0.907, CFI = 0.979, RMR = 0.057 and RMSEA = 0.061). Convergent validity was evaluated by checking the significance of the t-values for each path coefficient of the CFA model [71]. As shown in Table 1, the t-values for all path coefficients were significant. All of the constructs’ estimated average variances extracted (AVE) were over 0.50, and the composite reliabilities were over 0.70, which confirmed the convergent validity. We also found that the AVE estimates of all the constructs were larger than the corresponding squared inter-construct correlation estimates [71]. We thus concluded that our measurement model also satisfied the discriminant validity.




5.2. Model Test


Structural equation modeling (SEM) with the maximum likelihood method [72] was used to examine the hypothesized relationships depicted in Figure 1. The model fit was tested using the comparative fit index, non-normed fit index, and room mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) [73]. The results indicate that our structural model has a good fit to the data (χ2 (32) = 54.326, CFI = 0.991, NNFI = 0.979, RMSEA = 0.052).



First, we found that reciprocity had a significant and positive effect on both participation intention (β = 0.415, p < 0.05) and purchasing intention (β = 0.248, p < 0.05). We therefore support Hyphothesis 1 and Hyphothesis 2. We also found that participation intention had a significant and positive effect on purchasing intention (β = 0.552, p < 0.05), thus supporting Hyphothesis 3. As for the moderating roles of vicarious licensing, it was found to significantly reduce the effect of reciprocity on both participation intention (β = −0.152, p < 0.005) and purchasing intention (β = −0.190, p < 0.05). We thus support Hyphothesis 4 and Hyphothesis 5. The result also indicated a significant and positive role of the fit moderating the effect of participation intention on purchasing intention (β = 0.150, p < 0.05), thus supporting Hyphothesis 6. The detailed results are presented in Figure 1.



Next, we conducted a stepwise regression analysis in order to confirm the main hypotheses and the mediating effect of participation intention [74,75,76], and the results are presented in Table 5. As shown in Table 4, the addition of participation intention as a mediating variable significantly increases the adjusted R² of the model. Specifically in step 3, the path from participation intention to purchasing intention is significantly positive (β = 0.427) and reduces the direct effect of reciprocity on purchasing intention from β = 0.655 to β = 0.187 (both are significant at p < 0.000), thus supporting the mediating effect of participation intention as depicted in our model.



Table 5. The results of the three-step regression analysis.







	
Step

	
Path

	
Adjusted R²

	
β

	
p






	
Step 1

	
Reciprocity → Purchasing Intention

	
0.427

	
0.655

	
0.000




	
Step 2

	
Reciprocity → Participation Intention

	
0.484

	
0.697

	
0.000




	
Step 3

	
Participation Intention → Purchasing Intention

	
0.427

	
0.655

	
0.000




	
Step 4

	
Reciprocity → Purchasing Intention

	
0.659

	
0.187

	
0.000




	
Participation Intention → Purchasing Intention

	
0.672

	
0.000










Next, in order to validate the moderating roles of vicarious licensing and strategic fit, we employed a multiple moderated regression [74,75,76] and the results are presented in Table 6, Table 7 and Table 8. As for vicarious licensing as a variable moderating the effect of reciprocity on participation intention, model 1 examines only the direct effect of reciprocity on participation intention, model 2 includes reciprocity and vicarious licensing as separate independent variables, and model 3 examines the effect of reciprocity and the interaction effect of vicarious licensing on participation intention. As can be seen in Table 6, the change in the adjusted R² of Model 3 is significantly greater than that of Models 1 and 2, thus confirming the moderating role of vicarious licensing. We followed the same steps to test the moderating roles of vicarious licensing on purchasing intention (Table 7) and strategic fit (Table 8). As shown in Table 7 and Table 8, the changes in the adjusted R² of model 3 are significant, thus supporting the role of vicarious licensing and strategic fit as illustrated in our model.



Table 6. The results of testing the moderating effect of licensing perception.







	
Model

	
Adjusted R²

	
F Change

	
Significance Level of F Change






	
Model 1 a

	
0.484

	
247.082

	
0.000




	
Model 2 b

	
0.579

	
59.578

	
0.000




	
Model 3 c

	
0.596

	
12.222

	
0.001








a reciprocity → participation intention; b reciprocity and licensing perception → participation intention; c reciprocity, licensing effect, and reciprocity × licensing perception → participation intention.








Table 7. The results of testing the moderating effect of licensing perception.







	
Model

	
Adjusted R²

	
F Change

	
Significance Level of F Change






	
Model 1 a

	
0.427

	
196.447

	
0.000




	
Model 2 b

	
0.489

	
32.679

	
0.000




	
Model 3 c

	
0.507

	
10.122

	
0.002








a reciprocity → purchasing intention; b reciprocity and licensing perception → purchasing intention; c reciprocity, licensing effect, and reciprocity × licensing perception → purchasing intention.








Table 8. The results of testing the moderating effect of strategic fit.







	
Model

	
Adjusted R²

	
F Change

	
Significance Level of F Change






	
Model 1 a

	
0.642

	
470.457

	
0.000




	
Model 2 b

	
0.651

	
7.785

	
0.006




	
Model 3 c

	
0.655

	
4.226

	
0.041








a participation intention → purchasing intention; b participation intention and strategic fit → purchasing intention; c participation intention, strategic fit, and participation intention × strategic fit → purchasing intention.









5.3. Additional Invariance Test


Although it was not hypothesized given the lack of previous studies indicating how different forms of philanthropic activities would affect the relationships depicted in our model, we explored whether the proposed model would differ between two categories of scenarios (i.e., giving tangible assets vs. intangible assets). We separated the data collected into the scenarios where tangible assets were given and the scenarios where intangible assets were given, and then employed the invariance test to examine how the relationships depicted in our model would differ in terms of the two situations. Specifically, the baseline model with all path parameters in both groups set free (Model 1) was compared with the restricted model with a particular path fixed to be equal between two groups (Model 2). We examined the chi-square difference between Model 1 and Model 2 and examined the modification indices to determine specific paths whose estimates are significantly different between donating tangible assets and donating intangible assets. The results are presented in Table 9.



Table 9. The results of the SEM model and invariance test between a tangible vs. intangible gift.







	
Path

	
Tangible Gift

	
Intangible Gift

	
C.R.




	
Β

	
p

	
β

	
p






	
Reciprocity → Participation Intention

	
0.137

	
0.353

	
0.640

	
0.000

	
4.186 *




	
Reciprocity → Purchasing Intention

	
0.137

	
0.063

	
0.420

	
0.000

	
2.375 *




	
Participation Intention → Purchasing Intention

	
0.682

	
0.014

	
0.354

	
0.003

	
0.228




	
Licensing * Reciprocity → Participation Intention

	
−0.208

	
0.000

	
−0.187

	
0.000

	
−1.408




	
Licensing * Reciprocity → Purchasing Intention

	
−0.120

	
0.101

	
−0.268

	
0.000

	
−0.342




	
Participation * Fit → Purchasing Intention

	
−0.140

	
0.002

	
0.262

	
0.000

	
−1.987 *








* p < 0.05.








As indicated in Table 9, the results from the invariance test indicated that the path from reciprocity to participation intention and the path from reciprocity to purchasing intention were significantly different for each group. Specifically, the effect of reciprocity on participation intention was significantly higher for giving intangible assets than that for giving tangible assets (βtangible-giving = 0.137 vs. βintangible-giving = 0.640; χ2d(1) = 4.186, p < 0.05). Likewise, the effect of reciprocity on purchasing intention was significantly higher for giving intangible assets than that for giving tangible assets (βtangible-giving = 0.137 vs. βintangible-giving = 0.420; χ2d(1) = 2.375, p < 0.05). We also found that the moderating effect of fit with expertise was more pronounced for the intangible-giving condition than the tangible-giving condition (βtangible-giving = 0.140 vs. βintangible-giving = 0.262; χ2d(1) = 6.78, p < 0.05). We did not find any significant differences for the effect of participation intention on purchasing intention, nor for the moderating role of vicarious learning between the two groups.





6. Discussion


This study has investigated the perceptual and behavioral mechanism regarding the effect of CP on consumer behavioral intentions. Specifically, we identified reciprocity as the key cognitive judgment determining both the consumers’ willingness to participate in a firm’s philanthropic activities and the willingness to purchase the firm’s products. In addition, we have investigated how vicarious licensing and strategic fit would mitigate the relationship between reciprocity and patronage behavior. The proposed model was tested in the context of the philanthropic activities of apparel companies. The practical and theoretical implications of our study are as follows.



While CP has been generally regarded as one form of CSR, we follow the conceptualization that CP is distinct from CSR, thus warranting separate attention for examining its strategic role. The key tenet for this investigation is that the extent to which one feels indebted to return the kindness they received (i.e., reciprocity) is the mechanism of CP increasing consumer patronage behavior. The results indeed support the significant and positive effects of reciprocity on both participation intention (i.e., willingness to participate in philanthropic activities organized by the company) and purchasing intention (i.e., willingness to purchase the products/brands of the company that gave to their community). These results would mean that, although in principle philanthropy is conducted without a concern for positive remunerable returns for the firm, philanthropic activities could improve the firm’s bottom line. The strategic role of CP is significantly enhanced when they are crafted and communicated in ways that increase in-group identification, thus evoking a high level of reciprocity. In addition, we examined whether participation intention would mediate the path from reciprocity to purchasing intention. The results indicate that the more one is willing to participate in a firm’s philanthropic activities, the more that he/she is willing to purchase a product from the firm. This may be so, for the active involvement in a firm’s philanthropic activities enhances one’s perception that he/she is acting as an agent advocating philanthropic and business missions of the company. This could further enhance in-group identification with the firm [47,77], thus resulting in a stronger willingness to support the firm’s business by purchasing its market offerings.



Our study also identifies critical perceptual variables affecting the strengths of the relationship between reciprocity and patronage behavior. Specifically, we posit that vicarious licensing (i.e., consumers’ perception that the firm conducted a good deed for their community on behalf of them) would weaken their obligation to give back, thus decreasing the impact of reciprocity on patronage intentions. Our results showed that vicarious licensing indeed reduces the effects of reciprocity not only on participation intention, but also on purchasing intention. This is in line with the results by Kouchaki [54] in that the licensing effect is not necessarily limited to one’s own behavior and perceiving someone else performing ethical behavior on their behalf can make people behave less ethically. Our study is the first to confirm the significance of vicarious licensing in the context of CP, underscoring the criticality of this perceptual framing in shaping behavioral decisions. The practical implications of this finding would be that emphasizing CP being carried out on its consumers’ behalf would not be a desirable communication strategy, for it could significantly decrease the consumers’ willingness to participate in the firm’s philanthropic activities and to purchase its products.



As for the mediating role of strategic fit, we find that participation intention leading to purchasing intention increases when consumers perceive a greater fit between a firm’s expertise and its philanthropic activities. That is, although CP activities are not directly connected to core businesses, consumers still evaluate the link between CP and a firm’s characteristics, particularly in terms of what they see that the firm is good at performing (i.e., perceived expertise). A similar argument was made by Porter and Kramer [78] that CP conducted in a way that aligns with the key business goals would benefit the firm in terms of enhancing the bottom line, reputation, and relationship building. It is important to note, however, that the fit discussed in Porter and Kramer [78] is the fit between the goal (i.e., desirable objectives to accomplish via the current and future operations which set by the company) and CP activities. The strategic fit in our study takes a more consumer-centric perspective in that it is employed to capture the judgment made by consumers and the evaluation based on the firm’s past and current engagement and performances, rather than the future. Furthermore, our study tests and demonstrates that strategic fit is particularly critical in strengthening the effect of participation intention increasing purchasing intention. The practical implication of this finding would be that to maximize the positive strategic outcome that a firm can obtain through its philanthropy, the firm should first investigate what kinds of expertise it is perceived to possess by consumers, which in turn should be used as an evaluation criterion when deciding which philanthropy activity it will support.



Despite the fact that firms donate not only tangible assets but also intangible assets, not much attention has been given to understanding whether and how a consumer would evaluate these two forms of giving differently. We further contribute to the current CP literature by exploring whether the strategic role of CP affecting consumer patronage would differ between different kinds of giving conditions, particularly between donating tangible assets and intangible assets. That is, the feeling of indebtedness leading to consumer patronage behaviors are stronger when a firm’s philanthropic activities are shaped in a way to empower the community by providing education, sharing expertise, and allowing access to its infrastructure rather than giving money and other tangible goods to the community. In addition, we found that the moderating role of fit strengthened the effect from the participation intention to the purchasing intention when giving intangible assets compared to when giving tangible assets. This would imply that a firm should pay greater attention to the fit between a firm’s perceived expertise and the kinds of philanthropic activities that it decides to engage in, particularly when planning for CP involving intangible assets.



The results of this study should be interpreted with the specific context in mind since the data of the current study were collected from a particular industry. A future study may extend our framework to other types of products and services and examine whether the findings reported in our study would also hold for other industry contexts. Additionally, the data were collected using an online survey. We recognize that some characteristics of the respondents might have been different had we collected the data using a traditional mailing survey, such as a computer or Internet acceptance and utilization. While we do not believe that these characteristics would have affected our constructs critically, a future study may test the validity of our model using different data collection methods. In addition, we note that the social identity induced by our scripts is related to a geographically confined community. However, a social community can be formed beyond geographic boundaries, such as communities in a social network. A future study may examine whether and how the relationships depicted in our model would be affected if the data were collected involving communities not restricted by geographic identities. Lastly, the study was conducted in Korea, which has more of a national propensity towards collectivism than that of western countries such as America or England. A higher level of collectivism might have resulted in a greater level of reciprocity from CP designated toward one’s own community. In a future study, it would be interesting to compare the relationships depicted in our study in a cross-cultural context to better understand how cross-cultural differences would come into play when determining the effectiveness of philanthropic activities on consumer patronage toward firms.
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