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Abstract Although most consumers are positive about
socially responsible companies, in order to benefit from
CSR efforts, effective and clear CSR communication is
important. However, due to the constantly rising profusion
of eco-labels, based on either own claims from the orga-
nization or claims made by an external third party, con-
sumers may encounter difficulties in identifying truly
responsible firms, which could result in less effective CSR
initiatives, even for those responsible firms. Therefore,
building on attribution theory, this study seeks to identify
how uncertified internal CSR claims and external third-
party CSR labels should be used in order to deter green-
washing and increase positive consumer evaluations.
Within a 3 (external third-party CSR label: positive vs.
negative vs. no label) x 2 (uncertified internal CSR claim:
present vs. absent) design, respondents are exposed to
different coffee product packages measuring their attitude
toward the brand, corporate credibility, purchase intention,
and scent perception, as well as perceived attributional
CSR motives. Overall, findings indicate that especially an
external CSR label affects consumer responses toward the
firm. Moreover, perceived CSR motives serve as a medi-
ator between an external CSR label and corporate credi-
bility and brand attitude, respectively. These findings
warrant further consideration of introducing an external
multilevel rating systems by governmental law.
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Introduction

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) describes the concept
of companies voluntarily incorporating environmental and
social concerns in both their business operations and their
interaction with stakeholders (Mickels 2009). By means of
investments in green advertising and CSR, firms want to be
perceived as environmentally friendly and socially
involved in order to build up more positive brand attitudes
and purchase intentions (Nyilasy et al. 2014). Indeed, CSR
initiatives based on one of the three dimensions—social,
ethical, or commercial—have been proven to affect con-
sumer responses. For example, engaging in CSR may
strengthen the relationship with consumers and may
improve—over time—the corporate reputation (Du et al.
2010; Pomering and Johnson 2009), generates positive
attitudes toward the firm, and may increase purchase
behaviors (Becker-Olsen, Cudmore and Hill 2006; Du et al.
2010; Ellen et al. 2006; Sen and Bhatachharya 2001).
Furthermore, although some studies found the opposite
effect (e.g., Schuldt and Hannahan 2013), CSR communi-
cation may boost product perceptions. For example, in their
study, Sorqvist et al. (2015) found that people may prefer
the taste of an eco-friendly classified coffee over the taste
of another—seemingly nonorganic—alternative, even if
they are actually identical. Overall, environmentally
friendly and organic products tend to be idealized and
receive more positive evaluations than less environmen-
tally friendly alternatives (Mondelaers et al. 2009; Sorqvist
et al. 2015). Engaging in CSR may thus not only issue forth
from the belief that companies have to contribute to a
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sustainable environment, but also from the idea that CSR
efforts offer business benefits (Du et al. 2010).

As most consumers are positive about socially respon-
sible companies (Xiaoli and Kwangjun 2007), scholars
stress the importance of CSR communication in benefiting
from CSR efforts (Mohr et al. 2001; Morsing and Schultz
2006; Xiaoli and Kwangjun 2007), for example by means
of eco-labels. In real-life situations, eco-labels are attrac-
tive instruments for informing consumers about the envi-
ronmental impact of their purchase decisions (Rashid
2009). However, due to the constantly rising profusion of
eco-labels, based on either own claims from the organi-
zation or claims made by an external third party, con-
sumers may encounter difficulties in identifying truly
responsible firms, which results in less effective CSR ini-
tiatives, even for those responsible firms.

Therefore, and by building on attribution theory, this
study seeks to identify how uncertified (internal) CSR
claims and verified third-party (external) CSR labels
should be used in order to deter greenwashing and increase
positive consumer evaluations. In sum, this study explores
the interplay between external CSR labels and internal
CSR claims, and tests the prediction that an internal claim
stressing CSR initiatives is only effective when backed up
by an external label verifying such a claim. The outcome
measures used in this study include corporate credibility,
brand evaluation, product experience, purchase intentions,
and perceived CSR motives.

Eco-Labels

Overall, eco-labels are indicators of the environmental
performance of a company, developed to take away con-
sumer confusion with respect to environmental friendliness
claims (Giridhar 1998; Childs and Whiting 1998). Espe-
cially in the food sector, CSR communication serves as an
effective tool for positively influencing consumer respon-
ses by the means of eco-labels (Thogersen 1999). Broadly,
there are two types of eco-labels: (1) verified third-party
labels (in this study referred to as “external CSR label”)
and (2) uncertified internal claims (further referred to as
“internal CSR claim”). The Global Eco-labeling Network
(GEN) (2004) provides a distinction between external and
internal eco-labels by the following definition: “[An
external label is] a label which identifies overall environ-
mental preferences of a product within a product category
based on life cycle considerations. In contrast to an
uncertified internal environmental claim [internal CSR
claim] statement developed by a manufacturer or service
provider, an [external] eco-label is awarded by an impartial
third party to products that meet established environmental
leadership criteria” (p. 2). While independent third-party
eco-labels (external CSR label) are thus based on
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compliance legislations with predetermined criteria that
have to be verified by an independent competent authority,
uncertified internal labels (internal CSR claim) are placed
on the product by the manufacturer (Rashid 2009).

External Label Versus Internal Claim

With the growing awareness of the importance of a sus-
tainable environment, and of the (financial) benefits which
eco-labeled products might bring, the amount of those
products and the variation of eco-labels increased enor-
mously (Gallastegui 2002; Nyilasy et al. 2014). This pro-
fusion of CSR labels, whether justified or not, makes it
difficult to distinguish which label is certified by a third
party (external CSR label), and hence provides a more
objective assessment of a company’s CSR efforts, and
which label is uncertified (internal CSR claim; Nyilasy
et al. 2014; Parguel et al. 2011). Therefore, it is also of
interest to investigate how consumers respond to the
combination of such an external multilevel environmental
performance rating and internal CSR efforts controlled by
the company.

The Self-promoters Paradox and Greenwashing

A combination of external CSR communication and
internal CSR communication could be strategic for shaping
consumer responses, for aside from providing external
CSR communication, it is suggested that organizations
themselves need to communicate their CSR efforts in order
to benefit (Parguel et al. 2011), and build a reputation that
might protect (or restore) its image in the face of negative
publicity (Vanhamme and Grobben 2009). However,
communicating too much about CSR efforts can cause
consumers to question a company’s motives which creates
skepticism toward the advertised message as well as
toward the company itself, known as the self-promoters
paradox (Ashforth and Gibbs 1990).

Furthermore, consumers often expect to get information
about CSR efforts from both internal and external sources,
but tend to perceive an external source as more credible
than an internal source (Dawkins 2004). Consequently,
consumers may evaluate companies more negatively when
the CSR information is provided by the company itself and
more positively when an external source informs them
about CSR efforts (Kim 2011; Yoon et al. 2006). This may
result from perceived self-interest in the eyes of consumers
(i.e., self-promoter’s paradox; Ashforth and Gibbs 1990):
Information from the company is perceived as being self-
interested, calling into question the credibility of the
message and the company itself, whereas external infor-
mation creates less bias and is perceived as more credible.
Another way of stating this is to say that perceptions of
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self-interestedness or incredibility may inspire perceptions
of “greenwashing,” defined as “the act of misleading
consumers regarding the environmental practices of a
company or the environmental benefits of a product or
service” (Delmas and Burbano 2011, p. 66). According to
Delmas and Burbano (2011), this encompasses two
simultaneous behaviors: poor environmental performance
and positive communication about these poor environ-
mental performances. Thus, an internal CSR claim
becomes misleading when firms do not live up to their
promises (i.e., corporate greenwashing), which adversely
impacts the CSR efforts and the corporation’s reputation
(Nyilasy et al. 2014). Looking back at the two simultane-
ous behaviors in which greenwashing companies engage:
poor environmental performance and positive communi-
cation about these poor environmental performances, it
becomes clear that when internal CSR claims are combined
with a negative external CSR label, it is likely to instill
perceptions of greenwashing, which has a negative impact
on CSR efforts and causes skepticism (Delmas and Bur-
bano 2011).

The greenwashing literature indeed suggests an inter-
action between environmental performance and green
advertising (Delmas and Burbano 2011; TerraChoice 2010;
Nyilasy et al. 2014; De Vries et al. 2013). A study con-
ducted by Nyilasy et al. (2014) demonstrated that when an
internal CSR claim (talk) and actual corporate environ-
mental performance (deeds) are inconsistent, a perceived
greenwashing effect occurs. The perceived greenwashing
effect is defined as the consumer reactions to situations
where green advertising messages and actual corporate
social responsibility interact in inconsistent ways (Nyilasy
et al. 2014). The existence of inconsistent CSR information
could thus invite consumers to perceive a company as
hypocritical and might thus jeopardize the image of the
company affecting consumer attitudes and behaviors neg-
atively (Wagner et al. 2009).

The Mediating Role of Motives: Attribution Theory

A possible underlying psychological mechanism that pro-
vides an explanation for the processing of external CSR
labels and internal CSR claims in “green marketing” can
be found in the Attribution Theory (Kelley 1973). Origi-
nating from the general psychology literature, the attribu-
tion theory investigates the underlying causal explanations
people give when confronted with other people’s behaviors
within social environments (Kelley 1973). The theory
states that individuals attribute observed behavior either to
a person’s internal disposition (e.g., a characteristic) or to
external constraints (e.g., situational factors). Internal
attribution will cause individuals to focus on intrinsic
motives when seeking explanations for a certain behavior.

On the other hand, external attribution will cause individ-
uals to focus on extrinsic motives, thereby attributing
behavior to external factors.

Research on consumer behavior has successfully adop-
ted the attribution theory, suggesting that customers also
engage in similar attributional processing when evaluating
a corporation’s (as opposed to an individual’s) behavior
(Weiner 2000). Within this framework, consumers
attributing internally believe a company participates in
CSR because of a sincere interest and concern for the
environment. In contrast, consumers attributing externally
may conclude that the company is participating in CSR
because of situational factors, such as pressure from the
market. Furthermore, CSR literature likewise testifies to
the involvement of attributional processes in the evaluation
of CSR messages (Ellen et al. 2006; Webb and Mohr 1998;
Nyilasy et al. 2014).

Following Heider (1944), there are two types of causal
attributions for CSR communication: intrinsic motives
which refer to dispositions of the actor and extrinsic
motives which refer to environmental factors. Translated to
CSR communication, consumer reactions may thus range
from inferring an attempt to take opportunistic advantage
of sustainable development trends (extrinsic motives) to a
sincere environmental consciousness as part of the com-
pany’s DNA (intrinsic motive) (Parguel et al. 2011). Of
course, in between these two extreme poles of the contin-
uum, interpretations comprising shades of both poles will
be frequent (e.g., imagine a consumer thinking “I think this
is a good initiative but I do feel the company could put in
even more effort”).

In general, when consumers are exposed to an internal
CSR claim but have no further information, like a verified
third-party label (external label), they are more likely to
attribute this communication to the current sustainability
trend, which is perceived as an extrinsic motive (Parguel
et al. 2011). Whereas internal CSR communication itself
will thus rather be perceived as extrinsic, positive external
CSR communication should drive attributions to intrinsic
motives due to higher levels of credibility and trust (Par-
guel et al. 2011; Becker-Olsen et al. 2006). Prior research
found that consumers are more likely to have negative
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors toward the organization
when they assign extrinsic motives compared to intrinsic
motives (Becker-Olsen et al. 2006; Ellen et al. 2006; Mohr
et al. 1998; Yoon et al. 20006).

Regarding the interaction between external and internal
CSR communication, consumers might infer intrinsic or
extrinsic motives depending on social consensus, distinc-
tiveness, and consistency (Parguel et al. 2011) as described
in the covariation model of Kelley (1973). The current
sustainability trend can be compared with the dimension of
social consensus and indicates that an effect will be
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attributed to the cause with which it covaries (Parguel et al.
2011). The covariation model also includes two other
dimensions: distinctiveness and consistency. Distinctive-
ness refers to the degree to which the behavior is repeated
by the actor in several situations or occurs only within a
particular situation, whereas consistency refers to the
degree to which a particular behavior is repeated over time
(Sjovall and Talk 2004). Thus, when a company’s external
environmental performance is very positive and combined
with an internal CSR claim, this would mean that the
company complies with pro-environmental principles in
various ways (the engagement is nondistinctive) and on
frequent basis (the engagement is consistent) (Parguel et al.
2011). As a result, consumers might conclude that the
internal CSR claim advertised is consistent with the com-
pany’s past behavior due to third-party observations (by the
means of an external CSR label) and therefore attribute
these claims to intrinsic motives (Parguel et al. 2011).

In contrast, an external CSR label that does not back up
an internal CSR claim would make the internal CSR claim
distinctive and inconsistent which in turn should drive
attributions to more extrinsic motives (Parguel et al. 2011;
Sjovall and Talk 2004). Especially in the latter case (i.e.,
where a mismatch between external labeling and internal
claim presence occurs), consumers might be prompted to
process the message to a greater extent in so far a per-
ceived incongruence might instigate more elaborate
information processing (as opposed to heuristic process-
ing) to resolve the incongruence (cf. Lee and Laproo
2004).

This study seeks to identify how uncertified internal
CSR claims and external third-party CSR labels affect
consumer response, including corporate credibility, brand
evaluation, product experience, purchase intentions, and
perceived CSR motives. Based on the foregoing, the
following hypotheses are proposed. Starting out from the
finding that consumers tend to perceive an external source
as more credible than an internal source, it is expected
that:

H1 An external CSR label has a more positive impact on
consumer responses than an internal CSR claim.

However, the focus of current research is not so much
on the main effects of our independent variables (i.e.,
external label and internal claim presence), but rather on
the interaction between external CSR labeling and internal
claims. Based on “greenwashing” literature and related
topics such as the “self-promoter’s paradox” and consumer
skepticism, we propose that:

H2 A positive internal claim will negatively affect con-
sumer responses in the presence of a negative (as opposed
to a positive) external label.
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Finally, based on attribution theory and related insights
into the underlying psychological processes involved in
claim and label perception, we argue that:

H3 The effects of external labeling and internal claims on
consumer responses are mediated by perceptions of CSR
motives.

Method
Procedure and Participants

To test the influence of CSR communication, either
through a company source or an external source, a 3 (ex-
ternal CSR label: positive/negative/no label) x 2 (internal
CSR claim: present/absent) randomized between-subject
full-factorial design was used. In a hardcopy survey,
respondents were exposed to coffee packages which they
were asked to rate regarding the attitude toward the brand,
purchase intentions, corporate credibility, scent, and
brand’s motives. In total, 180 Dutch respondents (55%
female, 45% male; 56.8% younger than 23, 43.2% older
than 24) participated in a randomized between-subject full-
factorial experiment, yielding 158 usable surveys.

Respondents were randomly assigned to one of the
conditions. In order to reduce hypothesis guessing, an
unobtrusive explanation was given to them. Subjects were
thus informed that the purpose of this study was to get an
understanding of general attitudes and beliefs toward the
product packaging. After being assigned to one of the
conditions and having read the general instructions, the
product package of the particular condition was given to
the participant for a maximum of 2 min, asking them to
carefully look at the product package and all features
belonging to it as well as to smell the coffee at the end of
the survey. Afterward, the survey including manipulation
check and the dependent variables scales was handed out.
At the end, two demographic questions were asked
(age/gender), and respondents were thanked for their par-
ticipation. Participating in the study took about 5-10 min,
and the study design was approved by the Ethical com-
mittee of the University of Twente.

Stimulus Material 1: External CSR Label

Regarding the external CSR label, 4 self-designed labels
illustrating positive and negative environmental impacts,
respectively, were composed, consisting of two basic ele-
ments. Then, based on a pretest, the most optimal label was
selected for the main study. Importantly, the external CSR
label should clearly communicate its purpose without the
provision of additional explanation or information to the
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participants in our study. That is, we wanted to avoid
hypothesis guessing and to stay close to everyday shopping
situations in which claims and labels are unobtrusively
present on product packaging without explicit clarification
of their meanings or purposes.

The first basic element depicts (a part of) the official EU
eco-label sign, the flower. This feature of the EU eco-label
has been adopted in order to assure that the provided
external eco-label is third-party certified and qualified by
the European Union in order to clearly differentiate it from
an internal CSR claim. As it is classified as a Type 1 eco-
label by the International Organization for Standardization
(IS0O), it serves as third-party certification and as effective
reference for indicating third-party agreement (ISO Central
Secretariat 2012). Moreover, the EU eco-label could give
an important competitive advantage by raising consumer
trust (Gallastegui 2002; Collins 1994).

The second basic element of the label includes a green
stamp, which writes ECO performance, combined with a
rating scale that is placed above the stamp. Regarding the
design of the rating scale, priority was placed on compre-
hensibility and distinctiveness. Based on various multilevel
label systems (e.g., the EU Energy Label (European Union
On-Line 2015) and the WWF’s regulation system for fish
(WWF 2002), four different scales were designed. Overall,
by means of different stimuli (e.g., color usage, stars),
positive and negative ECO influences, respectively, are
communicated by means of the scales, see Fig. 1.

Pretest External CSR Label

In order to ensure that the environmental performance
labels communicate environmental impact as intended, a
pretest was conducted prior to the main study. Based on the
above-mentioned aspects, the 4 different external labels as
presented in Fig. 1 were shown in hardcopy version to 10
students of the University of Twente. During this pretest,
respondents were asked to evaluate each of the designed
labels by rating them according to several criteria. The
instructions during the pretest were as follows: Please rate
the presented eco-labels according to the following criteria:
(1) “This eco-label indicates the most positive environ-
mental performance”; (2) “This eco-label indicates the
most negative environmental performance”; (3) “I can
trust this eco-label”; and (4) “This eco-label is realistic and
credible”. The first two rating criteria are used in order to
assess which rating scheme works best for indicating that a
product scores high or low on environmental performance.
The third criterion is included, because a higher level of
trust has been proven to affect the level of attention to an
eco-label (Thogersen 1999). Thus, if a label is highly
trusted, consumers will pay more attention to it. Finally,
asking for credibility and a realistic design is important in

order to ensure that the labels could be used in a realistic
context and thus really be placed on product packages in
supermarkets. Each label was rated by 1-4 points, giving 4
points to the label providing the best match to the criterion
and 1 point for the label providing the worst match.
Afterward, a short interview was conducted in order to
assess the advantages and disadvantages, respectively, of
the favored designs and to get suggestions for possible
adjustments.

Regarding the results of the pretest, label A got the
lowest scores regarding 3 of the 4 criteria and was thus
neither easy to understand nor satisfyingly realistic or
credible. Label B got the highest scores for criteria 1 and 2
as well as the highest score for trustworthiness. However,
participants indicated that it was less realistic and less
credible compared to labels C and D. While labels C and D
were equally effective in indicating positive environmental
influence, label D proved to be a better indicator for neg-
ative environmental influence, was perceived as more
trustworthy and gained the highest score on credibility and
realism of the label and was therefore selected. Participants
stated that the design of label D, which adopted the form of
the EU Energy label, both increases the trustworthiness and
seems more realistic than the other designs due to its
familiarity and the perception that it “could really be a new
EU label.” In order to increase the comprehensibility of the
negative and positive environmental impacts respectively,
of label D, which was lower compared to labels B or C,
participants stated that the classification from A-G itself is
easy to get, but the achieved score has to be highlighted in
another way. Seven out of 10 participants stated that the
comprehensibility of the achieved score could be increased
by highlighting it within the A—G bar and putting the arrow
above it or framing it in bold black instead of putting the
score next to the classification bar. By adjusting this
accordingly, the A—G bar could also get a little bigger,
which further increased readability.

Stimulus Material 2: Internal CSR Claim

Regarding the internal CSR claim, the International
Organization for Standardization (ISO) provides several
regulation standards for environmental labeling. Due to the
ISO regulation standards, especially three factors should be
respected in order to prevent to be too vague or nonspecific
(ISO Central Secretariat 2012): (1) accurate and not mis-
leading; (2) substantiated (through examples); and (3)
unlikely to result in misinterpretation. In line with this, the
Global Eco-labeling Network (GEN 2004) indicates that
internal CSR claims should promote the usage and efficient
management of renewable or sustainable materials. Fur-
thermore, internal CSR claims should be based on life
cycle considerations and contain tangible information
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Fig. 1 Results pretest external
CSR label (Labels A-D) and

Condition 1: External CSR:
positive

Condition 2: External CSR:
negative

Mean scores and Standard
Deviations per criterion

final rating (Label E)

Label A:

Criterion 1: M= 1.00; SE= .00
Criterion 2: M= 2.10; SE= .99
Criterion 3: M= 1.40; SE= .84
Criterion 4: M= 1.80; SE= .79

Label B:

Criterion 1: M= 3.50; SE= .85
Criterion 2: M= 3.30; SE= .95
Criterion 3: M= 3.40; SE= .84
Criterion 4: M= 2.20; SE=1.23

Label C:

Criterion 1: M= 2.70; SE= .82
Criterion 2: M= 2.00; SE=1.25
Criterion 3: M= 2.40; SE=1.10
Criterion 4: M= 2.80; SE= .79

Label D:

Criterion 1: M= 2.80; SE= .63
Criterion 2: M= 2.70; SE= .82
Criterion 3: M= 2.80; SE= .79
Criterion 4: M= 3.20; SE=1.23

Label E:

Final performance rating

about environmental impact by, for instance, including
percentages or other scientific basic information (GEN
2004; CSA 2008). In their guide for environmental claims,
the Canadian Standards Association (2008) refers to some
effective examples of internal CSR claims which include
explanatory statements. Due to these guidelines, internal
CSR claims should be formulated as whole sentences and
include all standards the ISO provides. An example is
“This product uses more recycled material than the model
produced in 2006. Better for the environment, better for
you!” (CSA 2008). On the basis of all mentioned criteria,
the following internal CSR claim is formulated for this
study: By incorporating 80% recycled material, we have
reduced waste at the production phase! Healthy for you,
healthy for the environment!

Stimulus Material 3: Product Package

In particular, coffee has been proven to be an effective food
product in testing eco-label preferences and influences
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(Loureiro and Lotade 2005; De Pelsmacker et al. 2006;
Basu and Hicks 2008). Therefore, in this study, the external
and internal CSR communication messages were placed on
coffee product packages (see Fig. 2). As prior studies have
done before, this study uses an unknown fictive brand name
to avoid any effects of prior brand familiarity. The brand
name that has been chosen is Brew and You Coffee, and
none of the pretest respondents had ever heard about this
brand before.

In order to assess whether participants properly recog-
nized the manipulations, a manipulation check was inclu-
ded in the main study. As such, all participants, regardless
of experimental condition, indicated to what extent they
agreed (using S5-point Likert scales) with the statements:
“According to the EU, the product is environmentally
responsible” and “According to the brand, the product is
environmentally responsible.” Results show that the
external label indeed triggers the belief that the EU is the
source (F (1,174) = 334.31, p < .001), whereas the
uncertified claim does not inspire the belief that the EU is
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Fig. 2 Final stimulus material:

product packages label and internal claim

BREW & YOU

® 2 € V@8 2 @ 0

COFFEE

5
o]

Condition 1: Positive external

Condition 2: Positive external
label and no internal claim

Condition 3: Negative
external label and internal
claim

BREW&YOU

® 2 € V@ 2 0V

COFFEE

BREW & YOU

® 2 € VO 2 0V

COFFEE

(€ (€
VAo Nk

Condition 4: Negative
external label and no internal
claim

BREW&YOU
Q2 @€ )@ 2 @

COFFEE

: 3 :.

Ntgo]

Condition 6: No external
label and no internal claim

Condition 5: No external
label and internal claim

BREW&YOU

® 2 € VN ® 2 0

COFFEE

BREW & YOU

® 2 € )@ 2 @ 0
COFFEE

0%

the source (F < 1, ns). As for the perception that the brand
is the source, the effect of the uncertified claim is (in line
with  predictions) significant (F (1,174) = 133.06,
p < .001). This time, the effect of the external label is also
significant, albeit much smaller; F (1,174) = 3.84,
p = .02. This indicates that to a certain effect, using an
external label also instills the impression that the brand
itself considers the product responsible. These manipula-
tion checks indicate that our designs were perceived as
intended and hence confirm their effectiveness.

Dependent Variables

The dependent variables used in this study include attitude
toward brand, corporate credibility, purchase intentions,
scent, and CSR motives. In order to measure these vari-
ables, validated scales are adopted from the marketing and
advertising literature as well as from the literature on CSR.

Attitude toward the brand is measured by a four-item
bipolar scale including the adjectives such as (1) dis-
like/like; (2) unfavorable/favorable; (3) negative/positive;
and (4) socially irresponsible/socially responsible. This
construct, adopted from Xiaoli and Kwangjun (2007), was
found to be reliable with a Cronbach’s alpha of .84.

Corporate credibility was measured by a four-item
scale adopted from Becker-Olsen et al. (2006) involving
items such as (1) “[Organization] is a firm I can trust”;
and (2) “The [Organization] is a firm that cares about its
customers,” yielding in a satisfactory Cronbach’s alpha of
.80.

The purchase intention scale was adopted by Dodds
et al. (1991), using a 4-item scale: (1) “I intend to buy a
product from this brand”; (2) “Given a choice, my friends
will choose a product from this brand”; (3) “There is a
strong likelihood that I will buy the product from this
brand”; and (4) “I would like to recommend the product
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from this brand to my friends.” This construct was found to
be reliable with a Cronbach’s alpha of .90.

Adapted from Sorqvist et al. (2015), the scent of the
product was tested by asking “What did you think of the
smell of the coffee?” Answers could be scored on a five-
point Likert scale, ranging from “not at all tasty” to “very
tasty”.

The CSR motives construct was based on Parguel et al.
(2011). Three items measured the extent to which participants
perceived CSR efforts as intrinsically motivated: (1) “This
brand is conscious of the importance of ecological issues™; (2)
“This brand has a genuine consciousness regarding ecological
problems”; (3) “This brand wants to make consumers aware
of ecological issues” (Cronbach’s alpha = .76). These items
were measured on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from
“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.”

Results

To reduce the risk of an inflated Type 1 error, first a
multivariate ANOVA (MANOVA) was conducted, with
“external CSR label” and “internal CSR claim presence”
as independent (between subjects) variables and brand
attitude, corporate credibility, purchase intention, and
product experience as dependent variables. This analysis
yielded significant multivariate main effects of both
external CSR label (F (8, 344) = 6.69, p < .001) and claim
presence (F (4, 171) = 2.53, p < .05). The interaction
between external CSR label and claim presence was not
significant (F (8, 344) = 1.33, p = .23). These findings
warrant further univariate analyses of the main effects of an
external CSR label and claim presence.

Brand Attitude

The main effect of external CSR label was significant (F (2,
174) = 8.21, p < .001, 172 = .09). Post hoc comparisons
indicate that a positive external label induced a more
favorable brand attitude (M = 3.49, SD = .62) compared
to a negative label (M = 2.98, SD = .70, p < .001). The
differences between the positive and the negative labels
compared to the control condition were not significant (both
p’s > .10). The main effect of claim presence was not sig-
nificant (F (1, 174) = 1.78, p = .18, n* = .01) showing
that attitude ratings do not vary as a function of claim
presence. Likewise, the interaction between external CSR
label and claim presence was not significant (F < 1, ns).

Corporate Credibility

For corporate credibility, a similar pattern emerged. Again,
the main effect of external CSR label was significant (F (2,
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174) = 16.07, p < .001, > = .16). Specifically, a positive
external label induced a more favorable evaluation
(M = 3.25, SD = .57) compared to a negative label
(M = 2.62, SD = .71, p < .001). This time, the difference
between the negative label and the no-label condition was
significant as well (M = 2.62, SD = .71 vs. M = 3.01,
SD = .55, p < .01), with the negative label condition
inducing a more negative corporate credibility evaluation
compared to the no-label condition. The main effect of
claim presence was not significant (F (1, 174) = 2.69,
p = .10, n* = .02), showing that corporate credibility rat-
ings do not vary as a function of claim presence. Likewise,
the interaction between external CSR label and claim
presence was not significant (F' < 1, ns).

Purchase Intention

With respect to purchase intention, the main effect of
external CSR label was significant (F (2, 174) = 8.44,
p < .001,5* = .09). Again, a positive external label induced
a more favorable evaluation (M = 2.63, SD = .78) com-
pared to a negative label (M = 2.18, SD = .82, p < .01).
However, this time the difference between the negative label
and the no-label condition was more pronounced (M = 2.18,
SD = .82 vs. M =2.74, SD = .78, p < .001), with the
negative label condition inducing a more negative purchase
intention compared to the no-label condition. Although the
difference between the positive CSR label and the no-label
condition is nonsignificant, it is worth noting that here the no-
CSR label condition induced a slightly higher purchase
intention compared to the positive CSR label (M = 2.74,
SD = .78 vs. M = 2.63, SD = .78). The main effect of
claim presence was not significant (F < 1, ns), showing that
purchase intentions do not vary as a function of claim pres-
ence. This time, the interaction between external CSR label
and claim presence was marginally significant (F (2,
174) = 2.76, p = .07, n* = .03), suggesting that in the
presence of a claim, purchase intentions are higher when
backed up by a positive (as opposed to a negative) CSR label.
However, in the absence of a claim, intentions are highest in
the no-CSR label condition.

Product Experience (Scent Evaluation)

As for product evaluation, the main effect of external CSR label
was significant (F' (2, 174) = 11.86, p < .001, 172 = .12). Post
hoc comparisons indicate that a positive external label induced
a more favorable scent evaluation (M = 3.15, SD = 1.01)
compared to anegative label (M = 2.70,SD = 1.14,p = .05).
Again, the difference between the negative CSR label and the
no-CSR label condition was even more pronounced
(M =1270,SD = 1.14 vs. M = 3.62, SD = .98, p < .001),
with the negative label condition inducing a more negative
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scent evaluation compared to the no-label condition. Surpris-
ingly, the no-label condition also induced a more positive scent
evaluation than the positive CSR label condition (M = 3.62,
SD = 98 vs. M = 3.15, SD = 1.01, p = .04). The main
effect of claim presence was also significant (F (1, 174) = 4.70,
p = 03, 7* = .03); in the presence (as opposed to the absence)
of a claim, scent evaluation was more positive (M = 3.32,
SD =1.10 vs. M =299, SD = 1.09). The interaction
between external CSR label and claim presence was not sig-
nificant (F (2, 174) = 1.14,p = .32, > = .01).

The Mediating Role of CSR Motives

In order to further test whether the effects obtained are
mediated by perceived CSR motives, mediation analyses
were conducted. Based on the criteria for mediation pre-
scribed by Baron and Kenny (1986), “perceived CSR
motives” was tested as a mediator of the observed main
effects of external CSR label and claim presence on brand
attitude, corporate credibility, purchase intention, and
product experience, respectively. In order for mediation to
apply, effects of both the independent variable (external
CSR label/claim presence) and the mediator (perceived
CSR motives) on the dependent variable should be sig-
nificant. Additionally, the effect of the mediator on the
dependent variable should be significant. Finally, when
both the independent variable and the mediator are inserted
as predictors of the dependent variable, the effect of the
independent variable should be no longer significant,
whereas the effect of the mediator should remain signifi-
cant. As can be seen in Figs. 3 and 4, this is the case for
both brand attitude and corporate credibility. Hence, the
main effects of “external CSR label” on brand attitude and
corporate credibility are mediated by perceived CSR
motives. For purchase intention and product experience,
the criteria for mediation were not met.

Finally, we also tested whether the observed main effect
of an uncertified label on product experience is also
mediated by consumer motives. Although here the criteria

Fig. 3 Mediation analysis for
the main effect of external CSR
rating on brand attitude

-.39%**

External CSR Rating

for mediation were not met, it is worth noting that the
effect of claim presence on the mediator (CSR motives) is
significant (p < .05), indicating that, although respondents
correctly identified the source of the uncertified claim (as
shown by the previously reported manipulation check),
they nonetheless considered the uncertified claim as
indicative of responsible management.

Discussion

The objective of the research at hand was to find out to
what extent uncertified internal CSR claims, external third-
party CSR labels, and the combination of both influence
consumer attitudes toward the CSR messages and toward
the source (brand/company) behind these messages. A
second objective was to lay bare the underlying process
and thus to address whether perceived intrinsic and
extrinsic motives steer such evaluations. This study broadly
posited that an internal claim will only be effective to the
extent that it is backed up by an extrinsic CSR label.

In line with the presumed importance of an extrinsic
CSR label (and confirming H1), the results showed that
especially an external CSR label affects consumer
responses toward the firm. The effects of the internal claim
were nonsignificant (except on attributed motives). Fur-
thermore, the proposed interaction between internal claim
and external CSR label (H2) only surfaced for purchase
intentions. Finally, perceived CSR motives served as a
mediator between an external CSR label and corporate
credibility and brand attitude, respectively, confirming the
importance of attribution theory in this context (H3).

First of all, regarding external labeling, in line with prior
studies (Parguel et al. 2011; Grankvist et al. 2004; Swaen
and Van Hamme 2004), our findings support the idea that a
positive external CSR label induced more favorable con-
sumer responses (including brand attitude, corporate
credibility, purchase intention, and scent experience)
compared to a negative label. Surprisingly, with respect to

Perceived CSR Motives

.32***

Brand Attitude

-.03 (ns)
(-.15%)
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Fig. 4 Mediation analysis for
the main effect of external CSR
rating on corporate credibility

_.39***

Perceived CSR Motives

44***

External CSR Rating

product experience (scent evaluation) and purchase inten-
tion, our results indicate that the absence (as opposed to the
presence) of an external label might induce more positive
consumer responses (although in our study this difference
was significant for scent evaluation only). Although the
benefits of an external positive label in comparison to “no
label” are thus variable dependent on the outcome measure
at stake, in our study negative external CSR labeling really
proved to have a negative effect on consumer evaluations.
Arguably, virtuous companies do not benefit from their
positive environmental behaviors compared to “neutral”
firms, because consumers infer a general climate of con-
fidence in companies, as long as they have not been asso-
ciated with any kind of crisis (Parguel et al. 2011).
Therefore, in response to the profusion of CSR claims,
negative external CSR labels could serve as more accurate
help in consumer evaluation of companies’ environmental
performances.

In line with the foregoing, our results reveal that the
presence of an uncertified internal CSR claim might also
instill perceptions of a responsible brand (as indicted by the
effect of an uncertified internal claim on perceived CSR
motives). Consumers do thus not generally infer perceived
self-interest by the company only because the CSR infor-
mation is presented by a low credibility source as sug-
gested by Dawkins (2004). This study gives reason to
assume that, up to a certain level, consumers might also
attribute intrinsic motives to uncertified internal CSR
claims, because (regardless of its source) CSR itself may be
viewed positively (Ellen et al. 2006). This makes it all the
more important to provide better guidance and explana-
tions toward consumers with respect to the status and
information value of different claim and label types. Note
however that the effects of internal claim presence on the
(other) outcome variables in our study were not significant;
hence, no firm conclusions as to the overall benefits of
internal CSR claims are warranted here.

Importantly, the proposed interplay between internal
claim and external label did not surface in our study
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Corporate Credibility

.03 (ns)
(-.15*)

(except for a marginal interaction effect on purchase
intentions). Next to that, no evidence for the perceived
greenwashing effect (Nyilasy et al. 2014) was found. The
existence of inconsistent CSR information did not invite
consumers to perceive a company as hypocritical and thus
did not jeopardize the image of the company by affecting
consumer attitudes negatively, as reported by Wagner et al.
(2009).

These findings are surprising, as a large body of literature
found evidence for the greenwashing effect in green
advertising (Delmas and Burbano 2011; Nyilasy et al. 2014;
De Vries et al. 2013). However, Kim and Lee (2012) found
(in line with our findings) that even though CSR commu-
nication had been inconsistent and extrinsic motives were
perceived, consumers still tended to think that the organi-
zation was sincere in supporting environmental issues.
Perhaps then, when confronted with inconsistent informa-
tion, consumers may engage in a line of reasoning such as
“the company does its best in providing ecologically sound
products but is still in the beginning phase, and hence is not
seen as fully ecological according to external standards.”

Similarly, our results suggest that a negative external
label (as opposed to no label) may nonetheless instill per-
ceptions of responsible management, arguably because the
presence of an external label in itself acts as a cue,
implicitly communicating a company’s sincere intentions.
Again, this type of “consumer naivety” highlights the need
for clear communication and consequent policy making.
Finally, our study confirms the importance of attribution
theory as it allowed us to account for the findings presented
in terms of consumer perceptions of CSR motives.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Several limitations should be acknowledged when inter-
preting the findings of this study. First, this research is
restricted to one specific product context, the food sector,
which leads to the implication that future experiments
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should concentrate on investigating this topic within other
sectors. Regardless of product category, follow-up studies
could also zoom in on long-term effects such as brand
loyalty and corporate reputation. Finding effects on more
direct measures such as product evaluation and purchase
intention in the current study indicate that such studies are
worthwhile as product appreciation and repeat purchases
are the building blocks necessary for loyalty and corporate
reputation to develop. Furthermore, as corporate credibility
is something to develop over multiple exposures to the
company in varying contexts, it is also worthwhile to
investigate how, for instance, exposures to a negative
external label would influence perceptions of a company
generally regarded as socially responsible. On the other
hand, consumers might generally pay more attention to
product packaging when product and brand are new, and
they are not yet routine purchases. Hence, for several
reasons, it would be worth investigating how single versus
multiple exposures to CRS labels affect consumer
responses for new and existing brands.

A second limitation concerns the selection of our
external CSR label and internal CSR claim; both were
represented by only one variant and hence by one type of
framing. Arguably, depending on the type and extent of
information provided (external CSR label) and realism or
outspokenness (internal claim), attributions made by con-
sumers may vary. Related to the foregoing, we can also not
rule out that differences in design or information density
might have affected our results. For instance, different
designs may vary in the extent to which they trigger per-
ceptions of professionalism or seriousness, which might
also affect label credibility and related measures.

Moreover, even though the used material has been pre-
sented in a realistic way by using hardcopy surveys, the
setting stays artificial. Presenting the stimulus material in a
natural context (e.g., a supermarket) next to other product
packages may cause participants to process the product
packages differently. In addition, next to the company’s
name, the CSR communication was the only information
presented, which is different for real products that (at least)
also carry nutrition facts. This exiguous change in the pre-
sentation of information may have influenced the perceived
evaluations of the product and the CSR communication(s).
Future research could use more information on the product
packages and present them in a more realistic setting.

Conclusion

Using attribution theory, this study is the first to investigate
the interplay between both positive and negative external
CSR labeling and internal CSR claims on product pack-
ages. Findings of the present study offer valuable insights

on how to effectively communicate CSR efforts in the food
sector. Moreover, our findings show that consumers may
still somewhat “naively” take an internal claim for granted
rather than questioning its authenticity. An explicit nega-
tive label, on the other hand, did prove to be effective in
guiding participants to an interpretation of CSR motives in
line with this external assessment. Therefore, we argue that
it is important to introduce a multilevel external rating
system that provides both positive and negative external
CSR information. Such a rating system might well prove to
be an effective tool for reducing greenwashing and con-
tributing to a truly responsible climate. Furthermore, such a
system has the potential to instigate the development of
pro-environmental initiatives of nonvirtuous firms as they
sooner or later would have to adopt environmental friendly
production methods in order to secure their share in the
market.
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