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Abstract
As consumer interest in organic products continues to grow, brands are increasingly adding organic variants to
their product lines. However, consumer evaluations of these actions are not straightforward and differ for brands
with various associations or within different product contexts. Previous research has shown that products with
credence attributes, such as organic products, are often judged by brand name and consumers’ existing brand
associations. The current study adds to previous work on brand equity and brand associations by explicitly
considering the context and characteristics of these branded organic products. First, a pretest determined the
existing brands’ corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate ability (CA) associations. Next, an online
experiment tested consumers’ perceptions of brand equity, consumers’ trust in the brands and consumers’
purchase intentions, which were analyzed using a fully parallel, multiple-mediator process model with the
experimental conditions as independent variables. The results show that brand equity increases most when a
brand associated with both CA and CSR introduces an organic product. In addition, consumers trust this brand
more compared to brands that are less strongly associated with CSR. Moreover, the intention to purchase organic
products increases as brand equity increases, but the intention to purchase organic products does not increase as
trust increases. Based on these results, we conclude that brands aiming to increase their value to positively affect
consumers’ purchase intentions of their organic products benefit most when they are highly associated with both
CSR and CA.
Keywords: brand associations, brand equity, consumer perceptions, organic, purchase intention
1. Introduction
Today, consumers are increasingly considering the environmental and ethical aspects of products when making
purchasing decisions (Andorfer & Liebe, 2012; Bartels & Onwezen, 2014; Carrington et al., 2014). All else
being constant, consumers today are more likely to purchase from firms that engage in corporate social
responsibility (CSR) actions than those that do not, especially when consumers perceive that the product aligns
with their perceptions of the company (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001; Lee et al., 2012). In response to this
heightened consumer awareness more brands are developing sustainable products and highlighting the
sustainability of their products (Singh et al., 2012). Whereas some brands, such as The Body Shop, have engaged
in CSR actions and have marketed sustainable products since their inception, nowadays traditional, mainstream
brands, such as Garnier, also engage in CSR activities and market organic product lines (e.g., Garnier BIO
ACTIVE - The Future is Organic).
Although mainstream brands are increasing their marketing efforts to promote sustainability and CSR in
response to increased consumer awareness, several questionable company practices and scandals have been
reported. These reports have resulted in consumers becoming increasingly cautious of “greenwashing” (Polonsky
& Rosenberger, 2001; Siano et al., 2017; Vlachos et al., 2009), which refers to the discrepancy between “talk”
and “action” that occurs when brands use marketing to deceive consumers into believing that they prioritize CSR
and/or sustainable products in order to capitalize on the potential benefits of having a “green” image (Elving,
2013; Siano et al., 2017).
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Consumers may be increasingly cautious of greenwashing because claims of sustainable products are difficult to
validate (Pearson & Henryks, 2008). For instance, organic product attributes are credence attributes, which
means that consumers cannot immediately verify organic product attributes and must rely on the brand’s claims.
Therefore, consumers need more signals and cues to make judgments regarding the credibility of the claim
(Perrini et al., 2010). Because the brand and its claims are the consumers’ main source of information when
evaluating organic products (Karstens & Belz, 2006), consumers are forced to base their purchase decisions on
the brand’s value and reliability (Pearson & Henryks, 2008; Belén del Río et al., 2001; Washburn et al., 2004).
Therefore, the credibility and value that consumers assign to a brand are critical considerations when it comes to
purchasing organic products.
According to previous research, consumer evaluations of a brand’s products should be considered in the context
of the brand’s existing brand associations, that is, whether consumers associate the brand with CSR, operational
excellence or innovativeness (Du et al., 2007). Two types of associations are essential for consumers when
assessing a brand and its products: CA associations and CSR associations (Brown & Dacin, 1997). CA
associations refer to consumers’ perceptions of the brand’s production expertise, product quality and market
leadership, whereas CSR associations concern the brand’s environmental, ethical and socially responsible
behavior (Berens et al., 2005; Brown & Dacin, 1997; Kim, 2014; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001).
These CA and CSR associations significantly affect consumers’ brand evaluations and, subsequently, consumers’
intentions to purchase a product (Handelman & Arnold, 1999; Kim et al., 2017). While several studies have
discussed the various effects of CA and CSR associations on consumers’ perceptions and behavior (e.g., Chen,
2001; Feldman & Vasquez-Parraga, 2013), less is known about how existing CA or CSR associations determine
consumers’ perceptions and behavior when consumers assess the organic products offered by well-known brands.
While we are aware that brands may benefit from strong CSR or CA associations, we still have few insights into
how existing brand associations interact with organic product claims to influence consumers’ perceptions and
evaluations of products. Du et al. (2007) highlighted this gap in the literature by stating a need for research on
the effects of CSR associations in more externally valid and competitive contexts.
Therefore, the current study aims to show how existing CA and CSR brand associations affect consumers’
perceptions and evaluations of branded organic products and, subsequently, consumers’ intention to purchase
these products. We thus investigate the effects of brand associations on consumers’ perceptions and purchase
intentions in the context of introducing organic products by examining the role played by competitive
positioning of established brands with varying degrees of CSR and CA associations (Du et al., 2007). This study
is the first to compare the impact of existing CSR or CA associations for various brands on all the dimensions of
brand equity (i.e., awareness, quality and loyalty) (Yoo et al., 2000) and trust (Vlachos et al., 2009) and to show
how brand equity and trust mediate the effects of brand associations on consumers’ purchase intentions, which
predict responsible purchase behavior (Follows & Jobber, 2000; Schuitema & De Groot, 2015).
Our study compares existing, well-known brands that sell personal care products (PCPs), which is a product
category in which consumers are often faced with credence attributes and that has a rapidly developing organic
market. According to the Soil Association’s 2018 Organic Market Report, sales of certified organic beauty
products increased enormously over the past 10 years (Soil Association, 2018). Moreover, consumer interest in
non-food organic products has grown (Organic Monitor, 2011), and a total market growth of approximately 16
billion dollars is expected by 2020, which reflects an annual growth rate for the organic PCP market of up to 10%
across Europe, North America and the Asia Pacific regions (Grand View Research, 2014).
The paper proceeds as follows: First, we briefly describe the constructs of CA and CSR associations in relation
to brand equity and trust. Next, we develop our conceptual framework based on existing theoretical approaches
from the literature and derive testable, formal propositions. These propositions are subsequently tested in a
field-experimental study. The results are reported and discussed. Finally, we conclude by discussing broader
reflections on the findings and the limitations of the study and by providing suggestions for future research.
2. Conceptual Background
2.1 CA and CSR Associations
In a seminal paper on the role of brand associations in evaluating new products, Brown & Dacin (1997) found
that consumer choices are strongly influenced by different perceptions of the quality and achievements of the
organization behind the brand. In addition to perceptions of expertise and quality (CA), a brand may be
associated with a commitment to the environment and society (CSR). CSR and CA associations may coexist and
may elicit different transactional and relational consumer responses (Du et al., 2007). Although various studies
have shown how consumers’ associations with a brand affected their evaluations of the brand, the results have
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differed across product types and in terms of how the CSR or CA messages were communicated. Building upon
Brown & Dacin (1997), several other papers on brand associations have shown that positive CA and/or CSR
associations can result in positive product evaluations (Jayaraman et al., 2012; Madden et al., 2012). For
example, Sen & Bhattacharya (2001) found that consumers’ judgments of brands can also be influenced by a
trade-off between CA and CSR associations. This trade-off effect leads consumers to perceive that certain CSR
characteristics diminish CA characteristics (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). According to the authors, positive
evaluations of CSR may thus lead to negative evaluations of CA, and both positive CA or CSR associations do
not always result in positive brand evaluations. However, the same authors find in a later study that positive CSR
brand awareness does increase consumers’ CA beliefs in the context of real brands (Du et al., 2007). Therefore,
results on the effects of existing CSR or CA associations on a brand’s perceived value remain inconclusive
because even when a brand is positively associated with both CSR and CA, this may have different effects on the
consumer’s evaluation of that brand and its products (Marín & Ruiz, 2007).
Zhou et al. (2012) investigated the effects of CA associations, CSR associations and their possible interaction on
consumers’ responses to and evaluations of products. The results showed that both CA and CSR associations can
have a positive effect on consumers’ evaluations of low-involvement products. This builds on previous beliefs
that positive CA and CSR associations may be complementary to one another, rather than acting as trade-offs.
However, less is known regarding how positive associations affect brand equity in product contexts in which the
consumer is required to assess the product’s credence attributes based on the product’s brand. This context
potentially increases the importance of the brand evaluation. Because both CA and CSR branding and strategies
are often employed to influence consumer perceptions, their effects on consumers within different contexts
require closer examination. We therefore assume that consumers can and do associate well-known brands with
both CA and CSR characteristics. The different ways in which these associations affect consumers’ brand
evaluations will be discussed next with our hypotheses, which are represented in Figure 1.

Awareness

Brand associations

CSR associations

Quality
H3

H1abc-H2a

Purchase Intention

Loyalty

CA associations
H1d-H2d

Trust

Controls:
Social Identification
Buying Behavior
Product Use
Income
Education

Figure 1. Conceptual Model
2.2 CSR and Brand Equity for Organic Products
Research has shown that positive CSR associations can lead to positive brand evaluations (Hsu, 2012; Marín &
Ruiz, 2007; Perera & Chaminda, 2013). The current study defines these brand evaluations as brand equity, or the
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incremental value added to a product by a brand. Brand equity consists of the consumer’s awareness of,
perceived quality of and loyalty to the brand (Yoo et al., 2000). Brand equity is shaped through associations with,
and knowledge of, the brand (Yoo & Donthu, 2001; Yoo et al., 2000). For example, brands that are strongly
associated with CSR can also be associated with high-quality products (Hoeffler & Keller, 2002) and can
increase consumer loyalty to and positive behavior toward the brand (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Du et al., 2007).
However, other authors state that positive brand associations in general increase consumer loyalty (Chaudhuri &
Holbrook, 2001), which means that consumer loyalty is not solely due to positive CSR associations.
CSR associations may affect brand equity when the characteristics of certain products align with CSR
characteristics. That is, consumers seem to prefer new products when brand associations fit the new product’s
characteristics (Broniarczyk & Alba, 1994). Castaldo et al. (2009) showed a positive relationship between CSR
associations and consumer reactions to organic products. This could give brands that are strongly associated with
CSR an advantage over competitors when these brands are introducing organic products (Castaldo et al., 2009).
An explanation of the effect of CSR associations on consumer loyalty may be that the product relates to these
CSR associations, which then strengthens the consumer’s positive brand perceptions. Indeed, several studies
have shown the positive effects of a fit between brand associations and product characteristics (Gupta & Sen,
2013; Madrigal, 2000). Thus, when an ethical brand introduces an organic product, it may have an additional
positive influence on the brand’s environmentally friendly image (Chen, 2010; Jayaraman et al., 2012). By
contrast, when a brand that is not associated with ethical or sustainable characteristics introduces an organic
product, this may create opposing, negative effects compared to its competitors. We therefore propose the
following:
H1: When confronted with an organic product, consumers will have higher levels of a) awareness of, b)
perceived quality of and c) loyalty to a brand with high CSR associations than to its competitors.
In addition to the added value of the brand, consumers’ attitudes and purchase decisions are partly shaped by the
consumers’ trust in the brand (Krystallis & Chryssohoidis, 2005). Brand associations influence consumers’
responses in a similar way across multiple product categories (Singh et al., 2012). Consumers partly assess the
credence attributes of, for example, organic products based on their trust in a brand (Castaldo et al., 2009).
Consumers’ trust in a brand increases when an ethical brand introduces an organic or sustainable product,
because this is consistent with the consumers’ expectations of the brand (Castaldo et al., 2009; Perrini et al.,
2010). For example, there is a strong, positive relationship between CSR associations and consumers’ trust in
brands that have incorporated organic food products into their product offerings (Perrini et al., 2010). We thus
propose the following:
H1d: When confronted with an organic product, consumers will have higher levels of trust in a brand with high
CSR associations than in its competitors.
2.3 CA and Brand Equity for Organic Products
While Brown & Dacin (1997) showed that, for existing brands, consumers’ CA associations could also lead to
negative evaluations of new products, the authors did not provide a clear explanation of why these contrasting
effects may exist. One explanation could be that consumers’ reactions to products are influenced by the
perceived fit between product features and brand associations (Madrigal, 2000; Torelli et al., 2011). When a
product’s characteristics do not fit the consumers’ brand associations, consumers may prefer other brands
(Broniarczyk & Alba, 1994). Other research showed that perceived “corporate hypocrisy,” or the belief that a
firm claims to be something that it is not, damages consumers’ attitudes toward firms by negatively affecting
their CSR beliefs and their attitudes toward the firm (Marín et al., 2016; Wagner et al., 2009).
For organic products, consumers’ reactions to the products are also partially influenced by the degree to which
the consumers believe the product fits their associations with the brand (Madrigal, 2000). Because organic
products are often perceived as more expensive than non-organic products (Krystallis & Chryssohoidis, 2005),
the product characteristics may conflict with specific CA associations, such as efficiency and cost reduction
(Jayaraman et al, 2012; Madrigal, 2000). For example, consumer goods firms’ informal systems may strongly
promote sustainability, while their formal systems may continue to adopt a traditional focus on financial
performance (Epstein et al., 2015). Consequently, knowledgeable consumers may believe that when an
organization wants to behave in a socially responsible manner, this diminishes the organization’s performance in
the CA domain (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001) because this socially responsible behavior does not fit certain CA
attributes, such as efficiency. In addition, brands that are associated with CA are also associated with quality,
which may conflict with the perception that green products are of lower quality than non-green products. Recent
research has shown that most consumers place much importance on the basic ability of environmentally
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sustainable products to fulfill basic “functional” consumption goals (Ramirez et al., 2015). Indeed, a barrier to
the purchasing of green products is concern regarding product performance (Pickett-Baker & Ozaki, 2008). So,
when there is no perceived fit between the product’s performance or quality features and consumer (CA) brand
associations, this could result in a preference for other (competing) brands (Klink & Smith, 2001; Maoz &
Tybout, 2002). This implies that the perceived lack of fit by the consumer may diminish the brand’s added value.
We therefore propose the following hypothesis:
H2: When confronted with an organic product, consumers will have lower levels of a) awareness of, b)
perceived quality of and c) loyalty to a brand with high CA associations than to its competitors.
Although organic products positively affect consumer trust, this effect is generally exclusively found within an
ethical or sustainable context due to the brand’s sustainable image (Chen, 2010). When product characteristics
influence consumer’s trust in a brand, introducing an organic product by a brand not associated with CSR could
be perceived as inconsistent (Madrigal, 2000). According to Vlachos et al. (2009), when consumers perceive
firms’ sustainable initiatives to be mainly strategic or profit driven, this will negatively affect consumers’ trust in
the firms due to heightened consumer suspicion and public cynicism. Consumers may be suspicious of
“greenwashing” (Polonsky & Rosenberger, 2001; Siano et al., 2017; Vlachos et al., 2009), which occurs when
brands use marketing to deceive consumers into believing that they prioritize CSR and/or market sustainable
products, in an attempt to capitalize on the potential benefits of having a “green” image (Elving, 2013; Siano et
al., 2017). Therefore, when consumers associate a certain brand with CA, this will be perceived as inconsistent
with the brand’s image. We thus propose the following:
H2d: When confronted with an organic product, consumers will have lower levels of trust in a brand with high
CA associations than in its competitors.
2.4 Brand Equity, Trust and Purchase Intentions
The types of associations consumers have with a brand influence their preferences for that brand’s products in
relation to those of its competitors (Yoo et al., 2000). This specific preference can be determined by measuring
the consumer’s purchase intention. When deciding to purchase organic products, consumers must rely on the
brand and its claims as their main source of information (Karstens & Belz, 2006) and must base their purchase
on the brand’s value and reliability (Pearson & Henryks, 2008; Belén del Río et al., 2001; Washburn et al., 2004).
Therefore, the credibility and value that consumers assign to a brand are critical considerations when it comes to
purchasing organic products. Current research on the effects of these existing CSR or CA associations on the
evaluation of a brand’s products reports inconclusive results, which may be caused by the different ways in
which a brand that is associated with both CSR and CA affects consumer perceptions (Marín & Ruiz, 2007). We
argue that CSR and CA associations may affect consumers’ intentions to purchase organic products through
different routes. Specifically, we propose that these effects are mediated by brand awareness, quality, loyalty and
trust. Indeed, previous research shows that purchase intention is determined by consumers’ attitudes toward and
perceptions of the brand (Bartels & Hoogendam, 2011). For example, both loyalty alone and brand equity may
positively affect purchase intentions (Chen, 2010; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001; Yoo et al., 2000). In addition to
loyalty, more trust in the brand can also increase consumers’ purchase intentions (Singh et al., 2012). Especially
for sustainable products, trust is an important predictor of purchase intentions, as consumers need to judge the
brand’s product claims and characteristics based on the brand’s credibility (Castaldo et al., 2009; Perrini et al.,
2010). We thus assume that brand equity and trust mediate the effect of brand associations on purchase intentions
and that higher levels of brand equity and trust will increase intentions to purchase organic products.
H3: Consumers’ a) awareness, b) perceptions of quality, c) loyalty and d) trust mediate the relationship between
brand associations and intentions to purchase branded organic products.
3. Method
3.1 Pretest
To test the effects of CA and CSR associations on brand equity, we first conducted a pretest. In this pretest, we
included brands with the highest market share in the Dutch PCP market (Nielsen Market Analytics, April 2013),
as the impact of product attributes was more defined for these well-known brands (Schuitema & De Groot, 2015).
The included brands were NIVEA, L’Oréal, Dove, Sanex, Palmolive and Rituals. The respondents in the pretest
were presented with all six brands and were asked if they were familiar with the brand (the respondents could
reply yes/no to this question). When the respondents answered “yes” to the familiarity question, they were then
prompted to answer questions about their CA and CSR associations with the specific brand (cf. Brown & Dacin,
1997). The pretest questionnaire was completed by 39 respondents in a within-subjects design. The results of the
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pretest showed that all the brands scored significantly higher on CA associations than on CSR associations (see
Table 1). Therefore, a brand that scored higher on CSR associations relative to CA associations could not be
selected. To test the hypotheses, we therefore decided to select 1) a brand that scored relatively high on CA
associations but not on CSR, 2) a brand that scored relatively higher on CSR associations compared to the other
brands and lower on CA associations than brands 1 and 3) a brand that scored relatively lower on CA
associations but higher on CSR associations than brand 1. Based on an ANOVA, the following brands were
selected: 1) L’Oréal, 2) Rituals and 3) Palmolive. L’Oréal scored the highest on CA compared to all the other
brands, and its CSR associations were significantly lower than those of the other brands. Rituals scored
significantly higher on CSR than L’Oréal and Palmolive and higher on CA than Palmolive. Palmolive scored
lower on CA than most of the other brands, higher on CSR than L’Oréal and lower on CSR than Rituals.
Table 1. Pretest ANOVA results
Brand
1. L’Oréal

CA
Mean
3.81**

α
.88

CSR
Mean
2.27

α
.91

Compared brand

2. Rituals

3.74**

.89

3.15

.84

3. Palmolive

2.97**

.88

2.57

.93

2. Rituals
3. Palmolive
Dove
Nivea
Sanex
1. L’Oréal
3. Palmolive
Dove
Nivea
Sanex
1. L’Oréal
2. Rituals
Dove
Nivea
Sanex

Mean Difference
CA t
CSR t
.66
-5.30**
5.43**
-2.61*
2.32*
-2.18*
1.55
-3.79**
5.78**
-2.42*
-.66
5.30**
4.26**
4.48**
.87
2.31*
.51
1.47
4.63**
2.59*
-5.43**
2.61*
-4.26**
-4.48**
-3.87**
-.94
-5.21**
-1.77
.30
-.46

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, two-sided tests.

3.2 Respondents
To test hypotheses 1 to 5, a convenience sample was used. A total of 165 respondents participated in the online
experiment. We conducted manipulation checks to determine whether the respondents had bought shampoo in
the past and whether the respondents had recognized the correct brand. Three respondents could not identify the
brand they had been exposed to, so these respondents were not included in the study. After the removal of
incomplete questionnaires and participants who had only answered “7” on both positively and negatively
formulated items, the results of 121 respondents were used for further analyses. The respondents were 39% male
and 61% female and were (mostly) between 20 and 30 years old. Moreover, 30% of the respondents had a
bachelor’s degree, and 58% had a master’s degree. For 60% of the respondents, their net income per month was
between $1 000 and $2 000.
3.3 Stimulus Material
We decided not to distinguish between men and women. We therefore chose shampoo as a gender-neutral PCP,
as it seems that shampoos are used equally by both male and female consumers (Hall et al., 2011). Because
product claims appeal to men and women differently (Schlessinger, 2007), we selected a neutral shampoo “for
regular hair.” Moreover, Padel & Foster (2005) concluded that even if products make an organic claim, most
consumers find it difficult to interpret this claim. We therefore incorporated the “100% natural” claim and the
“organic” claim on the product packages of the presented brands. Finally, for all three brand packages, we used a
green shampoo bottle, as green is most often associated with organic or natural products (Browne et al., 2000).
Every shampoo bottle featured the brand logo of L’Oréal, Palmolive or Rituals. The respondents were randomly
assigned to one of the three conditions in a between-subjects design: L’Oréal (N = 42), Palmolive (N = 42) or
Rituals (N = 37).
3.4 Mediating Variables
Brand equity was measured on a seven-point Likert scale using the following dimensions: Awareness, Quality
and Loyalty, as proposed by Yoo et al. (2000). The three-item scales were reliable for every condition: Awareness
6

ijms.ccsenet.org

International Journal of Marketing Studies

Vol. 10, No. 2; 2018

(Cronbach’s αL = .91; αP = .79 and αR = .94), Quality (Cronbach’s αL = .69; αP = .65 and αR = .82) and Loyalty
(Cronbach’s αL = .90; αP = .89 and αR = .95). Some of the items included the following: “I can recognize X among
other competing brands”, “I consider products made by X to be of high quality” and “I consider myself to be
loyal to X.” To test whether the three dimensions of brand equity were perceived to be different, we conducted a
CFA in AMOS 20.0. The results showed that the three-dimensional model (χ2/df =2.12; CFI = .97; TLI = .95;
RMSEA = .10; SRMR = .06) provided a better fit than the one-dimensional model (χ2/df = 16.22; CFI = .47; TLI
= .29; RMSEA = .37; SRMR = .21). Although the RMSEA did not entirely meet the standard criterion of < .08,
we decided to continue with the three-dimensional model following Yoo et al. (2000), as Hu and Bentler (1999)
state that it is often sufficient to rely on the SRMR and one of the remaining indexes for model fit comparisons.
In addition to brand equity, we measured trust using items on an existing seven-point Likert scale, which was
derived from Chaudhuri and Holbrook’s (2001) study (Cronbach’s α = .93).
3.5 Dependent Variables
Purchase intention was measured using three items derived from Kim and Chung’s (2011) research on
consumers’ purchase behavior of organic PCPs. The participants answered questions on a seven-point Likert
scale, in which 1 = completely disagree and 7 = completely agree. The statements included the following: “I am
planning to buy this organic shampoo soon,” and “It is highly likely that I will buy this organic shampoo.” Based
on a reliability analysis (Cronbach’s α = .97), we composed one scale from these items.
3.6 Control Variables
Social identification was incorporated as a control variable, because based on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel,
1978), Bartels & Hoogendam (2011) state that the identification of consumers with a social group of “organic
consumers” may result in the consumer developing a positive attitude toward the convictions and behaviors of
that group, which will increase the likelihood that the consumer will engage in more sustainable behaviors and
increase the consumer’s intention to purchase organic products in general. We measured social identification
using three items on a seven-point Likert scale, which was derived from Leach et al.’s study (2008) (Cronbach’s
α = .97). In addition, purchase behavior of organic products and product (shampoo) use were measured based on
a scale by De Pelsmacker & Janssens (2007), as the degree to which a respondent bought and used similar
products may have been determining factors in explaining the respondents’ purchase intentions. The participants
indicated how often they bought or used organic products or shampoo. The frequency of purchasing organic
products resulted in the buying behavior scale (Cronbach’s α = .77). A similar scale developed by De Pelsmacker
and Janssens (2007) was used to assess how often respondents used shampoo (Cronbach’s α =.72). Income and
education level were also considered as controls in the analysis, as we found that there was no equal spread of
these characteristics among our respondents, which may have affected our results.
4. Results
To test hypotheses 1 to 3, we used process modelling in order to test the fully parallel, multiple-mediator model
across the three conditions (Hayes, 2012). The estimation of the direct and indirect effects in our model required
four models to predict our mediators, M, from our three conditions, X, and a single model of purchase intention
that included all four mediators plus the three conditions as predictors. We used Hayes process model 4, which
allowed for the inclusion of multi-categorical, independent variables and for a comparison of the effects of brand
associations across the three experimental conditions using planned contrasts. Planned contrasts compared the
effects across the three conditions, in which we decided to assign Palmolive as the baseline condition, as this
brand had the lowest CSR and CA associations among the brands.
We tested our hypotheses according to the levels of brand awareness, brand equity, brand loyalty and trust.
Therefore, we discuss the results of H1-H2a, H1-H2b, H1-H2c and H1-H2d jointly. First, we tested the effect of
the three conditions on awareness, including the four control variables (F(1, 113) = 3.34, p < .01, R² = .17). The
analysis showed a significant difference across conditions in terms of awareness (b = 5.54, p < 0.001, 95%
confidence interval [3.39–7.69]). Planned contrasts showed that L’Oréal did not score significantly different
from Palmolive (b = .38, p > 0.05, 95% confidence interval [-.27–1.03]), but Rituals did score significantly
higher than both L’Oréal and Palmolive (b = 1.32, p < 0.001, 95% confidence interval [.65–1.99]). Therefore,
H1a was confirmed, and H2a was partially confirmed. Specifically, the consumers reported higher levels of
awareness when confronted with an organic product of a brand with high CSR (H1a) but did not report lower
levels of awareness when confronted with an organic product of a brand with high CA (H2a).
Second, we tested the differences in quality across the three conditions, including the four control variables (F(7,
113) = 1.62, p > .05, R² = .09). A significant effect on quality was found (b = 5.63, p < 0.001, 95% confidence
interval [4.14–7.13]). Planned contrasts showed that L’Oréal did not score significantly different on quality than
7

ijms.ccsenet.org

International Journal of Marketing Studies

Vol. 10, No. 2; 2018

Palmolive (b = .21, p > 0.05, 95% confidence interval [-.24–66]), but Rituals scored significantly higher than
both L’Oréal and Palmolive (b = .7, p < 0.01, 95% confidence interval [.24–1.16]). Therefore, H1b was
confirmed, and H2b was partially confirmed. Specifically, the consumers reported higher levels of quality when
confronted with an organic product of a brand with high CSR (H1b) but did not report lower levels of quality
when confronted with an organic product of a brand with high CA (H2b).
Third, we tested the difference in loyalty across the three conditions, including the four control variables (F(7,
113) = 2.56, p < .05, R² = .14). The analysis showed a significant effect of the conditions in terms of loyalty (b =
2.91, p < 0.01, 95% confidence interval [.91–4.9]). Planned contrasts showed that L’Oréal scored significantly
higher than Palmolive on loyalty (b = .63, p < 0.05, 95% confidence interval [.03–1.23]), and Rituals scored
significantly higher than both Palmolive and L’Oréal (b = .7, p < 0.05, 95% confidence interval [.09–1.32]).
Therefore, H1c was confirmed, but H3c was not confirmed and even showed an opposite effect. Specifically, the
consumers reported the highest levels of loyalty when confronted with an organic product of a brand with high
CSR (H1c) but also reported higher levels of loyalty to a brand with high CA, contrary to our expectations
(H2c).
Fourth, we tested the differences in trust across the three conditions, including the four control variables (F(7,
113) = 1.24, p > .05, R² = .07). The analysis showed a significant difference across the three conditions in terms
of trust (b = 5.26, p < 0.001, 95% confidence interval [3.59–6.93]). Planned contrasts showed that L’Oréal did
not score significantly different from Palmolive (b = .18, p > 0.05, 95% confidence interval [-.32–.69]), but
Rituals did score significantly higher than both L’Oréal and Palmolive (b = .65, p < 0.05, 95% confidence
interval [.13–1.16]). Therefore, H1d was confirmed, and H2d was partially confirmed. Specifically, the
consumers reported higher levels of trust when confronted with an organic product of a brand with high CSR
(H1d) but did not report lower levels of trust when confronted with an organic product of a brand with high CA
(H2d).
Finally, the fully parallel mediated model (F(11, 109) = 10.81, p > .001, R² = .52) represented a substantial
improvement from the non-mediated total effect model (F(7, 113)= 4.85, p> .05, R²= .23), as the former showed
that the effect on purchase intention for the organic products from the three brands was mediated by brand equity
and trust (H3). Furthermore, the results showed that both quality (b = .28, p < 0.05, 95% confidence interval
[.0005–.57]) and loyalty (b = .59, p < 0.001, 95% confidence interval [.4–.78]) significantly increased purchase
intention. However, no significant effects were found for awareness (b = .02, p >.05, 95% confidence interval
[-.15–.19]) and trust (b = -.09, p > 0.05, 95% confidence interval [-.34–.16]). Lastly, we found a significant effect
of social identification (b = .27, p < 0.001, 95% confidence interval [.13–.42]), which suggested that social
identification was an important predictor of consumers’ intentions to purchase organic products in general.
5. Conclusions
Based on the results, we conclude the following: First, the more positively a consumer associates a brand with
both CA and CSR associations, the higher consumers’ awareness, perceptions of quality and loyalty will be when
confronted with an organic product from that brand. Therefore, a brand with more positive CA and CSR
associations has a higher brand equity compared to a brand with relatively weaker CA and CSR associations, or
mainly positive CA associations. In contrast to our expectations, high CA brand associations do not decrease
brand equity compared to a brand with low CA associations. The pretest showed that Rituals was associated
more with both CA and CSR than Palmolive, which had relatively low CA and CSR associations. This was in
line with research by Du et al. (2007), who found that brands associated with “intrinsic” CSR motives were
positively evaluated on the CA domain. This aligned with our findings for the Rituals brand, which originally
positioned itself as a CSR brand. In contrast to our expectations, L’Oréal scored higher than Palmolive on loyalty;
this finding aligned with that of Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001). The overall lower brand equity for brands with
relatively weaker associations implied that the total set of brand associations was more important than either
high CA or CSR associations. Therefore, a striking result of the current study was that strong, positive brand
associations in general determined brand loyalty although only the combination of both strong CA and CSR
associations truly increased brand equity for consumers confronted with organic products.
Second, we found that the brand with the most positive associations also scored highest on trust, while the brand
strongly associated with only CA (and not CSR) did not score lower on trust than the brand with low CA and
average CSR associations. We thus found no evidence that consumers do not trust brands due to a perceived
misfit between the organic product and their CA brand associations. However, we did find that consumers
evaluate strong CSR brands more positively when confronted with organic products.
Third, while the difference in purchase intention caused by the manipulation was mediated by brand equity and
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trust, we found that quality perceptions and loyalty increased purchase intentions, while awareness and trust did
not. This provided strong evidence for our claim that the value of a brand predicts consumers’ intentions to
purchase organic products.
In short, brands may be associated with both CA and CSR characteristics. Although the possible benefits of
introducing an organic product are higher for brands currently associated with CSR, other brands may still
benefit, as the effects of CSR associations and organic product introductions seem complementary. The results of
our experiment add to our current understanding of consumer-brand associations and brand equity in the context
of organic product attributes. Confronted with an organic product, the consumers reported higher awareness of,
perceived quality of, loyalty to and trust in the brand with the strongest CSR associations among the different
brands.
The current study extends previous knowledge on CA and CSR associations in several ways. First, several
researchers have studied the effects of CA and CSR associations on consumer perceptions (Berens et al., 2005;
Brown & Dacin, 1997; David et al., 2005; Feldman & Vasquez-Parraga, 2013; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001).
However, until now, none of these studies empirically considered the effects of CA and CSR brand associations
on brand equity in a product context. In line with Zhou et al. (2012) and Chen (2010), the results of the current
study indicate that consumers can and do associate brands with both CA and CSR, as the total set of positive
associations can ultimately increase positive consumer-brand valuation and the intention to purchase organic
products. We therefore add to the understanding of the effects of brand associations by showing how these
effects are more defined when considering the context and attributes of the branded product.
Second, this study adds to the existing literature on sustainable product marketing, as the results show how
consumers evaluate products through brand associations in a sustainable context. More specifically, we extend
previous research on sustainable products and their impact on consumer-brand perceptions. Previous work
focuses primarily on corporate CA or CSR messages (Biehal & Sheinin, 2007), on the role of organic labels in
consumer behavior (Bauer et al., 2013) or, more recently, on how the attributes of green products positively
influence purchase intentions (Schuitema & De Groot, 2015). We thus posit that brands wanting to increase their
brand equity based on positive CSR associations may prefer to introduce organic products instead of just
communicating CSR. This finding supports research by Pickett-Baker and Ozaki (2008), who state that
consumer attitudes are more favorable toward environmentally friendly brands. These positive perceptions
resulting from an organic product introduction are even more important in light of developments showing that
consumers are becoming increasingly skeptical about companies’ sustainability initiatives. In this context,
Polonsky and Rosenberger (2001) already argued that when consumers suspect greenwashing, this could lead to
boycott or even financial loss. More recently, Vries et al. (2013) found that people easily suspect greenwashing
when companies invest in environmental measures. Thus, introducing a new organic product, rather than only
communicating CSR, may lead consumers to perceive the brand as more valuable than its competitors.
Third, the current study contributes to filling the gap between the growing market for organic products and the
scarcity of scientific research on (environmentally sustainable) PCPs (Kim & Chung, 2011). Although previous
research found that consumers’ product perceptions differ among product category contexts (Ratneshwar &
Shocker, 1991), until now only one study has been conducted on PCPs (Kim & Chung, 2011). Because different
product characteristics have been shown to drive purchase probabilities (Inman et al., 2009) and to affect
purchase behavior (Van Trijp et al., 1996), it is important to study the effects of brand associations on brand
equity in various product contexts. This study contributes to this line of research by showing that consumers
evaluate well-known PCP brands more positively depending on the characteristics of the PCP (e.g., whether the
PCP is organic).
5.1 Marketing Implications
The results of this study have some implications for marketing managers. When a brand manager of a CSR brand
is looking to increase brand equity, he/she may consider introducing an organic product. However, the brand
does not necessarily only need a specific CSR reputation or image. More importantly, the brand should
communicate its innovative characteristics as a market leader as well as its sense of responsibility toward the
environment and society. Combining CA with CSR characteristics seems to be the best strategy for attracting
more consumers than one’s competitors. Although brands should constantly aim to remain competitive, the
overall effects of sustainability initiatives will be much lower for brands with a weak reputation in general than
for brands that already evoke multiple positive associations. In addition to the degree to which consumers
associate a brand with CSR or CA, our results suggest that PCP brands should introduce an organic variant when
looking to increase the consumers’ trust in their brand. However, higher trust will not directly result in higher
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purchase intentions. Marketing managers aiming to increase the consumers’ trust in a sustainable brand should
thus consider adding a sustainable PCP to their product lines.
6. Limitations and Future Research
The current study has some limitations. First, based on the pretest, no clear distinction could be made between
brands with either high CSR or CA associations. Although we tried to overcome this by adding an additional
brand with lower CA associations, isolating the effects was difficult with real-world brands and thus should be
attempted in future research. We decided to choose well-known PCP brands with the highest market shares, and
research has confirmed that the impact of green attributes is more defined when self-serving motives (i.e., for
familiar or well-known brands) are fulfilled as compared to situations where consumers are unfamiliar with the
brand (Schuitema & De Groot, 2015). Although this study aimed to identify the real-world effects of marketing
organic products for well-known brands, future research may want to consider lesser-known PCP brands. Brands
that are less familiar compared to the brands we used in our manipulations may have less-established
associations. This may make it easier for consumers to identify a brand as being more CSR or CA-oriented, as
consumers’ associations would be less influenced by the brand’s real-world marketing initiatives. If brand
associations were more defined, stronger effects on brand equity could be found.
Second, we combined a CSR or CA test with the product quality dimension of brand equity. Because the
definition of CA partly consists of “quality dimensions of the firm’s internal processes” (Brown & Dacin, 1997),
there may have been some overlap (Du et al., 2007). Although one may expect that this would, in general,
increase high-CA brands’ perceived quality, we decided to use the full brand equity scale, which aligned with
previous research by Berens et al. (2005), who also considered product and brand evaluations to be different.
The results of our experiment showed that this seemed to be the case, as we found significant differences
between both high-CA brands. Future research may nonetheless compare various measures and types of
consumer-brand evaluations and how these are affected by CSR and CA associations. For example, Kim et al.,
(2001) already found that consumers’ identification with a brand had a direct effect on positive word-of-mouth.
Moreover, Carrol and Ahuvia (2006) stated the importance of brand love, which was positively related to brand
loyalty and behavioral outcomes, such as word-of-mouth. Future research could thus consider comparing the
effects of brand identification and brand love for brands with different CSR and CA associations.
Third, while we did not include a second manipulation check for CSR and CA associations in the main
experiment, we did compare the demographic characteristics of the participants in the pretest with the
participants in the main study and did not find any significant differences. Moreover, participants’ demographics
did not significantly influence the dependent variables in the study. However, future experimental research could
include an instructional manipulation check to increase statistical power (Oppenheimer et al., 2009).
Finally, we did not explicitly consider consumers’ personal attributes. The success of an brand’s strategy of
positioning itself on CSR or CA attributes may depend on the product category and consumers’ personal values
(Kim et al., 2017). CSR initiatives can be assessed differently for different types of consumers (Mohr et al.,
2001), depending on the context of peer groups (Öberseder et al., 2011). While we included social identification
as a control variable, the results of the experiment clearly indicated the importance of considering social
identification in a sustainable consumption context. In addition, we did not control for consumers’ skepticism
and perceptions of greenwashing, which may have decreased brand equity. Thus, future studies may want to
control for personal attributes and factors when considering brand associations and brand equity in a product
context.
7. Conclusion
In sum, this research shows that a brand deciding to introduce a new organic product should be aware of the
strong positive associations of their current brand as well as a variety of product characteristics. Ultimately,
investing in improving multiple positive associations instead of focusing on either CSR or CA is likely the most
competitive strategy in terms of increasing brand equity and purchase intentions for organic products. However,
an increase in brand equity is highest when a brand already associated with CSR introduces an organic product.
We therefore argue that while positive associations in general are important, brands are able to truly increase
their brand’s equity when they put put words into action by both promoting sustainability and CSR values and
introducing organic products.
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