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ABSTRACT

Nongovernmental Organisations (NGOs) and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
programmes are reflecting a changing media landscape and competitive aid field in their
communications. This study takes a qualitative approach to understand how audiences
respond to those communications and make sense of NGOs and CSR in a comparative sense.
This paper will present results from individual interviews with nine respondents with ties to
the Washington D.C. metropolitan area. Using thematic analysis, three themes were
identified around relevant messaging, persuasive branding and organisational effectiveness.
Findings indicate that audience perceptions of NGOs and CSR are influenced by complex
values-based criteria, including trustworthiness, relevance and transparency. They signal a
need for NGOs and CSR to align their communications with the interests and morality of a

media-savvy audience in order to inspire positive perceptions of their organisations.

INTRODUCTION

According to the most recent Giving USA annual report, the amount of aid given in the
United States in 2012 totalled US$316.23 billion. Of that, individual giving grew by 1.9%
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In recent years, ‘engagement’ has been a key buzzword in both non-
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CSR are often debated (Schmeltz, 2012).
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initiatives, and must generate more relevant, honest and logical communications to satisfy

an increasingly sophisticated, media-savvy audience.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The following section provides a critical review of the relevant academic literature around
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The morality of mediation

A pioneer in media studies, Silverstone (2007) situates mediation as a moral and political
process. He posits an interesting question about the media’s capacities to encourage

reflexivity: ‘the media have extended reach, but have they also extended understanding?
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trust is impaired as the audience arguably cannot see the full picture, so to speak (Boltanski,
1999: 151).

Branding and persuasion

The process of branding can play a large role in establishing trust and its efficacy has been
studied across a variety of media platforms (Hobsbawm, 2009). Using Grimaldi's (2003)
psycho-social definition of a ‘brand,’ it is ‘a combination of attributes, communicated
through a name, or a symbol, that influences a thought-process in the mind of an audience

and creates value’
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There is a plethora of research studying the donor audience in development aid literature,
such as viewing them as part of an ‘atrocity triangle’ of victimizer, victim and bystander in
which attempts are made to interpret audience reactions to humanitarian appeals (Cohen,
2001); or as spectators of suffering and distant sufferers (Chouliaraki, 2006) pitying those
needing aid (Boltanski, 1999). Phenomena such as desensitisation to media images of the
developing world is argued to lead to ‘compassion fatigue’ where the audience stops noticing
the suffering of others (Tester, 2001: 13)
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evaluations of CSR intent are dependent upon the ‘degree to which consumers associate
egoistic (self-centred) or altruistic (other-centred) motives’ (Ellen, et al., 2006: 148).
Moreover, some scholars have argued that although people are interested about CSR, ‘the
actual outcome or result of that interest is almost non-existent and rarely realised’
(Schmeltz, 2012: 34).

Nongovernmental Organisations
Defining NGOs is a challenge as it is difficult to pinpoint any one standard definition used

by academic scholars as there has been a wide array of interpretations put forth over the

years (K. Martens, 2002). However, it is agree
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Trust

NGOs are expected to be trustworthy by the general public and are held to high standards by
virtue of their efforts to provide humanitarian aid. Marschall suggests that while this is an
advantage, it can also simultaneously be a disadvantage when an NGO does not meet this
expectation. ‘Many years are needed for NGOs to build up a good reputation, and it takes
one bad move to lose it" (Marschall, 2002: para. 4). There is an inherently normative
character about NGOs in that their organisational objective is to provide aid. In short,

people generally expect NGOs to ‘do good’

-10 -
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Applying classic corporate marketing tactics to NGO management is increasingly popular
and integrated in overall donor engagement strategies. Mainly, NGO branding is
undertaken as a means to construct a positive image and communicate their intentions to
their potential donors (Cottle & Nolan, 2007). ‘Brand names can greatly aid a donor's
understanding of the non-profit organisation concerned and suggest very potent reasons

why it might be worthy of support

-11 -
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to exercise its own judgement as an ‘aid agency’s margin for mediation is constrained by

diverging donor and recipient interests’ (B. Martens, 2008: 299).
Mobility

New media propels interconnectivity, with local events becoming global ones and global

events becoming local ones (Giddens, 1991; Tomlins

-12 -
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NGOs can make up the natural “accountability gap” is to generate public trust by full

transparency and high standards of performance’ (Marschall, 2002: para. 18).

The demand for accountability is often viewed as a by-product of intense global competition
‘for media attention and donor funds in an increasingly crowded humanitarian aid field’
(Cottle & Nolan, 2007: 863). Regarding the narratives and images the media selects for
audiences, Cohen (2001) argues that ‘human suffering is a commodity to be worked on and
recast’ (Cohen, 2001: 169).

Corporate Social Responsibility

Expanding the scope from the non-profit to the profit sector, much interest also surrounds
corporations which juxtapose their profit-making objectives with philanthropic initiatives.
The latter are constituted in what is commonly known as Corporate Social Responsibility
programmes, or ‘CSR’ for short. Lisa Ann Richey and Stefano Ponte describe CSR as diverse
corporate programmes aiming to achieve the ‘triple bottom line — based on financial, social
and environmental objectives’ (Richey & Ponte, 2011: 127). Recognising that there is no
single definition, Marcel van Marrewijk (2003) categorises the various interpretations into

three approaches

-14 -



MSc Dissertation of Gitanjali Co Devan Anderson

understand their reasons for pursuing CSR initiatives and subsequently derived three
motivating factors from their findings: legitimacy, sustainability and profitability. Similar to
the approach taken in Section 2.3, this ‘tri-partite classification’ (Bronn & Vidaver-Cohen,

2009: 102) is useful as a basis for deconstructing the various judgements about CSR.

Overall, Brgnn and Vidaver-Cohen found that the legitimacy factor was deemed the most
important by survey respondents to enhance corporate reputation and image, lending

credence to the

-15 -
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Drawing from existing literature about CSR communications, Line Schmeltz (2012)

identifies five recurring themes to support his argument that consumer values influence

-16 -
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consciously evaluate organisational effectiveness by taking into account such variables as

value systems and personal experiences.

As such, the audience will be assumed to be actively in control of their own media
consumption and able to understand, evaluate and be reflexive. Ultimately though,

audiences can still ‘only work with what they're given’ (Bird, 2003: 3), so this research will

-17 -
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METHODOLOGY

This section will provide the rationale for using qualitative, in-depth interviewing as the
research method, and thematic analysis to analyse the findings in comparison to alternative
research methods. After conducting a pilot study and reassessing the topic guide and
sampling strategy, nine individual in-depth interviews with three male and six female

respondents were conducted for this study.

Rationale

-18 -
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Targeted sampling allowed for the researcher to recruit respondents who were known to be
knowledgeable of topics relevant to this study. However, the researcher recognised that the
controlled nature of targeted sampling is open to bias in both responses as well as analysis
in that respondents also knew the researcher in a personal capacity (Crow, 2000; Stroh,
2000). Snowball sampling was also considered, in which respondents within the
researcher’s personal network would refer their own contacts to the researcher (Burton,
2000), but this would not have ensured that the respondents would have been from the
particular ‘social milieu’ the research required or representative of diverse backgrounds.
Ultimately, the sample was selected by accounting for George Gaskell’'s (2000) point that
‘the real purpose of qualitative research is not counting opinions or people but rather
exploring the range of opinions, the different representations of the issue’ (Gaskell, 2000:
41).

Whilst people selected for the study have all spent a lengthy amount of time in the
Washington D.C. area, some currently work or study in other US cities and were interviewed
in either Washington D.C. or London, UK. Overall, basic respondent profiles are as follows
in alphabetical order by their corresponding initials, which are used for citation purposes in

the analysis section of this paper:

-20 -
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dissertation. They all expressly understood that the interviews would be recorded, but the
recordings would not be heard by anyone except the researcher for transcription purposes.
Respondents also understood that their participation was voluntary and that they could
choose which questions to answer or not answer. In order to reduce bias in the situation in
which ‘the interviewee may be rather self-conscious’ or they ‘limit answers to what is
presumed to be relevant and informative’ (Gaskell, 2000: 45), the researcher reminded

respondents that their answers would never be judged as ‘right’ or ‘wrong.’

Conducting the interviews

Nine interviews were conducted in Washington D.C. or London to ensure a comfortable and

familiar atmosphere (Gaskell, 2000). The researcher scheduled each interview either during

a three-week time period spent in Washington D.C. or in London when two respondents

-22 -
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termed ‘role model mediation’ in which audiences can relate to a familiar figure whilst also

feeling good about their societal involvement (Einstein, 2012):

I guess | should not be too harsh. If what they are doing can draw in one more millionaire or

billionaire to contribute to fighting poverty, that's a great thing. (JM)

Even if they're not doing it to ac

-24 -
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responses also indicate an appreciation of message quality over quantity. Findings confirm

-25-
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If 1 were to donate money, certainly it would only be to a charity or company that | recognise.
(VC)

Interestingly, the more NGOs brand themselves, the less trustworthy they are perceived to
be if the messages are considered to be distasteful, forceful and overt. Findings from the vast
majority of respondents verify scholarly caution that donors are dissuaded by NGOs which
seem to focus more on promoting their own image than on aid work. Indeed, responses
indicate that NGO branding detracted from their overall humanitarian message (Cottle &
Nolan, 2007). The implication of this is that whilst brand recognition helps to distinguish

organisations, the process must be approached strategically to balance the need to build

-27-
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development goals. These findings imply that audiences match their perceived values of
organisations to perceived abilities and characteristics of their employees. Arguably,
audience perceptions of ineffective NGOs could stem from a sense of compassion fatigue
whereby audiences are desensitised to communication about suffering and calls to action
(Tester, 2001). Alarmingly, these associations seem to imply a stereotype of the corporate
employee as more intellectually superior to his NGO counterpart. This presents an
opportunity to reshape perceptions through human resources, as Norman (2013) argues:
‘We compete on our knowledge, ingenuity, innovation and creativity. That means we need to

win through our people’ (Norman, 2013: para. 34).

Sometimes | am weary if a charity will actually accomplish what they set out to do though. |
think a lot of time, corruption or inefficiency get in the way. | hate inefficiency. But charities
should have stuff organised so people get help and...not die or starve. They have to be more

organised to make a difference or they’ll be running around in circles. (AD)
I guess | think they're do-gooders and altruistic. They seem nice and maybe naive...or like
um...almost starry-eyed. Optimistic but dreamy. If they are a local NGO and smaller | think

they're more do-gooder-y and if it's larger | think of them as more corporate-like. (JW)

In general, NGOs do good. So | think their work is good. They I think...well, they start out with

-29 -
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| suspect they don’t have the resources that larger for-profits do to brand effectively. [...] It's a
resource thing | think but then again that being said some larger NGOs have done well
developing a recognised brand, like Susan G. Komen [..] more likely to give to a larger
organisation because | suppose | think that would be the most impactful and might be more

active. (JW)

For RED campaigns, | don’t worry about how much money they are spending on printing t-
shirts. But for Save the Children, | worry about how they're spending their money when | get a

pamphlet in the mail costing like a dollar each. (PA)

-30 -
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deeper explo
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