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The customer satisfaction in a nonprofit context: the role of 
social responsibility and its communication  

 
Daniela Andreini, Giuseppe Pedeliento and Silvana Signori  
University of Bergamo, Faculty of Economic, Italy 
 

 

Purpose of the research 

The academic debate concerning companies’ social responsibility, started to emerge no earlier 
than in the second half of the 20th century. From that time onwards the concept of CSR has gradually 
evolved extending its domain and giving rise to several theories, theoretical frameworks, approaches 
and terminologies (Garriga and Melé, 2004).  

Given this theoretical plurality of the topic, the way marketing scholars first approached the 
social responsibility of marketing (starting from the contribution of the forerunner Kotler, 1972) and 
then the effectiveness of CSR on firms’ marketing performances (e.g. Brown and Dacin, 1997; Ellen 
et al., 2000; Creyer and Ross, 1997; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001; Ross et al., 1992; Smith and Alcorn, 
1991) is still fragmented and narrowly focused on specific facets of the broader spectrum of corporate 
social responsibility (Maignan and Ferrell, 2004; Mohr et al., 2001).  

Although some authors have underlined how CSR can positively affect firms’ competitiveness 
(see for example Husted and Allen, 2000 and Porter and Kramer, 2002), the relationship between 
social responsibility and customer satisfaction seems to be less widely investigated. Another topic that 
has not been widely researched  concerns the influence of different communication channels on 
stakeholders’ perceptions and awareness of CSR actions (Brown et al. 2006). Even if several authors 
have sustained the salience of CSR communication in minimizing stakeholders’ skepticism (Du et al., 
2010) or in generating stakeholders’ positive associations (Morsing and Schults, 2006), the literature 
still lacks contributions that indicate which communication channels are more effective than others in 
strengthening the corporate image as socially responsible (Du et al., 2010). Furthermore, the 
contributions cited so far are focused on for profit contexts and do not consider explicitly non-profit 
organizations for which the social responsibility is particularly relevant given the tutelage that the law 
generally grants for their acknowledged social value.  

The purpose of this article is to bridge the gaps introduced above. Focusing on a non-profit 
organization, we first verify the existence of a relationship between CSR and customer satisfaction; 
secondly, we evaluate the effectiveness of the social report in generating CSR awareness towards the 
members; thirdly, we give some insights into the contribution that various communication channels 
and media (other than the social report) make in strengthening the cited awareness.  
 

CSR and non-profit organizations 

As mentioned above the current literature on CSR and CSR effectiveness is widely  focused on for-
profit firms and contexts and almost neglect  non-profit organizations where social responsibility seems to have 
a greater role. Non-profit organizations are in fact promoted, protected and awarded grants for the “social 
value” or “utility” that the law acknowledges to them. 
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As pointed out by Bouckaert and Vandenhove (1998), CSR is often conceptualized following a 
consequential approach (i.e. someone is liable for the consequences - often negative - of his/her actions), or in a 
more “relational and internal” slant: “we may call it a relationship of stewardship” or a fiduciary duty towards 
various stakeholders (Bouckaert and Vandenhove, 1998: 1074)3. The absence of the sake of gain and the social 
nature of their activities could mislead us into considering a non-profit organization as being intrinsically 
socially responsible. However, these characteristics are neither a guarantee of the production of a positive social 
impact or of the systematic implementation of various stakeholders’ expectations, nor, of the actual pursuit of 
the declared institutional mission (Bouckaert and Vandenhove, 1998).  

On the contrary, due to their social value and to the frequent use of resources entrusted to them for 
specific noble purposes (often direct and indirect public resources too, for example grants, tax or other 
benefits), several authors have attributed a more intense responsibility and a stronger duty of accountability to 
non-profit organizations (Ebrahim, 2003 a and b; Unerman & O'Dwyer, 2006). In particular, their social 
responsibility seems to be double faceted. Non-profit organizations are, in fact, responsible and accountable for 
the effective pursuit of their institutional purposes but – at the same time – they also have to meet the legitimate 
expectations that different stakeholders place in the organization, besides their specific institutional mission (for 
example, the environmental impact of their actions, the relationship with employees, etc.) (Bouckaert and 
Vandenhove, 1998). 

The ability to make their social goals visible - and their effective pursuit – could be the reason that 
legitimates the existence of associations “promoted and protected” by law and that attract and retain resources, 
volunteers, members and customers. 

One of the main and traditional documents of accountability is the social report (also called social and 
environmental report or sustainability report). In Italy, only a few organizations are required by law to draw up 
a social report. However, there are different organizations that voluntarily decide to engage in social 
accounting. This is the example of some ASPs (Association for Social Promotion) involved in activities such as 
culture, sport and entertainment, in direct competition with public (state owned), private (for profit) or 
cooperative organizations. This choice should be motivated not only in response to a general duty to be 
accountable, but also to highlight their social value and thus to create, at least potentially, a competitive 
advantage over other players. 

 

Research method  

In order to assess the importance of CSR and its communication on customers’ satisfaction in the 
context of a non-profit organization, two different studies were conducted: a quantitative study (Study 1) in 
order to verify how CSR perception affects members’ satisfaction; a qualitative study (Study 2) aimed at 
understanding how members define CSR and which are the communication channels that contribute the most 
towards generating CSR awareness. In particular, this second study was necessary in the light of the results we 
obtained through the quantitative enquiry.     

We have investigated a specific non-profit organization that belongs to the so-called associations for 
social promotion (ASP from now on): Associazione Circolo Arci Magnolia. Magnolia was chosen due to its 
unique features: its activity is entirely financed by members through membership fees (in 2011 20.4% of total 
revenues) and takings realized by entrance tickets to gigs, food and beverages. The main activity of this ASP 
consists in the organization of gigs featuring underground and mainstream artists. In 2010 it generated revenues 

                                                           
3 This is clearly a simplification. The theories developed on the concept of corporate social responsibility are numerous and 
complex. For a thorough review see Garriga and Melè, 2004. 
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of 1.8 million euros and since 2009 is one of the few virtuous associations for social promotion to voluntarily 
draw up a social report. It has an intensive communication strategy. Events, gigs and performances 
programmed, but also social, philanthropic and environmental friendly initiatives undertaken, are constantly 
communicated through traditional (flyers, posters, etc) and internet based media: web site (688,000 visitors in 
2011), official pages on social networks, blogs and newsletter (14,000 subscribers).  

 

Major results 

To verify whether the CSR perception by the members of a non-profit organization (in this case an ASP 
active in the cultural and entertainment sector) can significantly affect their satisfaction, we administered a 
survey to the members of Magnolia who subscribe to the weekly newsletter service. The questionnaire was 
drawn from available literature (Churchill, 1979): the members’ customer satisfaction has been measured by the 
SERVQUAL (Parasuraman et al. 1985, 1988, 1991). To define and measure CSR, we decided to use three items 
developed by Berens et al. (2005) (“Magnolia invests sufficiently in social activities”, “Magnolia invests 
sufficiently in green activities” and “Magnolia is socially responsible”). In addition we also added a fourth 
component of CSR: members’ involvement in associative life. 

We received 451 completed questionnaires and by applying different factor analysis, the results show 
that the social responsibility of the association is the second construct able to explain association members’ 
satisfaction.  

Of the results, the item measuring the social investment (“Magnolia invests sufficiently in 
social activities”) is particularly interesting: it shows the highest factor loading of the construct “social 
responsibility” and thus it explains the highest variance. These composite results induced the authors 
to verify how members define Magnolia’s social responsibility and which media affect their 
perception and awareness of CSR. 

Thus, we opted for a second study and we decided to use a qualitative approach because it can 
depict the phenomena in a more holistic way (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). In total we administered 43 
qualitative interviews to Magnolia’s members. To guarantee a sufficient heterogeneity in the 
qualitative sample, we went largely over the number of interviews (10-12) suggested by Kuzel (1992).  

Even though only three interviewees out of 43 declared they had read the social report of the 
ASP, 31 of them (72%) stated that they considered Magnolia to be socially responsible. When we 
asked how they had become aware of the social responsible activities, the respondents mentioned the 
institutional website (50%), posters inside the location (33.3%), word of mouth (33.3%) and social 
networks (16.7%). 

Moreover, the most interesting result of this qualitative analysis was that 14 respondents 
considered the association’s objective and its core activity (the organization of gigs and other cultural 
events as a meeting place for young people at a low-medium price, etc.) the source of its social 
responsibility. This can induce us to conclude that respondents consider the very nature of the 
organization and its objectives as one of the most relevant elements of its CSR. Organising high 
quality gigs and offering a place for entertainment at a lower price than other for-profit entertainment 
organizations are considered social investments per se and thus socially responsible activities. This 
aspect also seems to be linked to customer loyalty. 14 respondents declared they preferred Magnolia 
to other competitors (both profit and non-profit), because they perceive its company objective as 
socially responsible. For these reasons, we can consider the mission of an ASP not just as an element 
of the social responsibility domain (and so as a driver of members’ satisfaction) but also as an 
important determinant of loyalty (Du et al., 2007). 
 

Implications  
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With this article we contribute towards the literature on the topic of the effectiveness of CSR in 
generating positive customers’ attitudes of the organization and on the salience of CSR 
communication in non-profit contexts.  

In particular, we have empirically demonstrated how CSR perception not only influences 
members’ satisfaction but is an antecedent of it. Further investigations of this topic should try to 
extend the scale we have used and tested in this paper on other non-profit contexts and on other 
stakeholder categories.  

In addition, this contribution gives some insights that suggest the need for a complex 
accountability system in order to generate sufficient awareness amongst the members of the 
organization’s social responsibility that is conveyed via the usage of several, orchestrated 
communication channels and tools depending on the area of influence of CSR. We have thus validated 
and to some extent broadened the conceptual framework proposed by Du et al. (2010) giving some 
cues as to which communication channels should be used and mixed in a non-profit context in order to 
spread the effects of CSR communication.  This is also in line with the idea of multifaceted 
accountability suggested by Ebrahim (2003 b) that – as stated by the author - is even more important 
in non-profit organizations for which “broader and more holistic forms of accountability” are needed 
and motivated “by a sense of obligation to mission attainment” as proposed by O’Dwyer and Unerman 
(2008; 804).  

Finally, personal interviews also revealed the importance of the very nature of the core activity 
carried out by the organization (in this case the organization and promotion of musical and cultural 
events) and how it affects a positive perception of CSR. In particular, in the context studied, a more 
intimate perception of social responsibility emerges, tightly linked to the institutional mission and to 
the modalities by which the mission is fulfilled.  

The interviewees are concordant in saying that they attend the association for its core activity 
as well as in recognizing that the quality of the services provided and other aspects (such as price 
policy, location, environment, etc.) are also important in distinguishing Magnolia from other clubs 
(both for profit and non-profit). This aspect confirms that, even though it is a non-profit organization, 
services are provided in direct competition with other players. The perception of a CSR strictly linked 
to the identity dimension could represent an actual leverage of differentiation amongst competitors 
and one of the main pillars of the competitive advantage (at least in the context studied).  
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