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Abstract 

Companies’ communications about Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) have become increasingly prevalent yet psy-
chological reasons for why those communications might lead to positive reactions of the general public are not fully 
understood. Building on theories on impression formation and social evaluation, we assess how CSR communications 
affect perceived morality and competence of a company. We theorize that the organization’s CSR activities would pos-
itively impact on perceived organizational morality rather than on perceived organizational competence and that this 
increase in perceived organizational morality leads to an increase in stakeholders’ support. Two experimental design 
studies show support for our theorizing. We cross-validated the robustness and generality of the prediction in two 
countries with different business practices (UK (N = 203), Russia (N = 96)). We demonstrated that while the general 
perceptions of companies and CSR differ between the UK and Russia, the underlying psychological mechanisms 
work in a similar fashion. By testing our predictions in western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) 
and in non- WEIRD countries, we also extend current socio-psychological insights on the social evaluation of others. 
We discuss theoretical and practical implications.
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Introduction
Almost every day on the news people read about positive 
actions of various companies such as promoting diversity 
or working on environmentally friendly production solu-
tions (Corporate Social Responsibility or CSR activities). 

People become increasingly aware of the importance of 
CSR including addressing environmental issues (Sabher-
wal et al., 2021). Corporate communications about those 
type of activities are increasingly prevalent and it became 
an important topic in academic research across different 
disciplines (e.g. Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). Will this affect 
your perceptions of the company and why? While there 
is a large body of evidence that suggests that you would 
be positively affected by such corporate communica-
tions, the reasons behind why this is the case are not fully 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40991-024-00088-w&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0249-4879
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9810-1165


Page 2 of 12Chopova et al. Int J Corporate Soc Responsibility            (2024) 9:10 

understood (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Jamali & Karam, 
2018; Simpson & Aprim, 2018).

In the present research, we address the identified 
research need and we contribute to the current litera-
ture in several ways. First, we apply the insights from 
Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 
1979, 1986) and theories on social evaluation of others 
(Abele et al., 2021; Abele & Wojciszke, 2007; Hack et al., 
2013; Wojciszke et  al., 1998) to explain the relationship 
between CSR activities and stakeholders’ reactions (i.e. 
reactions of actual or potential employees or customers 
of a company), thus extending prior micro- or individ-
ual level CSR literature (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019; Jamali 
& Karam, 2018). By applying theories of social evalua-
tion to people’s assessments of companies, we extend the 
emerging theory on how people develop impressions of 
non-human subjects (Ashforth et  al., 2020; Epley et  al., 
2007; Gawronski et al., 2018). Second, we provide empiri-
cal evidence to our theorizing by conducting experi-
mental design studies in two countries (Russia and UK) 
with different business practices (e.g. Russia is ranked at 
the bottom of the corruption index offered by Transpar-
ency International (137 out of 180 countries), and the 
UK (12 out of 180)), which can impact on development 
and perceptions of CSR. We propose and demonstrate 
that while country-specific conditions can indeed influ-
ence both the types of CSR activities (Awuah, et al., 2021; 
Ervits, 2021) and stakeholders’ reactions to CSR activi-
ties (Grabner-Kräuter et al., 2020; Jamali & Karam, 2018), 
the socio-psychological mechanisms explaining the rela-
tionship between CSR and stakeholders’ support work in 
similar fashion in two countries with different business 
practices (Cuddy et  al., 2009). Finally, in the social psy-
chological and organizational behavior literature there 
are growing concerns about the potential lack of gener-
alizability of study results, as most of the theory is sup-
ported by the empirical evidence obtained in Western, 
Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic (WEIRD) 
countries (Cheon et al., 2020; Henrichet al., 2010b). This 
is particularly problematic since WEIRD-based research 
accounts for over 90% of the psychological research, 
while only 12% of the world lives in WEIRD countries 
(Henrich et  al., 2010a). Thus, by explicitly testing our 
theorizing in both WEIRD and non-WEIRD samples, we 
extend current socio-psychological insights on the social 
evaluation of others.

Morality and competence as key dimensions for social 
evaluation of others
Individuals assess others on the basis of two key dimen-
sions. Although different approaches have emphasized 
slightly different aspects of these dimensions and use 
different labels, the two key dimensions can generally 

be interpreted as referring to task ability (competence/
agency) vs. interpersonal intentions (morality/commun-
ion/warmth) (Fiske et  al., 2007; Goodwin et  al., 2014; 
Leach et al., 2007; Wojciszke, 1994). We know that those 
key dimensions capture distinct behavioral features of 
various targets (Wojciszke, 1994).

Importantly, researchers have started to apply dimen-
sions of social evaluation of other human targets to the 
emerging theory on how people develop impressions 
of non-human subjects such as companies and brands 
(Kervyn et  al., 2012; Shea & Hawn, 2019). Similarly, we 
apply those two dimensions of social evaluation to peo-
ple’s perceptions of companies, thus building on this 
latest trend in the organizational behavior literature to 
leverage on the findings from social psychology as people 
tend to anthropomorphize non-human targets, including 
organizations (Ashforth et al., 2020; Epley et al., 2007).

We know that, generally speaking, CSR activities 
imply that a company is focusing on something above 
and beyond of what is strictly speaking required by law 
(McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). One of the recognized key 
goals of the company is to make a profit. When organiza-
tions engage in CSR, this generally cannot be explained 
from profit-making motives, or from legal requirements. 
Examples of CSR activities include introducing additional 
measures to attract minority groups or better accommo-
dating employees or customers with disabilities. Behav-
ing responsibly is generally seen as ethical (Carroll, 2016; 
Mitnick et  al., 2023) or ‘morally good’, and hence this 
might improve the perceived morality of a company. To 
date, the specific relationship between displays of CSR 
and perceptions of organizational morality, or perceived 
trustworthiness (Leach et  al., 2015) of companies, has 
been proposed in mainly been established with survey-
based studies (e.g., Ellemers et  al., 2011; Farooq et  al., 
2014; Hillenbrand, et  al., 2013). Accordingly, we would 
expect that learning about companies’ CSR activities 
would increase the perceived organizational morality 
of a company. We use experimental design studies that 
allow us to draw causal conclusions (Shadish et al., 2002), 
thus providing a strong test of our prediction. Our work 
speaks to the classic admonition that in research there is 
“no causation without manipulation” (Holland, 1986).

Hypothesis 1: Learning about companies’ CSR activi-
ties would increase the perceived organizational 
morality of a company.

Organizational morality as a source of stakeholders’ support
The fact that morality and competence, as two key 
dimensions of impression formation, account for over 
80% of the variance in our impressions of others (Woj-
ciszke et  al., 1998), means that any information that 
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would positively impact any of those two dimensions 
would result in a positive overall impression of other 
evaluative targets. Since we apply morality and compe-
tence to the evaluation of companies, this implies that 
any information about a company that would positively 
impact any of those two dimensions would result in a 
positive overall impression of a company or in the over-
all increase in stakeholders’ support for a company. In 
a business context, competence is clearly important. It 
seems evident that if a company is perceived more com-
petent, for example, because it has better products than 
its competitors, then such a company would get more 
support from customers or would be better positioned 
to attract and retain employees. Why an increase in 
perceived organizational morality would also positively 
impact stakeholders’ support in a business context can be 
explained by Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979, 1986).

Based on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979, 1986), it has been argued and shown that 
the perceived characteristics of an organization deter-
mine its subjective attractiveness, and drive the willing-
ness of individuals to associate with that organization 
(Ashforth and Mael 1989; Ellemers et  al., 2004; Haslam 
et  al.,  2009; Haslam et  al., 2000). Furthermore, people 
tend to identify with companies not only as employees 
but also as consumers (Fennis & Pruyn, 2007; MacInnis & 
Folkes, 2017; Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012; Tuškej et al., 
2013). Over the years, research, inspired mostly by rea-
soning based on social identity theory, has demonstrated 
that morality is particularly important for our assess-
ment of other people, especially when these others some-
how relate to the self (Abele et al., 2021; Goodwin et al., 
2014; Leach et  al., 2007; Wojciszke et  al., 1998). Recent 
theory posited that both employees and customers tend 
to evaluate companies by interpersonal standards (Ash-
forth et al., 2020). That means that since both employees 
and consumers tend to identify with companies – even 
in a business context – the perceived morality of an 
organization would have an impact on the evaluations of 
companies by both employees and customers. Moreover, 
perceptions of organizational morality have been found 
to be at least as important as perceptions of organiza-
tional competence in attracting and committing the sup-
port of relevant stakeholders (van Prooijen & Ellemers, 
2015; van Prooijen et al., 2018). Thus, we propose that in 
business contexts as well, an increase in perceived organ-
izational morality should lead to an increase in the desire 
to associate the self with the company i.e. to increased 
intentions to buy companies’ products or to work for a 
company. Since we argue that CSR activities enhance the 
perceived morality of the company (Hypothesis 1). We 

also propose that the perceived morality of the company 
should mediate the relationship between learning that a 
company is engaged in CSR activities and stakeholders’ 
support for this company.

Hypothesis 2: We predict that informing participants 
about CSR activities of a company should increase 
stakeholders’ support for that company.
Hypothesis 3: Perceived organizational morality is a 
mediator for the relationship between CSR activities 
and stakeholders’ support.

CSR perceptions in Russia
The examination of CSR in developing countries is an 
emerging field of study (Boubakri et  al., 2021; Jamali & 
Mirshak, 2007; Khojastehpour & Jamali, 2021; Kolk & 
van Tulder, 2010). The economic and institutional differ-
ences between developing and developed countries raise 
questions about the applicability of some of the general 
CSR findings to emerging markets contexts and make 
this a topic worthy of investigation (Jamali & Karam, 
2018). For example, prior work demonstrates that the 
differences in economic inequality can impact on how 
people behave in business contexts (König et  al., 2020). 
Research shows that cultural traditions can impact on 
stakeholders’ reactions to CSR (Wang et al., 2018). Simi-
larly, the differences in business practices related to dif-
ferent levels of perceived corruption between countries 
can result in differences in CSR approaches (Barkemeyer 
et al., 2018) or, which might mean that people have dif-
ferent views and different perceptions of CSR between 
a country with a relatively high level of corruption (e.g. 
Russia) and a country with a relatively low level of cor-
ruption (e.g. the UK).

Even within the limited research field focused on CSR 
in developing countries, some regions or countries have 
benefited from more attention than others. On a com-
parative basis, while in recent years CSR researchers 
have examined the situation in China and Africa, mer-
iting even review research (Idemudia, 2011; Moon & 
Shen, 2010), CSR in the developing economies of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe and Russia in particular, which 
experienced radical redevelopment of economic and 
corporate governance systems (Aluchna et  al., 2020; 
Tkachenko & Pervukhina, 2020) has attracted minimal 
research efforts. So far, not surprisingly, there is some 
evidence that the forms of CSR visible in Central and 
Eastern Europe and in Russia are affected by the histor-
ical socialist or central planning legacy (Fifka & Pobi-
zhan, 2014; Koleva et  al., 2010). For example, during 
Soviet times, in Russia, companies used to take care of 
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their employees by providing kindergartens, health and 
recreation facilities, which was valuable to employees 
in the absence of public social security system (Fifka & 
Pobizhan, 2014). Thus, in the past, Russian companies 
were strong in, what can be considered as CSR activi-
ties towards their employees. On the other hand, his-
torically, Russian companies did not view customers or 
clients as important stakeholders to consider in their 
business decisions and for CSR activities (Alon et  al., 
2010; Fifka & Pobizhan, 2014). While historical circum-
stances suggest that there might be differences in CSR 
approaches between the UK and Russia, the limited 
amount of available research does not reveal whether 
Russians perceive CSR differently than their UK-based 
counterparts. For example, one study, looking at the 
attitudes of Russian managers towards CSR, concluded 
that, in contrast to Western managers, Russian manag-
ers do not view CSR as a positive way to influence con-
sumers’ perceptions about a company (Kuznetsov et al., 
2009). On the other hand, a different line of research 
revealed that many Russian firms do provide some CSR 
information to external stakeholders (Preuss & Barke-
meyer, 2011). This suggests that the managers of at least 
those companies think providing such information 
might somehow be beneficial for their companies.

In sum, the limited amount of research about CSR in 
Russia does not provide us with an answer to how the 
Russians would perceive CSR activities. Thus, we propose 
to turn to the insights about basic social psychological 
mechanisms that are likely to play a role across different 
countries and contexts, to inform our views about stake-
holders’ perceptions of CSR activities in Russia.

We note that morality and competence are among the 
few social psychological concepts which were tested in 
multiple countries. In fact, some of the first conclusions 
about morality and competence were drawn based on 
Polish samples (Wojciszke, 1994; Wojciszke et al., 1998). 
These two dimensions were later tested in the US context 
(Cuddy et al., 2007; Fiske et al., 2002), in Dutch context 
(Leach et  al., 2007) and in Polish and German settings 
(Abele & Wojciszke, 2007). An impressive cross-cultural 
collaboration showed the applicability of those two key 
dimensions across ten nations, including such countries 
as Spain, Germany, France, the UK, Japan, and South 
Korea (Cuddy et al., 2009).

While those dimensions have not yet been tested in 
Russia, we argue, based on the robust evidence for the 
cross-cultural relevance of those two dimensions of 
impression formation, that those dimensions should 
be equally applicable in both UK and Russian contexts. 
Thus, we propose that while there are multiple factors 
that could make the evaluation of CSR activities to be 
different between the UK and Russia (Jamali & Karam, 

2018; Jamali & Mirshak, 2007), the psychological process 
at work would be the same as in the UK. Consequently, 
we argue that we will find support for our theorizing also 
in the Russian sample, providing further empirical sup-
port to our Hypotheses 1,2 and 3.

Current research
In two experimental studies, we assessed how CSR com-
munications of a company affected perceived morality, 
perceived competence and stakeholders’ support for the 
company (as a customer or prospective employee). In 
both studies, we focused on evaluations of companies 
by the general public. Members of the general public are 
the key target, whom companies try to reach (e.g., as pro-
spective clients, employees, or investors) by communicat-
ing about their CSR activities. Perceptions of the general 
public are shown to be a good predictor of key positive 
outcomes for companies (e.g. an increase in the share-
holders’ value, Raithel & Schwaiger, 2015). In Study 1, we 
tested our hypotheses in the UK. In Study 2 (Russia), we 
replicated the results of Study 1. We cross-validated the 
robustness and generality of the relations we predicted 
between CSR, perceived morality and stakeholders’ sup-
port by examining whether this would hold across these 
two very different business contexts.

This research was pre-approved by the University’s Eth-
ics Committee.

Study 1
Method
Participants and design
All participants for Study 1 were based in the UK and 
approached via Prolific. 249 participants completed the 
survey. We retained 203 participants (127 female), M 
age = 36 (SD = 12). M work experience = 15 (SD = 12), 
excluding participants who failed an attention check 
(participants were asked to tick a certain number and to 
select if they read about Company A or X). Please note 
we checked the results, including all participants who 
completed the questionnaire, and the main patterns 
remained the same.

Participants were randomly divided into two groups. 
Both groups received some neutral company informa-
tion: “Company A is a mid-size IT advisory company 
based in the UK. It delivers websites, web-based IT sys-
tems, and computing as a service. It also provides infor-
mation technology, research and consulting services.”

Thereafter, the control group proceeded directly to the 
dependent variables. The experimental condition group 
first read that the company was engaged in CSR activi-
ties (via a short press release about CSR activities). It 
was stated that Company A issued a CSR report detail-
ing the company’s progress on environmental, social and 
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governance initiatives. No specific reason for engaging in 
CSR activities was stated. After receiving this informa-
tion and the participants proceeded to the dependent 
variables. Finally, all participants were thanked, debriefed 
and compensated.

Dependent variables
We assessed morality and competence with the items 
developed by (Leach et al., 2007). We have asked the par-
ticipants to answer the following question: “We would 
like to get an impression of how you view Company A. 
Please have a look at the list of various traits and rank to 
what extent you view Company A as…” Items comprising 
this scale were presented to participants in a randomized 
order. Factor analysis confirmed that these items indi-
cate morality and competence as two different constructs 
in line with (Leach et  al., 2007):morality, 3 items: hon-
est, trustworthy, sincere (ɑ = 0.91), competence, 3 items: 
intelligent, competent, skillful (ɑ = 0.86).

We evaluated support of various stakeholders such 
as clients and employees i.e. stakeholders’ support for 
a company using the following questions: ‘Please rate 
your intentions to buy products/services of Company A’, 
‘Please imagine you can apply for a job in company A. Do 
you feel motivated to work for Company A?’ (ɑ = 0.81. 
The two items we used to evaluate the support of two key 
types of stakeholders’ such as potential customers/clients 
and potential employees. Those two types of stakeholders 
are often the focus of CSR research (e.g. Baskentli et al., 
2019; Bauman & Skitka, 2012). We utilized a 7-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree), asking participants to indicate how well 
each of these items reflected their own position. Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 to 7 was used to measure par-
ticipants’ reactions in all studies unless stated otherwise.

Results
To guard against capitalization on chance, we conducted 
a MANOVA with communication about CSR activities 
of Company A (yes/no) as the between-subjects variable 
and morality, competence and stakeholders’ support, as 
dependent variables, which revealed a multivariate signif-
icant effect F (3,200) = 5.20, p = 0.002. We then examined 
univariate effects on morality, competence stakeholders’ 
support, separately.

Morality and competence Consistent with Hypothesis 
1, participants who read that Company A was engaged 
in CSR activities viewed Company A as more moral 
(morality M csr = 5.07 SD = 0.97) than participants who 
didn’t read anything about CSR activities of Company A 
(morality M no csr = 4.68, SD = 1.07), F (1, 202) = 7.70, 
p = 0.006. The effect of the experimental condition on 

competence was not significant F (1,202) = 0.02, p = 0.89. 
These results show that the experimental manipulation 
improved the perceived morality of the company. The 
fact that we did not find an effect of our experimental 
manipulation on perceived competence shows that CSR 
information does not just improve the general impres-
sion people have of the company. If that were the case, 
we would have expected improved perceptions of both 
morality and competence. This is not what we observed. 
Instead, our manipulation only improved the perceived 
morality of the company.

Stakeholders’ support The univariate effect on stake-
holders’ support was significant, F (1,202) = 5.54, p = 0.02. 
Consistent with Hypothesis 2, participants who read that 
Company A was engaged in CSR activities expressed 
higher stakeholder’ support for Company A (M csr = 5.14, 
SD = 1.04) than participants who didn’t read about CSR 
activities of Company A (M no csr = 4.76, SD = 1.23).

Mediation We then assessed whether the effect of the 
experimental condition on the stakeholders’ support for 
Company A was mediated by the perceived morality. We 
were able to infer morality mediation thanks to the tem-
poral order in our experimental design (Shea & Hawn, 
2019). A mediation model analysis was conducted using 
PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017) for SPSS based on 10,000 
bootstrap resamples.

As is depicted in Fig.  1, communications about CSR 
activities indirectly influenced stakeholders’ support 
through its effect on the perceived morality of a com-
pany. The participants, who read about CSR activities, 
perceived Company A to be more moral and they also 
showed more support for the company. The confidence 
interval for the indirect effect was above 0. Thus, in line 
with predictions, the analysis provided support for our 
reasoning that morality (b = 0.286, SE = 0.108; CI = LL: 
0.0.095; UL: 0.515, 10,000 bootstrap resamples), accounts 
for the relationship between CSR activities and stake-
holders’ support. Thus, the results are consistent with 
Hypothesis 3, that morality mediates the relationship 
between CSR activities and stakeholders’ support.

Study 2
Method
Participants and design
All participants in Study 2 were based in Russia. One of 
the co-authors approached Psychology and Applied Psy-
chology students from a university, to participate in the 
research. One hundred eighteen participants completed 
the quantitative part of the study, out of which twenty-
two participants failed the attention check, which asked 
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participants to tick a certain number and to select if they 
read about Company A or X. When checking the results, 
including all participants, the main patterns remained 
the same. The final sample we used to analyze the quanti-
tative data for this study consisted of 96 participants (80% 
female), M age = 21 (SD = 2.7), M work experience = 2 
(SD = 2.9).

Similar to Study 1, participants were randomly 
assigned to the control and experimental groups. Both 
control and experimental groups received the same 
information as in Study 1; we only changed the descrip-
tion specifying that the company was a Russian company 
to fit this specific context. Participants in the experimen-
tal group read a short text about CSR and information 
about Company A being active in CSR, similar to Study 
1 this was presented as a press release from Company 
A. Participants of both groups completed the depend-
ent variables. The participants received no monetary 
compensation.

Dependent variables

Morality and Competence We assessed perceptions of 
organizational morality (ɑ = 0.84) and competence (ɑ = 0.76) 
with items we use in Study 1 (Leach et al., 2007).

Stakeholders’ support We decided to expand on the two 
items we used in Study 1 by adding two supplementary 

questions. We evaluated stakeholders’ support for the 
company with the following items: ‘Please imagine that 
you are a client of Company A. How likely is it that you 
would purchase Company A’s products?’, ‘How likely is it 
that you would want to recommend Company A’s prod-
ucts?’, ‘Please imagine that you can apply for a job at 
Company A. Would you feel motivated to apply for a job 
at Company A?’, ‘Would you feel motivated to work for 
Company A?’ (ɑ = 0.86).

Results
We conducted a MANOVA with communication about 
CSR activities of Company A (yes/no) as the between-
subjects variable and dependent variables. This revealed a 
multivariate significant effect of the experimental manip-
ulation F (3,93) = 2.73, p = 0.048. We then examined uni-
variate effects on morality, competence and stakeholders’ 
support separately.

Morality and competence Consistent with Hypothesis 
1, participants who read that Company A was engaged 
in CSR activities viewed Company A as more moral 
(morality M csr = 4.51, SD = 0.95) than participants who 
didn’t read anything about CSR activities of Company 
A (morality M no csr = 4.00, SD = 1.17), F (1, 95) = 5.30, 
p = 0.024. Like in Study 1, the effect of the experimen-
tal condition on competence was not significant F 

Note: * p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001
Fig. 1 Mediation model Study 1 c is total effect, it shows that there is an effect of X on Y that may be mediated. Path c’ is called the direct effect. 
The mediator has been called an intervening or process variable. We can see that there is a mediation, as variable X no longer affects Y after M 
(perceived company’s morality) has been controlled, making path c’ statistically non-significant



Page 7 of 12Chopova et al. Int J Corporate Soc Responsibility            (2024) 9:10  

(1,95) = 1.11, p = 0.30, countering the alternative explana-
tion that information about CSR activities improves the 
overall impression of the company.

Stakeholders’ support The univariate effect on stake-
holders’ support was significant, F (1,95) = 5.30, p = 0.024. 
Consistent with Hypothesis 2, participants who had read 
that Company A was engaged in CSR activities expressed 
higher stakeholder’ support for Company A (M csr = 4.67, 
SD = 1.21) than participants who didn’t read about CSR 
activities of Company A (M no csr = 4.10, SD = 1.22).

Mediation A mediation model analysis was conducted 
using PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2017) for SPSS based on 
10,000 bootstrap resamples.

The model shows that communications about CSR 
activities indirectly influenced stakeholders’ support 
through its effect on the perceived morality of a com-
pany. The participants, who read about CSR activities, 
perceived Company A to be more moral and they also 
showed more support for the company. The confidence 
interval for the indirect effect was above 0. Thus, in line 
with predictions, the analysis provided support for our 
reasoning that morality (b = 0.28, SE = 0.13; CI = LL: 
0.0.05; UL: 0.58, 10,000 bootstrap resamples), accounts 
for the relationship between CSR activities and stake-
holders’ support. Thus, the results are consistent with 
Hypothesis 3, that morality mediates the relationship 
between CSR activities and stakeholders’ support.

Cross‑country comparison: additional analysis 
comparing the results of Study 1 (the UK) 
and Study 2 (Russia)
Results
To check whether the hypothesized effects are robust 
across both national contexts, we additionally compared 
the results of the two studies.

We conducted a 2 × 2 MANOVA with a CSR experimen-
tal condition (CSR communication vs. control) and coun-
try (the UK vs. Russia) as the between-subjects variables 
and perceived morality, competence and stakeholders’ sup-
port as dependent variables. This revealed significant mul-
tivariate main effects of country (F (3,296) = 9.01, p < 0.001) 
and the CSR experimental condition (F (3,296) = 6.57, 
p < 0.001). There was no interaction effect (F (3,296) = 0.23, 
p = 0.88), indicating that our experimental manipulations 
had parallel effects in both countries. The fact that there is 
no interaction means that the theorized processes worked 
similarly in both countries.

At the univariate level, the effect of country was sig-
nificant for morality (F (1,298) = 23.23, p < 0.001), stake-
holders’ support (F (1,298) = 13.35, p < 0.001), and 

competence (F (1,298) = 5.32, p = 0.42). The relevant 
means show that participants in the UK perceived the 
company as more moral (M UK = 4.87, SD = 1.04, M Rus-
sia = 4.23, SD = 1.10) and more competent than in Russia 
(M UK = 5.30, SD = 0.96, M Russia = 5.01, SD = 0.98). UK 
participants also expressed more support for the com-
pany (M UK = 4.95, SD = 1.16, M Russia = 4.40, SD = 1.23) 
than Russian participants. This shows that, there were 
differences in people’s perceptions between those two 
countries, where UK perceptions were overall more posi-
tive that the perceptions of Russian participants.

At the univariate level, across the two national sam-
ples, the effect of CSR experimental condition was sig-
nificant for morality (F (1,298) = 12.32, p = 0.001) and 
stakeholders’ support (F (1,298) = 9.60, p = 0.002). There 
was no significant univariate effect for competence (F 
(1,298) = 0.86, p = 0.34).

The relevant means show that in the experimental con-
dition participants perceived the company as more moral 
(M csr = 4.90, SD = 0.99; M control = 4.45, SD = 1.15) 
than in the control condition. They also expressed more 
support for the company (M csr = 5.00, SD = 1.11, M 
control = 4.56, SD = 1.23) in the experimental condition 
compared to the control condition.

These results provide support to Hypotheses 1 and 2. 
We show that, regardless of the overall difference in eval-
uations between the countries, the manipulation had the 
same effect in both countries: there was an overall main 
effect of the manipulation and no interaction effect.

Mediation analysis
As a next step, we carried out a mediation analysis with 
total participants from both studies. The confidence 
interval for the indirect effect was above 0. Thus, in line 
with predictions, the analysis provided support for our 
reasoning that morality (b = 0.298, SE = 0.087; CI = LL: 
0.1348; UL: 0.478, 10,000 bootstrap resamples), accounts 
for the relationship between CSR activities and stake-
holders’ support. Thus, the results are consistent with 
Hypothesis 3, that morality mediates the relationship 
between CSR activities and stakeholders’ support.

Discussion
Theoretical contributions
Several theoretical implications follow from our work. 
First, building on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1974; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986) and theories on social evalu-
ation of others (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007; Hack et  al., 
2013; Wojciszke, et  al., 1998), we theorize and demon-
strate in two experimental design studies that learn-
ing that a company is engaged in CSR activities leads to 
an increase in perceived morality of that company. The 
perceived organizational morality, in turn, increases 
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stakeholders’ support. Thus, we also expand current 
understanding of the mechanisms which impact the 
relationship between CSR and stakeholders’ support 
(Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Hillenbrand et  al., 2013). By 
applying theories of social evaluation to people’s assess-
ments of companies, we extend the emerging theory on 
how people develop impressions of non-human subjects 
(Ashforth et al., 2020; Epley et al., 2007; Gawronski et al., 
2018; Mishina et al., 2012).

Second, our work extends current insights on strategic 
CSR and international management. We test our theoriz-
ing in two different countries: the UK and Russia. Most 
CSR work to date has been carried out in a single country 
context (Lim et  al., 2018). As companies become more 
global, there is an increased demand for more cross-
country CSR research (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011), which 
we address in the present research.

Furthermore, experiment based CSR research is often 
dominated by WEIRD samples (e.g. (De Vries et al., 2015; 
Ellemers et al., 2011; Chopova & Ellemers, 2023; see also 
Ellemers & Chopova, 2021). We, on the other hand, test 
our theorizing in two countries with different business 
practices, which can impact on development and per-
ceptions of CSR. We find mean level differences between 
perceptions reported by participants in those two coun-
tries, showing that, overall, our study participants in 
Russia are more critical and less supportive of the com-
pany than participants in the UK. Responding to the call 
to devote more academic attention to CSR in develop-
ing countries (Jamali & Karam, 2018; Jamali & Mirshak, 
2007), we were able to demonstrate that the impact of 
CSR on perceived organizational morality and stake-
holders’ support remains the same across study samples 
obtained in the UK and Russia.

Furthermore, we address the identified need in the 
social psychology for testing support for general theory 
both in WEIRD and non-WEIRD countries, as most of 
the current research is carried out in WEIRD countries, 
while most of the world lives in non-WEIRD countries 
(Henrich et  al., 2010a). While it is encouraging to note 
that some recent work has been aiming to address this 
issue (Pagliaro et  al., 2021), those attempts remain rare. 
Thus, we extend current insights in social psychology on 
morality as a key dimension in social judgment by dem-
onstrating that SIT (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 
1986) and theories on social evaluations of others (Abele 
& Wojciszke, 2007; Hack et  al., 2013; Wojciszke et  al., 
1998) are also applicable in a non-WEIRD country.

Practical implications
Our work also has clear practical implications. First, 
experimental research is the key to understand what 
people can do to alter stakeholders’ responses to a 

company in terms of practical interventions. Thus, we 
provide strong evidence that communicating about CSR 
enhances perceived organizational morality and stake-
holders’ support.

Second, there seems to be some testimony in the lit-
erature that morality is not always seen by businesses 
as important for CSR communications (Norberg, 2018). 
Our research shows that managers should not shy away 
from explaining that companies engage in CSR for moral 
or ethical reasons. These observations are also supported 
by a different line of work, where it was shown that the 
focus on the business case solely was detrimental to man-
agers’ inclinations to engage in CSR as these managers 
experienced weaker moral emotions when confronted 
with ethical problems (Hafenbradl & Waeger, 2017). Our 
recommendations are also in line with the reported evo-
lution of concept CSR in the literature and the statements 
that business interests can go together with sustainability 
efforts (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Porter & Kramer, 2018; 
Latapí Agudelo et al., 2019; Matten & Moon, 2020).

Finally, there seems to be a notion among some prac-
titioners that CSR might be less important in emerging 
economies. For example, in 2016, the Netherlands Enter-
prise Agency, on a commission from the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of the Netherlands, published a fact sheet 
about Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in Russia 
for companies wishing to work in the Russian Federation. 
This stated that “there is still limited support for CSR 
in [Russian] society”. This sweeping statement does not 
specify what is meant by “society”, or how they reached 
this conclusion. We hope that our work can inspire prac-
titioners working in developing countries and in Russia, 
in particular, to take note that while there can be dif-
ferences in perceptions of CSR between countries, CSR 
activities and the perceived moral image of a company 
are important for stakeholders’ support.

Limitations
In this research, we see that Russian participants, in gen-
eral, evaluate the company more negatively than UK-
based participants. We have not addressed why this could 
be the case, which can be seen as a limitation. However, 
we would like to point out that this was not the focus of 
our research. Nevertheless, we demonstrated that shifts 
in perceived morality are possible due to specific com-
munications, regardless of higher vs. lower levels of over-
all perceived morality. In fact, we propose that the fact 
this causal relationship could be demonstrated in both 
countries, regardless of the significant differences in the 
evaluations between the countries, speaks to the strength 
of the mechanisms we examine in our research.

Furthermore, we used an “unknown” mid-size IT con-
sultancy company as a basis for experimental studies. It 
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can be argued that people generally are less likely to have 
strong views about IT consultancy companies, which can 
perhaps be seen as a limitation, as people usually have 
views and associated with certain industries or products 
(e.g. banking, tobacco, Coca-Cola). To this, we would 
like to highlight that our aim was to show how the pro-
cesses work in general. Thus, we explicitly chose to have a 
company that people are less likely to have preconceived 
views about.

Future directions
In this research, we specifically focused on a company 
with a relatively neutral image with respect to CSR. It is 
known, that some industries, such as the financial sector 
or tobacco, are negatively evaluated by the general public 
in the moral domain in particular. We know that a nega-
tive moral image is more difficult to repair, and it is par-
ticularly problematic for people working in those types 
of industries (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014; Chopova & Elle-
mers, 2023). Moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999) can 
be a potential response of current investors and employ-
ees to the experience of social identity threat when the 
moral standing of their organization or their professional 
group is called into question. Future research might want 
to study how CSR communications affect morality and 
stakeholders’ support in industries with a priori negative 
moral image (Hadani, 2023).

We apply prior social psychological findings to non-
human targets, thus building on the fact that humans can 
anthropomorphize non-human targets (Ashforth et  al., 
2020; Epley et  al., 2007). In our work, we used a broad 
definition of CSR, including both human-focused (e.g. 
employees’ focused) and non-human focused (environ-
mental protection) activities, which, we hope, improves 
the generalizability of our findings. We showed that this 
broad CSR definition leads to an increase in the perceived 
organizational morality. Future research might want to 
study to which extent the type of CSR activity impacts 
on the perception of organizational morality. Histori-
cally, western religious and ethical thinking was mainly 
human-centric, where human actions affecting non-
humans were not perceived as morally relevant (Pandey 
et al., 2013). Hence, it is possible that people would tend 

to see human-focused CSR activities as more moral than 
environmentally focused activities. Additionally, prior 
work showed that people have different personal tenden-
cies to anthropomorphize non-human targets (Waytz 
et  al., 2010). Further research might want to examine 
to what extent this variable can be a moderator for the 
relationship between learning that a company is engaged 
in CSR activities, perceived organizational morality and 
stakeholders’ support.

Conclusion
Our paper has multiple implications for CSR and social 
psychological literature. Namely we demonstrate in two 
experimental design studies that corporate CSR com-
munications lead to an increase in the perceived organ-
izational morality, which in turn leads to an increase 
in stakeholders support. We build on social psycho-
logical literature, we explain the processes underlying 
this relationship. We show that morality is a relevant 
dimension for evaluation of companies by stakeholders, 
thus, extending prior findings about the importance 
of morality for evaluations of human targets to non-
human targets. We empirically test our theory in both 
WEIRD (the UK) and in non-WEIRD (Russia) country. 
We believe that our findings are particularly relevant 
in the current context where various politicians and 
media suggest that psychological differences are too 
large to be able to compare people from a country such 
as the UK and to people from Russia. While we only 
focus on CSR perceptions and subsequent stakeholders’ 
support, our work suggests that in that area the under-
lying psychological mechanisms work in a similar fash-
ion in both countries.

Appendix
Company A is engaged in Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity (CSR) activities. Its CSR activities are focused on the 
role the company plays in the community where it oper-
ates, on the company’s impact on the environment and 
on creating a diverse workforce. Please see below the 
extract from the latest press release about Company A’s 
Corporate Social Responsibility activities (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2 CSR text in the UK Study. We used similar text in the Russian study (in Russian)
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