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Abstract: This paper examines consumers’ objective knowledge of corporate social responsibility
(CSR) for brands over different product categories, and investigates whether objective knowledge
influences attitudes to CSR, and the relationships between demographics and objective knowledge.
The research uses an innovative approach to examining consumer CSR knowledge via (largely) un-
prompted recall. The analysis uses independent judges to score actual consumer objective knowledge
of the CSR of well-known brands against the policies and actions of the brand owner. The research
reveals that participants’ objective knowledge of CSR was limited or, in many cases, there was no
knowledge. Further, the number and type of CSR policies did not influence overall evaluations of CSR.
However, where objective knowledge was held, it did positively influence evaluations. The findings
of the research direct managerial attention towards improvement of the communication of CSR,
including using the research methodology here to evaluate the success of current communications.
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1. Introduction

The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has generated significant interest
from business academics and practitioners, but the current paper will question whether this
interest has extended to the wider public and has translated into actual knowledge of CSR.
Corporate social responsibility is broadly concerned with ethical management founded
on social and stakeholder obligations [1], and implies corporate policies and processes
are directed towards a greater societal good [2], irrespective of whether companies take
a ‘proactive green marketers’ approach (i.e., genuine and voluntary) or a ‘reactive green
marketers’ one (i.e., adopting CSR and sustainability under governmental balancing [3]).
Alongside growing interest in CSR, there has been consideration of the importance of
communications of CSR by corporations to influence public opinion and enhance the
image and reputation of the corporation adopting CSR management. This is known as
promotional CSR alongside other types, such as philanthropic CSR and value-creating
CSR [4].

Unsurprisingly, research has found that the effects of CSR initiatives are contingent
on consumers’ information and knowledge levels [5], and the success of CSR strategies
and activities is dependent on the “consumers’ knowledge, awareness and perception of
organizations’ CSR initiatives and communication” [6] (p. 182). However, the examination
of consumer knowledge and awareness of CSR is under-researched, with studies taking
a piecemeal approach and providing inconsistent results. This has prompted calls for
research on consumer judgment and recollection of CSR communications [6,7].

The research and review that follows take a more holistic and novel approach to
the examination of the impact of CSR communications on the general public (specifically,
consumers). Firstly, we start with the logical premise that, in order for a corporation to
enjoy the image and reputational benefits of CSR amongst consumers (whom are seen
as key primary stakeholders of CSR; [8]), it is necessary that consumers have knowledge
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of the CSR activities of the corporation. In other words, it is not sufficient to engage in
activity to gain the benefits, it is also necessary to effectively communicate CSR activity so
that the information conveyed by communication becomes solid knowledge to be retained
by consumers. A second premise is that the end goal of improving corporate reputation
and image among consumers is to positively influence brand choice decisions (if not to
achieve this goal, it is not clear why communicating CSR would be important).

Based on these premises, our objective was to develop an ecologically valid research
method to examine consumers’ objective knowledge of CSR policies (i.e., actual knowledge
stored in consumers’ memory as opposed to subjective, i.e., assumed knowledge [9]). To
this end, we used free recall of objective knowledge of CSR in place of more ‘traditional’
survey instruments. Although traditional survey methods have value, we argue that
prompted recall and answers, alongside the potential for socially desirable responses,
provide the potential for what Beckman [5] considers to be an inflation of the degree of
CSR consumer engagement [10].

Most past studies measured subjective knowledge at a very broad level (e.g., using
generic Likert scales) and also faced issues of self-generated validity [11], social desirability
bias, and impression management [12], whereby individuals like to portray themselves
as decent, responsible, and informed citizens [13]. More recently, Forbes and Avis [14]
highlighted the risk of construct creation, whereby survey measures ‘create’ the construct
that is then measured. Our methodological approach to defining and measuring CSR
knowledge addresses these concerns and fits with House et al. [15], who caution that
“knowledge should not be seen as a unidimensional construct that can be easily measured
either by asking true/false questions or asking the respondents to rate their knowledge”
(p. 121). Our novel and more objective methodology represent the first contribution of the
present study.

The second contribution relates to the focus on assessing consumers’ objective knowl-
edge (see literature review below) of CSR across a range of policies and in relation to an
overall evaluation of the brand’s CSR. The distinction between objective and subjective
knowledge is critical since past research shows the effects of CSR initiatives depend on con-
sumers’ information and knowledge level [5], and that “a lack of appropriate knowledge or
an excess of self-perceived knowledge might impel individuals to make environmentally
wrong decisions” [16] (p. 132).

Excepting Tian, Wang, and Yang’s study on CSR in China [17], very few studies
examine the CSR—consumer relationship across multiple industries or product cate-
gories. Past CSR literature has largely focused on environmental factors [5,18,19]. Our
study addresses this gap by (i) examining knowledge of distinct areas of CSR knowl-
edge/actions, and (ii) overall evaluation of CSR across categories, thus providing a more
comprehensive approach.

2. Theoretical Background

This section provides a theoretical background to the research by reviewing the key lit-
erature on CSR and studies on consumer knowledge within the area of CSR. The hypotheses
are also included in the sub-sections below.

2.1. CSR Overview

In essence, CSR is concerned with ethical and humane practices [20], whereby cor-
porations take responsibility beyond profit and, thus, encompasses fields such as the
environment, labor and human rights, philanthropy, corporate governance, corruption, and
product features [2]. The potential scope of CSR is reflected in diverse definitions [21]; for
example, Joyner and Payne focus on values and business ethics [22], but Sebastian argues
that “corporate social responsibility is a generalized concept of what constitutes ‘good‘ or
‘desirable‘ business behavior” [23] (p. 110).

The most influential framework for CSR is Carroll’s pyramid of responsibilities, with
the pyramid structure implying hierarchical prioritization (e.g., philanthropy at the top) [24],
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which is still used in the field of CSR and consumer responses [25]. However, in later work
and reflecting changes in the literature, Schwarz and Carroll proposed a three-domain
model that included economic, ethical, and legal areas of responsibility depicted in a Venn
diagram, thus equalizing the status of the domains [26]. Later accounts reflected this more
holistic approach, for example, incorporating economics, politics, social integration, and
ethics [27], or encompassing philosophical, psychological, and managerial perspectives [28].
The more holistic approach has not necessarily been reflected in literature and research; for
example, some authors argue that there is a too strong focus on environmental factors in
CSR literature [5,18,19], with very few studies in the business research arena looking at a
wider breadth of CSR domains (e.g., two CSR domains of environment and employees, or
seven CSR domains [29,30]). Even less emphasis has been put on trying to understand the
differences in the weight that consumers versus companies place on different types of CSR
domains according to their priorities, values, and opinions [31].

The breadth of CSR definitions is reflected in the breadth of policies and activities
that can be encompassed under the CSR umbrella, such as sustainable consumption and
social issues [32]. Alongside such activities, there has been a growing interest in how CSR
influences consumers, albeit some theorists have proposed this is under-examined [33].
Given potential benefits for corporate image and reputation of CSR, the importance of
communications of CSR policy has also been recognized [34–36]. However, Kim argues that
focus has been given to macro rather than micro communications questions [36], and thus
understanding of the purpose of CSR remains ‘murky’ [34]. Nevertheless, a key principle
is that effective communication of CSR plays an important role in developing an ethical
identity [37], when the communication aligns with authenticity [38].

Returning to the question of macro versus micro, despite the acknowledgment of
the multidimensional nature of CSR, the majority of past research has focused on the
macro- rather than micro-level and individual/single CSR dimensions [33], and far too
much attention has been paid to environmental factors to the detriment of other CSR
categories such as social and economic [19]. Our research has been designed to fill these
gaps by taking a micro-level approach and holistically examining CSR by focusing on
its multiple dimensions and examples of diverse policy categories. Moreover, given the
limited literature on demographics and CSR, our research design included demographics
to help clarify the current limited and contradictory findings in this area.

In consideration of the varied views of what constitutes CSR, we adopt a broad view
of the topic in our research. Although we acknowledge the value of narrowly focused
studies, our approach reflects the holistic nature of CSR. Further, as our concern is focused
on consumers, our approach echoes research findings that suggest multiple attributes
influence consumer choice [19]. Thus, in relation to the focal brands used in our study (see
methodology section), we have two criteria for topic inclusion; (i) the company considers
the topic important enough to include discussion on their website, and (ii), the topic is
related to business practices/policies that can be reasonably described as being driven
by ethical considerations. This approach ensures breadth in the study and means that
it reflects actual practice. Finally, we have structured the study in a way that examines
knowledge of CSR both at the micro and macro levels.

Further, a significant concern is that past methodological approaches have employed
a rather subjective and biased pathway to measuring subjective consumer CSR knowledge
despite cautions such as Bhattacharya and Sen’s view of a “need for better measurement
models of CSR that capture and estimate clearly the effects of a company’s CSR actions
on its stakeholders, including its consumers” [39] (p. 22). This consideration for moving
toward alternative methods of measuring consumer-related aspects in connection to CSR
has been seen recently; for example, Medina et. al.’s study on the use of neuroimaging to
assess consumers’ true reactions and processing of CSR messages, which are at the core of
how objective knowledge can be formed in consumer’s memory [40].

Therefore, we have sought to ameliorate, as far as possible, some potential confounds
in prior research. An initial way of doing this is to build on extant consumer CSR knowledge
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research [41], and to design a study focused on obtaining objective CSR knowledge regard-
ing the chosen focal brands. This is crucial as there can be a misalignment (‘miscalibration’)
between objective and subjective knowledge, whereby individuals may mistakenly believe
that they are knowledgeable about a particular subject when they are not [42].

Such a differentiation is critical when asking questions about engagement with CSR as
subjective measures (e.g., “I believe I know a lot about X company’s CSR” or “This company
endeavors to protect the environment/ contributes to the development of community” [43])
are more likely to elicit high-score responses from participants, which will inflate results.
This is likely to happen as CSR is concerned with ethics which will prompt biases such as
social desirability and impression management [12]. However, by focusing on objective
knowledge, the present study will allow us to ascertain whether participants are really
engaging with CSR; if a person has a genuine interest in CSR, they should have at least
some knowledge about some of the very well-known brands used in our study.

Using objective knowledge also addresses broader concerns about survey method-
ologies [11,14,44]. While Pomering and Dolnicar’s earlier study sought to address some
of these concerns, using a similar method to the one presented here [33], a major flaw
was their use of leading questions [45]. Leading questions are a significant concern as this
may develop what Feldman and Lynch describe as ‘self-generated validity’, whereby the
questions and their sequence prompt the answers [11].

Forbes and Avis [14] extended concerns about self-generated validity and outline
a long history of research, which demonstrates that research participants may ‘create’
their answers to questions in response to the questions themselves, rather than drawing
on pre-existing attitudes or perceptions [11,46–48]. Forbes and Avis describe this kind
of process as ‘construct creation’ and consider that the problem occurs when a topic is
(1) ‘not salient for the participant’, (2) ‘the participant has no interest in the topic’; and/or
(3) ‘the participant has (little or) no knowledge of the topic’ [14] (p. 1818). As most
marketing research aims at understanding attitudes and perceptions in the world outside
of a research process, they point out that construct creation leads to ecologically invalid
research [49]. When considering the research methodology for this paper, it was consciously
designed to focus on ecological validity and (at least) amelioration of the problems of
construct creation.

With regards to ecological validity, the concern is that results in the ‘lab’ are informative
about the world outside the ‘lab’ [49]. For example, when shopping in a supermarket and
choosing between brands, the only influences available to a consumer are local cues and
the shopper’s own memory. This is important as, even if a person has a weak recollection
of CSR that can be prompted by a survey question, if it cannot be recalled without a prompt
in research, it will not be recalled unprompted in a shopping situation and thus cannot
influence consumer behavior. Despite the issues with ecological validity, the majority of
studies looking at CSR and consumer-related responses relied on experimental studies
(lab or only survey-based studies) with scenarios developed for hypothetical or actual
companies (e.g., Grimmer and Bingham’s study on companies’ environmental performance
and consumers’ purchase intentions [50]; Baskentli et al.’s study on consumers’ reactions to
companies’ CSR domains activities) that can predispose consumers to a certain mindset
and views and thus bias their responses [30].

As such, we sought to avoid, as much as possible, any prompts in the question that
might either result in a prompted recall or lead to outright construct creation [14]. However,
we nevertheless still tilted towards a greater representation of engagement with CSR as
we artificially focused participants on the topic of CSR and did prompt to a very small
degree; for each corporation, we listed the general areas in which they had CSR policies
(e.g., environment) to help participants organize their thoughts. This ‘tilt’ should be kept in
mind when reviewing the results.

The new approach to the research in this paper provided surprising findings. In
particular, for most consumers, there was very limited knowledge of the CSR for focal
brands. Furthermore, our approach of examining from the micro-perspective provides
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some new insights into consumer engagement with CSR. This is clearly viewed as an
important topic, both for theory and practice, given the large volume of academic literature
and research devoted to CSR. As such, our first contribution is to identify a significant
weakness in extant theory and research; although many companies are engaging in CSR
activities, in relation to consumer behavior, their impact is often moot due to the failure
to effectively communicate the activity. In addition to this, a further contribution is that
the research looks at micro factors and provides holistic insights, for example, providing a
more balanced examination of environmental CSR in relation to social and economic CSR.
Lastly, the paper provides a significant contribution to research methodology. From the
outset, the research design took heed of the risks of construct creation and implemented a
methodology to avoid the risk of construct creation. The most important innovation in the
methodology is to use objective knowledge as the focus of the research. This approach has
allowed for the present research findings, which we believe better reflect the actuality of
consumer perceptions of CSR.

2.2. Consumer Knowledge of CSR

Considering the view that the success of CSR strategies and activities is dependent
on the knowledge of CSR initiatives and communications [6], few studies have examined
consumer knowledge of brands’ CSR activity/policy. This is despite research that found
a ’surprisingly low’ level of “knowledge of the ethical and social issues around which
firms are framing their CSR initiatives” [33] (p. 182). However, before examining the
extant literature on consumer knowledge of CSR it is important to note Brucks’ distinction
between objective and subjective knowledge [9]; the former is defined as actual knowledge
stored in consumers’ memory and the latter is the knowledge that a person assumes
they hold.

Research on environmental knowledge has made this distinction between consumer
subjective and objective environmental knowledge (e.g., eco-labels and sustainable fish-
ery [51–53]) and found that for sustainable/food choices, high levels of both subjective and
objective knowledge led to positive consumer attitude [52,54] but objective knowledge did
not increase the likelihood of consuming organic products [52].

However, the distinction between these two types of consumer knowledge cannot be
clearly seen in the wider consumer CSR knowledge literature and, particularly, in relation to
CSR policies rather than consumer products. Overall, policy knowledge research is limited
and focused on subjective (e.g., the Kozar and Hiller Connell Likert scale statement: ‘I am
knowledgeable about socially responsible clothing businesses’ [55]) rather than objective
knowledge. This is a significant issue and gap given that the two types of knowledge
are distinct and influence differently the information processing and decision-making
process [9].

An additional issue with extant CSR literature is the interchangeable use of aware-
ness and knowledge. Based on Information Processing Theory [17], awareness is demon-
strated at the attention stage while knowledge occurs at the encoding and recoding stage,
i.e., knowledge is information stored in memory [9]. For example, Beckman comments
on the professed consumer interest in CSR versus the heterogeneity of awareness and
knowledge of CSR (with most consumers unaware of CSR activities) [5]. Furthermore, most
research has examined awareness and knowledge of single CSR dimensions/pillars [33],
and few have attempted to dissociate between knowledge of distinct CSR dimensions
(e.g., environmental, social, economic) and their relationship with consumers’ ethical eval-
uation of the company. One exception is Kozar and Hiller Connell’s research [56], but
their focus was on subjective knowledge, finding that participants were more (subjectively)
knowledgeable about environmental than social CSR issues.

Some areas of CSR research have focused on corporate image research [57], as or-
ganizations are aware of the importance of a positive global evaluation of the company
by consumers. Such a positive image and evaluation has been claimed to enhance cor-
porate reputation [58], differentiation [59], brand equity [60], customer satisfaction [61],



Sustainability 2022, 14, 11946 6 of 20

positive consumer attitudes and loyalty [39], purchase intentions [62], and positive word-
of-mouth [60]. Nonetheless, there are also studies that claim such effects are non-existent
or the findings are inconclusive [63–65]. One explanation for the discrepancy may be that
awareness of CSR and trust in relation to evaluations have been found to vary according
to category [17]. Alternatively, past studies suggest the absence of CSR activity aware-
ness [33,39], and lack of CSR knowledge regarding what companies actually achieve via
their CSR actions can lead to consumer skepticism [35,66], and are highly detrimental to
corporate reputation. Thus, based on the literature reviewed above, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis H1. Consumers’ objective knowledge of different individual types of CSR policies
correlates with their global ethical evaluation of companies.

Hypothesis H2. There is a positive relationship between consumers’ overall objective knowledge of
CSR policies and their global evaluation of the company.

Past research has found that consumers pay variable attention to certain types of CSR
activities over others [67], based on congruence with personal morals, interests, values, and
priorities [68]. Related to this, Pfau et al., found that for an organization with an existing
positive image, CSR campaigns have had an incremental positive effect on this image and
have increased the level of credibility among consumers but did not translate to higher
levels of consumer CSR awareness [57]. Overall, the literature seems to highlight that a
larger number of CSR activities are not necessarily noticed or internalized by consumers.
Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis H3. Consumers’ knowledge of a larger number of CSR policies does not influence their
ethical evaluation of the company.

Questions have been raised as to whether different consumer groups are more likely
to be responsive to CSR efforts [17], with early research indicating influence from vari-
ables such as age, gender, education, or market characteristics [17,69]. Regarding gender,
Vicente-Molina, Fernández-Sáinz, and Izagirre-Olaizola’s study suggest that women are,
on the whole, more pro-social than men [16], and ethics research reports that women are
more preoccupied with business ethics [70] and Vermeir and van Kenhove found that
women were less tolerant of ‘double standards’ in business ethics [71]. This presents the
possibility that they may be more receptive to CSR communication and thus may be more
knowledgeable about CSR. Additionally, past literature found that women were more
inclined to question and judge unethical actions than men [71]. However, no literature
directly examines gender differences in terms of broad evaluation of companies from a
business ethics/CSR standpoint. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis H4. There is a positive correlation between gender and objective knowledge of
CSR policies.

Hypothesis H5. Female consumers have more objective knowledge about CSR policies compared
with male consumers.

Hypothesis H6. Female consumers have a more negative global evaluation of companies’ CSR
policies compared to male consumers.

Regarding education, prior research has found in the case of cause-related marketing
communications that higher-educated and higher-income groups of consumers are more
likely to support such initiatives [72]. This may be due to their higher level of awareness and
understanding of CSR and specific activities. Studies looking at the influences of education
on CSR-related areas are limited. One of these is that of Vicente-Molina, Fernández-
Sáinz, and Izagirre-Olaizola who used a sample of university students to understand
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the significance of education in explaining pro-social behavior [16]. They found the link
between education and behavior to be complex though, with differences associated with
either objective or subjective knowledge and psychological and gender variables. Based on
the limited literature above we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis H7. There is a positive correlation between education and objective knowledge of
CSR policies.

Hypothesis H8. There is a positive correlation between education and global evaluation of compa-
nies regarding their CSR.

3. Materials and Methods

Participants for the study were recruited through intercepts from the main shopping
mall in a university city (similar method to other studies in this area, e.g., Thøgersen,
Haugaard, and Olesen [51]). They were offered chocolate as a ‘’thanks’. After recruitment,
participants were briefed on the purpose of the research and were informed that any level
of knowledge would be valuable for the research. A further written brief was provided to
clarify any terms used in the survey (e.g., policy). Once briefed, the participants signed an
ethics consent form and were seated at a laptop.

The study was survey-based, commencing with demographic questions and progress-
ing to free recall questions about the CSR policies of the focal brands. In the case of brands
that were part of a house of brands [73], progression to the main survey questions was
contingent on participants correctly identifying the ultimate brand owner (e.g., Rexona is
owned by Unilever). The reason for this was that we found that the CSR policies for our
focal brands were ‘attached’ to the corporation and thus consumers needed to know the
owner to be able to connect the CSR policy with the owned brand. To ascertain knowledge
of CSR we asked a very general and open question:

‘Please tell us what you know about [corporation’s] policy for the following:
[we listed the policy CSR areas for the company e.g., environment, community].
Please review the items in the list and then write your answer/s. If you do not
have any knowledge about any of these policies, please just write ‘none’.’ [The
survey forced a response].

In addition to the questions on policy knowledge, we wanted to give participants an
opportunity to provide a more general view of the brands by asking:

‘Do you have any general thoughts or impressions about [company name] ap-
proach to business ethics i.e., do you have thoughts on whether the company
behaves in a way that you think is moral and good? If no thoughts come to mind,
please write ‘none’.’

The question provided: (i) a broader opportunity to provide knowledge and, (ii) an
opportunity to identify any associations between knowledge of policy and attitudes about
the corporation.

3.1. Selection of Brands for the Study

Our starting point for brand selection was to include varied brand portfolio strate-
gies [73], well-known brands (we used the Brandz top 100 most valuable brands or well-
known local brands), and brands that had been the subject of media controversy/coverage
associated with CSR. The latter was included as we considered that their CSR policies
would be more likely to be the subject of public interest. Finally, as it prompted the study,
we included the local brand ‘Z’. To be included in the study, we also required that the com-
pany had a corporate website for New Zealand (the location of the study) and a section(s)
on the website dedicated to CSR. The latter was important as the policies on the website
were used as the guide as to what CSR policies the company wished to communicate, and
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also as the basis for scoring the policy knowledge of participants. The brands used were:
McDonald’s, Dominos, BP, Z, Westpac, ANZ, Lexus, Absolut, Rexona, Dole, Kellogg’s,
Cussons, LG, Apple, and Benson and Hedges. Content analysis of the companies’ corpo-
rate websites revealed nine CSR policy categories; environment, employment, suppliers,
community, food ethics, animal ethics, smoking prevention, marketing, and safety.

3.2. The ‘Scoring’ of Participants’ Answers

The first step was to summarize key CSR policies of the selected companies using their corpo-
rate websites, including both policy statements and CSR ‘actions’ (see Supplementary Materials).
The latter were included as these might represent a proxy for the understanding of policy.
The summaries were used as the basis for ‘scoring’ participants’ CSR policy knowledge for
the selected brands. To avoid researcher bias, students were recruited to ‘judge’ participant
answers. Enough students were recruited to ensure each participant’s answer was scored
six times (see Cicchetti for discussion on the number of raters [74]). Each judge was given
training in how to conduct the scoring, including a presentation, practice rating tasks,
and provision of the researcher’s answer to the rating tasks [75]. The training focused
on examples that required nuanced judgment, and it was stressed that sometimes scores
would be reliant on their own judgment. The scoring system used by participants is given
in Table 1. The knowledge scoring was based on the number of policies identified/degree
of knowledge per policy, with no upper limit on the score. The global evaluation was an
evaluation of all content on a policy area with positive and negative attitudes summed,
resulting in scores of −1/0/1 (negative/neutral/positive).

Table 1. Knowledge and global evaluation scoring.

Knowledge Evaluation No Knowledge Some Knowledge Knowledgeable
Score 0 1 2

Global Evaluation Negative Neutral Positive
Score −1 0 +1

4. Results
4.1. Sample

Our 216 participants were broadly representative of the local population based on
gender, age, education, and occupation, except a small skew towards 18–25-year-olds (29%),
students (20%), and highly educated (55% bachelor’s degree or equivalent or postgraduate
qualification). Demographic characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Demographic characteristics of the sample.

Characteristic Count Percentage

Gender
Male 106 49

Female 110 51

Age
18-25 62 29
26-35 35 16
36-45 35 16
46-55 47 22
56-65 25 12

Over 65 12 6

Education
Graduate high school 97 45

Bachelor’s degree or equivalent 57 26
Postgraduate degree or equivalent 62 29
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Table 2. Cont.

Characteristic Count Percentage

Occupation
Unemployed 13 6

Retired 11 5
Student 44 20
Laborer 6 3

Sales worker 4 2
Clerical and administrative worker 10 7

Community and personal service worker 7 3
Technician and trade worker 10 5

Professional 53 25
Manager 15 7

Self-employed 15 7
Other 28 13
Total 216 100

4.2. Consumer Knowledge of Brands’ Parent Companies

Overall, there is poor knowledge of brands’ parent companies with the exception of
Toyota. For example, a third of the sample correctly identified the Lexus brand’s owner—
the highest score. Conversely, none of the respondents were able to identify the brand
owner of Absolut (see Table 3).

Table 3. Correct recognition of brands’ parent companies (four houses of brands tested in the research).

Parent Company (Brand Tested) Count Percentage

British American Tobacco (Benson & Hedges) 10 46
Toyota (Lexus) 71 33

Unilever (Rexona) 25 12
Pernod Ricard (Absolut) 0 0

4.3. Consumers’ Level of Objective Knowledge about CSR Policies and Its Effect on Consumers’
Company Evaluation from a CSR Standpoint

Respondents demonstrate very limited objective knowledge concerning companies’
CSR policies. Results were analyzed in three ways—with the focus on companies examined,
respondents, and policy categories. When analyzing the results with a focus on companies,
we calculated the total score of knowledge for each company and divided it by the potential
maximum score, i.e., the potential maximum score for a company multiplied by the number
of participants. We found that in only two cases (McDonald’s and ‘Z’), the results are above
1%, and for the majority of companies, the results are between 0 and 0.3% (see Table 4,
second column from right).

When focusing on the CSR knowledge of individual respondents, we calculated an
average CSR knowledge by (i) summarizing all policies’ knowledge of all companies for
each respondent (recall that in some cases where respondents were unable to identify
a parent company of the brand examined, they did not proceed with the evaluation of
policies), and (ii) summarizing the scores across the scorers and dividing the scores by the
number of scorers (six). The lowest knowledge score was 0, while the highest knowledge
was 11.8. Given there is no objective standard for what constitutes a level of knowledge of
CSR policies, using the lowest and highest scores as anchors, we developed a knowledge
categorization system, clustering the results in managerially useful ways [76], as follows:
3 or below—very low knowledge, 3.1–6—low knowledge, 6.1–9—moderate knowledge,
and over 9—high knowledge. Subsequent analysis found that 88% of respondents could
be categorized as possessing a very low or low knowledge concerning companies’ CSR
policies with 19% of respondents having no knowledge at all. Only 3% of participants
possess CSR policy knowledge that can be considered high.
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Table 4. Knowledge of CSR (focus on companies) and companies’ global evaluation.

Company Total Score for
All Policies

Potential Max. Score
for a Company

Potential Max. Score
for All Participants

Score of CSR Knowledge
as a % of Max. Score

Global
Evaluation

McDonald’s 245.8 70 15,120 1.6 48.7
Z 90 36 7776 1.2 49.9

Westpac 72.3 40 8640 0.8 37.7
Kellogg’s 41.7 30 6480 0.6 9.6

Toyota 18.2 28 6048 0.3 8.8
Dominos 19.1 30 6480 0.3 −7.3

BP 31.8 58 12,528 0.3 −20.4
Apple 26.8 56 12,096 0.2 −18.9
Dole 8.3 70 15,120 0.1 −17.6
LG 11.2 122 26,352 0.0 2.8

Cussons 4.1 80 17,280 0.0 1.5
Unilever 0.3 90 19,440 0.0 −1

BAT 0 78 16,848 0.0 −5.1

Note: knowledge is calculated as a total score for the company divided by a potential maximum score for
all participants.

Finally, we analyzed consumer knowledge about CSR with respect to policy cate-
gories, finding that CSR knowledge for policy categories is varied. The knowledge score
of a certain policy category was calculated by summarizing the knowledge scores for all
companies that communicate this category and dividing it by the number of companies
that communicate it. The greatest knowledge is observed for food ethics and community
(25.6 and 24.2 respectively), followed by environment (9.4). However, food ethics is com-
municated by only three companies, community and environment are communicated by
10 and 13 companies respectively. Consumers have much less knowledge of other policy
categories, such as those related to suppliers and employment. This is surprising given that
they are communicated by a relatively large number of companies. The remaining CSR
policy categories communicated by the companies we examined are virtually unknown
to consumers.

Interestingly, the greatest CSR knowledge corresponds to the most positive evaluations,
i.e., McDonald’s, ‘Z’, and Westpac bank received the most positive evaluations (bold in
Table 4), although the order for McDonald’s and ‘Z’ is reversed. On the opposite spectrum
of companies’ evaluations with respect to CSR policies are BP, Apple, and Dole, which
received the most negative evaluations (underlined in Table 4). Overall, we found a
correlation between CSR knowledge and global evaluations of companies, with respect to
CSR policies, yet it was not very strong (r = 0.455, p = 0.000). Therefore, H2 is supported.

4.4. Influence of the Type of CSR Policies and the Number of Policies on Consumers’ Company
Evaluation from a CSR Standpoint

Furthermore, we ran a series of correlations between respondents’ global evaluation of
companies and their knowledge about CSR policies (expressed as the total score of knowl-
edge) communicated by the companies. We correlated global evaluations of companies
regarding their CSR with respondents’ knowledge about specific policy types. Four policies
were communicated by only one company each and therefore the correlations between
knowledge about these policies and global evaluation were not tested. Except for the
correlation between global evaluation and the environmental policy that was relatively
weak and non-significant (r = 0.239, p = 0.219), the other tested correlations were strong and
statistically significant (r = 0.582, p = 0.039 for employment, r = 0.650, p = 0.029 for suppliers,
r = 0.916, p = 0.000 for community and r = 0.971, p = 0.015 for food ethics), see Table 5. This
offers (partial) support to H1. Concerning respondents’ global evaluation of companies,
with respect to CSR policies, over half of the respondents had a positive evaluation (56%),
while 17% and 28% of the sample had neutral and negative evaluations, respectively.
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Table 5. Correlations between global evaluations and respondents’ knowledge of specific policy types.

Global Evaluation—Pearson Correlation

Environment 0.239 ns

Employment 0.582 *
Suppliers 0.650 *

Community 0.916 *
Food ethics 0.971 *

Number of policies −0.177 *
Number of policy categories 0.156 *

* Significant at <0.05 level, ns not significant.

We also correlated global evaluations of companies regarding their CSR with (i) the
number of policies and (ii) the number of policy categories communicated by the companies
and we found no such correlations (r = −0.177, p = 0.562 for the number of policies and
r = 0.156, p = 0.612 for the number of policy categories). Consequently, H3 is supported.

4.5. Influence of Demographic Characteristics on Knowledge of CSR Policies and Global Evaluation
of Companies in Respect to CSR

Regarding demographics analyses, we first correlated demographic characteristics
and CSR knowledge. Despite findings from previous studies of the non-linear relationship
between age and consumer responses to companies’ CSR [17], we intuitively expected not
only age, but also education, occupation, and gender to be correlated with CSR knowledge.
However, we found that the only statistically significant correlation was between gender
and knowledge, although it was weak (r = 0.136, p = 0.045). Therefore, H4 was supported.

We further split the sample into the two gender groups and found that women possess
greater knowledge than men, with mean knowledge scores of 2.94 and 2.18 (p < 0.01)
for females and males respectively. Hence, H5 is supported, although based on small
correlation (r = 0.136, p = 0.045). The observation of frequencies confirms this finding, for
example, 60% of females have very low knowledge or no knowledge as opposed to 72% of
males who have very low or no CSR knowledge (see Table 6). With regards to consumers
who have no knowledge at all, 15% of females appeared to have no knowledge while 24%
of males have no knowledge at all (see full results in Table 6). Concerning knowledge of
certain CSR policies with regard to the gender split, women have greater knowledge of
the majority of policies, yet the differences are not very large. The only exception is for
the food ethics policy as the results of our study suggest that females have considerably
higher knowledge of food ethics than males (due to space constraints we do not provide
detailed information).

Table 6. Knowledge of CSR (focus on respondents)—total sample and gender-specific.

Knowledge Total sample Females Males
Count Percentage Count Percentage Count Percentage

Very low 142 66 66 60 76 72
Low 47 22 29 26 18 17

Moderate 21 10 10 9 11 10
High 6 3 5 5 1 1
Total 216 100 110 100 106 100

No Knowledge 41 19 16 15 25 24
Note. Knowledge presented as the number and percentage of respondents with arbitrary coding.

Given the surprising finding regarding the absence of correlation between consumer
CSR knowledge and age, occupation, and particularly education characteristics, we ex-
cluded students (recall that students are slightly over-represented in the sample) and
repeated the correlation analysis (see Table 7). We believe that there is a legitimate case
for excluding the occupation of ‘student’ as students are a self-selected sample of more
educated people (e.g., a third-year student already has significantly more education than a
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high school graduate) and entry into university will be for higher performing high school
students. In other words, categorizing the students alongside high school students ob-
fuscates the data. The subsequent analysis revealed that consumer CSR knowledge is
correlated with education, yet the correlation is weak (r = 0.162, p = 0.034, see Table 7).
Therefore, H7 is supported.

Table 7. Correlations between CSR knowledge and demographics.

Demographic Knowledge—Pearson Correlation

Age 0.010 ns

Gender 0.136 *
Education 0.117 ns

Occupation 0.106 ns

Education 1 0.162 *

* Significant at <0.05 level, ns not significant. 1 Students excluded.

With respect to the influence of demographics on the global evaluation of companies
regarding their CSR policies, we found a negative correlation (r = −0.164, p = 0.032) between
global evaluation and education (students excluded) (see Table 8). Moreover, the result
from regression suggests that global evaluation declines if consumers are better educated
(b = −0.623, p = 0.004). Therefore, H8 was rejected. Additionally, we found that gender
and occupation are positively correlated with global evaluation, yet the correlations are not
strong (r = 0.161, p = 0.018 for gender and r = 0.142, p = 0.037 for occupation). Furthermore,
women more positively evaluate companies regarding their CSR policies than men with
mean scores of 0.78 and 0.03 (p = 0.01) for females and males, respectively (see Table 9).
Thus, the overall positive global evaluation of the companies, with respect to their CSR for
the total sample, primarily results from the positive evaluations of females as the average
male’s evaluation is nearly neutral as per their rating scores. Therefore, H6 was rejected.

Table 8. Correlations between Global evaluation and demographics, and regression (Education
against Global evaluation).

Demographic Global Evaluation—Pearson Correlation

Gender 0.161 *
Education 1 −0.164 ns

Occupation 0.142 *
Beta coefficient

Education 1 −0.623 *

* Significant at <0.05 level, ns not significant. 1 Students excluded.

Table 9. Mean CSR knowledge and global evaluations in respect to CSR policies—gender-specific
(standard deviations in parentheses).

Females Males

CSR knowledge 2.94 ** (3.00) 2.18 ** (2.47)
Global evaluation 0.78 ** (2.20) 0.03 ** (2.41)

** Significant at <0.01.

5. Discussion
5.1. Main Findings Discussion

The most notable finding relates to the core purpose of the study; the overall level
of objective (i.e., actual) knowledge of CSR can be described as woeful. If we assume that
our focal companies may engage in CSR for ethical reasons, but also hope that this will
translate into more favorable consumer evaluations, then they are not overall achieving
this latter goal. If consumers do not have actual knowledge of companies’ CSR activities and
policies, then the policies cannot influence consumers’ behavior. Despite the fact that this study
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used famous brands and also brands whose CSR has been the subject of media attention,
thus loading the dice towards finding knowledge, there was very little knowledge of CSR
for most companies. This is worrying as, according to Green and Peloza [67], the degree
of consumers’ recall and recognition of CSR activities translate into corporate benefits.
Our findings of varying degrees of CSR knowledge for policy categories support prior
research [67], which indicated that consumers can pay attention to some types of CSR
activities more than others (with preferences differing by country) and that consumers
typically evaluate CSR actions of a firm in line with their own interests, morals, values, and
priorities [30].

However, although the overall findings are concerning, there is a relatively good
result for the ‘Z’ brand. ‘Z’ was included as, in an unsuccessful pilot research project that
inspired this study, their CSR policy was mentioned by some participants in free recall of
any associations for the brand. The reason was presumably due to a strong emphasis on
CSR during their marketing campaigns at the time of the study. Within the overall results,
community was a relatively stronger area of participant knowledge, but the positive results
were largely derived from three brands; ‘Z’, McDonald’s, and Westpac bank. In each case,
communications of the firm’s CSR activities were visible enough that we informally expected
some degree of participant awareness. Further, the relative success of McDonald’s has
been found in prior research, with Kim [36] finding McDonald’s CSR was most prominent
among 27 companies from a range of industry sectors.

A surprising finding was the relatively low level of knowledge in the environment
category as theorists have asserted its importance for consumers [77]. For example, Simpson
and Radford found that the environment was more influential for consumers than the
economic or social dimensions of CSR [19]. With the benefit of hindsight, these findings may
be seen as less surprising. To illustrate, before starting the research, we had expectations of
consumers reporting certain CSR activities, such as the Westpac rescue helicopter or Ronald
McDonald House, as these were widely publicized. However, in the case of environmental
CSR, there were no analogous examples of well-publicized activities for which we had
similar expectations.

Again, indirectly, it appears that the absence of knowledge reflects an absence of
communication of CSR activities. The key point here is that, although our study did
not examine the origins of knowledge, our findings, and in particular ‘Z’, suggest that
consumers will engage with CSR, provided that the company places sufficient emphasis on
CSR in their communications. This point receives some support from Maignan [18], who
found that differences in response to CSR were contingent on location, i.e., the response
may depend on what is being communicated to consumers, and from Andreu, Casado-
Díaz, and Mattila, who found that consumers’ responses to two types on CSR initiatives
(environmental-related and employee-related) differ according to the types of message that
is used (emotional vs. rational) and service type (hedonic vs. utilitarian) [29].

Another notable finding is that, even where endorsing strategies are used for brands
in branded houses [73,78], most participants could not identify the brand owner. An
interesting anecdote illustrates the problem. One of our research participants informed
us he had just purchased Rexona and he asked if he could look in his bag to see who the
brand owner was. Regardless of whether he was aware of Unilever’s CSR activity, he
would still have not been able to link this to the brand he had just purchased. As such,
corporations should not rely on corporate communications of CSR, but instead ensure that
the companywide CSR is ‘owned’ in brand-level communications.

We also compared the objective knowledge of policy with a ‘global evaluation’ of the
company. Surprisingly, in relation to the levels of knowledge, the global evaluations were
more positive than negative. Overall, aligned with some past research [17], there was a
correlation between evaluations and CSR knowledge, but this was not very strong. For
the differential effects of CSR types, our findings supported the contention that different
types of policy would have different degrees of impact on global evaluations (which is
encouraging given the different methodologies used in this study), but these findings
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are more nuanced. Again, contrary to previous research which found consumers more
knowledgeable about environmental and social issues [56], with the environment found
to be the most influential [19], we found that environmental policies did not influence
company global evaluations. Rather employment, suppliers, community, and food ethics
policies, in this order, were likely to affect consumers’ global evaluations.

However, when examining the top three scores for policy knowledge and their corre-
sponding evaluation, the top three are (encouragingly) the same companies. Again, this
supports our proposal that effective communication of CSR is important, as it can lead to
more positive evaluations. For the negative evaluations, these again conformed to our
anecdotal expectations with companies that have had negative publicity receiving poor
evaluations e.g., Dole’s negative publicity over self-accreditation for fair trade [79], the high
suicide rate in Apple’s supplier Foxconn, or the BP oil spill in Mexico. A more surprising
result was the negative finding for Dominos, which was also lower than BAT and might
merit further investigation.

Finally, we found no correlation between the number of policies or number of cate-
gories policies within, and the global company evaluations. This corroborates findings
that suggest consumers choose to selectively pay attention to some CSR activities over
others [67,68], but it also implies that it is not the policies or breadth of categories the policy
cover per se that influence evaluation, but rather it is the communication of each policy
that can influence consumer perceptions. These are interesting findings that may result
from the types of communications used by companies. Recent work by Lauritsen and
Perks in the supermarket industry examining different types of CSR communications, i.e.,
interactive, non-interactive, implicit and explicit, found that interactive CSR communica-
tion will increase consumers’ knowledge, memory, and perception of CSR activities [6].
Our findings suggest there is a low level of CSR knowledge among consumers and no
relationship between CSR knowledge and the number of policies/policy categories and
this could be due to the types of communications that various organizations use.

Regarding demographics, supporting past literature, we found a positive correlation
between gender and objective knowledge of CSR policies and that women have more
knowledge than men. This may be due to women being more pro-social and ethical than
men [16,70], and thus they are more likely to have greater knowledge. However, our results
showed that this greater knowledge does not translate to women being harsher judges of
companies’ CSR efforts. Additionally, when using a classification of levels of knowledge
(very low, low, moderate, and high), there was a strong finding that females had greater
knowledge overall, particularly of food ethics.

Findings regarding education are aligned with past research [17,72], and indicated
this demographic influences consumers’ CSR-related attitudes and knowledge. We found
that higher levels of education correlate with more knowledge, but only when excluding
students from the sample. The students thus could be described as muddying the statistical
waters, as they are in an intermediate educational stage and future research should consider
this more carefully when examining the influence of education.

5.2. Business/Managerial Implications

Our findings suggest a low level of CSR knowledge among consumers and no rela-
tionship between CSR knowledge and the number of policies/policy categories. We found
that knowledge of CSR was clustered in a small number of individuals, with a total of only
12.5% of participants having moderate or greater knowledge. As such, it seems only a
minority are engaging with CSR messages. As discussed, one avenue is to develop more
interactive marketing communications [6]. This is consistent with consumer behavior liter-
ature that suggests interactive communications lead to a higher level of involvement [80],
and consumers tend to retain more information if they are highly involved [81]. Addi-
tionally, careful consideration of the channel or how best to initiate and maintain CSR
communication might be needed in order to increase CSR objective knowledge [82,83].
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Our finding that there is no correlation between the number of policies and policy
categories and evaluation suggests that communication of CSR should not be broad-
brushed but instead focus on key aspects of CSR that can be most easily and effectively
communicated or that matter the most to consumers, i.e., CSR campaigns should be
designed around the message content and how this is communicated rather than how much
information is conveyed and how many policies are highlighted. Market segmentation
based on consumers’ priorities, ethical concerns, and moral values might also be useful
prior to communications development so that the most noticeable and impactful type of
CSR policy is chosen [68].

Another crucial recommendation relates to the way in which companies evaluate
consumer responses to their CSR activities, and is important in the formulation of CSR
communication strategies. Although prior academic research has provided useful insights
into consumer views of CSR, it has overstated the degree of engagement with CSR. More-
over, it would be reasonable to assume that a company’s own research would replicate
these problems, as they will likely use the same/similar research methods. If consumer
engagement with CSR is overstated, this will surely negatively impact the communication
strategy and its evaluation. As a first step, we strongly recommend that companies replicate
our research methodology to establish a benchmark for genuine consumer engagement
with their CSR, reflected in actual/objective CSR knowledge.

In addition to providing more accurate knowledge about consumer engagement,
replication of our methodology also provides useful information about where a company
might focus. For example, in our study, it was apparent that there was considerable
consumer knowledge of the Westpac Rescue Helicopter. As has been discussed, our
findings suggest that communication should not aim for communication of the breadth of
a company’s CSR, but rather quality and depth. The methodology can thus identify current
genuinely impactful CSR activities to further leverage activities that have the potential to
generate engagement, providing a tool to evaluate the impact of any subsequent campaigns.

Based on our findings, we also propose that before relying on past conclusions that
any type of CSR communications will have positive outcomes, companies should also
first gain an accurate understanding of which specific CSR policies and activities (i.e.,
environmental, social, economic, etc.) are truly known/unknown to consumers. Findings
of past research cannot be used as ‘rules of thumb’ because environmental and general
social policies are not necessarily the most known or influential ones (as found by Kozar and
Hiller Connell [55,56]). Indeed, we found that there is no correlation between knowledge of
environmental policies and consumers’ global company evaluations; rather employment,
suppliers, community, and food ethics policies, in this particular order, were likely to affect
consumers’ global evaluations of a company. As knowledge of specific policies can be
context-, country- and industry-dependent, proper market research should be conducted
before designing CSR marketing communications. Just communicating more across the
board can have a reduced or even negative effect on consumers due to distrust and negative
perceptions [36]. Critically, if consumers do not have objective knowledge of relevant CSR
activities and policies of companies, then the policies cannot influence consumers’ behavior.

Some recommendations can be made regarding the demographics. Concerning gender
influences and differences, we found that females have more objective knowledge than
males about CSR policies but this does not make them harsher critics of the organization.
Therefore, CSR communications should focus on communicating information that would
translate into clear objective knowledge, because this will lead to positive corporate eval-
uations. Additionally, particular attention should be placed on developing campaigns to
enhance male consumers’ CSR knowledge levels. Finally, as higher levels of education
correlated with more CSR knowledge only when excluding students from the sample, we
would recommend that future CSR marketing communications do not necessarily treat this
group as a highly educated one since they are at an ‘intermediate’ stage.
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6. Conclusions

Although expecting that consumers would not be as knowledgeable about CSR as
prior studies suggested, we were genuinely surprised by our findings. The results present
a picture in which consumers are largely uninformed about the actual CSR activities of
companies. If consumers do not know about CSR policies, the policies cannot influence their
behavior. This should be seen as a significant concern for companies that have engaged with
the principles of CSR. In particular, there is no reason why such engagement should not be
rewarded with success in the marketplace, albeit there is a reasonable argument that an
ethical stance is, in itself, positive. As such, we see this research as a moment for companies
to pause and reflect on how they are currently communicating their CSR activity and policy,
and hope that the managerial suggestions provide a way forward. We consider this to be
the first major contribution from this study; if consumers are unaware of CSR activities, they
cannot impact behavior, i.e., CSR does not impact consumer behavior—instead, effective
communication of CSR actions has the potential to influence consumer behavior. Although
this may be obvious when stated as such, the empirical findings presented here suggest
that this “obvious” point has not been internalized in theory and practice.

Our second contribution relates to the holistic nature of the research, which has
challenged the results of prior research and key assumptions. For example, despite the
emphasis on environmental CSR factors in prior research and literature, our findings sug-
gest that consumers had little knowledge of this area of CSR in comparison to other factors
(e.g., the Westpac helicopter). Furthermore, contrary to prior research, environmental
policy was less influential on global evaluations. As another example, we also could
confirm that women had more knowledge than men, but also that this did not result in
harsher judgments of companies. These finding direct researchers to more nuanced views
of consumer engagement with CSR and draw attention to the need to better plan the
content of the communications for a more significant impact on consumers’ knowledge and,
ultimately, behavior.

Finally, one of our important contributions is to research methodology. When Forbes
and Avis [14] identified the potential problem of construct creation, the implication was
that extant research may not be ecologically valid, i.e., did not reflect the world outside
of the research setting. This research, by seeking to ameliorate the problem of construct
creation, generated research findings that suggest that the concerns may be warranted; the
findings raise questions about the accuracy of prior research on consumer perceptions of
CSR. Our solution to ameliorate the risk of construct creation was to focus on objective
knowledge and, we believe, the methodology used here has potential for wider adaptation
and adoption into other areas of study, in particular studies that focus on consumer attitudes
and perceptions. We believe this is an important step forward; if research is not ecologically
valid, it has the potential to lead theory astray. This recommendation is also useful for
practitioners who are more likely to use subjective, rather than objective, measures of
consumer knowledge in their in-house or commissioned market research.

Limitations and Future Research

Despite the contributions of this research, several limitations must be acknowledged.
Firstly, students were somewhat over-represented due to the location of the study, but where
we controlled for education and knowledge this was not considered a problem. However,
future research could replicate our methodology in different cultures and contexts, using
the global companies used in this research and relevant local brands. Another limitation
was that we ‘loaded the dice’ of our stimuli choices, selecting famous brands/companies
and companies which had garnered significant attention relating to CSR. It might be that
lesser-known and less controversial companies/brands might have produced even less
knowledge. Moreover, we did not include truly local companies (e.g., a local café); some
local companies may be more effective in CSR communication and a future study might
examine this possibility.
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Another future study relates to levels of knowledge (very low, low, moderate, and
high). There was a strong finding that females had greater knowledge of food ethics,
and also that males were far more likely to respond to questions with ‘no knowledge’
than females. Intuitively, this latter finding could have implications for socially desirable
responding research as the implicit claim of knowledge only very weakly corresponds with
actual knowledge. This could be an interesting topic for future research; if the finding is
replicated, it would be important to examine the reasons for this.

A particularly noteworthy subject for a future study would be to examine objective
versus subjective knowledge and identify miscalibration between knowledge levels, and
any potential impact of the miscalibration on consumers’ behavior and also on CSR com-
munications strategies. This topic might lend itself to case study research, for example,
examining extant CSR strategy, replicating the principles of our methodology in research
with the case study corporation/s, and then examining the future direction of strategy in
light of the research findings. Ideally, if practicality allows, follow-up research examining
the impact of any change of strategy would be a good contribution to the current literature.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su141911946/s1.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.A. and R.K.; methodology, M.A. and R.K.; software,
R.K.; validation, R.K.; formal analysis, R.K.; investigation, M.A. and R.K.; resources, M.A. and R.K.;
data curation, R.K.; writing—original draft preparation, D.G.-S. and N.P.; writing—review and
editing, N.P., D.G.-S., M.A. and R.K.; visualization, R.K.; supervision, M.A.; project administration,
M.A. and R.K.; funding acquisition, M.A., N.P., D.G.-S. and R.K. All authors have read and agreed to
the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: Data available in a publicly accessible repository that does not issue
DOIs. This data can be found here: https://masseyuni-my.sharepoint.com/:f:/g/personal/mavis_
massey_ac_nz/EjR8U23RUJNFjvlx2TcbS50BDWKveBg_owEZDbcSLRb9BA?e=1sVthu (accessed on
14 August 2022).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Maignan, I.; Ferrell, O. Corporate social responsibility and marketing: An integrative framework. J. Acad. Mark. Sci. 2004, 32,

3–19. [CrossRef]
2. Matten, D.; Moon, J. “Implicit” and “explicit” CSR: A conceptual framework for a comparative understanding of corporate social

responsibility. Acad. Manag. Rev. 2008, 33, 404–424. [CrossRef]
3. Kärnä, J.; Hansen, E.; Juslin, H. Social responsibility in environmental marketing planning. Eur. J. Mark. 2003, 37, 848–871.

[CrossRef]
4. Chen, X.; Huang, R.; Yang, Z.; Dube, L. CSR types and the moderating role of corporate competence. Eur. J. Mark. 2018, 52,

1358–1386. [CrossRef]
5. Beckmann, S.C. Consumers and corporate social responsibility: Matching the unmatchable? Australas. Mark. J. 2007, 15, 27–36.

[CrossRef]
6. Lauritsen, B.D.; Perks, K.J. The influence of interactive, non-interactive, implicit and explicit CSR communication on young adults’

perception of UK supermarkets’ corporate brand image and reputation. Corp. Commun. Int. J. 2015, 20, 178–195. [CrossRef]
7. Murphy, P.E.; Schlegelmilch, B.B. Corporate social responsibility and corporate social irresponsibility: Introduction to a special

topic section. J. Bus. Res. 2013, 66, 1807–1813. [CrossRef]
8. Maignan, I.; Ferrell, O.; Ferrell, L. A stakeholder model for implementing social responsibility in marketing. Eur. J. Mark. 2005, 39,

956–977. [CrossRef]
9. Brucks, M. The effects of product class knowledge on information search behavior. J. Consum. Res. 1985, 12, 1–16. [CrossRef]
10. Bhattacharya, C.B.; Sen, S. Doing better at doing good: When, why, and how consumers respond to corporate social initiatives.

Calif. Manag. Rev. 2004, 47, 9–24. [CrossRef]

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su141911946/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su141911946/s1
https://masseyuni-my.sharepoint.com/:f:/g/personal/mavis_massey_ac_nz/EjR8U23RUJNFjvlx2TcbS50BDWKveBg_owEZDbcSLRb9BA?e=1sVthu
https://masseyuni-my.sharepoint.com/:f:/g/personal/mavis_massey_ac_nz/EjR8U23RUJNFjvlx2TcbS50BDWKveBg_owEZDbcSLRb9BA?e=1sVthu
http://doi.org/10.1177/0092070303258971
http://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2008.31193458
http://doi.org/10.1108/03090560310465170
http://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-12-2016-0702
http://doi.org/10.1016/S1441-3582(07)70026-5
http://doi.org/10.1108/CCIJ-09-2013-0065
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.02.001
http://doi.org/10.1108/03090560510610662
http://doi.org/10.1086/209031
http://doi.org/10.2307/41166284


Sustainability 2022, 14, 11946 18 of 20

11. Feldman, J.M.; Lynch, J.G. Self-generated validity and other effects of measurement on belief, attitude, intention, and behavior. J.
Appl. Psychol. 1988, 73, 421–435. [CrossRef]

12. Randall, D.M.; Fernandes, M.F. The social desirability response bias in ethics research. J. Bus. Ethics 1991, 10, 805–817. [CrossRef]
13. DeAndrea, D.C.; Tom Tong, S.; Liang, Y.J.; Levine, T.R.; Walther, J.B. When do people misrepresent themselves to others? The

effects of social desirability, ground truth, and accountability on deceptive self-presentations. J. Commun. 2012, 62, 400–417.
[CrossRef]

14. Forbes, S.; Avis, M. Construct creation from research questions. Eur. J. Mark. 2020, 54, 1817–1838. [CrossRef]
15. House, L.O.; Lusk, J.; Jaeger, S.R.; Traill, B.; Moore, M.; Valli, C.; Morrow, B.; Yee, W. Objective and subjective knowledge: Impacts

on consumer demand for genetically modified foods in the United States and the European Union. AgBioForum 2004, 7, 113–123.
16. Vicente-Molina, M.A.; Fernández-Sáinz, A.; Izagirre-Olaizola, J. Environmental knowledge and other variables affecting pro-

environmental behaviour: Comparison of university students from emerging and advanced countries. J. Clean. Prod. 2013, 61,
130–138. [CrossRef]

17. Tian, Z.; Wang, R.; Yang, W. Consumer responses to corporate social responsibility (CSR) in China. J. Bus. Ethics 2011, 101,
197–212. [CrossRef]

18. Maignan, I. Consumers’ perceptions of corporate social responsibilities: A cross-cultural comparison. J. Bus. Ethics 2001, 30, 57–72.
[CrossRef]

19. Simpson, B.J.; Radford, S.K. Situational variables and sustainability in multi-attribute decision-making. Eur. J. Mark. 2014, 48,
1046–1069. [CrossRef]

20. Van Marrewijk, M. Concepts and definitions of CSR and corporate sustainability: Between agency and communion. J. Bus. Ethics
2003, 44, 95–105. [CrossRef]

21. Dahlsrud, A. How corporate social responsibility is defined: An analysis of 37 definitions. Corp. Soc. Responsib. Environ. Manag.
2008, 15, 1–13. [CrossRef]

22. Joyner, B.E.; Payne, D. Evolution and implementation: A study of values, business ethics and corporate social responsibility. J.
Bus. Ethics 2002, 41, 297–311. [CrossRef]

23. Sebastian, K. Knowledge and understanding of corporate social responsibility. J. Adv. Res. Law Econ. 2014, 5, 109–119.
24. Carroll, A.B. The pyramid of corporate social responsibility: Toward the moral management of organizational stakeholders. Bus.

Horiz. 1991, 34, 39–48. [CrossRef]
25. Park, J.; Lee, H.; Kim, C. Corporate social responsibilities, consumer trust and corporate reputation: South Korean consumers’

perspectives. J. Bus. Res. 2014, 67, 295–302. [CrossRef]
26. Schwartz, M.S.; Carroll, A.B. Corporate social responsibility: A three-domain approach. Bus. Ethics Q. 2003, 13, 503–530.

[CrossRef]
27. Garriga, E.; Melé, D. Corporate social responsibility theories: Mapping the territory. J. Bus. Ethics 2004, 53, 51–71. [CrossRef]
28. Aguinis, H.; Glavas, A. What we know and don’t know about corporate social responsibility: A review and research agenda. J.

Manag. 2012, 38, 932–968. [CrossRef]
29. Andreu, L.; Casado-Díaz, A.B.; Mattila, A.S. Effects of message appeal and service type in CSR communication strategies. J. Bus.

Res. 2015, 68, 1488–1495. [CrossRef]
30. Baskentli, S.; Sen, S.; Du, S.; Bhattacharya, C. Consumer reactions to corporate social responsibility: The role of CSR domains. J.

Bus. Res. 2019, 95, 502–513. [CrossRef]
31. Öberseder, M.; Schlegelmilch, B.B.; Murphy, P.E. CSR practices and consumer perceptions. J. Bus. Res. 2013, 66, 1839–1851.

[CrossRef]
32. Steurer, R. The role of governments in corporate social responsibility: Characterising public policies on CSR in Europe. Policy Sci.

2010, 43, 49–72. [CrossRef]
33. Pomering, A.; Dolnicar, S. Assessing the prerequisite of successful CSR implementation: Are consumers aware of CSR initiatives?

J. Bus. Ethics 2009, 85, 285–301. [CrossRef]
34. Crane, A.; Glozer, S. Researching corporate social responsibility communication: Themes, opportunities and challenges. J. Manag.

Stud. 2016, 53, 1223–1252. [CrossRef]
35. Kim, S.; Ferguson, M.A.T. Dimensions of effective CSR communication based on public expectations. J. Mark. Commun. 2018, 24,

549–567. [CrossRef]
36. Kim, S. The process model of corporate social responsibility (CSR) communication: CSR communication and its relationship with

consumers’ CSR knowledge, trust, and corporate reputation perception. J. Bus. Ethics 2019, 154, 1143–1159. [CrossRef]
37. Stanaland, A.J.; Lwin, M.O.; Murphy, P.E. Consumer perceptions of the antecedents and consequences of corporate social

responsibility. J. Bus. Ethics 2011, 102, 47–55. [CrossRef]
38. Fukukawa, K.; Balmer, J.M.; Gray, E.R. Mapping the interface between corporate identity, ethics and corporate social responsibility.

J. Bus. Ethics 2007, 76, 1–5. [CrossRef]
39. Bhattacharya, C.B.; Sen, S. Consumer-Company Identification: A Framework for Understanding Consumers’ Relationships with

Companies. J. Mark. 2003, 67, 76–88. [CrossRef]
40. Medina, C.A.G.; Martínez-Fiestas, M.; Aranda, L.A.C.; Sánchez-Fernández, J. Is it an error to communicate CSR Strategies?

Neural differences among consumers when processing CSR messages. J. Bus. Res. 2021, 126, 99–112. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.73.3.421
http://doi.org/10.1007/BF00383696
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2012.01646.x
http://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-11-2018-0758
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2013.05.015
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-010-0716-6
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006433928640
http://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-04-2012-0219
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023331212247
http://doi.org/10.1002/csr.132
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021237420663
http://doi.org/10.1016/0007-6813(91)90005-G
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.05.016
http://doi.org/10.5840/beq200313435
http://doi.org/10.1023/B:BUSI.0000039399.90587.34
http://doi.org/10.1177/0149206311436079
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.01.039
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.07.046
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.02.005
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-009-9084-4
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-008-9729-9
http://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12196
http://doi.org/10.1080/13527266.2015.1118143
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-017-3433-6
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0904-z
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-006-9277-0
http://doi.org/10.1509/jmkg.67.2.76.18609
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.12.044


Sustainability 2022, 14, 11946 19 of 20

41. Gregory-Smith, D.; Manika, D.; Demirel, P. Green intentions under the blue flag: Exploring differences in EU consumers’
willingness to pay more for environmentally-friendly products. Bus. Ethics A Eur. Rev. 2017, 26, 205–222. [CrossRef]

42. Alba, J.W.; Hutchinson, J.W. Knowledge calibration: What consumers know and what they think they know. J. Consum. Res. 2000,
27, 123–156. [CrossRef]

43. Ko, E.; Hwang, Y.K.; Kim, E.Y. Green marketing functions in building corporate image in the retail setting. J. Bus. Res. 2013, 66,
1709–1715. [CrossRef]

44. Vaillancourt, P.M. Stability of children’s survey responses. Public Opin. Q. 1973, 37, 373–387. [CrossRef]
45. Frenda, S.J.; Nichols, R.M.; Loftus, E.F. Current Issues and Advances in Misinformation Research. Science 2011, 20, 20–23.

[CrossRef]
46. Bishop, G.F.; Oldendick, R.W.; Tuchfarber, A.J.; Bennett, S.E. Pseudo-opinions on public affairs. Public Opin. Q. 1980, 44, 198–209.

[CrossRef]
47. Hawkins, D.I.; Coney, K.A. Uninformed response error in survey research. J. Mark. Res. 1981, 18, 370–374. [CrossRef]
48. Schuman, H.; Presser, S. Questions and Answers in Attitude Surveys; Academic Press: New York, NY, USA, 1981.
49. Brunswik, E. Representative design and probabilistic theory in a functional psychology. Psychol. Rev. 1955, 62, 193. [CrossRef]
50. Grimmer, M.; Bingham, T. Company environmental performance and consumer purchase intentions. J. Bus. Res. 2013, 66,

1945–1953. [CrossRef]
51. Thøgersen, J.; Haugaard, P.; Olesen, A. Consumer responses to ecolabels. Eur. J. Mark. 2010, 44, 1787–1810. [CrossRef]
52. Aertsens, J.; Mondelaers, K.; Verbeke, W.; Buysse, J.; Van Huylenbroeck, G. The influence of subjective and objective knowledge

on attitude, motivations and consumption of organic food. Br. Food J. 2011, 113, 1353–1378. [CrossRef]
53. Pagiaslis, A.; Krontalis, A.K. Green consumption behavior antecedents: Environmental concern, knowledge, and beliefs. Psychol.

Mark. 2014, 31, 335–348. [CrossRef]
54. Peschel, A.O.; Grebitus, C.; Steiner, B.; Veeman, M. How does consumer knowledge affect environmentally sustainable choices?

Evidence from a cross-country latent class analysis of food labels. Appetite 2016, 106, 78–91. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
55. Kozar, J.M.; Hiller Connell, K.Y. Socially responsible knowledge and behaviors: Comparing upper-vs. lower-classmen. Coll. Stud.

J. 2010, 44, 279–293.
56. Kozar, J.M.; Connell, K.Y.H. Socially and environmentally responsible apparel consumption: Knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors.

Soc. Responsib. J. 2013, 9, 315–324. [CrossRef]
57. Pfau, M.; Haigh, M.M.; Sims, J.; Wigley, S. The influence of corporate social responsibility campaigns on public opinion. Corp.

Reput. Rev. 2008, 11, 145–154. [CrossRef]
58. Keller, K.L. Building and managing corporate brand equity. In The Expressive Organization; Schultz, M., Hatch, M.J., Larsen, M.H.,

Eds.; Oxford University Press: New York, NY, USA, 2000; pp. 116–137.
59. McWilliams, A.; Siegel, D.S. Creating and capturing value: Strategic corporate social responsibility, resource-based theory, and

sustainable competitive advantage. J. Manag. 2011, 37, 1480–1495. [CrossRef]
60. Hoeffler, S.; Keller, K.L. Building brand equity through corporate societal marketing. J. Public Policy Mark. 2002, 21, 78–89.

[CrossRef]
61. Luo, X.; Bhattacharya, C.B. Corporate social responsibility, customer satisfaction, and market value. J. Mark. 2006, 70, 1–18.

[CrossRef]
62. Mohr, L.A.; Webb, D.J. The effects of corporate social responsibility and price on consumer responses. J. Consum. Aff. 2005, 39,

121–147. [CrossRef]
63. Berens, G.; van Riel, C.; Van Rekom, J. The CSR-quality trade-off: When can corporate social responsibility and corporate ability

compensate each other? J. Bus. Ethics 2007, 74, 233–252. [CrossRef]
64. Lindgreen, A.; Swaen, V. Corporate social responsibility. Int. J. Manag. Rev. 2010, 12, 1–7. [CrossRef]
65. Chomvilailuk, R.; Butcher, K. Enhancing brand preference through corporate social responsibility initiatives in the Thai banking

sector. Asia Pac. J. Mark. Logist. 2010, 22, 397–418. [CrossRef]
66. Singh, S.; Kristensen, L.; Villasenor, E. Overcoming skepticism towards cause related claims: The case of Norway. Int. Mark. Rev.

2009, 26, 312–326. [CrossRef]
67. Green, T.; Peloza, J. How does corporate social responsibility create value for consumers? J. Consum. Mark. 2011, 28, 48–56.

[CrossRef]
68. Rowley, T.I.; Moldoveanu, M. When will stakeholder groups act? An interest-and identity-based model of stakeholder group

mobilization. Acad. Manag. Rev. 2003, 28, 204–219. [CrossRef]
69. Schahn, J.; Holzer, E. Studies of individual environmental concern: The role of knowledge, gender, and background variables.

Environ. Behav. 1990, 22, 767–786. [CrossRef]
70. Collins, D. The quest to improve the human condition: The first 1500 articles published in Journal of Business Ethics. J. Bus. Ethics

2000, 26, 1–73. [CrossRef]
71. Vermeir, I.; Van Kenhove, P. Gender differences in double standards. J. Bus. Ethics 2008, 81, 281–295. [CrossRef]
72. Youn, S.; Kim, H. Antecedents of consumer attitudes toward cause-related marketing. J. Advert. Res. 2008, 48, 123–137. [CrossRef]
73. Aaker, D. Brand Portfolio Strategy: Creating Relevance, Differentiation, Energy, Leverage, and Clarity; Free Press: New York, NY,

USA, 2004.

http://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12151
http://doi.org/10.1086/314317
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2012.11.007
http://doi.org/10.1086/268099
http://doi.org/10.1177/0963721410396620
http://doi.org/10.1086/268584
http://doi.org/10.1177/002224378101800311
http://doi.org/10.1037/h0047470
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.02.017
http://doi.org/10.1108/03090561011079882
http://doi.org/10.1108/00070701111179988
http://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20698
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2016.02.162
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26944229
http://doi.org/10.1108/SRJ-09-2011-0076
http://doi.org/10.1057/crr.2008.14
http://doi.org/10.1177/0149206310385696
http://doi.org/10.1509/jppm.21.1.78.17600
http://doi.org/10.1509/jmkg.70.4.001
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6606.2005.00006.x
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-006-9232-0
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2370.2009.00277.x
http://doi.org/10.1108/13555851011062296
http://doi.org/10.1108/02651330910960807
http://doi.org/10.1108/07363761111101949
http://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2003.9416080
http://doi.org/10.1177/0013916590226003
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006358104098
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-007-9494-1
http://doi.org/10.2501/S0021849908080136


Sustainability 2022, 14, 11946 20 of 20

74. Cocchetti, D.V. Sample size requirements for increasing the precision of reliability estimates: Problems and proposed solutions. J.
Clin. Exp. Neuropsychol. 1999, 21, 567–570. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

75. Perreault, W.D., Jr.; Leigh, L.E. Reliability of Nominal Data Based on Qualitative Judgments. J. Mark. Res. 1989, 26, 135–148.
[CrossRef]

76. Nelson-Field, K.; Riebe, E. The impact of media fragmentation on audience targeting: An empirical generalisation approach. J.
Mark. Commun. 2011, 17, 51–67. [CrossRef]

77. Yeoh, M.; Paladino, A. Prestige and environmental behaviors: Does branding matter? J. Brand Manag. 2013, 20, 333–349. [CrossRef]
78. Keller, K.L. Designing and implementing branding strategies. J. Brand Manag. 1999, 6, 315–332. [CrossRef]
79. Oxfam. Are Dole Bananas really the “Ethical Choice”? Available online: https://www.oxfam.org.nz/news/are-dole-bananas-

really-ethical-choice (accessed on 26 May 2019).
80. Sundar, S.S.; Kim, J. Interactivity and persuasion: Influencing attitudes with information and involvement. J. Interact. Advert.

2005, 5, 5–18. [CrossRef]
81. Park, J.-W.; Hastak, M. Memory-based product judgments: Effects of involvement at encoding and retrieval. J. Consum. Res. 1994,

21, 534–547. [CrossRef]
82. Jahdi, K.S.; Acikdilli, G. Marketing communications and corporate social responsibility (CSR): Marriage of convenience or

shotgun wedding? J. Bus. Ethics 2009, 88, 103–113. [CrossRef]
83. Zyglidopoulos, S.C.; Georgiadis, A.P.; Carroll, C.E.; Siegel, D.S. Does media attention drive corporate social responsibility? J. Bus.

Res. 2012, 65, 1622–1627. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1076/jcen.21.4.567.886
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10550814
http://doi.org/10.1177/002224378902600201
http://doi.org/10.1080/13527266.2010.484573
http://doi.org/10.1057/bm.2012.27
http://doi.org/10.1057/bm.1999.22
https://www.oxfam.org.nz/news/are-dole-bananas-really-ethical-choice
https://www.oxfam.org.nz/news/are-dole-bananas-really-ethical-choice
http://doi.org/10.1080/15252019.2005.10722097
http://doi.org/10.1086/209416
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0113-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2011.10.021

	Introduction 
	Theoretical Background 
	CSR Overview 
	Consumer Knowledge of CSR 

	Materials and Methods 
	Selection of Brands for the Study 
	The ‘Scoring’ of Participants’ Answers 

	Results 
	Sample 
	Consumer Knowledge of Brands’ Parent Companies 
	Consumers’ Level of Objective Knowledge about CSR Policies and Its Effect on Consumers’ Company Evaluation from a CSR Standpoint 
	Influence of the Type of CSR Policies and the Number of Policies on Consumers’ Company Evaluation from a CSR Standpoint 
	Influence of Demographic Characteristics on Knowledge of CSR Policies and Global Evaluation of Companies in Respect to CSR 

	Discussion 
	Main Findings Discussion 
	Business/Managerial Implications 

	Conclusions 
	References

