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Abstract

The mutual dependence of businesses and society has emphasized the growing
importance of the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR). Despite the fact that CSR
has emerged as one of the leading management concerns worldwide, both businesses and
academia have largely ignored its application in developing countries. This study aims to fill
thesegaps by examining consumer perception€8R and their role in the relationships
between consumers’ ethical ideologies (i.e., idealism and egoism) and evaluations of a
company’s product offerings. An empirical study among Viethamese consumers shows that
consumers perceive CSR in four dimensieegonomic, ethical, philosoplat; and legal.
Different ethical ideologies have different effects on consumer perceptions of CSR; for
example, idealism positively affects these perceptions, whereas égefact is negative.
Furthermore, the perceptions of CSR fully mediate the relationships between idealism/egoism

and product evaluation.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility; idealism; egoism; product evaluation;

ethical ideology; consumer perception



1. Introduction

The history of corporate social responsibility (CSR) dates back to as early as the
1950s, when businesses and academic researchemsxgtiaring the relationship between
business and society (Carroll, 1999). Scholars define CSR as a discretionary commitment
from the company regarding its activities to give back to the society where the company
operates (Carroll & Shabana, 2010), which implies maintaining an equitable and workable
societal balance among the claims of the various stakeholders of an enterprise (Frederick,
2006).

The concept of CSR emergesWestern developed countries as a result of the
concerns of investors, companies, and campaigners. Even though not studied in detail, some
authors have highlighted the vital role of CSR in fighting poverty and acting reasonably in
developing countries (Patacconi & Weisert, 201i8ser, 2008). Due to the lack of
constituencies and institutions providing social goods in general (Samy et al., 2015), CSR
seems more important for developing countries than for their richer counterparts (Baughn et
al., 2007; Khan et al., 2015). In fact, Lund-Thomsen et al. (2016) confirm that the lack of
institutionalization of CSR leads to compasiie developing countries engaging in socially
irresponsible behavior. Socially irresponsible behavior generates negative moral emotional
responses towards companies and their products (Grappi et al., 2013).

Despite the growing emphasis on CSR in developing countries, national initiatives in
the less developed countries are sparse (Hamm,; R@it2d Nations, 2007). In fact, the
extant research on CSR foessnostly on the context of developed countries, with only a
few empirical studies on the developing countries (Denni & Lasmono, 2010; Dobers &
Halme, 2009; Fox, 2004; Pham, 2QRamasamy & Yeung, 2009). This study aims to fill the

aforementioned gaps by examining (1) how consumers perceive the concept of CSR in a



developing country and (2) whether perceptions @fmpany’s CSR initiatives can influence
consumers’ responses about the compamproduct offerings, in the context of Vietnam.
Specifically, this study examines the relationships betwessumers’ ethical ideologies,
perceived CSR, and product evaluasion

The rest of the study is as follows. Section 2 provad&goretical framework and set
of hypotheses, which the empirical study in section 3 tests. Section 4 discusses the results of
this study and, finally, section 5 presents a discussion concerning the conclusions and

implications.

2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses development
2.1. Consumer ethical ideologies

Over the last few decades, the world has witnessed the growing concern for ethical
issues in business practices (Al-Khatib et al., 1997; Ndubisi et al., 2013), which requires a
better understanding of the individual decision-making process in situations that involve
ethics and social responsibility (Vitell & Paolillo, 2004; Walker & Beranek, 2003
literature indicates that ethical ideology is an important variable in the ethical decision-
making process of consumers, influencing their judgments on the socially responsible
activities of businesses and affecting their purchasle&latib et al., 2005Panwar et al.,
2014).

As such, the literature identifies two types of consumer ethical ideologies: idealism
and egoism. Idealism describgke individual’s concern for the welfare of othei’s(Forsyth,
1992, p. 462). Idealists assume that people can always obtain desirable consequences by
taking the right actions; therefore, avoiding haonothers is always possible (Forsyth, 1980,
1992). People witla high level of idealism usually follow universal moral absolutes when

making ethical judgments; thus, they appear to be more negative toward unethical behaviors



(Forsyth, 1992; Rawwas et al., 1994). In other words, more idealistic consumers are more
likely to perceive ethics and social responsibiigimportant in business practices (Vitell &
Paolillo, 2004). In addition, Kolodinsky et al. (2010) find that idealism has a positive
relationship with CSR, whereas materialism has a negative relationship to CSR evaluations.
Idealistic people avoid harming others; thus, they tend to strictly follow moral rules when
judging the behaviors of a company or prodéddtKhatib et al., 1997; Forsyth, 1992; Vitell

& Paolillo, 2004). People with high level of idealism are likely to have enhanced

perceptions and be more aware of CSR as an important business practice (Vitell & Paolillo,
2004).

H1: Idealistic perspectives positively influence consumer perceptions of CSR.

Egoism refers to “the excessive concern with one’s own pleasure or advantage at the
expense of community welleing” (Weigel et al., 1999, p. 349), and is the most relevant
variable for assessing the relationship between individuals and society compared to other
variables that also reflect self-gratification behaviors, like selfishness, idiocentrism, and
ethnocentrism (Weigel et al., 199%he literature suggests that egoism is a potential ethical
ideology that can have an effect on consumer ethical perceptions (Leonidou et al., 2013).
According to the egoistic perspective, an act is ethical only when pronaatindividual’s
best long-term interests. Consequently, the ethical alternative that egoists would choose is the
one that brings more good than harm to themselves in the long run (Vitell & Paolillo, 2004).
In contrast with idealistic perspectives, egoistic perspectives préaritlizvidual’s long-term
self-interest over community well-being (Leonidou et al., 20¥8igel et al., 1999). Egoistic
consumers only support the CSR activities of a company if they find themselves directly
benefiting from such activities (Morales, 2005; Reed et al., 2007; Russell & Russell, 2010).
Otherwise, these consumers tend to be indifferent to the ethicality/unethicality of business

practices (Hansen, 199Reidenbach & Robin, 1988Further, consumers show egocentric



bias toward a company when they perceivectilgpany’s actions to be benefitting their
particularin-group(s) (Russel & Russel, 2010).

H2: Egoistic perspectives negatively influence consumer perceptions of CSR.

2.2. Corporate social responsibility and consumer product evaluation

Many scholars have examined product evaluation in their efforts to understand the
effects of consumer perceptions of CSR (e.g., Branco & Rodrigues, 2006; Brown & Dacin,
1997; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001; Swaen & Chumpitaz, 2008). Swaen and Chumpitaz (2008)
reveal that the positive corporate reputation gained through CSR can determine the perceived
quality of products and services. This finding supports Brown and B4&®97) conclusion
that positive CSR associations with a company that fulfils its societal obligations (e.g., to
save the environment or involve itself in the local community) can generate positive company
evaluations from consumers, which in turn bring about positive product evaluations.
Similarly, Branco and Rodrigues (2006) find that CSR can help companies create a reliable
and honest image, which they believe helps them produce higher quality products. In a study
of Chinese consumers’ responses to CSR, Tian et al. (2011) conclude that consumers that
show a high level of awareness and trust of CSR are more likely to transform a good CSR
record into positive corporate evaluation, association, and purchase intention. Further, Dutta
and Singh (2013) reach the same conclusion in a study conducted in India.

Whether consumers hold positive or negative assessments of a company’s products
may depend on the nature of the CSR initiatives the company carries out. According to
Brown and Dacin (1997) “negative CSR associations ultimately can have a detrimental effect
on overall product evaluations, whereas positive CSR associations can enhance the product
evaluations” (p. 80). In addition, Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) argue that the effect of

consumer perceptions of CSR on company and product evaluations is valence-based, where



negative CSR iaconcern of the public, whereas positive CSR only receives support from

the most passionate advocates. This concept refpesiite’s tendency of negativity bias, or

being more sensitive to negative issues than to positive ones (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004;
Folkes & Kamins, 1999; Mohr & Webb, 200S8en & Bhattacharya, 20D1

H3: Consumer perceptions of CSR have a positive association with their product evaluations.
H4: Consumer perceptions of CSR mediate the effect of idealism and egoism on product
evaluations.

Figure 1 here.

3. Method
3.1. Participants

A field study in Vietnam tests the proposed modiek participants are male and
female Viethamese citizens aged 18 years and above. Respondents come mainly from Hanoi
and Ho Chi Minh City, the two biggest and most vibrant cities in Vietham, where consumers
have the widest range of choices for consumption. Table 1 summarizes the demographic
profile of the respondents.

Table 1 here.

3.2. Procedure

The respondents receive the questionnaire via the internet because of the geographical
distance between the researchers and target populations. The choice of Google Document
application as host for the survey owes to its interactivity and user-friendliness. The survey
takeseach respondent around 15 minutes. Of the approximately 450 invitations asking for
participation in the survey, 319 people respond, for a response rate of 63.8%. Largely because

of the online survey method, the sample represents younger Vietnamese consumers.



The study controls for the full completion of the survey by marking all questions as
required, and removing three unusable responses in which the respondents do not name a
specific company involved in CSR activities, which might affeat taeswers throughout the

rest of the survey. Eventually, the study collects 316 usable responses.

3.3.  Measurement

The data collection instrument comprises a structured questionnaire, with scales adapted
from the literature. The items to measure idealism come from Forsyth (1980) and Leonidou et
al. (2013), whereas items for egoism come from Leonidou et al. (2013) and Reidenbach and
Robin (1988). A 20-item scale from Carroll (1991) and Swaen and Chumpitaz (2008)
measures perceived CSR. The product evaluation measure consists of items obtained from
Brown and Dacin (1997)smail et al. (2006); Kunkel and Berry (1968); Swaen and
Chumpitaz (2008); and Walsh and Beatty (2007). Further, measurement of all constructs
draws on 7-point Likert scalé¢s = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree). The study uses
back-translation of the original questionnaire in English into Vietnamese to ensure accuracy.
Pilot testing across 20 random respondents helps to identify and eliminate potential problems.
Based on the feedback, a few questions fall out of the questionnaire to increase efficiency and
understandability, avoiding the use of terminologies that may cause confusion for

respondents.

4, Results
4.1. Underlying dimensions of consumer perceptions of corporate social responsibility

To identify the underlying dimensions of consumer perceptions of CSR, the study
uses principle component analysis with Varimax rotation and chooses four factors, based on

the eigenvalue greater than one, scree-plot criteria, and percentage of variance criterion.



Table 2 shows the results of this analysis, including scale reliability test for each factor,
internal consistency though thent-to-total correlation for each separate item, and

Cronbach’s alpha for the consistency of the entire scale. The results indicate that the item-to-

total correlation of each of the four factors exceeds the threshold of 0.50. Further, the alpha
coefficients for ethical and economic responsibility are below 0.70, but above 0.63, which is
acceptable, whereas other alpha coefficients exceed the threshold of 0.70. The study labels
the factors based on highly loaded items and the common characteristics of the included
items.

Table 2 here.

4.2. Measurement model

As previously mentioned, principle component analyses yields four factors of
consumer perceptions of CSReconomic, ethical, philosophical, and legdie study also
includes three other construetproduct evaluation, idealism, and egoisiin the
measurement model. All seven factors can correlate freely. Further, the model fit indices are

acceptable (RMSEA = 0.05, NFI = 0.91, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95,dfuf = 1.77).

4.3. Structural model

The structural model has idealism and egoism as the independent variables, product
evaluation as the ultimate dependent variable, and consumer perceptions of CSR as the
mediating variable, with a second-order (four-factor) structure as measurement. The results
show a good fit with the data (RMSEA = 0.05, NFI = 0.91, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94%4fd
=1.81).

All paths proposed in the structural model are statistically significant and in the

expected direction, which supports all hypotheses in this study. Additionally, the estimated
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coefficients show the relationships. In support of Hypotheses 1 and 2, the (fesuit$2
and -0.16,t=5.11 and -2.42, and p < 0.001 and 0.05, respecsikiely that idealism
positively influences consumer perceptions 8RCwhereas egoism has a negative effect.
Further, the result$ = 0.33, t = 4.99, and p < 0.001) uphold Hypothesis 3, showing that
consumer perceptions of CSR positively influence their product evaluations.

The results confirm the mediating effect of consumer perceptions of CSR on the
relationship between idealism, egoism, and product evaluation, thus supporting Hypothesis 4.
Finally, a comparison between the proposed model and a competing model tests the model
fit. The first model (MODEL 1) positions consumer perceptions of CSR in a fully mediating
role between idealism and product evaluation, and between egoism and product evaluation.
The second model (MODEL 2) allows for both the direct and indirect effects of idealism and
egoism (mediated througionsumer perceptions of CSR) on product evaluation. The results
show that MODEL 1 fits the data better than MODEL 2 dagd = 6.09, Adf =2, and p<
0.05). Therefore, these results support the retention of the parsimonious model, and indicate
that consumer perceptions of CSR fully mediate the effect of idealism and egoism on product

evaluation.

5. Discussion and conclusions

As a global phenomenon, “CSR has emerged as an inescapable priority for business
leaders in every country” (Porter & Kramer, 2006, p. 78). Hence, researchers now extensively
study CSR, exploring from different perspectives of governance, busgasd consumers
and conceptualizingsfour responsibilities-economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropim
which the first enjoys the highest priority. Many researchers hypothesize that ethical
ideologies, including idealism and egoism, have the opposite effects on consumer perceptions

of CSR, in the sense thahigher level of idealism and lower level of egoism corresporad to
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higher level of perceived CSR. Furthermore, a large body of literature discusses the effects of
a company’s social behaviors on consumers’ evaluations of that company and its products.
These evaluations, in turn, will affect consumensentionsto buy the products.

Both business and academia have extensively studied consumer perceptions of and
responses toompanies’ CSR initiatives. Due to the lack of constituencies and institutions
providing social goods in general, many researchers view CSR adaptimre important
for developing countries than for developed ones. Even though a consensus exists that CSR
in developing nations lags behind that in developed ones (Tran, 2011), researchers do not pay
sufficient attention to the application of CSR in developing countries, such as Vietham.
Therefore, this study, with focus on Vietnamese consumers, identifies consumer perceptions
of CSR among developing countries, and explores consumer responses to the CSR initiatives

of companies.

5.1. Theoretical implications

The findings from this research reveal both similarities and differences in the
manifestation of CSR in Vietnam, when compared to other countries. Because Vietnam is a
collectivisic nation, consumers share a higher level of idealism than egoism, leading to a
relatively high level of perceived CSR importance. In addition, Vietnam has slightly modified
the application of CSR, because legal responsibility appears to be the area of highest concern.
The reason for ik rise in perceived importance of CSR in general, as well as legal
responsibility in particular, lies in public attention drawn to a number of recently disclosed
misconducts of various companies. Regarding the effeetsmfpany’s CSR strategy on
consumer behaviothis study’s findings are consistent with those of previous studies carried
out in the global context. That is, the judgements of the CSR activities of a company can

affect consumers’ evaluations of the company’s products. Not surprisingly, Viethamese
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consumers also harbor a negative bias, being more sensitive to negative CSR than to positive.
As a result, they have formed the attitude of punishing unethical companies by stopping and
asking others to stop buying products from environmental polluters, and rewarding ethical
companies with their willingness to pay higher prices for the products. Nonetheless, these
consumers seem to need time to translate these attitudes into actual actions.

In general, the findings provide several key theoretical implications. First, two ethical
ideologies—idealism and egoismexert opposite effects on consumer perceptions of CSR,
in the sense that a higher level of idealism and lower level of egoism in a particular
developing country accompanies a higher level of perceived CSR. Accordiigstede’s
(1983) cultural dimensions, Vietnam is a low scorer on the Individualism dimension (IDV =
20), which may explain why Vietnamese consumers have idealistic, rather than egoistic,
perspectives. With a relatively high level of idealism and low level of egoism, they perceive
CSR as an important concept for businesses to consider.

Second, this study provegositive relationship between consumers’ judgements of a
company’s CSR behaviors and their evaluations of its product offerings. Companies that are
doing good deeds for society receive positive product evaluations, whereas companies that
are doing harm to society receive negative ones.

Third, the results imply that idealism and egoism influence product evaluation via
consumer perceptions of CSR. In fact, as Berens, van Riel, and van Reom (2007) conclude,
idealistic consumers may continue to buy from companies with a good CSR record even
when the product quality may be relatively pdonthe other extreme, while idealistic
consumers may compensate for relatively poor product quality when they perceive the
company as socially responsible, egoistic consumers may compensate poorer CSR standards
for better product quality. Thus, consumer attributions relating to idealism and egoism

influence product evaluation via consumers’ CSR evaluations (Ellen et al., 2006).
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5.2. Managerial implications

Additionally, thisstudy’s findings provide a number of significant implications for
both managers and the government. First, in order to improve the CSR strategies of
companies, policymakers should considersumers’ prioritization of legal responsibility in
relation to business practices. Some people claim the poor management of authorities and
loopholes in the legal system as reasons for the unethical conduct of companies. Therefore,
the public has emphasdthe need for more stringent laws and regulations for companies
activities. Governments should resolve the burgeoning issue of environmental protection with
strict requirements on waste and emission processing, certification of environmental impacts
of products, and, more importantly, penalties for environmental polluters. So far, the
Vietnamese government has shown support for the CSR initiatives of businesses by treating
some categories of donatiergcluding disaster, education, and medical practice support
as deductible for the corporate income tax. However, claiming the tax deduction is a time-
consuming process, requiring considerable supporting documentation, which causes
confusion and difficulty for businesses. Therefore, to encourage businesses in the
implementation of societal activities, the need for improvements clearly exists. In addition,
regulations should cover areas concerning consumer-ighish as after-sales services,
guarantees, and product information provisions.

Second, comparseshould note that consumer perceptions of CSR significantly
influence product evaluation. Therefore, companies should pay more attention to the
disclosure of CSR credentials and incorporate CSR initiatives into their integrated marketing
communications and branding strategies, which will help increase the effectivene$s of CS
campaigns and send a message to consumers abouinibenics’ genuine concerns for

societal problems. More importantly, instead of conducting the untargeted promotion of CSR
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practices, companies should focus on selected issues that closely correspond to their missions
and capabilities, as well as public interests. In order to raise public awareness, companies
themselves can undertake activities, such as donating to victims of natural disasters and
establishing education funds for disadvantaged children in remote areas. However, companies
can garner the most publicity if they also get consuhparsicipation in their various societal
campaigns, such as health care projects (oral care, eye care, etc.) and environmental
protection campaigns (planting trees, recycling, saving water and electricity, etc.). Therefore,
more marketing research is necessary for companies to be able to identify the most recent and
relevant areas of public interest. Since consumers can recognize certain congruence between
acompan’s initiatives and important considerations, companies would more easily attract

and retain customers.

5.3. Limitations and future research

This study inevitably faces some limitations that would necessitate further research.
First, the model should consider some moderators. For instance, the economic and
educational gaps between urban and rural consumers are considerably large; thus, future
research should extend to more consumers in different geographic locations, especially those
living in rural areas. Second, future studies should also consider a better representation of the
different age groups. Third, studies should exptorgumers’ reactions to the CSR
initiatives of companies regarding different industries, companies, products, or brands, due to
the dfferences in consumers’ needs for different product categories. Fourth, the effect of
CSR on different outcome variables such as company evaluation could help researchers to
compare the effects on both company and product evaluation, and to explore the relationship

between them. In conclusionjgtstudy examines whether consumers appreciate and use their
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perceptions of CSR during the decision-making process, and finds that different ethical

ideologies influence these perceptions and, in tumsumers’ product evaluations.
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Table 1. Demographic profile of respondents
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Demographic Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 145 45.9
Female 171 54.1

Age (in years) 18-24 142 44.9
25-34 138 43.7
35-44 22 7.0
45-54 10 3.2
55-64 1.3
65+ 0

Education level Up to A-level 11 3.5
Undergraduate 178 56.3
Postgraduate 117 37.0
Professional 10 3.2
gualification

Monthly income <10 129 40.8

(million VND) 10-20 107 33.9
20-30 34 10.8
30-40 20 6.3
>40 26 8.2
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Table 2. Factor analysis of consumer perceptions of corporate social responsibility

Dimensions of social responsibility Factor loadings

Factor 1: Legal responsibility F1
A company’s activities should comply with various state and local ~ 0.884

laws and regulations.

A company should be concerned with fulfilling its legal 0.828
obligations.
The products/services of the company should meet legal 0.701

requirements.
Factor 2: Philosophy responsibility F2
A company should voluntarily participate in charitable projects 0.865

the disadvantaged.

A company should actively sponsor social events (cultures, ar 0.809
sports...).
A company should direct parts of its revenues to donate to 0.783
charities.
A company should be concerned with the enhancement of a 0.713

society’s quality of life.

Factor 3: Ethical responsibility F3
The company should recognize and respect new or evolving 0.830
ethical/moral norms that the society may adopt.

A company’s behaviors should be consistent with the expectations 0.728
of societal moral and ethical norms.

A company should try to monitor the negative effects of its 0.608

business on the community.

Factor 4: Economic responsibility F4

A company’s objective is to maximize profit during its activity. 0.779
A company should try to improve its economic performance. 0.772
A company should try to maintain a strong competitive position 0.674
Eigenvalue 440 200 1.46 108
Variance (%) 33.82 15.38 11.23 8.27
Cumulative variance (%) 33.82 49.20 60.43 68.70

Cronbach’s alpha 0.81 083 0.66 0.63
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