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Hypocritical organizations: Implications for employee social responsibility 

Abstract 

The implications of corporate hypocrisy for corporate social responsibility (CSR) at the 

employee level of analysis remain largely unexplored. Drawing on attribution theory and the 

sensemaking perspective of CSR, we develop a model that highlights the negative effects of 

corporate hypocrisy on employees’ voluntary contribution to their firm’s social responsibility 

programs (employee social responsibility, or ESR), as mediated by symbolic CSR 

attributions. Moreover, by incorporating the CSR sensitivity framework, we develop a more 

nuanced model that acknowledges the role of task significance in strengthening the 

aforementioned relationship. The results from our cross-lagged study first suggest that 

corporate hypocrisy negatively affects ESR through the intermediary role of symbolic CSR 

attributions. Second, the findings reveal that task significance moderates the relationship 

between corporate hypocrisy and ESR, such that both the direct and indirect effects are 

stronger for employees whose jobs are higher in task significance. Implications for research 

and practice are discussed. 

 

Keywords: Attribution theory; Corporate hypocrisy; Employee social responsibility; 

Sensemaking; Symbolic CSR; Task significance 
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Hypocritical organizations: Implications for employee social responsibility 

1. Introduction 

Growing stakeholder demands push organizations to increasingly portray themselves as 

complying with social and moral expectations, at the risk of being perceived as hypocritical 

when such commitments are not upheld (Carlos & Lewis, 2018; Christensen, Morsing, & 

Thyssen, 2013; Lyon & Montgomery, 2013). Corporate hypocrisy, conceptualized as a lack 

of integrity, is a negative social evaluation that results from the perception of a distance 

between an organization’s claimed standards and actions (i.e., word–deed misalignment – 

Greenbaum, Mawritz, & Piccolo, 2015; Wagner, Lutz, & Weitz, 2009). For example, 

corporate hypocrisy may arise when an organization sends a message of valuing its 

employees and is later proved to have poor working conditions. 

Research shows that corporate hypocrisy is especially salient and sparks strong negative 

reactions when stakeholders observe organizational word–deed misalignment in socially 

valued practices, such as unsubstantiated claims about product quality, employee health and 

safety, or environmental protection (Fassin & Buelens, 2011; Shim & Yang, 2016). 

Unsurprisingly, the study of stakeholder reactions to corporate hypocrisy has thus particularly 

flourished in the area of corporate social responsibility (CSR), or an organization’s 

discretionary actions that contribute to the creation of social good (McWilliams, Siegel, & 

Wright, 2006). Current research in this field indicates that corporate hypocrisy can result in 

stakeholder cynicism about and negative reactions to an organization’s prosocial actions, 

including consumers’ negative CSR beliefs and ire (Arli, Grace, Palmer, & Pham, 2017; 

Marín, Cuestas, & Román, 2016; Wagner et al., 2009), distrust and skepticism toward 

environmental claims (Chen & Chang, 2013), negative word of mouth, and lower purchase 

intentions (Leonidou & Skarmeas, 2017), as well as stock market sanctions (Bansal & 

Clelland, 2004; Janney & Gove, 2011) and accusations of social irresponsibility by media, 
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activists, and citizens (Lyon & Montgomery, 2013; Zavyalova, Pfarrer, Reger, & Shapiro, 

2012). 

Despite such findings, the literature to date remains largely silent on internal 

stakeholders’ (i.e., employees’) reactions to corporate hypocrisy (for a notable exception, see 

Scheidler, Edinger-Schons, Spanjol, & Wieseke, 2019). Indeed, the lack of employee-level 

focus in this research area is surprising given that internal stakeholders can more readily 

attend to their organization’s various actions and thus identify word–deed misalignments 

better than external stakeholders (e.g., consumers, investors), who are somewhat limited in 

their ability to detect corporate hypocrisy (Carlos & Lewis, 2018; Ramus & Montiel, 2005; 

Scheidler et al., 2019). Moreover, with regard to CSR, widespread employee participation in 

social responsibility initiatives is a critical factor signaling to external stakeholders that the 

organization is “walking the talk” (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019; De Roeck & Farooq, 2018). As 

such, the study of employees’ responses to organizational word–deed misalignments, notably 

in terms of CSR engagement, also has implications for other stakeholders’ perceptions of and 

reactions to corporate hypocrisy (Fassin & Buelens, 2011).  

Accordingly, this paper aims to shift the focus of the current corporate hypocrisy 

literature to internal stakeholders by addressing the following research question: how might 

corporate hypocrisy affect employees’ beliefs and engagement in their organization’s CSR 

initiatives? We conceptualize this engagement as employee social responsibility (ESR), or 

extra-role behaviors that contribute to an organization’s CSR programs1 (De Roeck & 

Farooq, 2018; Vlachos, Panagopoulos, & Rapp, 2014), such as getting involved in the 

                                                      
1 ESR bears similarities to organizational citizenship behaviors, or employee extra-role 

behaviors that promote the effective functioning of the organization (Organ, 1988); however, 

a key distinction is that ESR focuses on discretionary behaviors targeting positive societal 

change (De Roeck & Farooq, 2018; Gond, El Akremi, Swaen, & Babu, 2017). 
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implementation of such CSR programs (e.g., volunteering), or taking initiative to improve 

existing CSR practices (e.g., suggesting changes to waste management procedures). 

To address our research question, we first draw on attribution theory (Kelley & Michela, 

1980) and the sensemaking perspective of CSR (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019). Here, we suggest 

that corporate hypocrisy informs employee sensemaking processes around CSR, 

consequently influencing the development of their CSR attributions (i.e., individual beliefs 

about their organization’s underlying motives for engaging in CSR) (Donia, Tetrault Sirsly, 

& Ronen, 2017b; Vlachos, Theotokis, & Panagopoulos, 2010), which serve to mediate the 

negative effects of corporate hypocrisy on ESR. Moreover, drawing on the CSR sensitivity 

framework (Ong, Mayer, Tost, & Wellman, 2018), we hypothesize that task significance, or 

the degree to which an employee views their job as positively influencing the lives and/or 

work of others (Hackman & Oldham, 1975), represents a central aspect of personal work 

experiences that can strengthen his or her negative reactions to corporate hypocrisy. 

This study makes three key contributions. First, it introduces a micro-level approach to 

the study of corporate hypocrisy by investigating its implications for employee behavior, and 

in particular ESR. In doing so, we also contribute to the micro-CSR literature, which has 

issued repeated calls to bring greater focus to organizational factors influencing employee 

engagement with CSR in the workplace, including those that may result in employee 

disengagement from or even sabotage of an organization’s CSR efforts (De Roeck & Maon, 

2018; Gond et al., 2017; Hejjas, Miller, & Scarles, 2019; Paillé, Morelos, Raineri, & 

Stinglhamber, 2019; Rodrigo & Arenas, 2008; Rupp & Mallory, 2015). Second, we draw on 

attribution theory to explain how symbolic CSR attributions, in which the organization is 

judged as engaging in CSR to opportunistically reap reputational and financial benefits 

(Donia, Ronen, Tetrault Sirsly, & Bonaccio, 2017a), play a key role in mediating the negative 

effects of corporate hypocrisy on ESR. As such, we address calls to explore the factors that 
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influence employees’ sensemaking processes around CSR (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019) and also 

advance the scarce research investigating the predictors of employees’ CSR attributions 

(Donia et al., 2017a; Gond et al., 2017; Vlachos, Panagopoulos, Bachrach, & Morgeson, 

2017). Third, we provide support for Ong et al.’s (2018) CSR sensitivity framework by 

suggesting that task significance interacts with corporate hypocrisy to influence ESR, thereby 

extending work on the boundary conditions determining employees’ discretionary 

engagement in socially responsible behaviors (e.g., De Roeck & Farooq, 2018). 

2. Background: Attribution theory and the sensemaking perspective of CSR  

To explain why and how employees react negatively to corporate hypocrisy, we draw on 

attribution theory and the sensemaking perspective (Kelley & Michela, 1980; Weick, 1995), 

which suggest that individuals strive to understand and make sense of the motivations 

underlying the actions of social actors (whether individual or collective), to better adapt their 

behavior to their social environment (Lange & Washburn, 2012). Specifically, when judging 

a certain action, individuals take cues not only from the action itself but also from their prior 

knowledge or beliefs about a social actor. That is, individuals’ salient pre-existing views of 

others (e.g., judgments of hypocrisy) may act as a heuristic (i.e., exert a halo effect) that bears 

on and skews their attributional processes (Godfrey, 2005; Lange & Washburn, 2012). 

Therefore, when judging the credibility of a claim or the motive underlying an organization’s 

action, individuals will draw on their previous knowledge of similar situations and interpret 

the focal behavior in terms of the general pattern of conduct of the organization (Carlos & 

Lewis 2018; Leonidou & Skarmeas, 2017). For example, Burberry, which has established its 

identity as a luxury brand with a unique British heritage and has marketed itself on its British 

appeal, was accused of being hypocritical when it closed down its British factories and 

moved hundreds of jobs to China (Cadwalladr, 2012). Arguably, both internal and external 

stakeholders might perceive the organization as being hypocritical and go on to view its 
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future actions through this hypocrisy-tinted lens. Indeed, prior research shows that 

organizations whose words are inconsistent with their deeds (i.e., hypocritical) are marred by 

a lack of credibility (e.g., Chen & Chang, 2013; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015; Zavyalova et al., 

2012), which may lead individuals to view all organizational actions with skepticism (Carlos 

& Lewis, 2018), especially those that are prosocial in nature (Leonidou & Skarmeas, 2017; 

Lyon & Montgomery, 2013). 

Accordingly, this rationale is consistent with the sensemaking perspective of CSR 

(Aguinis & Glavas, 2019), which argues that in their search for meaningfulness through 

work, employees actively scan their work environment for clues that might indicate the 

motives underlying their organization’s prosocial actions. More specifically, together with 

attribution theory, this perspective suggests that corporate hypocrisy might serve as a salient 

cue that influences how individuals make sense of an organization’s actions by triggering 

their suspicion about its motives for engaging in CSR practices (e.g., Bae & Cameron, 2006; 

Chen & Chang, 2013; Marín et al., 2016; Shim & Yang, 2016). For example, because of fast-

food giant McDonald’s past lies regarding its claims about food safety, labor standards, and 

animal treatment (i.e., salient pre-existing views of the organization’s lack of integrity), 

stakeholders remained highly skeptical about its CSR initiatives launched in 2012 centered 

on supporting economically viable farming through the protection of land, livestock, and 

livelihoods, which eventually resulted in a media disaster (Lyon & Montgomery, 2013). 

In line with this example, research suggests that perceptions of word–deed misalignments 

are negatively related to stakeholders’ judgements of organizational trust (Chen & Chang, 

2013), credibility (Carlos & Lewis, 2018), and authenticity (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015); and 

that stakeholders might thus suspect self-serving motivations behind CSR practices (Marín et 

al., 2016; Shim & Yang, 2016; Zavyalova et al., 2012). For instance, Arli et al. (2017) 

demonstrate the negative effects of corporate hypocrisy on consumer attitudes toward the 
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firm indirectly through its effects on CSR beliefs and corporate reputation. Likewise, Wagner 

et al. (2009) highlight the ill effects of corporate hypocrisy on negative consumer CSR beliefs 

and attitudes toward the organization, whereas Marín et al. (2016) demonstrate that when 

consumers perceive hypocrisy, they attribute egoistic motives to the organization’s CSR 

practices. Given these insights, we propose that corporate hypocrisy negatively affects 

employees’ CSR attributions and, as a result, their discretionary engagement in the 

company’s CSR programs. We provide a more detailed rationale supporting this proposition 

as well as the conditions under which such a phenomenon is more likely to occur 

subsequently. 

3. Hypotheses development 

3.1. Corporate hypocrisy, symbolic CSR attributions, and ESR 

Drawing on both attribution theory and the sensemaking perspective of CSR, we suggest 

that employees rely on their perceptions of corporate hypocrisy to make sense of the motives 

underlying their organization’s CSR activities (i.e., CSR attributions), which in turn affect 

their discretionary engagement in socially responsible behavior (i.e., ESR). In general, 

stakeholders’ attributions of an organization’s CSR motives may be of two kinds (Du, 

Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2010; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013): substantive (or genuine), in which 

stakeholders perceive the organization as acting out of a sincere desire to contribute to social 

good, or symbolic (self-serving), in which stakeholders perceive the organization as 

attempting to reap reputational and financial benefits through its CSR initiatives (e.g., Donia 

et al., 2017a, 2017b; Vlachos et al., 2017). Therefore, relying on the rationale developed in 

our theoretical discussion, we argue that corporate hypocrisy may act as a heuristic (i.e., exert 

a halo effect) that skews employees’ attributional processes, leading them to attribute more 

symbolic motives to their organization’s CSR. 
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Furthermore, we identify symbolic CSR attributions as a key mediator in the relationship 

between corporate hypocrisy and ESR. Indeed, attribution theory holds that “people interpret 

behavior in terms of its causes and that these interpretations play an important role in 

determining their reactions to the behavior” (Kelley & Michela, 1980, p. 458). CSR research 

grounded in both attribution theory and the sensemaking perspective tends to indicate that 

when employees consider CSR to be substantive, they are more likely to get involved in CSR 

as a way to find more meaningfulness through work (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019, Donia et al., 

2017a). Conversely, when CSR is deemed symbolic, employees are less likely to engage in 

ESR because they believe that cause-exploitative CSR (vs. CSR rooted in a sincere desire to 

benefit others) will provide little meaningfulness to their work. In support of this contention, 

empirical evidence shows that employees’ symbolic CSR attributions negatively affect both 

employee work meaningfulness and extra-role behavior (e.g., Donia et al., 2017b; Vlachos et 

al., 2010, 2014). Similarly, Hejjas et al.’s (2019) qualitative study shows that employees’ 

skepticism about the sincerity and effectiveness of their organization’s CSR practices is a 

primary cause of ESR disengagement. Therefore, consistent with the reviewed arguments and 

empirical findings, we propose that employees form symbolic CSR attributions in response to 

corporate hypocrisy, leading to disengagement from socially responsible behavior. Thus: 

H1: Symbolic CSR attributions mediate the negative effects of corporate hypocrisy on 

ESR. 

3.2. The moderating role of task significance 

In a recent study, Ong et al. (2018) suggest that employees can differ in their level of 

CSR sensitivity, or “the extent to which employees are behaviorally influenced by their 

organizations’ CSR activities” (p. 45), depending on the task significance element of their job 

(i.e., the degree to which employees perceive their job as having a positive impact on others). 

Indeed, prior research indicates that task significance contributes to activating and increasing 
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employees’ desire to have a positive and genuine social impact, thereby making them more 

sensitive to the environment surrounding their prosocial actions (Grant, 2008), and those of 

their organization (Ong et al., 2018). As such, task significance is a key factor that can 

heighten employees’ sensitivity to contextual cues, such as corporate hypocrisy, that may 

tarnish their organization’s CSR activities, and consequently their own social responsibility 

efforts. Thus, the higher the task significance, the more employees should give importance to 

the organization’s integrity, and the perceived alignment between its words and deeds. This 

enhanced sensitivity resulting from task significance should therefore increase the likelihood 

that they will more strongly react to corporate hypocrisy, given that corporate hypocrisy will 

reduce the meaningfulness and impact of their own involvement in ESR.  

In summary, we argue that corporate hypocrisy causes employees with higher levels of 

task significance to more strongly disengage from ESR, as these employees perceive their 

potential ESR efforts as having little chance of making a substantial impact on the lives of 

others. By contrast, employees with lower task significance have a reduced sensitivity to the 

creation of social good through their work, and as a consequence, the negative implications 

of corporate hypocrisy for ESR should be weaker. Thus: 

H2: Task significance moderates the negative effects of corporate hypocrisy on ESR, 

such that the relationship is more negative when task significance is high. 

Following H1 and H2, we further propose: 

H3: Task significance moderates the indirect negative effects of corporate hypocrisy on 

ESR through symbolic CSR attributions, such that the indirect relationship is more 

negative when task significance is higher. 

4. Methods 

4.1. Procedure and sample 
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To obtain a diverse sample of job types and organizations, we acquired the names and 

email addresses of a random sample of 2,500 alumni who graduated from a French Business 

School between 1991 and 2016. Respondents were asked to complete two confidential online 

questionnaires with a three-month interval in between. We measured corporate hypocrisy, 

symbolic CSR attributions, and task significance at time 1 and ESR three months later at time 

2. 

In total, 733 individuals (29.3% response rate) responded at time 1. After filtering out 

unusable returns with a person-level response rate below 30% (Newman, 2014), including 

people who were not employed at the time of the study, we were left with 457 completed 

questionnaires for analysis at time 1. The time 2 questionnaire was completed three months 

later by 193 individuals (42.2% response rate). We excluded 11 respondents from the 

analysis because they changed organizations or jobs between time 1 and time 2, as well as 27 

respondents who declared having no awareness/knowledge of their organization’s CSR 

initiatives, leaving a total sample of 155 employees. Table 1 shows the characteristics of the 

sample. 

------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 here  

------------------------- 

4.2. Measures 

We translated the questionnaire items into French through a standard translation–back-

translation procedure. All variables were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, anchored by strongly 

disagree (1) and strongly agree (5). We retained all items used in the questionnaire to 

measure the constructs under study for analysis (for a detailed overview of the items and 

construct validity, see the Appendix). 

We measured corporate hypocrisy using the six-item scale of Wagner et al. (2009). This 

scale assesses the extent to which employees believe there is a gap between what their 
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organization claims and what their organization actually does. Three of these items were 

reverse scored, with higher scores indicating stronger corporate hypocrisy beliefs. Sample 

items include “What my organization says and does are two different things” and “My 

organization keeps its promises” (reverse-scored item). Cronbach’s alpha for this measure 

was 0.93. 

We measured symbolic CSR attributions with four items developed by Donia et al. 

(2017b). The items assess the extent to which employees judge CSR initiatives as being 

instrumental and driven by a desire to benefit the organization itself. A sample item includes 

“My organization engages in CSR initiatives to look better than its competitors.” Cronbach’s 

alpha was 0.86. 

We measured task significance with the three items from the Job Diagnostic Survey 

(Hackman & Oldham, 1975), as revised by Morgeson and Humphrey (2006). This scale 

assesses the degree to which the job influences the lives or work of others. A sample item is 

“The results of my work are likely to significantly affect the lives of other people.” 

Cronbach’s alpha was 0.86. 

For employee social responsibility (ESR), we used the three-item scale of Vlachos et al. 

(2014), which measures extra-role CSR-specific performance. The scale items assess 

engagement in voluntary behaviors that support the organization’s achievement of its CSR 

goals. A sample item is “Over the past three months I got actively involved in the 

implementation of my organization’s CSR initiatives.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85. 

Following Ong et al. (2018), we controlled for demographic variables, given that they can 

affect the core constructs and relationships in our study. Specifically, we controlled for 

gender because it can account for variance in ESR (e.g., De Roeck & Farooq, 2018). Age 

served as a control variable because older people tend to be more prosocial than younger 

people (Donia et al., 2017a). We also controlled for organization tenure and job level because 
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length of time spent in an organization and the amount of power one has at work are both 

linked to prosociality (Ong et al., 2018). Last, we included job satisfaction as a control 

variable at time 1 using a single-item measure (“Overall, I am very satisfied with my job”; 1 

= very strongly disagree, 7 = very strongly agree), because job satisfaction is an important 

construct that can influence employee attributions and prosocial behavior (Donia et al., 

2017a). 

4.3. Measurement validation 

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses using Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2013) to 

assess the fit of our data to the measurement model and the distinctiveness of the four 

constructs: corporate hypocrisy, symbolic CSR attributions, task significance, and ESR. We 

established the goodness of fit using the maximum likelihood–based comparative fit index 

(CFI), Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). 

Cutoff values greater than or equal to 0.95 for CFI and TLI and lower than or equal to 0.06 

for RMSEA are indicative of good fit between the research model and the observed data (Hu 

& Bentler, 1999). 

As Table 2 depicts, our theoretical measurement model including four factors yielded a 

good fit to the data (χ2 = 151.72, df = 97, p < .001; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.06). 

Then, using chi-square difference tests (Bentler & Bonett, 1980), we compared the fit of our 

theoretical model with a sequence of four nested models representing simpler representations 

of the data. The results in Table 2 show that our theoretical four-factor model produced a 

superior fit to the data over the alternative models. Furthermore, the hypothesized factor 

loadings were all statistically significant; Table 3 shows that the Jöreskog’s rho index of 

composite reliability (ρ) and the average variance extracted (ρvc(η)) values of the constructs 

were above the 0.70 and 0.50 threshold values, respectively (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair, 
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Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010). These findings support the hypothesized model and 

indicate convergent and discriminant validity of our variables. 

------------------------- 

Insert Tables 2 and 3 here  

------------------------- 

4.4. Common Method Variance 

Although we used a cross-lagged design with two measurement time points, we collected 

data from single sources on self-report measures, which may be a source of common method 

variance (CMV). Therefore, we partitioned the total variance among trait, method, and 

uniqueness using the single unmeasured latent method factor technique, so as to verify that 

systematic error variance did not account for the observed relationships between the 

constructs (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff , 2003). The results indicated no 

improvement in fit indices (χ2 = 151.72, df = 96, p < .001; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 

0.06), and none of the method factor loadings were significant (p > .05), suggesting that 

common method bias was not a significant problem in our data. 

5. Results 

Table 3 provides the descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and 

intercorrelations among the variables used to test the hypotheses. Following Becker, Atinc, 

Breaugh, Carlson, Edwards, and Spector (2016), we excluded gender and organizational 

tenure from subsequent analyses because these control variables did not correlate 

significantly with the other study variables. 

Because our hypotheses involved indirect (H1), conditional (H2), and conditional indirect 

(H3) effects, we tested our research model using the Hayes (2013) PROCESS macro. This 

macro tests (moderated) mediation according to a bootstrap method: a nonparametric 

resampling procedure “that does not impose the assumption of normality of the sampling 

distribution” (Preacher & Hayes, 2008, p. 880). For the bootstrap analyses, we used bias-
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corrected estimates from 5,000 random replicates with replacement from the full sample 

(Cheung & Lau, 2008; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). For ease of interpretation, we mean-centered 

the variables used to compute the interaction terms before the analysis (Aiken & West, 1991). 

Mediation exists if the 95% confidence interval (CI) of the indirect effect does not include 

zero.  

In support of our prediction that corporate hypocrisy relates negatively to ESR through 

symbolic CSR attributions, the results showed that corporate hypocrisy is positively and 

significantly related to symbolic CSR attributions (b = 0.40, p < .01), and symbolic CSR 

attributions are negatively and significantly related to ESR (b = –0.16, p < .05). The total 

effect of corporate hypocrisy on ESR was –0.23 (p < .05), and the indirect effect was –0.08, 

with the 95% CI excluding zero (–0.18, –0.02). Thus, H1 is supported. 

Next, we analyzed the moderating role of task significance on the direct relationship 

between corporate hypocrisy and ESR. In model 1, we entered the control variables, in model 

2 we entered the main effects of corporate hypocrisy and task significance, and in model 3 we 

entered the interaction term. We examined the significance of coefficients and change in R-

square. The results in Table 4 provide support for H2. Specifically, the interaction between 

task significance and corporate hypocrisy was negative and significant (b = –0.30, p < .01). 

Simple slope analyses showed that corporate hypocrisy was negatively related to ESR for 

respondents with high task significance (b = –0.56, SE = 0.15, p < .01) but not for those with 

low task significance (b = –0.01, SE = 0.15, p > .05). Figure 1 plots the interactions at high 

and low levels of the moderator (one standard deviation above and below the centered mean). 

--------------------------------------- 

Insert Table 4 and Figure 1 here  

--------------------------------------- 

We also predicted that task significance would moderate the indirect relationship between 

corporate hypocrisy and ESR (as mediated by symbolic CSR attributions). The results in 
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Table 5 show a negative and significant interaction between task significance and corporate 

hypocrisy (b = –0.28, p < .05). In addition, the results on the conditional indirect effects at 

low (–1 SD) and high (+1 SD) values of task significance indicate that the mediation 

coefficient of corporate hypocrisy on ESR is negative and significant when task significance 

is high (b = –0.46, 95% CI = –0.76, –0.16), but not significant when task significance is low 

(b = 0.02, 95% CI = –0.29, 0.32). Thus, H3 is also supported. 

------------------------ 

Insert Table 5 here  

------------------------- 

6. Discussion 

In this study, we investigated the implications of corporate hypocrisy on employee social 

responsibility (ESR). Using cross-lagged data from a sample of employed professionals 

across a range of different industries and roles, we demonstrated that corporate hypocrisy 

leads to reduced ESR, through its effects on symbolic CSR attributions. Furthermore, the 

results revealed that this relationship was stronger for employees with higher task 

significance.  

6.1. Theoretical implications 

First, our study contributes to the literature by introducing a micro-level approach to the 

study of corporate hypocrisy and examining its implications for employee behavior. 

Specifically, our findings indicate that corporate hypocrisy has a detrimental impact on ESR, 

a vital employee outcome necessary to support and promote organizational CSR efforts 

(Aguinis & Glavas, 2019; Vlachos et al., 2014). In doing so, we highlight the interlinkage 

between hypocrisy at the organizational level of analysis and social responsibility at the 

individual level of analysis, and offer theoretical explanations for why employees may regard 

CSR as a function of corporate hypocrisy. That is, we argue that corporate hypocrisy is a 

salient sensemaking factor that informs the process through which employees attribute 
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motives and thus give meaning to their organization’s CSR to ultimately decide whether or 

not to perform ESR.  

In addition, our results lend support to nascent theoretical research on the “dark side” of 

CSR at the individual level of analysis (Maon, Vanhamme, De Roeck, Lindgreen, & Swaen, 

2019), by showing that when employees are faced with organizational word–deed 

misalignments, they are likely to question the merits of engaging in ESR, which ultimately 

will hinder CSR performance. Indeed, employees who are resentful of their organization’s 

hypocrisy may feel betrayed by the word–deed inconsistency and, as a consequence, decide 

to rebel against the company through different forms of deviant behaviors (Rodrigo & 

Arenas, 2008). According to research on external stakeholders’ reactions to corporate 

hypocrisy, such behaviors may include attempts to actively discredit or undermine the 

organization’s CSR efforts (Carlos & Lewis, 2018; Leonidou & Skarmeas, 2017; Lyon & 

Montgomery, 2013; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). Future research might thus further 

examine employees’ tendency to engage in retaliatory behaviors in response to corporate 

hypocrisy.  

Second, we develop attribution theory by integrating it with the sensemaking perspective 

of CSR to understand how corporate hypocrisy informs the development of CSR attributions. 

In particular, our findings suggest that when employees interpret organizational CSR via their 

pre-existing judgments of corporate hypocrisy, they end up ascribing self-serving (i.e., 

symbolic) attributions to their organization’s CSR practices, which then reduces their 

meaningfulness through work. Fundamentally, our research thus highlights that corporate 

hypocrisy leads individuals to question the sincerity of an organization’s motives for CSR 

(see Bae & Cameron, 2006; Marín et al., 2016), even if the CSR efforts are genuine and 

enacted with a sincere desire to contribute to social good. That is, CSR efforts undertaken by 

a hypocritical organization might be counter-productive to the positive outcomes the 
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company intends to reap from its CSR practices (Palazzo & Richter, 2005; Shim & Yang, 

2016). Therefore, our research supports existing theorizing that corporate hypocrisy may act 

as a heuristic that shapes the context in which individuals judge and make attributions about 

an organization’s CSR motives.  

Third, in line with Ong et al.’s (2018) work on the CSR sensitivity framework, we argue 

that task significance heightens employees’ sensitivity to contextual cues that can potentially 

tarnish their organization’s CSR activities (e.g., corporate hypocrisy) and consequently their 

own social responsibility efforts. Our empirical findings show that under conditions of high 

task significance, corporate hypocrisy negatively affects ESR (both directly and indirectly 

through symbolic CSR attributions), while the effects were negligible when task significance 

was low, thus supporting the key tenets of the theory. These results also directly contribute to 

extending knowledge on the boundary conditions that may influence ESR (e.g., De Roeck & 

Farooq, 2018), and more globally highlight the notable role of task significance in informing 

employee reactions to organizational CSR (Gond et al., 2017). Moreover, at a more 

hypothetical level, our results suggest that employees who perceive their organization as 

hypocritical are more likely to disengage from ESR when they have greater CSR sensitivity 

(i.e., stemming from higher levels of task significance) and instead may dedicate themselves 

solely to their core job and/or engage in social responsibility outside the workplace (i.e., 

where they may feel their efforts are better placed). Future research that further investigates 

these dynamics could be instrumental in strengthening the tenets of the CSR sensitivity 

framework in the micro-CSR literature.  

6.2. Managerial implications  

Our research clearly shows that organizations need to be careful about how they are 

viewed by employees and ensure that they take the necessary precautions to avoid being 

perceived as holding standards that they are not fully living up to. As such, when managers 
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are communicating future organizational actions to their employees, they need to ensure that 

they follow up on what they claim they will do and ensure that they are transparent in their 

policies and procedures. One way for organizations to minimize perceptions of corporate 

hypocrisy from arising in the first place is by avoiding touting their achievements or actions 

they deem positive, given the potential risk of backlash associated with the increased scrutiny 

that more often than not results from active communication strategies or excessive self-

promotion claims (Bansal & Clelland, 2004; Bansal & Roth, 2010; Carlos & Lewis, 2018; 

Lyon & Montgomery, 2013). Instead, organizations should settle for modest disclosure of 

their accomplishments so as to manage stakeholder perceptions (or misperceptions) of 

hypocrisy. According to some research findings (e.g., Carlos & Lewis, 2018; Lyon & 

Montgomery, 2013), organizations may also elect to remain silent on their achievements as a 

hypocrisy avoidance tactic. For example, in their study, Carlos and Lewis (2018) show that 

organizations that were members of the Dow Jones Sustainability Index, a prominent 

sustainability certification, remained strategically silent about their certification status in the 

face of reputational threats, to reduce the likelihood of being labeled as hypocrites by 

stakeholders. Conversely, another strategic means of dealing with the risk of appearing 

hypocritical is to fully communicate on both good and bad outcomes, with open and 

transparent discussions on both organizational accomplishments and shortcomings (Lyon & 

Montgomery, 2013). 

In addition to communication strategies, another means to prevent perceptions of 

corporate hypocrisy and ultimately symbolic attributions of CSR is to embed the 

organization’s CSR agenda in its strategy, culture, and daily operations. Indeed, research 

argues that when CSR is not embedded, it is likely to be regarded as a public relations 

exercise that can lead to employee disengagement and deviance (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019). 

Therefore, managers should carefully plan their CSR program so that it not only fits with the 
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company mission, vision, and identity but also responds to the true needs of the stakeholders 

present in the wider societal context, to appear more authentic in their CSR engagement. 

Finally, our research suggests that increased CSR sensitivity stemming from task 

significance will likely lead to greater ESR when employees perceive their organization as 

being authentic by fully upholding its commitments to stakeholders. Indeed, Ong et al. (2018) 

note the synergistic effect of CSR and task significance in causing employees to engage in 

positive extra-role work outcomes (i.e., organizational citizenship behaviors). As a result, 

organizations wanting to promote individual engagement in social responsibility should focus 

on harnessing task significance within the design of employees’ jobs so that they feel they are 

able to truly make a significant impact on others both within and outside the workplace. 

6.3. Limitations and future research 

Our research has several methodological strengths. Our sample comprised employed 

professionals across a diverse range of occupational backgrounds, roles, and seniority levels, 

thus demonstrating the generalizability of our findings. Moreover, we made efforts to 

measure our variables at two separate time points and thus provisionally confirmed that 

corporate hypocrisy and symbolic CSR attributions do indeed precede our outcome, namely 

ESR (see Mitchell & James, 2001). Nevertheless, repeated measurement points in time would 

help provide more convincing evidence to preclude reverse causality. Indeed, Mitchell and 

James (2001) suggest that scholars need to further investigate the timing of relationships and 

the point at which the predictor variables have a significant influence on outcomes of interest. 

This is especially so in the area of micro-level CSR, where longitudinal studies are rare, 

resulting in a limited narrative on the causality of relationships (Gond et al., 2017). 

Also, because we collected self-reported data from professionals with a similar 

educational background, our study may have been subject to both CMV (Podsakoff et al., 

2003) and selection biases (Winship & Mare, 1992). This calls for future research to focus on 
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obtaining data from different sources, such as other-reported ratings of the dependent 

variable, and from a more representative sample of the working population. We did however 

use a cross-lagged design, which, in addition to relying on validated and reliable scales, 

substantially diminishes CMV (Podsakoff et al., 2003).  

Furthermore, although we drew on the ideas of Ong et al. (2018) to suggest that task 

significance heightens employees’ CSR sensitivity, we did not objectively measure this 

proposed phenomenon of sensitivity. As Ong et al. (2018) note, there are no measures on 

CSR sensitivity given the recency of the construct, so future research should focus on 

developing a valid and reliable measure to deduce with certainty whether task significance 

leads to greater CSR sensitivity. Moreover, future research should explore additional factors 

that may affect CSR sensitivity and consequently employees’ responses to corporate 

hypocrisy. For example, preliminary research indicates that managers’ ethical stance can 

contribute to corporate hypocrisy judgments that will then undermine employees’ 

engagement in their organization’s CSR programs (De Roeck & Farooq, 2018). Given this 

insight, future research could also investigate the impact of various leadership styles (e.g., 

authentic, transactional, destructive) on employees’ CSR sensitivity and, as a result, on their 

attribution of and involvement in CSR. Research should also focus on the role of individual 

differences within micro-level CSR, given the scarcity of research here (Rupp & Mallory, 

2015). Indeed, employees’ own values and interests can influence their propensity to engage 

in social responsibility both within and outside the workplace (e.g., Hejjas et al., 2019; Paillé, 

Raineri, & Boiral, 2019; Rodrigo & Arenas, 2008), and so it is reasonable to assume that 

their CSR-related values and beliefs would also affect felt CSR sensitivity. 

Moreover, research tends to examine perceptions of corporate hypocrisy rather than 

assessing it from an objective standpoint (e.g., Arli et al., 2017; Marín et al., 2016; Scheidler 

et al., 2019; Wagner et al., 2009). Judgments of hypocrisy signify that employees perceive a 
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misalignment between the organization’s claimed standards and its actual behavior, while 

objective evidence of such inconsistency might not exist. That is, it could be argued that 

perceptions of corporate hypocrisy may be inaccurate and/or misinformed, leading employees 

to view their organization as hypocritical when in fact it is not. Indeed, empirical evidence 

shows that organizations are cognizant of the potential for their actions to be misperceived as 

hypocritical, as highlighted by Carlos and Lewis’s (2018) study, which demonstrates that 

organizations may strategically elect to withhold a prominent certification status obtained 

from an independent verification agency as a hypocrisy–avoidance tactic. As such, a 

worthwhile avenue for research would be to further investigate communication strategies and 

campaigns, beyond strategic silence, that could help an organization minimize 

(mis)perception of corporate hypocrisy.  

Finally, greater clarity is required on ESR as a construct. Rupp and Mallory (2015) note 

that micro-level CSR suffers from the dilemma of specificity, with the little research there is 

on ESR being similarly fragmented. Prior research on ESR has adopted a narrow focus in for 

instance looking at environmental behaviors or volunteering behaviors, while others have 

taken a more multi-dimensional focus (e.g., De Roeck & Farooq, 2018; Paillé et al., 2019; 

Rodell, 2013). In our study, in line with Vlachos et al. (2014), we conceptualized ESR as 

socially responsible behaviors that capture discretionary support for and involvement in 

organizational CSR initiatives. To foster common agreement, future research on ESR should 

focus on the development of a valid and reliable multi-dimensional measure of ESR to drive 

more consistent and robust research efforts on the nomological network of ESR, including 

the outcomes of ESR itself. Undeniably, the fundamental objective of social responsibility is 

to further social good, so the question yet to be answered is: will propagating ESR in the 

workplace lead to an improvement in overall societal conditions? 
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Table 1 

Summary of sample characteristics by percentage (N = 155) 

Gender 

 Female 57.4 

 Male 42.6 

Age 

 <30 years 32,9 

 30–39 years 46.5 

 40–49 years 20.0 

 50–59 years 0.6 

 >60 years 0.0 

Organizational tenure 

 <1 year 12.3 

 1–5 years 51.0 

 6–10 years 25.2 

 11–20 years 8.3 

 >20 years 3.2 

Job level 

 Senior management 18.7 

 Middle management 28.4 

 First-line management 29.7 

 Non-management 23.2 
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Table 2 

Confirmatory factor analysis 

Model χ2 df Δχ2 CFI TLI RMSEA 

One-factor (all items combined) 819.44 103 667.72a .51 .42 .21 

Two-factor (corporate hypocrisy and symbolic CSR attributions combined, 

task significance, and ESR combined) 

617.72 102 466.00a .64 .58 .18 

Three-factor 1 (corporate hypocrisy and symbolic CSR attributions combined) 386.12 100 234.40a .80 .76 .14 

Three-factor 2 (task significance and ESR combined) 386.78 100 235.06a .80 .76 .14 

Four-factor (hypothesized model) 151.72 97  .96 .95 .06 

a Chi-square change significant at p < .001. 

Notes: CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation. 
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Table 3 

Summary statistics and zero-order correlations 

Variable Mean SD α ρ AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Gender (female = 1, male = 2) 1.42 0.49 — — — —         

2. Age a 1.87 0.74 — — — .19 —        

3. Organizational tenure b 2.40 0.92 — — — .05 .46 —       

4. Job level c 2.43 1.05 — — — .13 .38 .30 —      

5. Job satisfaction (time 1) 5.22 1.48 — — — .05 .14 .09 .21 —     

6. Corporate hypocrisy (time 1) 1.98 0.78 .93 .91 .64 -.03 -.18 -.08 -.26 -.43 (.80)    

7. Symbolic CSR attributions (time 1) 2.88 1.13 .86 .87 .64 .11 -.17 -.14 -.19 -.22 .33 (.80)   

8. Task significance (time 1) 2.78 0.92 .86 .88 .70 .05 .05 .07 .22 .42 -.26 -.15 (.84)  

9. ESR (time 2) 3.29 1.03 .85 .87 .69 .01 .10 .06 .15 .17 -.32 -.27 .24 (.83) 

a 1 = [<30 years], 2 = [30–39 years], 3 = [40–49 years], 4 = [50–59 years], 5 = [>60 years]. b 1 = [<1 year], 2 = [1–5 years], 3 = [6–10 years], 4 = [11–20 years], 5 = [>20 years]. c 1 = 

non-management, 2 = first-line management, 3 = middle management, 4 = senior management. 

Notes: α is Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient, ρ is Jöreskog’s rho index of composite reliability, and AVE is the average variance extracted by the construct (ρvc(η)). Correlations 

greater than |.20| are significant at p < .01; those greater than |.16| are significant at p < .05. Diagonal elements (in parentheses) are the square roots of the AVE. 
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Table 4 

Regression results on ESR 

Regression model Model 1   Model 2   Model 3  

 
b (SE) 95% CI  b (SE) 95% CI  b (SE) 95% CI 

(Constant) 2.42 (0.36)*** [1.70, 3.13]  3.22 (0.55)*** [2.13, 4.30]  3.09 (0.40)*** [2.29, 3.88] 

Age 0.12 (0.12) [-0.12, 0.35]  0.11 (0.12) [-0.12, 0.35]  0.05 (0.12) [-0.18, 0.28] 

Job level 0.08 (0.09) [-0.09, 0.25]  0.03 (0.09) [-0.14, 0.20]  0.03 (0.08) [-0.14, 0.20] 

Job satisfaction 0.09 (0.06) [-0.02, 0.20]  -0.01 (0.06) [-0.14, 0.11]  -0.00 (0.06) [-0.13, 0.12] 

Corporate hypocrisy    -0.30 (0.11)** [-0.52, -0.07]  -0.28 (0.09)* [-0.51, -0.06] 

Task significance    0.16 (0.10) [-0.03, 0.36]  0.21 (0.09)* [0.02, 0.40] 

Corporate hypocrisy × task significance       -0.30 (0.12)** [-0.51, -0.08] 

R2 .04 
 

  .10   .14  

∆R2 — 
 

  .06**   .04**  

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 5 

Regression results for moderated-mediation model 

Regression model Symbolic CSR Attributions  ESR 

 
b (SE) 95% CI  b (SE) 95% CI 

(Constant) 3.57 (0.42)*** [2.75, 4.40]  3.65 (0.47)*** [2.71, 4.59] 

Age -0.11 (0.12) [-0.36, 0.13]  0.04 (0.12) [-0.19, 0.27] 

Job level -0.10 (0.09) [-0.28, 0.08]  0.02 (0.08) [-0.15, 0.18] 

Job satisfaction -0.05 (0.06) [-0.17, 0.08]  -0.01 (0.06) [-0.13, 0.11] 

Corporate hypocrisy 0.40 (0.12)** [0.16, 0.64]  -0.22 (0.11) [-0.45, 0.01] 

Task significance    0.19 (0.10)* [0.00, 0.38] 

Symbolic CSR attributions    -0.16 (0.07)* [-0.31, -0.01] 

Corporate hypocrisy × task significance    -0.28 (0.11)* [-0.48, -0.04] 

R2 .13 
 

  .17  

F 5.81*** 
 

  4.32***  

Conditional indirect effecta Low (-1 SD) Task Significance  0.02 (0.15) [-0.29, 0.32] 

 
High (+1 SD) Task Significance  -0.46 (0.15)** [-0.76, -0.16] 

a 5,000 bootstrap resampling. 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Fig. 1. Interaction effect of corporate hypocrisy and task significance on ESR. 
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Appendix.  

Construct validity  

Scales Standardized 

Loadings 

ρ AVE 

Corporate Hypocrisy  .91 .64 

 My organization keeps its promises. (R) .78   

 My organization acts hypocritically. .81   

 My organization pretends to be something that it is not. .76   

 My organization puts its words into action. (R) .78   

 My organization does exactly what it says. (R) .84   

 What my organization says and does are two different things. .82   

Symbolic CSR Attributions  .87 .64 

 My organization engages in CSR to avoid looking bad in front of the public. .93   

 My organization engages in CSR to appear to be an ethical organization. .92   

 My organization engages in CSR to look better than its competitors. .86   

 My organization engages in CSR to avoid criticism from the media and/or external 

stakeholders (suppliers, customers, the community). 

.86   

Task Significance  .88 .70 

 The results of my work are likely to significantly affect the lives of other people. .74   

 The job has a large impact on people outside the organization. .93   

 The work performed on the job has a significant impact outside the organization. .84   

Employee Social Responsibility  .87 .69 

 I contributed many ideas for improving my organization’s CSR initiatives. .83   

 I got actively involved in the implementation of my organization’s CSR initiatives. .87   

 I publicly showed support for my organization’s CSR initiatives.  .81   

Notes: ρ is Jöreskog’s rho index of composite reliability, and AVE is the average variance extracted by the construct (ρvc(η)). 

(R) indicates item is reverse scored. 

 


