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Abstract The impact of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) on firm perfor-
mance is an important issue in organizational research and has been discussed for
decades. Only lately, scholars turned their attention towards aspects on an individ-
ual level, like the relation between CSR and work satisfaction or work engagement.
However, still our understanding of how CSR activities shape organizational out-
comes by affecting employees’ motivation remains piecemeal. The present paper
adds to this stream by analyzing the impact of CSR activities on employees’ intrin-
sic and extrinsic motivation. Findings indicate that CSR activities both on a firm
and on a supra-organizational level have a positive impact on intrinsic motivation,
while not affecting extrinsic motivation, i.e. CSR neither fosters nor impedes ex-
trinsic motivation. As a consequence the commitment to CSR can be applied as an
effective instrument to induce intrinsic motivation without compromising extrinsic
motivation. Furthermore, results point to a non-additive impact of CSR engage-
ment at both levels, which indicates a complex joint impact of CSR engagement on
different organizational levels on employees’ intrinsic motivation.
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1 Introduction

In the past years, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), defined as “context-specific
organizational actions and policies that take into account stakeholders’ expectations
and the triple bottom line of economic, social, and environmental performance”
(Aguinis 2011, p. 855), has been the object of a rich research stream focusing
on its impact on organizational performance. However, although several studies
found a positive relation between the engagement in CSR and financial performance
(e.g., Shen and Chang 2009; see for an overview also Margolis and Walsh 2003;
Orlitzky et al. 2003) or between CSR performance and capital constraints (Cheng
et al. 2014), other studies failed to identify any positive relations (e.g., Nelling and
Webb 2009; see for an overview also Margolis and Walsh 2003). Additionally, the
existing studies were criticized for several drawbacks, especially regarding sampling,
reliability and validity (Margolis and Walsh 2003). Hence, the relationship between
CSR and financial performance remained unclear and scholars have called for a more
detailed investigation of the microfoundation of CSR’s impact on organizations (e.g.
Christensen et al. 2014). As Aguinis and Glavas (2019, p. 1060) point out: “it is
actually individuals who shape CSR and are also affected by a firm’s CSR policies
and actions”.

The present paper addresses this call and investigates the impact of CSR on em-
ployees’ extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. As scholars stress, particularly the latter
type of motivation is of high importance in the context of modern work environ-
ments “in which traditional, top-down incentive systems have seemingly reached
their limits” (Kuvaas et al. 2017, p. 245). This observation led to a vivid discussion
regarding the importance of intrinsic motivation in creative and knowledge-inten-
sive work situations (e.g., Osterloh and Frey 2000; Adler and Chen 2011). However,
while scholars argue in this context that firms implement CSR initiatives to posi-
tively affect (among other things) their employees’ motivation (e.g. Rupp et al. 2006;
Shen and Benson 2014), empirical research on the specific relation between CSR
and motivation, and particularly intrinsic motivation, is scarce (cf. for exceptions
Mozes et al. 2011; Kim and Scullion 2013; Rupp et al. 2013b; Hur et al. 2018).
However, a deeper empirically based understanding of this relation is warranted,
as the impact of CSR on employee motivation might be more complicated than
expected for the following reasons.

First, the implementation of CSR initiatives can change an organizational target
system from a unidimensional, profit oriented system to a multidimensional system
comprising a conflict between profit and CSR targets. With respect to human moti-
vation this change in the target system is not trivial. Various theories and growing
empirical evidence suggest that human motivation does not only differ in its level
(i.e. strength), but equally in its type. As it is highlighted notably in Self-Determi-
nation Theory, motivation can be partitioned into intrinsic and extrinsic motivation
(e.g., Gagné and Deci 2005). The categorization into intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion is based on the question of whether an action is performed for the sake of its
consequences, e.g. for a reward, or for its own sake, i.e. for the enjoyment induced by
performing the task as such (e.g., Gagné and Deci 2005). Both types can be affected
differently and partly contrary by external factors (e.g., Eisenberger and Cameron
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1996; Deci et al. 1999; Eisenberger et al. 1999). Thus, the incorporation of CSR
initiatives might influence both motivation types differently resulting in behavior
that is difficult to predict und thus to manage. Consequently, business practice needs
guidance of how CSR activities impact employees’ motivation to better manage
their workforce. Yet, so far the impact of CSR initiatives on these motivation types
has not been analyzed in detail, as illustrated by the structured literature review by
Gond et al. (2017). They mention only one article dealing with the effect of CSR on
staff’s motivation, i.e. Kim and Scullion (2013), who draw on McClelland’s motiva-
tion theory comprising three main human needs and investigate the impact of CSR
on motivation. Recently, Hur et al. (2018) identified a positive impact of CSR on
intrinsic motivation, but they did not additionally investigate extrinsic motivation.
Thus, the impact of CSR on different employee motivation types still constitutes
a largely unexplored topic leading to lacking knowledge in the business context.

Second, so far literature mainly abstracts from a possible joint effect of firms’
CSR initiatives and the promotion of CSR by supra-organizational entities on em-
ployee motivation. Yet, the incorporation of such supra-organizational structures is
of relevance, as firms never operate in isolation but they are always embedded in
overarching structures, like industry associations, which independently of individual
firms can promote or hinder CSR initiatives. As employees typically do not only
feel part of a certain organization but also as representatives of certain industries
or associations of firms, the promotion of CSR on such a supra-organizational level
might additionally impact employee motivation. A deeper understanding of possible
interaction effects between different organizational levels is warranted, as particu-
larly the current debate about climate change and global pollution draws individuals’
attention more and more towards the regulating power of supra-organizational enti-
ties, both in the political but also in the economic context. Environmental problems
cannot be solved on a local but only on a national or international basis. Moreover,
scandals, like the recent diesel scandal, revealed structural problems not only within
single companies but across whole industries. These developments make the im-
portance of supra-organizational entities, that represent such industries, increasingly
salient. Consequently, it is very probable, that also employee motivation is affected
by such a broadened perspective which leads to a need for a better understanding
of the joint effects of CSR activities on different organizational levels. However, so
far to the best of the author’s knowledge, research has neglected this aspect in the
context of CSR. As the recent comprehensive model by Aguinis and Glavas (2019)
illustrates, empirical evidence regarding CSR and employee sense-making covers
family, external stakeholders and nationality as extraorganizational factors, but not
supra-organizational entities.

Third, literature points to varying relevance of CSR on employees’ psychological
states and behavior. For example, Sorensen et al. (2010) suggest that the effect of
CSR activities on firm attractiveness might vary between individuals. Ibrahim et al.
(2006) found in an empirical study with practitioning accountants and accounting
students that the latter actually cared more about ethical and discretionary com-
ponents of CSR. Consequently, the effect of CSR on employee motivation might
vary between employees dependent on their characteristics, like age or social status.
Thus, as indicated by the findings of Ibrahim et al. (2006) especially the success-
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ful motivation of younger employees could be affected by a firm’s engagement in
CSR activities. This is of high relevance for HR practitioners, as Klimchak et al.
(2019, p. 1) point out: “Demographic shifts in the labor market require scholars
and practitioners to develop a more nuanced understanding of leading and moti-
vating employees”. This holds particularly with respect to young employees as the
demographic change leads to a decreasing pool of talented junior employees. Con-
sequently, business practice needs more guidance with respect to factors motivating
and thus retaining particularly these employees and a deeper understanding of factors
influencing these employees’ motivation is warranted.

The present paper addresses the previously mentioned research gaps: It focuses
on the questions of whether only a firm’s activities or also the activities of a supra-
organizational entity linked to that firm have an impact on different employee moti-
vation types, and of whether these possible impacts enhance or attenuate each other.
Moreover, the analysis focuses on young employees, i.e. the study investigates,
whether an impact of CSR on young employees’ motivation can be found.

In contrast to the majority of research on CSR, which uses a cross-sectional
methodology (Aguinis and Glavas 2012), the present study draws on an experimen-
tal design. This experimental study provides evidence of a positive effect of CSR
activities of both the supra-organizational and the organizational level on intrinsic
motivation, but not on extrinsic motivation. Moreover, the joint effect of CSR ac-
tivities of entities at both organizational levels is non-additive. These results add
to several research streams, particularly research on enhancing intrinsic motivation
while not compromising extrinsic motivation (e.g., Frey 1997; Frey and Jegen 2001;
Weibel et al. 2010), research related to a multi-level perspective on antecedents and
consequences of CSR (Aguinis and Glavas 2019), research on employer branding
and attractiveness (e.g., Bauer and Aiman-Smith 1996; Turban and Greening 1997;
Greening and Turban 2000; Schmidt-Albinger and Freeman 2000; Luce et al. 2001;
Backhaus et al. 2002; Kim and Park 2011; Lin et al. 2012; Lis 2012; Rupp et al.
2013c; van Prooijen and Ellemers 2015) and research on sustainable human resource
management (e.g., Kramar 2014; Ehnert et al. 2016; Järlström et al. 2018).

With respect to business application, the findings provide the following insights:
They indicate that CSR initiatives have a positive impact on intrinsic motivation,
while they do not compromise extrinsic motivation. As the experience of the last
years with monetary incentive systems have shown that it is very difficult to calibrate
these incentive systems in a way, that they result in high employee motivation in the
long run, the promotion of certain CSR initiatives might be a valuable substitute or
complement to these systems.

2 Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

2.1 CSR and the Individual

A rich body of literature discusses the benefits of and the reasons for the adoption
of CSR initiatives (cf. for overviews e.g. Carroll and Shabana 2010; Maon et al.
2010; Aguinis and Glavas 2012). Whereas the review by Aguinis and Glavas (2012)

K



Schmalenbach Bus Rev (2020) 72:159–191 163

indicated that research mainly focused on the institutional and the organizational
level and neglected the individual level until 2012 (for a similar observation refer to
Morgeson et al. 2013), more recently, research has directed its attention towards the
relation between CSR and the individual (e.g., Aguinis and Glavas 2019). Within this
research stream different perspectives have emerged: Some scholars focus on how to
motivate employees to support a firm’s CSR strategy (e.g., Collier and Esteban 2007;
Davies and Crane 2010). Others analyze the influence of firms’ engagement in CSR
on employees’ behavior and attitudes towards the firm like firm’s attractiveness as
an employer (e.g., Kim and Park 2011; Lin et al. 2012; Lis 2012; Rupp et al. 2013c;
van Prooijen and Ellemers 2015) or employees’ job engagement and satisfaction,
organizational commitment and identification, turnover intentions, and attachment
to the firm (e.g., Peterson 2004; Stewart 2011; Dhanesh 2012; Lee et al. 2012, 2013;
Korschun et al. 2014; Brammer et al. 2015).

With respect to the relation between CSR and motivation, particularly, the effect
of motivation on the engagement in CSR has been analyzed: Mozes et al. (2011)
observed a positive relation between employees’ involvement in CSR activities and
their motivation. Thus, this study did not focus on the effect of the adoption of CSR
initiatives by the firm on employee motivation but on the effect of the employees’
voluntary engagement in such initiatives on their motivation. On the basis of Self-
Determination Theory Rupp et al. (2013a) assumed positive effects of CSR-related
relative autonomy, i.e., when employees engage in CSR initiatives due to interest
and not due to external pressure, on motivation and approval of their firms’ CSR
activities. Rupp et al. (2011) applied Self-Determination Theory to propose a posi-
tive link between the satisfaction of particular needs that are central in this theory
(the needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness) and organizational members’
advocating for CSR initiatives. Rupp et al. (2013b) picked up this argumentation
and underpinned it with a case study. In summary, the previously discussed four
articles focus on aspects regarding employees’ motivation to engage in or promote
CSR initiatives.

However, literature on a possible impact of firms’ engagement in CSR on em-
ployee motivation is very scarce: Balakrishnan et al. (2011) conclude on the basis of
experimental findings a positive effect of corporate giving on employees’ motivation.
Yet, they test whether their participants were willing to provide monetary resources
in the presence of corporate giving. They do not investigate further the motiva-
tional dimensions behind this behavior. They just conclude that it should be linked
to altruism. In contrast, Kim and Scullion (2013) explicitly draw on McClelland’s
motivation theory comprising three main human needs (the needs for achievement,
affiliation and power) and investigate the impact of CSR on motivation on the basis
of qualitative data, i.e. semi-structured interviews with CSR/HRM managers, high
ranked officials, and academics as well as participation and observation. Thus, the
authors discuss the relation between CSR and motivation on a more differentiated
basis than Balakrishnan et al. (2011). Yet, they do not provide evidence of causal
relations between CSR and motivation. Applying a survey, Hur et al. (2018) inves-
tigate the impact of employees’ perception of CSR on their creativity and observe
a mediating effect of intrinsic motivation between these variables, i.e. they find
a positive impact of employees’ perception of CSR and intrinsic motivation. They
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explain this effect via Self-Determination Theory as follows: “a SDT mechanism
suggests that employees’ CSR perceptions motivate them to seek enjoyment, satis-
faction of curiosity, self-expression, or personal challenge in the work they do, since
a socially responsible firm tends to pursue mutual gains for both society and the
company beyond the narrow economic, technical, and legal interests of the firm”
(Hur et al. 2018, p. 633). This in turn “affects employees’ intrinsic motivation” (Hur
et al. 2018, p. 633). Thus, this study points to a positive impact of CSR on em-
ployees’ intrinsic motivation. However, it is survey-based and thus again no causal
effects can be inferred, which warrants further experimental research.

The previous discussion indicates, that, although scholars have addressed various
questions regarding the link between CSR and motivation, a possible causal impact
of CSR initiatives on employees’ extrinsic and intrinsic motivation is relatively un-
explored. Just Balakrishnan et al. (2011), Kim and Scullion (2013) as well as Hur
et al. (2018) indicate a possible positive impact of CSR on motivation. Yet, they do
not provide any evidence with respect to intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and only
Balakrishnan et al. (2011) apply a methodology which allows to draw any causal
relations, but they do not measure motivation directly. Consequently, these studies
indicate a possible impact of CSR on employee motivation in general, but do not
provide insights that account for both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. As research
on crowding out effects of incentives targeting extrinsic motivation on intrinsic moti-
vation demonstrates (e.g., Frey 1997; Deci et al. 1999; Frey and Jegen 2001; Weibel
et al. 2010), particular activities, like incentives or other business factors, can affect
both motivation types differently and even contrary. Thus, a differentiated perspec-
tive on CSR’s effect on motivation types is warranted to prevent any detrimental
effects. In this context, particularly the impact of CSR on these motivation types,
and not vice versa, i.e. the impact of motivation on the engagement in CSR activ-
ities, is of interest to business practice, as it can provide insights of whether CSR
can operate as a valuable motivator.

Moreover, the previously mentioned research focuses on relations between the
promotion of CSR initiates on the firm level and that firm’s employee motivation.
Yet, as research on sense-making processes in the context of CSR indicates, other
levels beside the organizational one should be incorporated into the analysis to im-
prove the understanding of the relations between CSR-related activities on the one
hand and effects on the individual level on the other hand (Aguinis and Glavas 2019).
Moreover, the literature review by Aguinis and Glavas (2012) indicates, that research
on CSR provides a rich body of research regarding the influence of stakeholders,
like shareholders, media or activists group pressure, on firms’ CSR activities. In
turn, Aguinis and Glavas (2019) discuss the effect of extraorganizational factors,
particularly family, external stakeholders and national culture, on employees’ sense-
making processes in relation to CSR. Thus, literature addresses the impact of vari-
ous external factors on firm’s CSR and on its employees’ perceptions of these CSR
activities. However, so far literature does not provide insights into possible effects
of supra-organizations’ promotion of CSR on employee motivation. Particularly, the
recent model by Aguinis and Glavas (2019), which is based on a broad stream of
literature, does not discuss any evidence with respect to such effects of supra-or-
ganizational entities. However, in the context of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation,
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which—according to Self-Determination Theory (cf. the following section)—are
linked to particular perceptional processes related to need satisfaction, this mul-
tilevel perspective is of particular importance: As firms are embedded in supra-
organizational structures, like industry associations, the promotion of CSR on this
level might have an impact on these perceptional processes independently of CSR
initiatives on the firm level, because employees can categorize themselves not only
as a member of an organization but also as a member of such a supra-organizational
entity.

The present paper addresses the mentioned research gaps: It focuses on the ef-
fects of CSR initiatives on both employees’ extrinsic and intrinsic work motivation
whilst taking into account different organizational levels of CSR engagement and
promotion. In contrast to extant literature, it provides evidence regarding causal re-
lations and thereby fosters a better understanding of the microfoundation of CSR’s
impact on firm performance. Thereby, it focuses on a particular target group of firms,
namely young employees.

2.2 Self-Determination Theory

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) evolved over decades and during that time devel-
oped a highly differentiated perspective on human motivation types. SDT provides
a basis for both, analyzing the total amount of motivation, i.e. the sum of controlled
and self-determined motivation, and the relative weights that are put on the different
components.

The starting point of this theory is the categorization into intrinsic and extrin-
sic motivation, complemented by a status of amotivation, i.e. the absence of any
intention for performing an action. The categorization in extrinsic versus intrinsic
motivation is based on the degree of instrumentality of behavior (Gagné and Deci
2005): Actions that are performed to receive something like a reward are said to
be extrinsically regulated, whereas behavior that is displayed for its own sake be-
cause of enjoyment is defined to be intrinsically regulated. Intrinsic motivation is
linked to the satisfaction of three innate human needs which are “innate psycho-
logical nutriments that are essential for ongoing psychological growth, integrity, and
well-being” (Deci and Ryan 2000, p. 229; italics in the original). These needs are
the need for competence, autonomy and relatedness. The need for competence is
satisfied by positive feedback that induces the feeling of being competent. In the
following discussion it is of less importance, as Deci and Ryan (2000) stress, that
the satisfaction of this need is relevant for any type of motivation, in contrast the
need for autonomy and relatedness are particularly related to intrinsic motivation.
The need for autonomy is satisfied by performing self-determined activities. “They
are activities that people do naturally and spontaneously when they feel free to fol-
low their inner interests” (Deci and Ryan 2000, p. 234), i.e., for these activities the
perceived locus of causality (de Charms 1968) is internal, which in turn satisfies the
need for autonomy. Finally, according to Deci and Ryan (2000) also the satisfaction
of the need for relatedness is of relevance to intrinsic motivation, albeit they stress,
that this need is less important than the other two needs. Yet, “a secure relational
base appears to provide a needed backdrop—a distal support—for intrinsic motiva-
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tion, a sense of security that makes the expression of this innate growth tendency
more likely and more robust” (Deci and Ryan 2000, p. 235). Thus, in this context,
“[r]elatedness refers to the desire to feel connected to others—to love and care, and
to be loved and cared for” (Deci and Ryan 2000, p. 231). As a consequence, work
contexts, in which employees perceive their employer as caring for their interests,
foster a feeling of relatedness, which satisfies the need for relatedness. This provides
the ground for intrinsic motivation to flourish. Consequently, this need is of particu-
lar interest in the present context, as the promotion of CSR in organizational entities
in which employees operate, can provide exactly this secure relational base which
according to Deci and Ryan (2000) fosters the development of intrinsic motivation.

SDT also presents a differentiated perspective on extrinsic motivation, which
is categorized in several types dependent on the degree of internalization: In case
of external regulation an action is performed due to external contingencies and
it is caused purely externally, i.e. individuals act to receive a reward or to avoid
punishment (Deci and Ryan 2000). In case of introjected regulation contingencies
also play an important role, however, they are not administered externally, but they
are exercised by the individuals themselves, like the feeling of guilt, shame or pride
(Deci and Ryan 2000). Identified regulation comprises the acceptance of the value
of an action and thus the identification with that action (Deci and Ryan 2000).
Finally, integrated regulation is self-determined, i.e. “people have a full sense that
the behavior is an integral part of who they are, that it emanates from their sense
of self and is thus self-determined” (Gagné and Deci 2005, p. 335). Consequently,
these extrinsic motivation types can be categorized along a continuum between fully
externally controlled and self-determined (autonomous) (Deci and Ryan 2000).

The transitions from one extrinsic category to the other and from extrinsic inte-
grated regulation to intrinsic regulation are very smooth, e.g. if behavior emanates
from one’s sense of self, it often is accompanied by a feeling of enjoyment. How-
ever, the difference between externally controlled extrinsic motivation on the one
hand and intrinsic motivation on the other hand is very large. To get a clear notion of
possible differences in the effects of CSR on motivation types, the following anal-
ysis focuses on these two types. Thus, in the following sections the term extrinsic
motivation only encompasses those parts of motivation which can be attributed to
externally controlled extrinsic motivation. Moreover, it concentrates on the employ-
ees’ general motivational level within their work situation and not on the motivation
to perform a certain task.

2.3 Motivation and Firm CSR

According to the early version of Carroll’s CSR-model from 1979 firms’ social
responsibility can be categorized into four types: The first type comprises the “re-
sponsibility to produce goods and services that society wants and to sell them at
a profit” (Carroll 1979, p. 500), i.e. firms have an economic responsibility. How-
ever, firms should perform these economic activities within the boundaries of the
legal system, i.e. they also have a legal responsibility. Beside these codified rules
in the legal system, firms additionally are confronted with ethical norms leading to
their ethical responsibility. Finally, firms can engage in social activities that are not
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expected by society from them. “These roles are purely voluntary, and the decision
to assume them is guided only by a business’s desire to engage in social roles not
mandated, not required by law, and not even generally expected of businesses in
an ethical sense” (Carroll 1979, p. 500), i.e. the firm also can engage in activities
linked to discretionary or philanthropic responsibility (Carroll 1991). Carroll (1991)
arranged these four categories along a pyramid with the economic responsibility
at the bottom and the philanthropic one at the top. Legal responsibility constitutes
the second and ethical responsibility the third layer. Whereas the separation into
these four categories or layers suggests four separable categories, Carroll (2016)
stresses, that this pyramid should not be seen as a sequence of responsibilities,
where the lower layer has first to be fulfilled, before the next one can be addressed.
The pyramid is rather a unified whole (Carroll 2016), i.e. in order to fulfill their
responsibility, firms should implement all four parts. However, the four categories
are affected by different societal forces, as the following discussion illustrates: The
adoption of economic and legal responsibility is fostered by external pressure on
the firm, because an unprofitable firm and a firm that constantly disobeys legal re-
strictions cannot survive in the long run, as there are clear mechanisms to terminate
its business. In contrast, the demonstration of ethical and philanthropic responsibil-
ity is more voluntary and its disregard might not have strong consequences. This
is particularly true, if the consequences of unethical behavior are rather distant to
employees or consumers, as the minor impact of unethical business activities in
the fashion industry on consumer behavior shows. Moreover, unethical behavior is
also accepted by large parts of the population, if they benefit from this like very
low prices, as the continuous disobeying of animal rights in the meat production
shows. Due to this more voluntary character of ethical and voluntary philanthropic
responsibility, firms have more degrees of freedom to fill them with live and there-
fore, can shape them more individually. Consequently, although the four categories
form a unified whole according to Carroll, in order to improve the understanding
of the impact of CSR on staff’s motivation, they have to be analyzed separately
to more precisely elaborate on their individual impacts. To provide a first building
block to this differentiated understanding, the present study focusses on the ethical
and discretionary responsibilities. Moreover, it addresses both jointly because “it
is sometimes difficult to distinguish between ‘philanthropic’ and ‘ethical’ activities
on both a theoretical and practical level” (Schwartz and Carroll 2003, p. 506). As
previously stated, while the economic dimension follows economic reasoning and
the legal dimension is based on written rules, both the ethical and the philanthropic
dimensions are guided by rules that are unwritten, partly implicit and more difficult
to capture. These characteristics hamper a clear delimitation of the two categories
and their precise separation. In turn, these difficulties to separate both dimensions
clearly from each other can lead to problems with regard to persons’ perceptions in
this context. As a consequence, a clear separation of the effects of both categories
on motivation is impeded. Thus, a joint investigation seems warranted in order to
avoid misleading research findings resulting from an artificial separation.

In order to derive a possible effect on intrinsic motivation, one has to focus on
possible impacts of CSR on the need for relatedness. Rupp et al. (2006) indicate
that corporate engagement with society can operate as a signal for its satisfaction
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as it indicates to employees “that their organization also has concern for them and
they may therefore be able to have their interests met, thus satisfying their need
for control” (Rupp et al. 2006, p. 540). Similarly, Aguilera et al. (2007) point
to such a deontic signal of CSR, i.e. employees look how the organization treats
others and from this conclude how the organization might treat them. Consequently,
a socially engaged organization is perceived as caring for both, internal and external
people, and therefore provides fair conditions also for its employees. Second, Rupp
et al. (2006) discuss corporate engagement into society also as a way to enhance
positive relations between a corporation and society. “Employees will turn to CSR
to assess the extent to which their organization values such relationships” (Rupp
et al. 2006, p. 541). In sum, both the signal of caring and the effort to establish
positive relationships between a corporation and its environment indicate a secure
relational base which Deci and Ryan (2000) stress to be an important background
for intrinsic motivation to flourish. Therefore, firms engaging into CSR signal the
will to care also for their employees and to establish an atmosphere satisfying the
need for relatedness.

Moreover, companies who care for their stakeholders, and thus also their em-
ployees, typically also try to establish positive material work conditions, including
paying fair salaries. As the previous discussion of SDT illustrates, extrinsic moti-
vation is induced by pure instrumentality and characterized by an external locus of
causality. Thus, employees who are particularly regulated by this type of motiva-
tion constantly scan their environment for possibilities to receive a reward or for
the danger of losing such a reward. Consequently, the signal of caring should also
positively affect extrinsic motivation, as employees expect to be treated fairly and
to receive fair and adequate salaries. In sum, based on the previous argumentation
the following effects on motivation are hypothesized:

Hypothesis 1 The perception of a firm’s engagement in ethical and philanthropic
activities enhances its employees’ intrinsic motivation.

Hypothesis 2 The perception of a firm’s engagement in ethical and philanthropic
activities enhances its employees’ extrinsic motivation.

2.4 Motivation and Supra-organizational CSR

As discussed in the previous section, the promotion of CSR can serve as a signal to
foster positive relations with stakeholders and to establish an atmosphere of caring.
Firms often form part of supra-organizational entities which are founded to increase
the impact of single firms by e.g. representing whole industries or particular types
of firms, like medium sized companies. Employees, who work for a firm, that is
member of such an entity, are also affected by these entities’ activities. Thus, that
entity’s promotion of CSR as well fosters an atmosphere of caring and signals the
will to establish positive relations, which should, albeit possibly weaker, satisfy
employees’ need for relatedness. In turn, this should affect employees’ intrinsic
motivation positively. Additionally, this signal for caring also indicates a will to
foster a fair treatment of the member firm’s employees and to induce reasonable
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payment and adequate other material equipment, which positively affect extrinsic
motivation. Therefore, the following hypotheses can be derived.

Hypothesis 3 The perception of the promotion of ethical and philanthropic ac-
tivities by a supra-organizational entity of which a firm is a member enhances the
intrinsic motivation of that firm’s employees.

Hypothesis 4 The perception of the promotion of ethical and philanthropic ac-
tivities by a supra-organizational entity of which a firm is a member enhances the
extrinsic motivation of that firm’s employees.

2.5 Motivation and the Interaction between Supra-organizational and Firm
CSR

While the previous hypotheses focus on effects of CSR on employee motivation
in isolation on both levels, the joint presence of CSR on both levels might re-
sult in somewhat different effects. If the supra-organizational entity fosters CSR
and thus asks its members to implement it, the engagement into CSR activities by
a member firm might be perceived as being less voluntary as in case of a CSR
engagement of a firm, that is not part of an entity which stresses the importance of
CSR. Consequently, employees might perceive the engagement of the earlier firm as
stemming less from an inherent will to establish positive relations with stakeholders
and thus also its employees, but rather as an adaption to industry-requirements. This
perception should reduce the satisfaction of the need of relatedness compared to
a firm which completely voluntary engages in CSR. Consequently, the impact of
a simultaneous commitment of a firm and a supra-organizational entity to ethical
and philanthropic activities on intrinsic motivation should be lower than expected
if one adds the two single effects. A similar effect should be observed with respect
to extrinsic motivation, as again a less voluntary engagement into CSR hampers the
perception of a carrying employer that also will provide employees voluntary with
fair salaries and good material conditions. Thus, in both cases one should observe
an interaction effect. This leads to the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 5 The perception of a joint commitment to ethical and philanthropic
activities at the firm and at the supra-organizational level has a non-additive effect
on intrinsic motivation.

Hypothesis 6 The perception of a joint commitment to ethical and philanthropic
activities at the firm and at the supra-organizational level has a non-additive effect
on extrinsic motivation.
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3 Method

3.1 Data Collection

A vignette experiment was conducted to test the hypotheses (cf. for a detailed
discussion of this research method e.g., Alexander and Becker 1978; Wallander
2009), i.e. the subjects received a situational description and were asked to answer
several questions based on this description. A 2× 2 between-subjects-design was
applied, i.e. each subject received only one situational description. Between-subjects-
design was selected, as the situational descriptions are quite long and the presentation
of multiple situations could quickly result in effects of fatigue. Sample vignettes were
rated for ecological validity by researchers at a German university. The researcher
were experienced in research on management controls, diversity management and
motivation. Additionally one practitioner looked through the vignettes. He was in
a higher management position and was trained in management controls and risk
controlling. Feedback indicated no need for significant changes to the vignettes.

The participants for the main study were graduate students in business adminis-
tration. Data was collected at the beginning of a session (during teaching time) in
a management control course, which was given in June 2016at a German university.
The experiment was conducted in a session before ethical issues in management
control were further discussed in class. The participation was voluntary and it was
not rewarded (e.g., by grading or else). The vignettes were administered randomly
at the beginning of the session, i.e. each participant received one vignette. The ex-
periment was performed with the group as a whole to assure constant conditions
for all participants in terms of time of day, temperature, weather, etc., because such
circumstances might influence the level of intrinsic motivation and then lead to con-
founding effects. Participants were explicitly told not to communicate with each
other and the experimenter (author) controlled visually that they complied with this
rule. Moreover, the students were told that there are no right or wrong answers. They
were promised full anonymity and confidentiality, and they were told that their in-
dividual responses would not be shown to their teachers or other students. It was
thought that this anonymity would minimize social desirability response bias. To
inhibit any bias from detailed information regarding the aim of the study, up front
the students were only told that the study was conducted to get a deeper understand-
ing of decision processes in companies. They were also told that the content of the
study was linked to the following lecture topics, i.e. ethical aspects of management
control and research methods in management control research. After filling in the
questionnaires, the students received additional information about the purpose of the
study, its hypotheses and its relation to the succeeding topics of the course.

Graduate students were selected as subjects as they can be seen as representative
for young employees because in Germany it is common practice that students start
working as student trainees or student apprentices already during the time of their
undergraduate studies.

Since each vignette contained two situational variables of which each could have
one of two states, there were 2× 2= 4 different vignettes. Each vignette was gener-
ated 30 times and included in a questionnaire. Hence, in total 120 questionnaires
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were distributed to conduct the present study. Each test person received one vignette.
All questionnaires were handed back. Six questionnaires were filled out not at all
or in large parts incompletely and therefore had to be excluded from the sample.
Hence, 114 questionnaires were used in the study, which equals a response rate of
95%.

3.2 Experimental Design

Each questionnaire comprised 5 pages (including title page and the situational de-
scriptions) and was structured as follows: (1) title page with information, how to
work through the questionnaire, (2) newspaper article, (3) question regarding this ar-
ticle to induce deep cognitive processing, (4) description of a firm, (5) measurement
of motivation, (6) measurement of understandability and traceability of description,
(7) manipulation checks, (8) questions regarding age, sex and work experience.

To test for the impact of a supra-organizational entity’s commitment to CSR,
the participants first read a short, fictive newspaper article that provided a report
regarding a conference held by a fictive German association representing small
and medium-sized firms. This conference either dealt with the need of sustainable
management and social engagement (active commitment to CSR, CSR1 coded as 1),
like the implementation of ecological production processes and the integration of
minority groups, or it discussed the need for modern performance measurement
systems abstracting from any CSR engagement (no active commitment to CSR,
CSR1 coded as 0). This manipulation was explicitly not designed in a way, that the
test subjects were confronted with an association that either offensively fosters CSR
or offensively neglects the importance of CSR, because such a manipulation could be
seen as unrealistic: Currently an explicit devaluation of CSR activities by such supra-
organizational entities is not accepted in society, at least in the cultural environment
of the test subjects. Thus, for strategic reasons a devaluation of CSR would not be
communicated by such an association. To prevent any effects of length, both reports
(written in German) had the same length in terms of number of characters, i.e. both
contained 939 characters (including blank spaces). Appendix A presents both text
cues translated into English. After reading this article, the participants were asked
to summarize the content of the presented text in one or two sentences to facilitate
its deeper cognitive processing.

Thereafter, test subjects were asked to read a situational description. They were
instructed to imagine that after their successful graduation as master students they
had started to work for a medium-sized firm. To instill a certain level of intrinsic
motivation this firm was described positively, i.e. the situational description was
designed in a way that allowed the emergence of intrinsic motivation (Kunz and
Linder 2012b). Moreover, the situational description also contained text cues that
pointed to performance-based promotion possibilities to address the extrinsic part
of motivation. Appendix B provides a translation of the text cues. Within these de-
scriptions the extent of the firm’s commitment to CSR was also mentioned. The firm
either stressed economic goals and followed the legal standards but did not engage
in any further CSR activities (no firm commitment to CSR, CSR2 coded as 0) or the
firm exhibited an active commitment to ethical and philanthropic activities beyond
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following economic goals and obeying legal standards (active firm commitment to
CSR, CSR2 coded as 1). Again to prevent any effects of length, both text cues
had a similar amount of characters (no firm commitment= 548 characters includ-
ing blanks, firm commitment= 544 characters including blank). These situational
descriptions were followed by a questionnaire containing items to assess the de-
pendent and the control variables as well as manipulation checks (cf. the following
sections).

3.3 Measurement of Motivation and Interaction Term

In order to measure the degree of the different motivation types, the Motivation
at Work Scale developed by Gagné et al. (2010) was translated into German by
the author, adapted to the present study and combined with a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 7 (fully agree). The instrument contains
items for all motivational types suggested by SDT. The following analysis focuses
on the items for intrinsic motivation (three items) and extrinsic motivation (three
items) (see Appendices C and D). For further analysis the items of each variable
were averaged. Extrinsic and intrinsic motivation have a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.60
and 0.79, respectively. The items of the two motivation types were introduced into
a principal component analysis with varimax rotation. Applying the Kaiser crite-
rion resulted in two factors explaining 35.79% (intrinsic motivation) and 28.76%
(extrinsic motivation) of total variance (after rotation), where the items for intrinsic
motivation exhibited loadings of at least 0.77 with respect to one factor, and the
items of extrinsic motivation exhibited loadings of at least 0.62 regarding the other
factor.

To investigate H5 and H6 an interaction term was calculated, where the associa-
tion’s commitment to CSR was coded as 1 and no commitment as 0, and the firm’s
commitment to CSR was coded as 1 and no commitment as 0.

3.4 Control Variables and Manipulation Checks

The study contained two control variables aiming at how ecologically valid partic-
ipants judged the vignettes they received. The two items were taken from extant
literature (Kunz and Linder 2012b; Kunz 2015) and measured on 7-point Likert
scales with response alternatives ranging from 1 (very poorly/very difficultly) to 7
(very well/very easily) (please refer to Appendix E for the exact wording of the
items). The means of the responses to the two items were 5.97 and 5.71, respec-
tively, indicating that the participants understood the vignettes very well and could
put themselves easily into the situation. Furthermore, participants were asked to in-
dicate their sex and age. Regarding sex, there was an equal split, i.e. 57 participants
were female and 57 were male. The mean of age was 24.7 years and its median
24 years. Another item was added to control for the potential influence of work
experience on the answers. It was operationalized as an open-ended question on
months of work experience in paying jobs (cf. Appendix E). The mean of work
experience was about 34 months and its median was 25 months.
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Table 1 Manipulation Checks of Constant Text Cues

Work Cli-
mate

Payment Popularity of Em-
ployer

Participation in a Project

N 113 114 114 114

Mean 5.42 5.42 5.45 5.27

Standard Devia-
tion

0.82 0.78 0.86 1.25

Minimum 2 3 2 1

Maximum 6 6 6 6

To examine whether the subjects correctly understood the presented situations,
manipulation checks were introduced. The subjects received several statements to
which they were asked to indicate their agreement on a scale of 1 (do not agree at all)
to 6 (fully agree). Appendix F provides the manipulation checks and Table 1 contains
the descriptive statistics of the answers to the manipulation checks regarding the
constant text cues, where 6 was always the correct answer. In one questionnaire the
item regarding work climate was not answered. But as this questionnaire contained
all answers with regard to the dependent and the control variables, it was kept in
the sample, and thus, the statistics on work climate are based on a sample of 113
questionnaires. The means show that the subjects understood the presented situations
on average very well.

With respect to the experimental variables three manipulation checks were ap-
plied. Regarding the variable CSR1 two manipulation checks were administered.
The first item tested, whether the subjects think that the newspaper article deals
with the importance of modern performance measurement systems for small and
medium-sized firms. In case that the article actually deals with this topic the mean
is 4.84 (standard deviation= 1.27), on the opposite case the mean is 2.39 (stan-
dard deviation= 1.38). In one questionnaire this item was not answered. But as this
questionnaire contained all answers with regard to the dependent and the control
variables, it was kept in the sample, and thus, the statistics on this item are based
on a sample of 113 questionnaires. A two-tailed t-test was significant (p< 0.001,
t= 9.82), as well as the Mann-Whitney-U-test (p< 0.001, Z= –7.19).

The second item examined whether the subjects think that the newspaper article
deals with the need of sustainable management and social engagement for small and
medium-sized firms. In case that the article actually deals with this topic the mean
is 5.04 (standard deviation= 1.53), on the opposite case the mean is 2.38 (standard
deviation= 1.65). In three questionnaires this item was not answered. But as they
contained all answers with regard to the dependent and the control variables, they
were kept in the sample, and thus, the statistics on this item are based on a sample
of 111 questionnaires. A two-tailed t-test was significant (p< 0.001, t= –8.83), as
well as the Mann-Whitney-U-test (p< 0.001, Z= –6.64).

The third item investigated whether the subjects think that the presented firm
is committed to CSR. The manipulation check yielded in case of no commitment
a mean of 1.39 (standard deviation= 0.78), and in case of commitment to CSR a mean
of 5.53 (standard deviation= 0.83). In one questionnaire this item was not answered.
But as this questionnaire contained all answers with regard to the dependent and
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the control variables, it was kept in the sample, and thus, the statistics on this item
are based on a sample of 113 questionnaires. A two-tailed t-test was significant
(p< 0.001, t= –27.36), as well as the Mann-Whitney-U-test (p< 0.001, Z= –9.49).

As mentioned above several questionnaires did not contain answers to all manip-
ulation checks. In detail, in three questionnaires one item was not answered and in
one questionnaire three items were not answered. Moreover, the two manipulation
checks dealing with CSR1 exhibited slightly less favorable results with respect to
the lower pole (means of 2.39 and of 2.38, respectively) than the manipulation check
regarding CSR2 (mean= 1.39).

4 Results

Table 2 provides a detailed summary of the descriptive statistics of the vari-
ables. Table 3 shows the correlations between the variables. Intrinsic motivation
exhibits a significant correlation with CSR1, understandability, and traceability
(p< 0.01), whereas extrinsic motivation significantly correlates with understand-
ability (p< 0.01). Both dependent variables do not correlate significantly with each
other. With respect to the control variables statistically significant correlations can
be observed between understandability and traceability, as well as age and work
experience (p< 0.01). However, these correlations are in a range, which does not in-
dicate material problems with multicollinearity. Table 4 provides the mean outcomes
of the four treatments with respect to intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.

Regressions with robust standard errors were applied for the lack of homoscedas-
ticity of several regression models (i.e., the Breusch-Pagan test gets significant in
those models with intrinsic motivation as dependent variable). In all models the max-
imum VIF lies below common thresholds, further reinforcing the impression gained
from the descriptive statistics that multicollinearity should not taint the findings.

Three regression models are calculated for testing the hypothesized relations. The
first model includes only the control variables. As sex does not exhibit a significant
effect in the regressions and does not correlate with any variable, this control variable

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics

Intrinsic
Motiva-
tion

Extrinsic
Motiva-
tion

CSR1 CSR2 Under-
standab-
ility

Trace-
ability

Sex Age Work
Experi-
ence

N 114 114 114 114 114 114 114 114 114

Mean 5.43 5.31 0.49 0.51 5.97 5.71 0.50 24.70 34.05

Standard
Devia-
tion

1.02 0.94 0.50 0.50 0.96 1.06 0.50 1.75 29.66

Skewness –1.41 –0.86 0.04 –0.04 –0.91 –0.61 0.00 1.24 1.34

Excess
Kurtosis

3.67 1.26 –2.03 –2.03 0.55 –0.16 –2.04 3.95 1.76

Minimum 1 2 0 0 3 3 0 21 0

Maximum 7 7 1 1 7 7 1 33 144
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Table 3 Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 Intrinsic
Motivation

1 – – – – – – – –

2 Extrinsic
Motivation

0.027 1 – – – – – – –

3 CSR1 0.321** 0.069 1 – – – – – –

4 CSR2 0.151 –0.081 0.018 1 – – – – –

5 Understanda-
ility

0.285** 0.274** –0.064 0.046 1 – – – –

6 Traceability 0.388** 0.159 0.086 –0.120 0.650** 1 – – –

7 Sex –0.078 0.094 0.000 0.000 –0.119 –0.091 1 – –

8 Age 0.164 0.112 0.138 –0.027 0.116 0.029 0.01 1 –

9 Work Expe-
rience

0.056 –0.083 0.149 –0.043 0.106 0.028 –0.064 0.519** 1

This is a two tailed test, with ** p< 0.01 and N= 114
CSR1 commitment to CSR by association (0= no commitment mentioned, 1= commitment mentioned)
CSR2 firm’s commitment to CSR (0= no commitment, 1= commitment)

Table 4 Descriptive Statistics of Experimental Findings

Intrinsic Motivation

CSR2= 0 CSR2= 1

CSR1= 0 4.77 (1.21)
(n= 29)

5.45 (1.01)
(n= 29)

CSR1= 1 5.81 (0.73)
(n= 27)

5.71 (0.75)
(n= 29)

Extrinsic Motivation

CSR2= 0 CSR2= 1

CSR1= 0 5.37 (0.88)
(n= 29)

5.13 (0.99)
(n= 29)

CSR1= 1 5.41 (0.72)
(n= 27)

5.34 (1.12)
(n= 29)

The numbers in parentheses are the standard deviations

is not introduced. The second regression model additionally contains the independent
variables CSR1 and CSR2 to test Hypotheses 1–4. In the third regression model the
interaction terms to study Hypotheses 5 and 6 are added.

Table 5 summarizes the results of these regressions. Regarding intrinsic motiva-
tion both the association’s and the firm’s commitment to CSR exhibit a significant
positive main effect, whereas with respect to extrinsic motivation no significant
main effects are observed. Consequently, with respect to intrinsic motivation regres-
sion model a2 supports Hypotheses 1 and 3, while regarding extrinsic motivation
Hypotheses 2 and 4 have to be rejected on the basis of model b2.

However, the main effects on intrinsic motivation are further qualified by the
interaction of both variables. In case of intrinsic motivation a significant negative
interaction can be observed, whereas in case of extrinsic motivation the interaction
is insignificant. To better interpret the results of regression model a3 the treatment
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in which no commitment to CSR by the association is mentioned (CSR1 coded
as 0) and in which the firm does not engage in CSR activities (CSR2 coded as 0)
is defined as base line. With respect to intrinsic motivation the following aspects
can be observed: The introduction of the firm’s commitment to CSR (CSR2 coded
as 1) increases the dependent variable by 0.83 compared to the base line, whereas
the commitment to CSR by the association (CSR1 coded as 1) has an effect of
1.02. The combination of an association’s and a firm’s commitment to CSR leads to
a total increase of 1.02+ 0.83+ (–0.90)= 0.95. Thus, there is a non-additive effect of
the commitment to CSR at both organizational levels. This supports Hypothesis 5.
In contrast, Hypothesis 6 cannot be supported, as there is no significant effect on
extrinsic motivation at all.

5 Robustness Checks

As in case of intrinsic motivation one outlier and in case of extrinsic motivation
two outliers appeared in the third models, they were further analyzed applying
a version of robust regression implemented in Stata as rreg. The results do not
change materially. As indicated in Table 6 with respect to extrinsic motivation CSR1,
CSR2 and CSR1 * CSR2 are insignificant, as well as traceability and age, whereas
understandability and work experience are significant (p< 0.05). With respect to
intrinsic motivation the previously found result regarding the interaction term is also
supported by this analysis with BCSR1= 0.78 (p= 0.001), BCSR2= 0.76 (p= 0.001) and
BCSR1 x CSR2= –0.75 (p= 0.016).

Table 6 Robust Regression Analysis

Dependent
Variable

Intrinsic Motivation
Model a3

Extrinsic Motivation
Model b3

Coefficient
(Std. Err.)

p-value
(t-value)

Coefficient
(Std. Err.)

p-value
(t-value)

Independent Variables

CSR1 0.78 (0.22) 0.001 (3.57)** 0.14 (0.23) 0.544 (0.61)

CSR2 0.76 (0.22) 0.001 (3.50)** –0.10 (0.23) 0.656 (–0.45)

CSR1× CSR2 –0.75 (0.31) 0.016 (–2.44)* 0.27 (0.32) 0.403 (0.84)

Control Variables

Understandability 0.01 (0.11) 0.931 (0.09) 0.23 (0.11) 0.047 (2.01)*

Traceability 0.32 (0.10) 0.002 (3.23)** 0.08 (0.10) 0.445 (0.77)

Work Experience –0.00 (0.00) 0.734 (–0.34) –0.01 (0.00) 0.036 (–2.12)*

Age 0.08 (0.05) 0.110 (1.61) 0.05 (0.05) 0.403 (0.84)

Intercept 1.06 (1.30) 0.416 (0.82) 2.61 (1.37) 0.060 (1.90)

Model Quality

F – 6.06 – 2.72

p-Value – 0.000** – 0.012*

Number of Ob-
servations

– 114 – 114

* p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01
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Table 7 Regression Analysis with Robust Standard Errors and without Controls

Dependent
Variable:

Intrinsic Motivation

Model a2 Model a3

Coefficient
(Robust Std.
Err.)

p-value
(t-value)

Coefficient
(Robust Std.
Err.)

p-value
(t-value)

Independent Variables

CSR1 0.65 (0.18) 0.000 (3.62)** 1.04 (0.26) 0.000 (3.95)**

CSR2 0.30 (0.18) 0.105 (1.63) 0.68 (0.29) 0.022 (2.32)*

CSR1× CSR2 – – –0.78 (0.35) 0.029 (–2.21)*

Intercept 4.96 (0.18) 0.000 (26.97)** 4.77 (0.22) 0.000 (21.24)**

Model Quality

Root MSE – 0.96375 – 0.94755

R-squared – 0.12 – 0.16

F – 7.31 – 5.74

p-Value – 0.001** – 0.001**

Number of Ob-
servations

– 114 – 114

Maximum VIF – 1 – 3.04

Dependent
Variable:

Extrinsic Motivation

Model b2 Model b3

Coefficient
(Robust Std.
Err.)

p-value
(t-value)

Coefficient
(Robust Std.
Err.)

p-value
(t-value)

Independent Variables

CSR1 0.13 (0.18) 0.459 (0.74) 0.04 (0.21) 0.853 (0.19)

CSR2 –0.15 (0.17) 0.382 (–0.88) –0.24 (0.25) 0.329 (–0.98)

CSR1× CSR2 – – 0.18 (0.35) 0.611 (0.51)

Intercept 5.32 (0.14) 0.000 (36.87)** 5.37 (0.16) 0.000 (32.88)**

Model Quality

Root MSE – 0.94026 – 0.94342

R-squared – 0.01 – 0.01

F – 0.76 – 0.53

p-Value – 0.470 – 0.663

Number of Ob-
servations

– 114 – 114

Maximum VIF – 1 – 3.04

* p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01

Moreover, as it is debated, whether controls should be introduced at all in the
analyses of experiments, also the results of the regressions with robust standard
errors without controls were tested (see Table 7). In case of intrinsic motivation
the coefficients have the following values in the third regression model: BCSR1= 1.04
(p< 0.001), BCSR2= 0.68 (p= 0.022) and BCSR1 x CSR2= –0.78 (p= 0.029). In case of
extrinsic motivation the following results can be observed in the third model:
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BCSR1= 0.04 (p= 0.853), BCSR2= –0.24 (p= 0.329) and BCSR1 x CSR2= 0.18 (p= 0.611).
These results indicate that the qualitative results do not change when leaving the
controls out.

6 Discussion

The previous analysis investigated the effects of supra-organizational entities’ and
firms’ commitment to ethical and philanthropic activities on employees’ intrinsic and
extrinsic work motivation. The analysis showed, that the commitment to these CSR
activities at both levels exerts a positive impact on intrinsic motivation. Additionally,
an interaction effect of CSR activities at both levels on intrinsic motivation could
be observed. This result indicates a non-additive impact of such activities at both
levels.

In the previous analyses it turned out, that on the one hand, CSR activities exert
a positive effect on intrinsic motivation, whereas extrinsic motivation is not affected.
On the other hand, the presence of CSR activities at one organizational level or at
both organizational levels at the same time had in terms of the absolute effect size
a similar impact on intrinsic motivation, i.e. the single effects are non-additive.
This observation points to the possibility that the promotion of CSR on the supra-
organizational level makes the engagement in CSR on the firm level appear less
voluntary which in turn compromises its positive effect on intrinsic motivation.
These findings provide valuable insights to research dealing with the impact of CSR
activities on employee motivation in several ways.

First, the present findings confirm Hur et al.’s (2018) observation with respect to
a positive effect of CSR on intrinsic motivation. Thus, they indicate that CSR posi-
tively affects exactly that part of motivation which is rather difficult to be influenced
positively by monetary incentives, as the large body of research regarding the moti-
vational crowding out effect exhibits (e.g., Frey 1997; Frey and Jegen 2001; Weibel
et al. 2010). At the same time, in the present study CSR does not have any effect
on extrinsic motivation, which also means that it does not exert a negative effect
on this motivation type, which could possibly offset the positive impact on intrinsic
motivation. In the present paper, it was argued for a possible positive effect of CSR
on extrinsic motivation, as it constitutes a signal of caring to the employees which
conveys the will to also share resources with them. However, as Balakrishnan et al.
(2011) point out, the engagement in CSR, in their case corporate giving, could also
result in a negative signal to employees of reducing “the size of the pie to be shared
between employer and employee” (Balakrishnan et al. 2011, p. 1889), which would
exert a detrimental effect on extrinsic motivation. Yet, the present study does not in-
dicate this effect, i.e. CSR does not induce intrinsic motivation while compromising
extrinsic motivation. Consequently, CSR can operate as a valuable motivator.

Second, the results broaden the perspective of what actually activates employees’
intrinsic motivation and to which extension the broader context of an employee’s
work environment has to be considered to better understand his/her reactions. So
far, research has focused on the influence of a firm’s CSR activities on different
psychological and behavioral characteristics of employees, like work satisfaction
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or work engagement. It also focused on the effect of external factors on firm’s
CSR activities (for an overview see e.g., Aguinis and Glavas 2012). Yet, it does
not account for the impact of CSR activities of supra-organizational entities, which
embed an employer, on employees’ motivation, work satisfaction, etc. The present
study indicates, that while the engagement in CSR on both levels has a positive effect
on intrinsic motivation, this positive effect is attenuated when both levels jointly
promote CSR. The promotion of CSR on the supra-organizational level seems to
change the employees’ perception of the voluntary nature of the firm’s engagement in
CSR, which reduces its—albeit positive—effect on intrinsic motivation. This finding
indicates the complexity of affecting employees’ intrinsic motivation through CSR
activities and provides the ground for a call for a much broader perspective on this
topic incorporating multiple levels.

Third, the findings can help to enhance both employer branding to recruit talented
young staff and organizational processes to retain it, as they point to the engagement
in CSR as a possible way to motivate young employees. Thereby, these insights
constitute a valuable building block for the research stream focusing on the impact
of CSR on employer attractiveness (e.g., Bauer and Aiman-Smith 1996; Turban and
Greening 1997; Greening and Turban 2000; Schmidt-Albinger and Freeman 2000;
Luce et al. 2001; Backhaus et al. 2002; Kim and Park 2011; Lin et al. 2012; Lis
2012; Rupp et al. 2013c; van Prooijen and Ellemers 2015).

Fourth, the results are related to the growing research stream of sustainable human
resource management, i.e. the “adoption of HRM strategies and practices that enable
the achievement of financial, social and ecological goals, with an impact inside and
outside of the organization and over a long-term time horizon while controlling
for unintended side effects and negative feedback” (Ehnert et al. 2016, p. 90).
This research stream is relatively new (Wikhamn 2019) and comprises a variety
of conceptualizations of sustainable HRM (Kramar 2014; Järlström et al. 2018). As
further stressed by Wikhamn (2019, p. 104) “attracting, retaining and developing
employees have been emphasized in sustainable HRM research”. Thus, sustainable
HRM both is intended to use HRM practices to establish CSR in organizations,
but also to provide a sustainable basis to gain a superior work force. The present
findings enhance this perspective, by providing evidence that the engagement in
CSR to foster well-being in society also enhances (young) employees’ motivation.

Finally, the findings provide an important building block for the understanding of
the microfoundation of CSR’s effect in firms. Dhanesh (2014) argues that CSR can
be seen as an organization-employee relation management strategy. However, more
precisely, Kim and Scullion (2013) point out, firms typically do not implement CSR
activities in order to motivate their own employees, but the authors find that “when
the businesses ‘assess’ the results of CSR, employee motivation emerges as a major
outcome/influence of CSR to organizations” (Kim and Scullion 2013, p. 13). The
present results support this observation at least partly, as they show for intrinsic
motivation a positive main effect of a firm’s commitment to CSR. Consequently,
CSR activities exert positive side effects on organizational outcomes apart of their
main purpose, namely fostering societal welfare.
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7 Limitations and Conclusion

As any study, also the present one suffers from several limitations which provide
avenues for future research. The following aspects deserve particular attention.

First, to check for the robustness of the results, further analyses applying ro-
bust regression analysis and regressions without control variables were used. These
analyses confirmed the previous results. As a consequence the observed effects can
be judged to be statistically robust, albeit that the manipulation checks regarding
CSR1 were less favorable than those regarding CSR2. However, the robustness of
the findings also has to be judged with respect to the methodological background.
As discussed in literature, vignette studies as well as laboratory experiments may
suffer from a lack of ecological validity (Linder 2010). In literature, some evidence
exists that might put this concern into a perspective (cf. for the following discussion
also Kunz 2015). On the one hand, in a meta-analytic study a high correlation of
0.73 was found between effects in experimental studies and field studies (Anderson
et al. 1999). On the other hand, in a study regarding corporate entrepreneurship
Linder (2010) compared the answers observed in a vignette study to those obtained
in a field study. His findings suggest an acceptable degree of ecological validity for
vignette studies. Yet, vignette studies should be seen as only one possible way to
generate new empirical results. Therefore, the findings presented in this paper should
be subject to further testing and methodological refinements using other empirical
instruments such as laboratory experiments or field studies.

Second, the applied scale to measure motivation was translated only by the author
into German and not back-translated. As the items in this scale are very similar to
items used by the author before in other papers (Kunz and Linder 2012b; Kunz
2015), back-translation was not performed. However, this might nevertheless have
an impact on the validity of the items.

Third, the study relied on students in the area of business administration. As it
focuses on the impact of CSR activities on young employees’ motivation, this sample
should be reasonable. However, research on CSR indicates differences regarding the
importance that employees of different age put on these activities (e.g., Ibrahim et al.
2006). Therefore, the presented findings should not be generalized to all employees.
It might hold especially for younger professionals with an academic background,
while more research is needed with respect to older employees and blue collar
employees: Older workers might already have had more negative experience with
CSR activities, that actually had detrimental effects on their work environment, like
unpaid, involuntary overtime to perform any social activities in the name of the
firm. They also had more time to make experiences with controversial CSR in firms
(Turner et al. 2019), which further shapes their perception of CSR in general. Blue
collar workers might have a different socialization and experiential background and,
thus, another perspective on the meaningfulness of CSR activities. Additionally, the
present study does not provide evidence with respect to whether different types
of participants’ work experiences might exert additional effects, which points to
a further need for future research. In sum, future research should investigate also
these groups and analyze explicitly differences by directly comparing their reactions.
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Fourth, the present findings point to the need for further research, as the re-
search design did not allow for the separate investigation of need fulfillment, i.e.
the engagement into ethical and philanthropic activities satisfies the relevant needs
for intrinsic motivation to flourish, versus selection processes, i.e. persons high in
intrinsic motivation might be more attracted by firms and/or industries that engage
into ethical and philanthropic activities.

Fifth, the present paper focuses on externally controlled extrinsic motivation.
However, as SDT exhibits, extrinsic motivation is a complex construct containing
different types of motivation dependent on the degree of internalization. Conse-
quently, future research should apply a more differentiated perspective on them and
test the relation between CSR and different types of extrinsic motivation. In this
context, one also should mention the interesting finding, that in case of no CSR1
and no CSR2 intrinsic motivation is considerably lower than extrinsic motivation
compared to the other cases. This result also provides a starting point for additional
research.

Finally, the results also might be affected by external events. When the experiment
was conducted, media still was discussing about the diesel scandal. This scandal
affected especially VW, but also other car manufactures, which might have increased
the salience of CSR on a supra-organizational industry level. Thus, future research
also should target the side-effects of such scandals on (prospective) employees’
reactions towards CSR.

As the previous discussion exhibits, the present study, as any outcome of em-
pirical research, is affected by particular limitations. Nevertheless, to the author’s
best knowledge, it is the first study to take empirically a multi-level perspective
on the impact of CSR on employee motivation. Thereby, it provides important ev-
idence to guide business practice and it prepares the ground for important future
research. Particularly it directs attention towards the complex interaction effects of
CSR engagement at different organizational levels.
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Appendix A

Newspaper Articles1

CSR1= 0 (Commitment to CSR is not mentioned)

Berlin Yesterday’s conference of the Federal Association of Small and Medium-
sized Firms focused on the implementation of future-proofing corporate management
practices. Among other topics participants discussed new developments in the area
of corporate performance measurement systems and their IT-based implementation
in small and medium-sized companies. For example, a representative of a much
known medium-sized firm presented the successful implementation of a performance
measurement system customized to his firm that comprises value-based and non-
financial performance measures and that is linked to an incentive system which is
accepted by the workforce very well. Dr. Thomas Müller, the chairperson of the
federal association, also pointed during his closing address firmly to the necessity
that especially small and medium-sized companies have to be open to innovative
management control systems during times of advancing globalization.

CSR1= 1 (Commitment to CSR is mentioned)

Berlin Yesterday’s conference of the Federal Association of Small and Medium-
sized Firms focused on the implementation of sustainable corporate management
practices. Among other topics participants discussed possibilities to implement high
ecological production standards and of sustainable social commitment of small and
medium-sized companies. For example, a representative of a much known medium-
sized firm presented a program to foster workforce diversity through the active in-
tegration of disabled persons in work processes, the education of young persons
without school qualifications and the compatibility of family and work. Dr. Thomas
Müller, the chairperson of the federal association, also pointed during his closing
address firmly to the responsibility that especially small and medium-sized compa-
nies have to recognize in the current situation with respect to the refugee crisis and
the climate change.

Appendix B

Firm Scenarios2

After obtaining a master’s degree from the University of [...], you took up a perma-
nent post at the XYZ GmbH several months ago.

1 Translated into English. The original text in the study was in German.
2 Translated into English. The original text in the study was in German.

K



Schmalenbach Bus Rev (2020) 72:159–191 185

This is a medium-sized company, which is very well positioned in its sector. The
company operates in a field in which you are particularly interested and it was not
easy to get this job, because it is a very popular employer.

[Firm’s Commitment to CSR, CSR2= 1] While guaranteeing profitability, your
employer also sets great value upon the fulfilment of its social and ecological respon-
sibility. To achieve this goal, on the one hand, production processes were adjusted
to the highest ecological standards, which go far beyond the legal requirements. On
the other hand, the company is regularly engaged in social projects and—for exam-
ple—supports the local refugee aid, donates money and material for the expansion
of a youth center and regularly provides grants for talented children.

[or]:

[No Firm’s Commitment to CSR, CSR2= 0] Your employer emphasizes prof-
itability. In contrast, its focus does not lie on social or ecological responsibility. The
production processes are designed according to the legal standards, but do not fulfill
ecological standards that go beyond these requirements. Moreover, the company is
hardly engaged in social projects, for example it does not support the local refugee
aid, donates hardly money and material for the expansion of a youth center and
does not provide grants for talented children.

The work climate is good, the remuneration is fair and adequate and your task profile
fits to your capabilities. The scope of monotonous tasks is within an acceptable range
for you. Your colleagues have accepted you friendly and you get immediate support
upon questions.

Moreover, the company offers to you professional training and performance-based
promotion prospects. The working hours are moderate. Only, during few weeks of
the year there is so much work that you have to work overtime.

Currently, you share an office with another colleague. However, in the coming
months you will move to a single office.

In the presented company, young employees are encouraged to get involved
in cross-departmental projects. As during your graduate studies you have concen-
trated—among other things—on management control systems, you are participating
in a project that deals with the restructuring of the company’s management control
system. It focuses on the identification and design of suitable performance measure-
ment systems and the integration of these systems in an effective, fair and by the
employees’ accepted incentive system.
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Appendix C

Example of the Measurement of Motivation Types3

Please, indicate now for which reasons you would be 

willing to work dedicatedly in the above mentioned 

company situation. For this purpose tick the degree of 

your agreement to the following statements with possible 

reasons: 

I would be willing to work diligently in this situation 

Do not 

agree at all

Fully

agree

• because I enjoy this work very much. 1---2---3---4---5---6---7

• …

Appendix D

Items to Measure Motivation Types4

I would be willing to work diligently in this situation

Intrinsic Motivation

1. because I enjoy this work very much.
2. for the moments of pleasure that this job brings me.
3. because I have fun doing this job.

3 Translated into English. The scales used in the study were in German. In the study the items were
randomized. The items were taken from Gagné et al. (2010), translated into German and adapted to the
study.
4 The scales used in the study were in German. In the study the items were randomized. The items were
taken from Gagné et al. (2010), translated into German and adapted to the study (see below). The presented
items are a back translation of the adapted items used in the study.
5 Within this item “in the long-run” was added, as the participants were put into a situation in which they
currently could not assume to have a very high salary, as according to the situational description they just
had started their career.

K



Schmalenbach Bus Rev (2020) 72:159–191 187

Extrinsic Motivation

4. because this job affords me a certain standard of living in the long-run.5

5. because it allows me to make a lot of money in the long-run.6

6. because I do this job for the paycheck.

Appendix E

Control Variables7

How well did you understand the presented work situation? Very 

poorly

Very 

well

1---2---3---4---5---6---7

How well could you put yourself into the presented work situation? Very

difficultly

Very

easily

1---2---3---4---5---6---7

What is your sex? 1  female 2  male

How old are you?   ______________ Years

How many months have you already worked full- or part-time since 

you are 16 years old? This also comprises apprenticeships, 

internships and jobs as a student.

______________ Months

6 Within this item “in the long-run” was added, as the participants were put into a situation in which they
currently could not assume to have a very high salary, as according to the situational description they just
had started their career.
7 Translated into English. The scales used in the study were in German. Parts of these items were taken
from Kunz and Linder (2012a,b) and Kunz (2015).
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Appendix F

Manipulation Checks8

Subsequently, I would like to verify whether you have 

understood the situation. To which extend do the following 

issues apply to the newspaper article and the previously 

mentioned company situation? Please, indicate:

Do not 

agree 

at all

Fully 

agree

• The presented newspaper article deals with the importance 

of innovative management control systems for small and 

medium-sized businesses.

1—2—3—4—5—6

• The presented newspaper article deals with the social and 

ecological responsibility of small and medium-sized 

businesses.

1—2—3—4—5—6

• In the presented firm the working climate is good. 1—2—3—4—5—6

• In the presented firm remuneration is fair. 1—2—3—4—5—6

• The firm is a very popular employer. 1—2—3—4—5—6

• The firm places great value on ecological and social 

commitment.

• Currently you are working on a project which is dedicated 

to the restructuring of the company’s management control

system. 

1—2—3—4—5—6

1—2—3—4—5—6
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