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We examine the cognitive and motivational process underlying the effect of consumers’ conservatism on their
corporate social responsibility (CSR) perceptions of irresponsible versus responsible companies. Building on po-
litical psychology and system justification theory, we identify and test market system justification (MSJ) as a
motivated social cognition underlying ideological differences in CSR perceptions and reactions. Using four em-
pirical studies, we find that the relatively high MSJ of conservatives (compared to that of liberals) results in less
critical CSR perceptions of irresponsible companies and, thus, in less penalizing reactions. Moreover, we find that

conservatism influences CSR perceptions of irresponsible companies more strongly than of responsible companies
because MSJ affects only perceptions of market behaviors that threaten notions of fair markets (i.e., low CSR). The
results improve predictions of consumers’ perceptions and reactions to responsible and irresponsible companies.

1. Introduction

Consumers can be fairly unpredictable or even paradoxical in their
responses to corporate social responsibility (CSR). Even though most
consumers have highly positive attitudes toward CSR, not all of them act
accordingly (e.g., Mohr, Webb, & Harris, 2001; Vermeir & Verbeke,
2006). Understanding why some consumers are highly motivated and
active in penalizing irresponsible businesses (e.g., by boycotting an ir-
responsible company) whereas others refrain from such behaviors is not
only theoretically interesting but also of high practical value for business
practice. Being able to better predict which consumers appreciate CSR
and why could help marketers develop need-specific targeting of con-
sumers and thereby improve returns to CSR investments (McWilliams,
Siegel, & Wright, 2006). Prior research implies that political ideology
might be a strong and easily accessible predictor of CSR-related behavior
(e.g., Chin, Hambrick, & Trevifio, 2013; Gupta, Briscoe, & Hambrick,
2017; Jung, Garbarino, Briley, & Wynhausen, 2017). According to this
line of research, conservatives are generally less concerned with CSR and
hence react less critically than liberals. However, other research is in-
consistent with the aforementioned pattern, implying that conservatism
has no significant impact on CSR perceptions or reactions (e.g., Antonetti
& Anesa, 2017; Jost, Langer, & Singh, 2017).

To further understand the effects of conservatism on CSR percep-
tions and reactions, we aim to shed light on the motivational and
cognitive underpinnings of the effect, as well as on the conditions that
bolster it. Thereby, we aim to contribute to a better theoretical un-
derstanding of this ideological effect, as well as of its use in marketing
practice. We do so, first, by identifying and testing market system jus-
tification (MSJ; Jost, Blount, Pfeffer, & Hunyady, 2003) as a specific
form of motivated social cognition underlying ideological differences in
CSR reactions. While previous studies discussed general system justifi-
cation as a possible explanation for ideological differences (Jost et al.,
2017; Jung et al., 2017), we argue that MSJ is a more appropriate
construct to understand ideological differences in CSR reactions. Due to
its relatively high content specificity and better fit for the market
context of consumption (Jost, Blount, et al., 2003), it should have
higher explanatory power for CSR perceptions and reactions than
general system justification. Second, we examine whether the CSR
performance of the evaluated company influences the effect of con-
servatism on CSR perceptions and reactions. Prior research shows sig-
nificant effects of conservatism on CSR perceptions of irresponsible
companies and penalizing reactions (Antonetti & Anesa, 2017; Chin
et al., 2013; Gupta et al., 2017; Jost et al., 2017) but inconsistent effects
when focusing on the CSR perceptions of responsible companies and
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rewarding reactions (Antonetti & Anesa, 2017; Gromet, Kunreuther, &
Larrick, 2013; Jost et al., 2017). We suggest that this inconsistency
could result from differing effects of MSJ on the perceptions of irre-
sponsible versus responsible companies’ CSR. According to system
justification theory, conservatives’ relatively high system justification
tendency should affect their perceptions of system-threatening aspects
(i.e., low CSR; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004) but not system-affirming
aspects (i.e., high CSR). Irresponsible companies pose a major threat to
the stable persistence of the market system, whereas responsible com-
panies confirm conservatives’ views that the market is fair and just and
consequently needs no further justification or rationalization. Overall,
the specification of the motivational and cognitive processes underlying
the effect of conservatism on CSR perception, as well as the effect of the
CSR performance of the evaluated company on ideological differences
in CSR perceptions, allows for more specific predictions of consumers’
reactions to socially irresponsible and responsible business behaviors.

2. Theoretical background and hypotheses
2.1. The impact of conservatism on consumers’ CSR reactions

In recent decades, the conservatism versus liberalism distinction has
been able to account for political ideology in nearly all cultural contexts
(Jost, 2006). Political ideologies are “complex belief systems that in-
corporate, among other things, people’s theories about human nature,
their philosophies concerning the appropriate use of social power,
status, and authority, and their moral and pragmatic convictions con-
cerning the maximization of social and economic welfare” (Jost, Blount,
et al, 2003, p. 54). Most commonly, political ideology is oper-
ationalized as a unidimensional continuum between liberal and con-
servative or left and right (Jost, 2017). Although there are some con-
ceptual differences between right wing and conservative and between
left wing and liberal, the terms are mostly used interchangeably in
political psychology (Jost, 2017). In the following, we use the label
conservatism to refer to individuals who are politically conservative or
rightist rather than liberal or leftist. Research in political psychology
suggests that political ideology is deeply rooted in differences in rela-
tional, epistemic, and existential needs (Jost, 2017; Jost, Glaser,
Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Jost et al., 2017). Accordingly, con-
servatism relates to relatively higher needs for certainty, conformity,
and security (Jost et al., 2017). Based on these deeply rooted differ-
ences in basic needs and resulting emotions, conservatism is a powerful
predictor for a wide range of consumer attitudes and behaviors (e.g.,
Han, Jung, Mittal, Zyung, & Adam, 2019; Jung et al., 2017; Khan,
Misra, & Singh, 2013; Kim, Park, & Dubois, 2018; Ordabayeva &
Fernandes, 2018; Septianto, Northey, & Dolan, 2019). In the current
research, we delve into the impact of conservatism on consumers’ CSR
perceptions and reactions.

Prior research has defined CSR as an umbrella term that “reflects the
social imperatives and the social consequences of business success”
concerning “the wider societal good” (Matten & Moon, 2008, p. 405).
Overall, the CSR concept is inherently subjective and thus strongly
depends on individual perceptions and interpretations (Lange &
Washburn, 2012; Meynhardt & Gomez, 2019; Murphy & Schlegelmilch,
2013). Consequently, a publicly predominant subjective evaluation of
CSR represents an approximation of (subjectively valid) true CSR per-
formance (Meynhardt & Gomez, 2019; Meynhardt, 2009). Even though
most consumers view CSR favorably, not all of them incorporate CSR
into their buying behavior (Mohr et al., 2001). Among other factors,
conservatism seems to influence CSR reactions, especially for irre-
sponsible companies. Overall, conservatives seem to be less motivated
than liberals to respond to CSR misconduct (Antonetti & Anesa, 2017;
Chin et al., 2013; Gupta et al., 2017; Jost et al., 2017; Jung et al., 2017).
Antonetti and Anesa (2017), for example, find that conservatism ne-
gatively affects the intention to penalize companies due to aggressive
tax avoidance. Organizational research, moreover, proposes a negative

Journal of Business Research 114 (2020) 290-303

relationship between conservatism and the motivation to react to in-
sufficient CSR performance, for example, by proactively supporting CSR
activities within the company (Chin et al., 2013; Gupta et al., 2017). By
contrast, the effect of conservatism on consumer behaviors rewarding
high CSR seems less stable than that on behaviors penalizing low CSR.
On the one hand, Gromet et al. (2013) find that conservatism negatively
influences the intention to buy, as well as actual consumption of, en-
vironmentally friendly products. On the other hand, Jost et al. (2017)
find no significant effect of conservatism on rewarding buying behavior
and show that conservatism affects high CSR rewarding behavior less
than low CSR penalizing behavior. Moreover, Antonetti and Anesa
(2017) look at the impact of conservatism on the ethicality perception
of responsible tax strategies and the resulting reward reactions in two
independent studies. The findings imply an inconsistent effect, as the
first study supports the effect of conservatism on ethicality perception,
while no such effect occurs in the second study (Antonetti & Anesa,
2017). In sum, prior research indicates a stable negative effect of con-
servatism on penalizing reactions to low CSR and rather inconsistent
effects on rewarding reactions to high CSR. It remains unclear why the
effect of conservatism is especially strong for penalizing irresponsible
companies but does not influence rewarding responsible companies.
Shedding light on the cognitive and motivational processes underlying
the effect of conservatism could help explain this conundrum and make
CSR-related consumer decisions more predictable. For this purpose, we
aim, first, to identify the motivational and cognitive underpinnings of
conservatism’s negative effect on the penalization of irresponsible
companies. Second, we aim to reflect on and contrast the cognitive
process for CSR reactions to irresponsible versus responsible companies.

2.2. MSJ as conservatives’ motivated social cognition in consumption
contexts

Following a “hot” cognition approach (e.g., Bargh & Gollwitzer,
1994), Jost, Glaser, et al. (2003) suggest that the relatively strong
preferences of conservatives for security, safety and order translate into
motivated cognition, which influences how information is processed
and evaluated. System justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost
et al., 2004) provides a valuable theoretical reflection of this security-
related motivated social cognition and further specifies the underlying
process. Accordingly, conservatives’ specific needs amplify the ten-
dency to justify the current system with all its social, political, and
economic arrangements as inherently legitimate and fair and to per-
ceive inequalities as part of the natural order with no need for change
(Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost et al., 2004, 2017). According to Jost and
Hunyady (2005), system justification serves a palliative function that
helps in coping with unpleasant or even threatening aspects that are
complicated or even impossible to resolve. For example, in the case of
consumers’ perceptions of irresponsible business behavior that threa-
tens the idea of a fair and just market system, consumers have two
options to cope with the unpleasant fact of irresponsibility within the
market system: First, they can try to improve the situation by actively
penalizing irresponsible companies and rewarding responsible compa-
nies. However, this option involves self-sacrificing activities with low
probabilities of fully resolving the problem of irresponsible corporate
behavior. Second, they can try to rationalize that the irresponsible
company is in fact not irresponsible and free themselves from the need
to act. Of course, this second option does not improve the system and
could ultimately cause more consumer stress. However, the ease of
system justification and immediate relief from negative emotions seem
to (unconsciously) motivate especially security-oriented individuals to
prefer these quick relieves over actively trying to change things (Jost &
Banaji, 1994; Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Jost et al., 2004).

Hence, some studies concerned with the impact of conservatism on
consumers’ reactions to irresponsible business behaviors propose
system justification as a possible theoretical explanation for the effect
(Antonetti & Anesa, 2017; Jost et al., 2017; Jung et al., 2017). However,
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Crockett and Pendarvis (2017) argue that it could be helpful to specify
the justified system that drives specific consumer perceptions and be-
haviors. Based on the study of Jung et al. (2017), they suggest that
system justification is highly context specific, and hence, each context
will need to reflect a specific system. Focusing on the consumption
context, we can follow the consumer-oriented findings of Jung et al.
(2017) that imply that “conservatives are motivated to justify a notion
of capitalism that reifies large corporations as ‘the engine of the
economy’ and looks askance at government interventions” (Crockett &
Pendarvis, 2017, p. 502). Consequently, a market-specific form of
system justification should be especially prominent in consumption
contexts. The fair market ideology (Jost, Blount, et al., 2003) captures
exactly this form of MSJ. Consumers inclined toward a strong fair
market ideology tend “to view market-based processes and outcomes
not simply as efficient but as inherently fair, legitimate, and just” (Jost,
Blount, et al., 2003, p. 55). In comparison to general forms of system
justification, such as general system justification (Kay & Jost, 2003) or
the belief in a just world (Dalbert, Montada, & Schmitt, 1987; Jost &
Burgess, 2000), which provide justifications for the whole socio-
economic system, MSJ focuses on the justification of the free market
system and its relation to fairness. Moreover, MSJ is closely theoreti-
cally and empirically related to economic system justification (Jost,
Blount, et al., 2003; Jost & Thompson, 2000). However, economic
system justification focuses primarily on the justification of distribution
inequality (e.g., income or wealth), whereas MSJ reflects a broader
range of market-related outcomes (e.g., prices or employee layoffs) and
focuses on the justification of the fairness of typical market processes
(Jost, Blount, et al., 2003; Jost & Thompson, 2000).

There are some indications that MSJ may have an important influ-
ence on perception and behavior in the consumption context (Caruso,
Vohs, Baxter, & Waytz, 2013; Jost, Blount, et al., 2003; Hafenbradl &
Waeger, 2017). Caruso et al. (2013) find that exposure to money (which
is prevalent in most shopping situations) activates personal tendencies
to justify the market system. Furthermore, they find that money ex-
posure also activates general system justification; however, the effect
was far smaller than for the activation of MSJ. This finding implies that
MSJ might be a particularly fitting form of system justification for
consumption settings that works even better than general forms of
system justification to explain the effects of conservatism on CSR per-
ceptions and reactions. Moreover, Jost, Blount, et al. (2003) find that
individuals with a stronger tendency to justify the market react less
critically to corporate scandals. Hafenbradl and Waeger (2017) suggest,
furthermore, that managers who tend to justify the market system are
less morally outraged by unfair corporate behavior and therefore tend
to engage in less CSR. Based on these findings, we propose that MSJ is a
fitting construct in consumption contexts because it specifically relates
to the justification of processes and outcomes in markets (Caruso et al.,
2013; Jost, Blount, et al., 2003). Accordingly, conservatives will tend to
justify market-related behaviors and outcomes more than liberals,
which translates into less critical CSR perceptions of irresponsible
companies and, in turn, less penalizing reactions. Consequently, we
formulate our hypotheses as follows:

H1a. MSJ mediates the effect of consumers’ conservatism on their CSR
perceptions of irresponsible companies.

H1b. MSJ (M1) and consumers’ CSR perceptions (M2) sequentially
mediate the negative effect of consumers’ conservatism on their
intended and actual abstention from the consumption of products or
services produced by irresponsible companies.

2.3. The asymmetric effect of conservatism for low- versus high-CSR
companies

Understanding conservatism’s effect on reactions to low CSR as mo-
tivated social cognition, moreover, sheds light on the relatively weak
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effect of conservatism on reactions to high CSR found in prior studies
(e.g., Jost et al., 2017). As hypothesized above, in a consumption context,
conservatives’ relatively strong tendency to justify the market could ex-
cuse irresponsible business behavior that calls the market system into
question. However, this need-related motivated cognition should affect
the CSR perception of responsible companies differently because these
companies differ from irresponsible companies in their activation of
justification needs. Specifically, we suggest that the effect of con-
servatism will be weaker for the CSR perception of responsible compa-
nies than for that of irresponsible companies because MSJ affects features
that threaten the system (i.e., low CSR performance) but not features that
support the system (i.e., high CSR performance). According to system
justification theory, individuals with a tendency to justify the market
system defend behaviors “when there are problems, errors, or short-
comings associated with the application of such logics” (Jost, Blount,
et al., 2003, p. 80). The reason is that all these problems, errors and
shortcomings pose serious threats to the very foundations of the market
system and thereby imperil the safety and security of the system that
conservatives particularly value (Feygina, Jost, & Goldsmith, 2010; Jost
et al., 2017). By contrast, MSJ should not affect the CSR perceptions of
responsible companies because they support the idea of fair and legit-
imate markets by providing examples of fair and just behavior in markets
through their strong CSR performance. Therefore, high CSR performance
needs no further justification to keep the idea of fair markets alive,
whereas low CSR performance threatens notions of fairness and the le-
gitimacy of markets, requiring justification to be able to support it.
Realistically, however, most companies with good CSR performance have
at least some minor CSR issues that could also be affected by MSJ and
thus result in ideological differences in consumers’ CSR perceptions,
which translate into comparably smaller but not always eliminated in-
direct effects of conservatism through MSJ on the CSR perceptions of
responsible companies. In sum, we hypothesize that conservatives’ rela-
tively strong tendency to justify the market will affect the CSR percep-
tions of responsible companies less than those of irresponsible companies
because high CSR has a minimal need for justification. Hence, we expect
that the indirect effect of conservatism through MSJ on CSR perceptions
(H1a) will be stronger for irresponsible than for responsible companies
and, in turn, result in stronger reactions (H1b) to the CSR of irresponsible
than to that of responsible companies. Consequently, we formulate the
hypotheses as follows:

H2a. A company’s CSR performance moderates the indirect effect of
consumers’ conservatism through MSJ on their CSR perceptions such
that a higher MSJ has a stronger justifying effect on consumers’ CSR
perceptions of low-CSR companies than on those of high-CSR
companies.

H2b. A company’s CSR performance moderates the sequential indirect
effect of consumers’ conservatism through their MSJ (M1) and CSR
perceptions (M2) on their CSR reactions such that the effect is stronger
for the evaluation of companies with low CSR performance.

Fig. 1 summarizes our conceptual model.

To test these hypotheses, we conduct four empirical studies. In the
first two studies, we aim to test the first set of hypotheses that imply
that MSJ mediates the effect of conservatism on the CSR perceptions of
irresponsible companies (Hla) and the resulting penalizing reactions
(H1b). In studies three and four, we focus on the second set of hy-
potheses that look at the asymmetric conservatism effect on CSR per-
ceptions for low- versus high-CSR companies (H2a) and the resulting
differences in reactions (H2b). Moreover, these latter studies validate
the findings of the former studies by applying additional measures.

3. Study 1

The first study focuses on our first hypothesis: MSJ mediates the
effect of conservatism on the CSR perception of irresponsible companies
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(H1a). We conducted an online survey in Germany that was part of the
Public Value Atlas project (Public Value Atlas, 2019a). The Public Value
Atlas is regularly conducted in Germany and Switzerland; the survey
examines and transparently reports the public value perception of the
countries’ best-known organizations. For the German Public Value Atlas
2019, 11,769 German citizens evaluated the public value of 137 of the
best-known organizations, which the authors preselected according to
their size, brand value, or profit (Public Value Atlas, 2019b).

3.1. Sample and procedure

To recruit the sample for the online survey, we cooperated with the
independent German market research agency forsa (forsa.de), which
recruited and compensated the participants. Unlike typical online
samples, forsa’s offline-recruited sample includes non-internet users
who answered the questionnaire via a TV set-top box (Forsa, 2019).
This add-on motivates participation among older consumers, who make
up a large part of the overall population but normally lack the computer
literacy needed for online participation. For the Public Value Atlas
2019, 11,769 participants rated a maximum of 10 of 137 randomly
assigned organizations. For our purpose, which goes beyond public
value evaluation, participants who rated at least one of 12 preselected
(but randomly assigned) organizations in the Public Value Atlas an-
swered additional items related to our study. Of the 137 organizations
included in the Public Value Atlas, we selected 12 that were best suited
for our purpose. First, a pretest (N = 100 per organization) shows that
all organizations have a mean of at least 4 on a six-point Likert scale of
familiarity (1-“not at all familiar” to 6-“highly familiar”). High famil-
iarity with a company implies that most consumers already know the
company and (at least implicitly) have a certain CSR perception of it.
Second, the 12 selected companies are consumer-oriented because we
are interested in the process underlying consumer reactions to com-
panies. Third, the companies are rather low in CSR because we expect
the mediation effect to be most influential when looking at irrespon-
sible companies (H2a-H2b). Companies could be considered irrespon-
sible for reasons ranging from unhealthy or addictive products (Marl-
boro, Coca-Cola, and McDonald’s), widely reported exploitative
working or supplier conditions (Nike, Apple, Starbucks, Nestlé, and
Amazon), recent scandals (VW, Commerzbank or Deutsche Bank) to
often-criticized media sources (Bild). We used media reports from the
German popular press (e.g., Rexer, 2013; Zeit, 2019) and international
consumer websites for ethical consumption (ethicalconsumer.org) to
guide our selection. As CSR is an inherently subjective concept (Lange &
Washburn, 2012), we do not claim to list the most objectively irre-
sponsible companies. The primary objective of this selection is rather to
provide a wide range of highly familiar consumer-oriented companies
that are generally perceived to be socially irresponsible by the public.

Our subsample consists of 2476 participants with at least 258 par-
ticipants per company. The age of the participants in the subsample is
between 18 and 88 (M = 50.67, SD = 17.3), and 54% are male. Less
than one-half of the participants (39.9%) have a college degree or
higher. Approximately one-quarter of the participants (24.4%) report a
party affiliation with the CDU, 5.0% with the CSU, 19.7% with the SPD,
25.8% with the Greens (Griine), 9.7% with the Left (Die Linke), 9%
with the FDP, and 6.4% with the AfD. Overall, this distribution of so-
cioeconomic characteristics is similar to the distribution of the German
population, indicating a comparably representative sample.

Participants first rated their familiarity with each organization on a
Likert scale ranging from 1 — “not at all familiar” to 6 — “highly fa-
miliar”. As a measure of CSR, participants evaluated the public value of
organizations that were at least somewhat familiar to them (=4 on the
familiarity scale). For each company, they responded to four public
value items (Meynhardt, 2009; a = 0.83, e.g., “The organization be-
haves decently.”). The public value concept reflects how companies
contribute to the common good by fulfilling basic needs within a so-
ciety (Meynhardt, 2009). According to Meynhardt and Gomez (2019),
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public value is a suitable measure for CSR because it provides a psy-
chologically based understanding of individuals’ subjective perspec-
tives. Next, participants completed the fair market ideology short scale
(Jost, Blount, et al., 2003; five items; a = 0.77; e.g., “The free market
system is a fair system”), which measures the MSJ tendency by asking
how inherently fair, just, and legitimate they perceive the free market
system to be (Jost, Blount, et al., 2003). Next, participants indicated
their political affiliation by selecting one of seven major parties cur-
rently in the German Federal Parliament (68 participants skipped this
question and were hence not included in the final sample). Finally,
participants provided demographic data, including age, sex, and level
of education. Participants answered all questions, except demographic
items, on a six-point Likert scale (1-“I do not agree” to 6-“I completely
agree”; familiarity: 1-“not at all familiar” to 6-“highly familiar”).

To account for participants’ conservatism, we analyze their political
party affiliation. Research shows that individuals build their political
ideology to a large degree on their identification with political parties
that represent specific political ideas and values (Jung et al., 2017;
Mehrabian, 1996). We consider a political party conservative based on
the right-left and market-state (same results) allocation of German
political parties by Decker (2018). Accordingly, the CDU, CSU, FDP,
and AfD are right of center on the left-right spectrum and more market
oriented on the state-market spectrum, which we label as high con-
servatism. The Left, Greens, and SPD, in turn, are left of center on the
left-right spectrum and rather state oriented on the state-market
spectrum, which we label as liberalism or low conservatism. Given this
allocation, 55.2% of our sample consists of ideologically liberal con-
sumers, and 44.8% are ideologically conservative consumers. Table Al
in the appendix summarizes the means, scale reliability and correla-
tions of all included measures.

3.2. Analyses and results

First, we check whether our selection of companies indeed re-
presents socially irresponsible companies. To this end, we compare the
public value perceptions of the 12 selected companies with the re-
maining 126 companies from the Public Value Atlas (2019a) to take
into account the overall public value perception in German society. The
public value scores of each selected company are in the lowest public
value quartile of the Atlas. The comparatively low public value per-
ception applies to both conservative and liberal consumers, which im-
plies relatively low CSR performance for all 12 selected companies.

Next, we focus on the analysis of the hypothesis that MSJ mediates
the effect of conservatism on the CSR perception of irresponsible
companies. We analyze this hypothesized mediation effect using the
SPSS macro PROCESS, which calculates 95% confidence intervals using
a bootstrap procedure with 50,000 resamples (Hayes, 2018; Model 4).
We test separate models for each of the 12 companies, as only a sub-
sample (N > 250) rated each company. We set political ideology as a
dichotomous independent variable (high conservatism coded as “1” and
low conservatism coded as “—1"), MSJ as the mediator, and perceived
CSR as the dependent variable (see Table 1 for an overview of the re-
sults). First, the total effect of conservatism on CSR perception indicates
whether conservatives perceive the corporate behavior of irresponsible
companies as more socially responsible than liberals, as prior research
suggests (Antonetti & Anesa, 2017; Jung et al., 2017). In fact, for 10 of
12 companies, conservatism has a significant effect on consumers’ CSR
perception (see Table 1, fourth column). Only for the two banks
(Commerzbank and Deutsche Bank) is the effect of political con-
servatism on CSR perception not significant, although the effect is ob-
served in the same direction. Second, the indirect effect indicates (see
Table 1, right column) whether MSJ mediates the effect of conservatism
on CSR perception. The indirect effect is significant for 11 of 12 com-
panies (indirect effect = 0.054 with the corresponding 95%-CIs ex-
cluding zero). Only for the case of McDonald’s is the indirect effect not
significant, but it has the same tendency at a descriptive level (indirect
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effect = 0.034; 95%-CI = [—0.02; 0.09]). Table 1 presents all path
coefficients for each company case.

Furthermore, we conduct a meta-analysis of the 12 company cases to
examine the robustness of the hypothesized mediation effect of MSJ on
the effect of conservatism on the CSR perception of irresponsible
companies (H1a). Specifically, we run a random effects model using the
R add-on package metafor (Viechtbauer, 2010). We analyze the overall
indirect effect by using the Hedge estimator, which is unbiased with
respect to the population effect size, as it provides a weighting ac-
cording to the variance of each subsample effect (Cumming, 2012). The
overall estimate of the effect is 0.0814 (z 7.60, p < .001, 95%-
CI = [0.061; 0.102]), indicating a highly significant indirect effect (see
Fig. Al in the appendix). Additionally, the heterogeneity of subsample
effects is not significant (Q = 18.14; p = 0.08), implying that the ef-
fects do not differ due to the variability of the sample.

3.3. Discussion

Overall, the pattern of results of our first study corroborates for
various consumer-oriented companies the first hypothesis, which states
that, owing to a stronger MSJ, conservatives perceive irresponsible
organizations to be more socially responsible than their liberal coun-
terparts do. Specifically, conservatives perceive the CSR of 10 of 12
irresponsible companies as significantly higher, and the indirect effect
via MSJ is significant for 11 of 12 companies. Even though there is no
significant ideological difference in the CSR perceptions of the two
banks, MSJ, which is always significantly related to conservatism, still
has a highly significant impact on CSR perception. One explanation for
the non-significant ideological difference regarding the two banks
might be that the 2008 banking crisis severely threatened financial
security and system prosperity in many countries. This breach of se-
curity might have threatened security-valuing conservatives so strongly
that their relatively strong MSJ did not lead them to completely dis-
regard the CSR misbehavior of the two banks. Even though the indirect
effect of MSJ on CSR perception is not significant in the case of
McDonald’s, the meta-analysis reveals that the effect is highly sig-
nificant overall with regard to irresponsible companies.

4. Study 2

The pattern of results in the first study supports the first hypothesis
that MSJ mediates the effect of conservatism on consumers’ CSR per-
ceptions of irresponsible companies. In the second study, our goal is to
replicate this finding in another country to test the robustness and
generalizability of the effect to other cultures and political systems.
Moreover, we investigate whether this ideologically influenced differ-
ence in CSR perception, in turn, affects consumers’ reactions to irre-
sponsible companies (H1b).

4.1. Sample and procedure

To recruit the sample, we cooperated with the independent Swiss
market research agency intervista (intervista.ch), which invited Swiss
consumers to participate in this online survey in exchange for points
that are redeemable for vouchers. The final sample consists of 826
participants aged between 18 and 89 (M = 49.66, SD = 17.90), 52.2%
of whom are female. Less than one-quarter (23.9%) of the participants
have a college degree or higher. Most participants report a party af-
filiation with the SP (22.7%) or the SVP (21%). Moreover, 16.3% report
a party affiliation with the FDP, 12.2% with the GLP, 9% with the GPS,
8.1% with the BDP, 5.6% with the CVP, and 4.9% with the EVP.
Overall, this distribution of socioeconomic characteristics is similar to
their distribution in the Swiss population, indicating a comparably re-
presentative sample.

For the second study, we focus on three of the 12 companies from
the first study. Again, we select nationally well-known companies that
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are consumer oriented and low in CSR according to public opinion. As
the hypothesized mediation effect of MSJ is not significant in the first
study for the case of McDonald’s, we include McDonald’s in the second
study to investigate this case further. Moreover, we include Coca-Cola
as a highly consumer-oriented company that is internationally well
known. In addition to these two US-based global companies, we select
Nestlé, a Swiss company with global outreach. All three selected com-
panies rank relatively low in the Public Value Atlas in 2015 and 2017,
indicating relatively low CSR performance in Switzerland. In the
survey, participants first observed an organization’s name and logo and
had to indicate their familiarity with that organization. As in the first
study, only participants who were at least somewhat familiar with the
company (=4 on the familiarity scale; 13 participants were not in-
cluded in the sample due to low familiarity) subsequently evaluated the
company’s CSR as measured by public value (Meynhardt, 2009; four
items; a 0.87). We measure consumers’ penalizing reactions by
asking about their consumption frequency during the previous year and
their intention to pay more for the products or services produced by the
company of interest. We average both items to calculate an index of
consumers’ reactions (o = 0.68). We interpret the withdrawal of in-
tentions to pay more and to consume (i.e., low scores) as penalizing
reactions. Although boycotting might be the most influential penalizing
reaction, only a minority of consumers translates negative CSR eva-
luations into boycotts (Hoffmann, Balderjahn, Seegebarth, Mai, &
Peyer, 2018; Klein, Smith, & John, 2004). Research implies that boy-
cotting has high personal costs, which most consumers avoid even if
they see CSR misconduct critically (Klein et al., 2004). Accordingly, we
expect that less definite forms of penalizing reactions, such as lower
willingness to pay or minimization of consumption, will reflect a
broader range of consumers’ penalizing reactions. Next, consumers
completed the fair market ideology short scale as measure of MSJ (Jost,
Blount, et al., 2003; five items; a = 0.75). Finally, they indicated their
political party affiliation, as well as their age, sex, and level of educa-
tion. Participants answered all questions, except for demographic
questions, on a six-point Likert scale (1-“I do not agree” to 6-“I com-
pletely agree”; familiarity: 1-“not at all familiar” to 6-“highly familiar”;
frequency: 1-“never” to 6-“very often”).

As in Study 1, we use political party affiliation as a proxy for con-
servatism. According to Longchamp (2018), the SVP, FDP, CVP, and
BDP are right of center on the left-right spectrum, which we label high
conservatism. Conversely, the GPS, GLP, SP, and EVP are left of center
on the left-right spectrum, which we label liberalism or low con-
servatism. Based on this allocation, 51% of consumers in our sample are
ideologically conservative and 49% are ideologically liberal. Table A2
in the appendix summarizes the means, reliability and correlations of
all included measures.

=

4.2. Analyses and results

First, we use the second study to replicate the first study’s findings
in a Swiss sample. Hence, we test whether MSJ mediates the effect of
political ideology on CSR perception by using the PROCESS macro and
applying the same procedure as in the first study (Hayes, 2018; Model
4). For all three company cases, the results show a significant mediation
effect of fair market ideology on the effect of political ideology on
public value perception (indirect effect = 0.106; all 95%-CIs excluding
zero), which corroborates the pattern of results observed in the first
study. The hypothesized mediation effect also occurs for McDonald’s,
which was not significant in the first study (see the mediation model in
Table 2). Second, we test H1b, which implies that MSJ and CSR per-
ception sequentially mediate the effect of conservatism on consumers’
reactions to irresponsible companies. For this purpose, we use the
PROCESS macro sequential mediation model (Hayes, 2018; Model 6),
where conservatism (high conservatism coded as “1” and low con-
servatism as “—1") is the independent variable, MSJ is the first med-
iator, CSR perception is the second mediator, and consumer reactions
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are the dependent variable. We test a sequential mediation model for
each of the three unrelated subsamples for each company case. First,
sequential mediation is significant for all three company cases (se-
quential indirect effect = 0.041; all 95%-CIs excluding zero), corro-
borating our H1b. The total effect shows that conservatism has a sig-
nificant influence on consumers’ reactions for Coca-Cola (b = 0.234;
t = 2.16; p = .032) and Nestlé (b = 0.453; t = 5.30; p < .001).
However, there is no significant total effect of conservatism on reac-
tions for McDonald’s (b = 0.121;t = 1.57; p = .118), even though, on
a descriptive level, the effect shows the same tendency (see sequential
mediation model in Table 2).

4.3. Discussion

In short, the analysis replicates the findings from Study 1 that
consumers’ MSJ mediates conservatism’s effect on consumers’ CSR
perceptions (H1la). Moreover, we find that this effect extends to con-
sumers’ reactions (H1b). Specifically, we observe significant sequential
mediation, where conservative consumers report a higher MSJ and,
thus, perceive that irresponsible companies have higher CSR (H1a).
Consequently, conservatives show weaker penalizing reactions to irre-
sponsible companies than their liberal counterparts do (H1b). Overall,
the results corroborate our first two hypotheses. Unlike the first study,
in this study, we find a significant indirect effect of conservatism
through MSJ on perceptions of McDonald’s CSR. This finding further
corroborates the hypothesized mediation effect of MSJ on the re-
lationship between conservatism and perceptions of irresponsible
companies’ CSR. The inconsistency of this effect could be due to a
country-specific confounder in Germany that is not existent in
Switzerland. For example, McDonald’s recent decline in success among
German consumers (Nuque-Joo, Kim, & Choi, 2019) could have con-
founded the effect of MSJ such that conservatives no longer perceive
McDonald’s as fundamental to the market system and thus do not justify
its behavior. Furthermore, we find no total effect of conservatism on
consumers’ reactions for McDonald’s. First, this missing total effect does
not call the mediation effect into question but instead may bolster its
importance. According to methodological research, a significant total
effect is not required to test and interpret a mediation effect (Hayes,
2009; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Thus, there might still be a significant
indirect effect without a total effect. Moreover, research shows that
consumer reactions are very complex because a vast number of con-
textual (e.g., price, availability) and subjective (e.g., perceived con-
sumer effectiveness, involvement, or perceived availability) factors in-
fluence them (De Pelsmacker, Driesen, & Rayp, 2005; Vermeir &
Verbeke, 2006). As a result, the isolated total effects become more
difficult to identify. Accordingly, other influencing factors might blur
the effect of conservatism on consumers’ reactions to CSR performance
and, in this case, even override the total effect for McDonald’s.

5. Study 3

In the first two studies, we focus on CSR perceptions of irresponsible
companies and identified MSJ as a mediator of the effect of con-
servatism on CSR perceptions (H1a) and resulting reactions (H1b). In
the third study, we aim to contrast the findings for irresponsible com-
panies with those for responsible companies. According to the second
set of hypotheses, we expect that the indirect effect of conservatism
through MSJ on CSR perceptions will be stronger for irresponsible
companies than for responsible companies (H2a) and, in turn, influence
reactions to low CSR more than reactions to high CSR (H2b). Thus, we
expect a moderating effect of the CSR performance (high vs. low) of the
evaluated company on the indirect effect of conservatism through MSJ
on CSR perception (H2a), which will, in turn, affect consumers’ reac-
tions (H2b). Moreover, we aim to test the robustness of our findings for
the first set of hypotheses regarding irresponsible companies by using
additional measures for our main variables. First, we use a continuous

Journal of Business Research 114 (2020) 290-303

attitudinal measure of conservatism. Second, we use an extended 25-
item fair market ideology scale to measure MSJ. Third, we add an al-
ternative CSR scale to the public value measure. Finally, we extend and
specify the measure of the dependent variable by dividing consumer
reactions into consumer intentions and behaviors, each measured by
using a three-item scale. Overall, the third study allows us to test the
full conceptual model (see Fig. 1), which hypothesizes that MSJ and
CSR perception sequentially mediate the effect of conservatism on
consumers’ reactions more strongly for irresponsible companies than
for responsible companies.

5.1. Sample and procedure

We recruited German participants by posting a link to the survey
with an invitation to participate on various online platforms where
consumers engage without being paid and are motivated mostly by
their interest in the topic or to encourage participation in their own
studies in return (i.e., Facebook.com; Surveycircle.com; Poll-Pool.com).
In the invitation, we introduced the study as part of a scientific project
on the topic of consumer evaluations and decisions and asked for vo-
luntary participation of approximately ten minutes. The final sample
consists of 168 German consumers aged between 18 and 59
(M = 27.04, SD = 6.08), of whom 64.9% are female and 72.3% have a
college degree or higher. Approximately one-half (49.4%) of the par-
ticipants are randomly assigned to the low-CSR condition and the other
half (50.6%) to the high-CSR condition. Again, we choose well-known
companies from consumer-oriented sectors. To manipulate the CSR
performance of the evaluated companies in each condition, we identify
a responsible counterpart for each socially irresponsible company in the
same industry. As in the first two studies, we select McDonald’s for the
low-CSR condition and Vapiano as the high-CSR counterpart because it
is a comparably popular fast food restaurant that offers a contrast to
McDonald’s by providing freshly made and healthy food. Moreover, we
select Amazon (as in Study 1) for the low-CSR condition and DM as the
high-CSR counterpart because the latter is a comparably popular re-
tailer in Germany and scores in the highest quartile in the Public Value
Atlas 2019 (Public Value Atlas, 2019a). Finally, we choose Bild (as in
Study 1) for the low-CSR condition and Siiddeutsche Zeitung as the
high-CSR counterpart because it is a highly familiar newspaper and
scores in the highest quartile in the Public Value Atlas 2019.

After being randomly assigned to one of the two conditions, con-
sumers rated their familiarity with the three companies and indicated
the perceived CSR of each as measured by public value (Meynhardt,
2009; four items; a = 0.79). As an alternative measure of CSR per-
ception, we include a CSR scale (Curras-Pérez, Bigné-Alcafiz, &
Alvarado-Herrera, 2009; six items; e.g., “This company fulfills its social
responsibilities”; a = 0.91). This measure reflects whether consumers
perceive companies as taking their environmental and social obliga-
tions seriously and incorporating them into their businesses (Curras-
Pérez et al., 2009). Because the CSR construct has various definitions
and measures, we add this CSR scale to understand whether our find-
ings would be generalizable to other CSR measures. Next, participants
indicated their past consumption frequency of each company’s products
or services (last week, last month, last year; three items; a = 0.78) and
intention to penalize or reward each company (net promoter score,
intention to buy, willingness to pay more; three items; a = 0.77). As in
prior studies, we interpret low scores as penalizing intentions or be-
haviors, indicating a withdrawal of support for the company. The
questionnaire continued with the full fair market ideology scale to
measure MSJ (Jost, Blount, et al., 2003; 25 items; a = 0.85). Next,
participants indicated their conservatism by evaluating ideologically
laden claims (Roberts, 1996; four items; e.g., “The profits of the big
industries should be controlled by the federal government”; o = 0.71).
We excluded two items related to social health insurance in the initial
six-item scale by Roberts (1996) because social health insurance has
long been incorporated into the German system and is no longer a
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matter of political ideology (Béarnighausen & Sauerborn, 2002); in-
cluding them could negatively affect validity of this measure. Moreover,
we reverse-coded the items so that high scores indicate high con-
servatism (and low scores indicate high liberalism) to ensure compar-
ability with our prior studies. In comparison to the previously used
binary ideology allocation by partisanship, this attitudinal ideology
scale allows a linear measure. Finally, participants indicated their age,
sex, and level of education. Participants answered all questions, except
for demographic questions, on a six-point Likert scale (1-“I do not
agree” to 6-“I completely agree”; familiarity: 1-“not at all familiar” to
6—“highly familiar”; frequency: 1-“never” to 6-“very often”). Table A3
in the appendix summarizes the means, scale reliability and correla-
tions of all included measures.

5.2. Analyses and results

First, we analyze the respondents’ level of familiarity with the six
companies because familiarity is a prerequisite for asking participants
about their consumption of these companies’ products and services and
their CSR perceptions. The participants showed high levels of famil-
iarity with all six companies (M = 4.82 on a Likert scale from 1-“not at
all familiar” to 6-“highly familiar”; the minimum for each company
was 3). Because participants rated three companies in each condition
and reliability was high for each measure and company, we summarize
the evaluations of the three companies as a general score for each
condition (high vs. low CSR). The reliability of the company measures
remains high for the pooled scores (o = 0.71; see Table A3 in the
appendix). As intended, the two conditions significantly differed in
perceived CSR when measured by the public value scale (high CSR:
M 3.85, SD 0.75; low CSR: M 2.73, SD 0.77; t
(167) = —9.70,p < .001; Cohen’s d = 1.47) as well as by the CSR
scale (high CSR: M = 3.47,SD = 0.71; low CSR: M = 2.46, SD = 0.80;
t(167) = —8.61,p < .001; Cohen’s d = 1.34). This finding indicates
that CSR was in fact lower in the low-CSR condition than in the high-
CSR condition. The two CSR measures (i.e., public value and CSR scale)
were strongly correlated (r = 0.84; p < .001), indicating general-
izability to other measures of CSR.

Next, we aim to test the second set of hypotheses implying a dif-
ference in the indirect effect of conservatism through MSJ on CSR
perceptions (H2a) of high- versus low-CSR companies, as well as the
resulting reactions (H2b). To test H2a, we use a moderated mediation
model and the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018; Model 14). Here, we
define conservatism as the independent variable; consumers’ CSR per-
ceptions, as measured by the public value and the CSR scale, as de-
pendent variables; MSJ as the mediator; and the manipulated CSR
condition (high CSR coded as “1”, low CSR as “—1”) as the moderator
of the effect of MSJ on CSR perceptions. To check the effect robustness
for different measures, we test separate models for the public value and
CSR scales as second mediators. First, the analysis reveals a significant
index of moderated mediation for the model with public value as the
dependent variable (index = —0.13; 95%-CI = [—0.27; —0.01]) and
the model with CSR as the dependent variable (index = —0.14; 95%-
CI = [—0.28; —0.02]; see Table 3, second and third columns, for an
overview of the results). In both models, the indirect effect of con-
servatism through MSJ on CSR perceptions is significantly stronger for
the low-CSR condition (public value: effect = 0.25; 95%-CI = [0.14;
0.37]; CSR: effect 0.22; 95%-CI = [0.11; 0.35]) compared to the
high-CSR condition (public value: effect 0.12; 95%-CI [0.02;
0.22]; CSR: effect 0.07; 95%-CI [—0.03; 0.18]). A significant
interaction between the CSR condition and MSJ on CSR perceptions
(public value: b = —0.18,p = .05; CSR: b = —0.20, p = .04) implies
that MSJ functions, as hypothesized, as motivated social cognition for
CSR perceptions of irresponsible companies but significantly less so for
responsible companies. Fig. 2 presents the conditional effect of the focal
predictor — MSJ — on CSR perceptions. Additional floodlight analyses
(Johnson & Neyman, 1936; Spiller, Fitzsimons, Lynch, & Mcclelland,
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2013) reveal that participants with an MSJ score higher than 4.86 (4.59
when the CSR scale was used instead of the public value scale) did not
report significantly different evaluations of CSR for low- and high-CSR
companies (see Table A4 in the appendix for full Johnson-Neyman
analyses).

To test H2b, we estimate a moderated sequential mediation model
(Hayes, 2018; Model 91), which accounts for the complete conceptual
model (see Fig. 1). Here, we define conservatism as the independent
variable; consumers’ intentions or behaviors as dependent variables;
MSJ as the first mediator; and CSR perception, as measured by public
value or the CSR scale, as the second mediator. Finally, we define the
manipulated CSR condition (high CSR coded as “1”, low CSR as “—1")
as the moderator of the effect of MSJ on CSR perceptions. Again, we test
separate models for the public value and the CSR scale as second
mediators to examine the robustness of our findings for different
measures. Moreover, we run separate models for consumers’ intentions
and behaviors as dependent variables. The index of moderated media-
tion indicates that all tested mediation models differ due to the CSR
condition, as all 95% confidence intervals of the index exclude zero (see
the moderated sequential mediation model in Table 3). Specifically, the
significantly negative index implies that the sequential mediation effect
is significantly higher in the low-CSR condition than in the high-CSR
condition.

5.3. Discussion

In the third study, we replicate the findings of the first two studies
by showing an indirect effect of conservatism through MSJ on CSR
perceptions (H1a) and, in turn, on consumers’ intentions and behaviors
(H1b) toward irresponsible companies. Moreover, we find support for
the hypotheses that the effect of conservatism through MSJ on CSR
perceptions (H2a) and, in turn, on consumers’ reactions (H2b) is
stronger when consumers evaluate low-CSR than when they evaluate
high-CSR companies. That means that conservatives perceive and react
to low-CSR companies less critically than liberals but show small or no
significant differences in their perceptions of and reactions to high-CSR
companies. Additionally, we demonstrate the robustness of our pre-
vious findings by replicating them with additional measures of the key
constructs.

6. Study 4

Overall, the first three studies corroborate our initial hypotheses
regarding MSJ as an important mediator in the relationship of con-
servatism, CSR perceptions (H1a) and resulting reactions (H1b), as well
as of the asymmetric mediation effect for irresponsible versus re-
sponsible companies (H2a & H2b). However, some important questions
remain that we aim to answer in the final study. First, we propose and
test whether MSJ is the best-fitting form of system justification under-
lying the conservatism-CSR perception relationship in the context of
consumption (Caruso et al., 2013; Jost, Blount, et al., 2003). Although
all three studies support the notion that MSJ is an important mediator,
they do not empirically contrast MSJ with other forms of system jus-
tification, such as general system justification (Kay & Jost, 2003) or
economic system justification (Jost & Thompson, 2000). Second, we
hypothesize that CSR performance will moderate the indirect effect of
conservatism through MSJ on CSR perceptions (H2a) and, in turn, on
reactions (H2b), which the third study corroborates. However, the
strong focus on the external validity of the research design could have
limitations for the internal validity of the proposed effect (see also
Morales, Amir, & Lee, 2017 for a discussion of this issue). By choosing
real-life companies to operationalize high- versus low-CSR conditions,
we risk the possibility that not only CSR differences but also company-
specific confounding variables, such as ethnocentrism, brand loyalty,
brand preference or animosity, explain the proposed moderation effect.
For this purpose, we aim to control for all company-specific
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confounders by looking at just one company and experimentally ma-
nipulating its overall CSR performance. Third, in all three studies, we
look at penalizing reactions to low CSR by focusing on the (intended)
withdrawal of support or rewards (i.e., low intention to consume or low
past consumption frequency). However, the literature shows that con-
sumers can go a step further in penalizing low CSR performance by
completely boycotting a company (De Pelsmacker et al., 2005; Farah &
Newman, 2010; Klein et al., 2004). Thus, we add consumers’ boycotting
intentions as an additional expected penalizing reaction to low CSR to
address a broader range of consumer reactions.

6.1. Sample and procedure

We recruited German participants by using the online panel plat-
form Prolific (prolific.co), where participants receive a small payment
for their participation. Recent empirical work supports the suitability of
Prolific for online experiments because of its high data quality, which
exceeds that of prominent alternatives such as MTurk (Peer,
Brandimarte, Samat, & Acquisti, 2017). The final sample consists of 149
German consumers aged between 18 and 59 (M = 29.07, SD = 7.98),
of whom 45% are female and 39.1% have a college degree or higher.
Approximately one-half (49%) of the participants were randomly as-
signed to the low-CSR condition and the other half (51%) to the high-
CSR condition. To control for various company-specific confounding
variables, we manipulated the CSR of only one company. We chose Ikea
because the company is highly familiar to people in Germany, highly
consumer-oriented and ranks in the middle group of the Public Value
Atlas (2019). By selecting a company that has a medium public value
ranking, we expect to be able to manipulate CSR performance in po-
sitive and a negative direction.

First, participants indicated their age, sex, and level of education.
Next, participants completed the liberalism scale from Study 3 that we
reverse-coded to measure conservatism (Roberts, 1996; four items;
a 0.72). Afterward, participants answered four different system
justification scales in a randomized order. In addition to the fair market
ideology scale that we use in all prior studies to measure MSJ (Jost,
Blount, et al., 2003; 25 items; a = 0.89), we include the general system
justification scale (Kay & Jost, 2003; eight items; e.g., “In general, I find
society to be fair”; a = 0.81) and the belief in a just world scale
(Dalbert et al., 1987; six items; e.g., “By and large, I think people get
what they deserve”; a = 0.83). Moreover, we include a pretested short
version of the economic system justification scale (Jost & Thompson,
2000; seven items; e.g., “Equal distribution of resources is unnatural”;
a = 0.78). We include a short version of the economic system justifi-
cation scale because the initial 17-item scale showed little differentia-
tion from the fair market ideology scale (pre-study in Germany with
N = 620: r = 0.78; p < .001), thus indicating possible problems re-
sulting from multicollinearity. To address this issue, we selected the
seven items with the lowest correlations with the fair market ideology
scale but high correlations with the initial economic system justification
scale (see Table A5 in the appendix for the analysis). After completing
the system justification scales, participants received a short sustain-
ability assessment of Ikea provided by an expert that either emphasized
the company’s negative CSR aspects (low-CSR condition) or its positive
CSR aspects (high-CSR condition). Thus, participants in the low-CSR
condition read that Ikea sells many plastic products that are harming
the environment and produces many products in developing countries
to save money. In the high-CSR condition, participants read that Ikea
offers many products from recycled materials that are environmentally
friendly and invests in good working conditions for their producers in
developing countries (see Table A6 in the appendix). After they read
this information, we asked the participants about their perceptions of
Ikea’s CSR, using the public value scale (Meynhardt, 2009; four items;
a 0.78) and the CSR scale (Curras-Pérez et al., 2009; six items;
a = 0.94). In the next step, we asked about participants’ reward in-
tentions (net promoter score, intention, willingness to pay more; three
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items; a = 0.73), as well as their willingness to boycott Ikea (Farah &
Newman, 2010; six items; e.g., “I intend to start/keep boycotting Ikea”;
a = 0.93). Finally, participants indicated their familiarity with Ikea
prior to the study. Participants answered all questions, except for de-
mographic questions, on a six-point Likert scale (1-“I do not agree” to
6-“I completely agree”; familiarity: 1-“not at all familiar” to 6—“highly
familiar”). Table A7 in the appendix summarizes the means, scale re-
liability and correlations of all included measures.

6.2. Analyses and results

First, we find that Ikea was highly familiar to the participants
(M = 5.30, SD = 1.00; the minimum was 3), which made it comparable
to the well-known firms used in the three prior studies. As in Study 3,
the public value and CSR scale, which we use to measure CSR per-
ceptions, are highly correlated (r = 0.78;p < .001). To be concise, we
focus this analysis on the public value scale as a CSR measure and re-
port the very similar results obtained using the CSR scale in the ap-
pendix (see Tables A8-A10). Moreover, we find that the two conditions
(high vs. low CSR) varied significantly in their CSR perception (high
CSR: M 3.93, SD 0.91; low CSR: M 3.06, SD 1.03; t
(148) = —5.50,p < .001; Cohen’s d = 0.92). This finding indicates
that our manipulation of Ikea’s CSR performance was successful.

The first aim of this study is to compare the mediation effect of the
MSJ on the relation between conservatism and CSR perception to other
system justifying ideologies, such as economic system justification (Jost
& Thompson, 2000), general system justification (Kay & Jost, 2003), and
belief in a just world (Dalbert et al., 1987). For this purpose, we conduct
a parallel mediation analysis using the SPSS macro PROCESS (Hayes,
2018; Model 4), where we define conservatism as the independent
variable, CSR perception as measured by public value as the dependent
variable and the four system justification ideology scales as parallel
mediators. We expect that the effect of conservatism and system justifi-
cation is stronger for low versus high CSR for the evaluated company;
thus, we run this mediation analysis only for participants in the low-CSR
condition (N = 73). Our results show that the total effect of conservatism
on CSR perception (total effect 0.41; p < .001) is significantly
mediated by the four system justification scales (summarized indirect
effect = 0.35; 95%-CI = [0.09; 0.60]; direct effect = 0.07; 95%-
CI = [—0.22; 0.36]; see Table A7 for a summary of the results). As
expected, conservatism positively influenced all four system justification
scales (b = 0.31; p < .001). However, MSJ is the only significant
mediator among the four system justification scales. Specifically, MSJ
(indirect effect = 0.29; 95%-CI = [0.06; 0.54]) has a stronger indirect
effect than economic system justification (indirect effect = 0.00; 95%-
CI = [—-0.19; 0.22]), general system justification (indirect effect = 0.01;
95%-CI [—0.18; 0.19]) and belief in a just world (indirect ef-
fect = 0.04; 95%-CI = [—05; 0.11]). We obtain similar results when we
define the CSR scale instead of the public value scale as the dependent
variable (see Table A8 in the appendix).

The second aim of this study is to validate that the indirect effect of
conservatism through MSJ on CSR perceptions (H2a), and in turn on
reactions (H2b), is stronger when consumers evaluate low-CSR than
when they evaluate high-CSR companies. For the analysis of H2a, we
use the moderated mediation model of the PROCESS macro (Hayes,
2018; Model 14). Here, we define conservatism as the independent
variable; consumers’ CSR perceptions, as measured by public value, as
the dependent variable; MSJ as the mediator; and the CSR performance
condition (high CSR coded as “1”, low CSR coded as “—1”) as the
moderator of the effect of MSJ on CSR perceptions. First, the analysis
reveals a significant index of moderated mediation for the model with
public value as the dependent variable (index —0.36; 95%-
CI = [—0.61; —0.10]; see the moderated mediation model in Table A9
in the appendix for an overview of the results). Specifically, the indirect
effect of conservatism through MSJ on CSR perceptions is significantly
stronger for the low-CSR-performance condition (effect = 0.41; 95%-
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CI = [0.24; 0.62]) than for the high-CSR-performance condition (ef-
fect = 0.06; 95%-CI = [—0.14; 0.25]) and only significant in the low-
CSR, but not high-CSR condition. A significant interaction of CSR
condition and MSJ on CSR perceptions (b = —0.41,p < .001) implies
that MSJ functions, as hypothesized, as motivated social cognition for
CSR perceptions of irresponsible companies, yet significantly less so for
responsible companies (see Fig. A2 in the appendix). Additional
floodlight analyses (Johnson & Neyman, 1936; Spiller et al., 2013) re-
veal that participants with an MSJ score higher than 3.68 perceived
high-CSR companies to not be significantly higher in CSR than low-CSR
companies. Moreover, participants with an MSJ score of 5.37 or higher
even perceived low-CSR companies to be significantly higher in CSR
than high-CSR companies (see Table A10 in the appendix for the full
Johnson-Neyman analyses).

To test H2b, we run a moderated sequential mediation model (Hayes,
2018; Model 91) that represents our conceptual model (see Fig. 1). Here,
we define conservatism as the independent variable; MSJ as the first
mediator; CSR perception, as measured by public value, as the second
mediator; and rewarding intention or boycott intention as the dependent
variable (using two separate models for each dependent variable). We
use the CSR performance condition as a moderator of the relationship
between MSJ and CSR perception (with the high-CSR condition coded
“1” and the low-CSR condition coded “—1”). The analysis reveals sig-
nificant moderated sequential mediation when the dependent variable is
reward intention (index —0.23; 95%-CI = [—0.44; —0.06]) as well
as intention to boycott (index = 0.21; 95%-CI = [0.05; 0.41]; see, for an
overview of the results, Table A9 in the appendix). Specifically, the re-
sults show that the effect of conservatism on the intention to reward Ikea,
sequentially mediated by MSJ and CSR perception, is significantly
stronger in the low-CSR condition (effect 0.27; 95%-CI = [0.13;
0.45]) than in the high-CSR condition (effect = 0.04; 95%-CI = [—0.09;
0.16]). In turn, the effect of conservatism on the intention to boycott,
sequentially mediated by MSJ and CSR perception, is also significantly
stronger in the low-CSR condition (effect = —0.24; 95%-CI = [—0.41;
—0.11]) than in the high-CSR condition (effect 0.03; 95%-
CI = [—0.14; 0.09]). In fact, the sequentially mediated effect of con-
servatism on CSR reactions was significant in the low-CSR condition but
not in the high-CSR condition. We obtain similar results when we define
the CSR scale instead of the public value scale as the first mediator (see
the moderated sequential mediation model in Table A9 in the appendix).

6.3. Discussion

In the fourth study, we first corroborate the role of MSJ as a crucial
mediator of the relationship between conservatism and CSR perception
for irresponsible companies (H1a) in comparison to other system jus-
tification ideologies. Specifically, our results imply that other system
justification ideologies, such as economic system justification, general
system justification or belief in a just world, do not explain the ideo-
logical differences in CSR perception better than MSJ does. Second, we
also corroborate our hypothesis that the indirect effect of conservatism
through MSJ has a stronger impact on CSR perception when the eval-
uated company shows low rather than high CSR (H2a). This asymmetric
effect on CSR perceptions also translates into differences in the effect on
CSR reactions (H2b). Specifically, we find a stronger indirect effect of
conservatism through MSJ and CSR perceptions on consumers’ re-
warding intentions in the low-CSR condition than in the high-CSR
condition. In fact, there was no significant indirect effect of con-
servatism on CSR perceptions and reactions in the high-CSR condition,
implying that conservatives and liberals appreciate high CSR similarly.
In comparison to Study 3, which supports these hypotheses, the fourth
study examines the effect in a controlled experimental setting focusing
on only one firm and thereby avoiding company-specific confounding
variables. Third, the results also imply that the conservatism effect on
CSR perception affects boycotting intentions to a similar degree because
it affects reward withdrawal intentions, as tested in prior studies.

298

Journal of Business Research 114 (2020) 290-303

Specifically, we find that the indirect effect of conservatism through
MSJ and CSR perceptions influenced boycotting intentions significantly
more in the low-CSR-performance condition than in the high-CSR-per-
formance condition.

7. General discussion

Our four empirical studies support the initial hypotheses that MSJ
mediates the impact of conservatism on consumers’ CSR perceptions of
irresponsible companies, which in turn influences consumers’ reactions.
Specifically, we find that conservative consumers report relatively high
MSJ; therefore, they perceive the CSR of low-CSR companies to be more
favorable, and as a result, they penalize those companies less than their
liberal counterparts do. Moreover, we find that the indirect effect of
conservatism through MSJ applies less to the CSR evaluations of re-
sponsible companies than to those of irresponsible companies, which in
turn translates into fewer ideological differences in consumer reactions
to responsible companies than in those to irresponsible companies.
Overall, these findings contribute to a better understanding of the effect
of conservatism on consumers’ CSR perceptions and reactions by spe-
cifying the underlying motivational and cognitive process and by
shedding light on the asymmetric effect of CSR perceptions on irre-
sponsible versus responsible companies. In sum, we are confident that
these results are robust and generalizable because we tested the main
hypotheses for various consumer-oriented companies from different
industries in two different countries (Germany and Switzerland) with
various population-representative samples. Moreover, we used different
measures for the main constructs.

7.1. Implications for research

Previous studies have shown a stable effect of conservatism on re-
actions to irresponsible business behavior (Antonetti & Anesa, 2017;
Jost et al., 2017; Jung et al., 2017) but an inconsistent effect on reac-
tions to responsible business behavior (Antonetti & Anesa, 2017; Jost
et al., 2017). In this study, we first specify the cognitive and motiva-
tional process underlying the effect of conservatism to understand why
conservatism influences CSR reactions to irresponsible companies.
Based on system justification theory (Jost, Blount, et al., 2003; Jost
et al., 2004), we propose and test the idea that MSJ is the best-fitting
motivated social cognition that explains the effect of conservatism on
CSR perceptions and related reactions. As hypothesized, our analyses in
Study 4 imply that MSJ is a better fitting form of system justification
than more general forms (i.e., general system justification, belief in a
just world) or related constructs (i.e., economic system justification).
Second, we contrast the effect of conservatism on the CSR perceptions
of responsible versus irresponsible companies to shed light on possible
asymmetry in the conservatism effect. Here, we find that the indirect
effect of conservatism through MSJ affects the CSR perceptions of ir-
responsible companies more strongly than those of responsible com-
panies. The asymmetric effect on CSR perceptions also translates into an
asymmetric effect of conservatism on CSR reactions. Overall, these
findings extend the understanding of how conservatism influences the
CSR reactions found in prior research by specifying the underlying
process and shedding light on the asymmetric effect on responsible
versus irresponsible companies. These new insights have the potential
to resolve some inconsistencies from the literature by highlighting that
conservatives’ relatively high MSJ less strongly affects perceptions of
responsible companies’ CSR than of irresponsible companies’ CSR,
which explains the relatively weak effect on reactions to high-CSR
companies compared to low-CSR companies found in prior research.

7.2. Managerial implications

In times of strong political polarization, segmentation based on
political ideology is a powerful tool to correctly understand and



A. Jasinenko, et al.

approach the specific needs and values of politically motivated target
groups (Jung et al., 2017; Septianto et al., 2019). In most countries,
there are publicly available data on voting behavior that help to seg-
ment geographic areas on a liberalism-conservatism continuum (e.g.,
Jung et al., 2017). Moreover, data from social media allow for the
identification of the political ideology users on an individual level
(Merrill, 2016; Septianto et al., 2019). Accordingly, practitioners have
many opportunities to track the political ideologies of individual con-
sumers or specific areas relatively easily. Our research helps to address
these segments more appropriately when addressing CSR. For example,
the findings imply that liberals perceive CSR misconduct more critically
than conservatives do, and accordingly, they are ready to penalize these
companies more strongly. Consequently, companies with CSR issues
should invest in CSR marketing, especially when approaching liberal
consumers. The results of Study 4, for example, show that positive and
negative CSR arguments could matter, especially for liberal consumers,
and significantly influence their intentions. Moreover, we find that
conservatism has only a negligible effect on the CSR perceptions of
responsible companies. Specifically, our analyses show that con-
servatives and liberals perceive the CSR of responsible companies
equally well. Accordingly, political segmentation does not seem sui-
table for promoting high-CSR companies. Instead, high-CSR companies
should communicate their CSR achievements independent of political
ideology. Overall, our findings help to predict consumers’ CSR reactions
to irresponsible and responsible companies more precisely.

7.3. Limitations and future research

Although we believe that the overall pattern of results in our four
empirical studies is robust, the topic of ideological differences in the
consumer context leaves many interesting possibilities for future re-
search. For example, it would be interesting to extend our findings to
perceptions of other socially relevant misbehaviors. Our results show
that conservatives are less critical when evaluating CSR misconduct.
However, studies suggest that in other contexts, conservatives can be
even more critical than liberals. Jung et al. (2017), for example, suggest
that conservatives are more critical in service scenarios than liberals
are. Moreover, a study by Bhattacharjee, Berman, and Reed (2015)
shows less moral decoupling among conservatives than among liberals
when evaluating the performance of individuals who behaved im-
morally. Interestingly, the studies that indicate that conservatism re-
sults in more critical ethicality evaluations (Bhattacharjee et al., 2015;
Jung et al., 2017) focus on perceptions of individual behavior. In
contrast, our study suggests that conservatism results in less critical
ethicality evaluations and focuses on the evaluation of institutionalized
corporate behavior. This difference is consistent with system

Appendix A

See Figs. 1 and 2 and Tables 1-3.
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justification theory, which suggests that individuals tend to justify the
misconduct of predominant institutionalized actors (Jost et al., 2004).
Future research could elaborate on whether there is a difference in the
conservatism effect for perceptions of individual versus
stitutionalized behavior or whether other factors influence this effect.
The direction of causality of the studied effect is not completely re-
solved. Do consumers perceive CSR differently because of their
ideology, or is their ideology a result of different perceptions? Analyses
of reversed-ordered mediators (i.e., where CSR perception influences
MSJ) were not significant, supporting the hypothesized direction of
causality (see Table All in the appendix). Moreover, theoretically,
political ideology is a highly stable construct based on deeply held
beliefs and needs and is incorporated into consumers’ personalities
(Jost et al., 2017; Jung et al., 2017), whereas CSR perception is prone to
both perceptual bias and framing effects (Lange & Washburn, 2012).
Hence, the direction of causality we propose in the conceptual model
seems theoretically valid. From a methodological perspective, it would
be ideal to experimentally manipulate ideology to address causality.
However, research suggests that ideology cannot be quickly coerced or
manipulated and changes only after years of processes, such as adap-
tation or replacement (Haack & Sieweke, 2018; Jost et al., 2017; Jung
et al., 2017). Hence, future studies could focus on societies where an
ideological shift occurs over time (e.g., the transition in East Germany
from a socialist to a capitalist system, as used in Haack & Sieweke,
2018). From a theoretical perspective, moreover, it would be highly
interesting to relate conservatism to dynamic complexity theories, in
particular, the theory of synergetics (Haken, 1984; Meynhardt,
Chandler, & Strathoff, 2016). Our findings focus predominantly on the
micro-level analysis by asking how consumers’ conservatism influences
their perceptions and reactions. However, conservatism is not an iso-
lated characteristic but is highly embedded in society and its interaction
with groups and individuals. The theory of synergetics takes the com-
plexity of multilevel interactions into account and could therefore help
reflect on the impact of political ideologies from a broader perspective
(Haken, 1984; Meynhardt et al., 2016). Accordingly, political ideology
could constitute an important order parameter resulting from changing
macro-level properties (i.e., a growing ideological gap) and influencing
micro-level evaluations (Meynhardt et al., 2016).
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Fig. 2. Interaction effect of market system justification (MSJ) and corporate social responsibility (CSR) condition on CSR perceptions in Study 3.

Table 1

Study 1: Sample size with number of conservatives (cons.), means of perceived CSR of irresponsible organizations and unstandardized path coefficients of the
hypothesized mediation, where conservatism (CON) is the independent variable, market system justification (MSJ) the mediator, and CSR perception (CSR) the
dependent variable.

Amazon

Apple

Nike

McDonald’s

Coca-Cola

Commerz-bank

Starbucks

vw

Nestlé

Deutsche Bank

Bild

Marlboro

N (n of

cons.)

289
(139)

300
(123)

258
(108)

280
(125)

298
(141)

282
(130)

284
(123)

313
(135)

270
(119)

328
(173)

304
(141)

296
(135)

MEANCSR overall
(SD)

3.30
(1.13)

3.24
(1.12)

3.14
(1.01)

3.04
(1.19)

3.05
(1.15)

2.96
(1.17)

2.87
(1.07)

2.84
(1.11)

2.67
(1.20)

2.45
(1.09)

2.22
(1.07)

1.97
(1.08)

Total Effect
(CON — CSR)
b

0.265"
(4.10)

0.140*
(2.14)

0.154*
(2.43)

0.245"
(3.50)

0.227"
(3.478)

0.055
(0.79)

0.144*
(2.26)

0.131*
(2.08)

%

0.246"" (3.41)

0.065
1.07)
0.291""
(4.90)

0.200""
(3.22)

CON — MSJ MSJ — CSR  Direct Effect

b (®

0.341""
(7.36)

0.352""
(7.20)

0.209"
(3.86)

0.284""
(5.67)

0.361""
(7.45)

0.305""
(6.78)

0.216""
(4.63)

0.273"
(5.52)

0.298"
(5.53)

0.240""
(5.06)

0.218"
(4.65)

0.338"
(6.67)

b (t)

0.246"
(3.02)

0.353"
(4.73)

0.260""
(3.63)

0.120
(1.44)

0.386""
(5.15)

0.506""
(5.72)

0.292"
(3.67)

0.197"
(2.75)

0.394"
(5.01)

0.260""
(3.76)

0.333"
(4.73)

0.266""
(3.78)

(CON — CSR)
b (0

0.182"
(2.61)

0.016
(0.23)

0.100
(1.56)

0.211""
(2.86)

0.087
(1.28)

—0.099
(—1.38)

0.081
(1.25)

0.077
(1.18)

0.129
(1.76)

0.002
(0.04)

0.218"
(3.68)

0.111
(1.69)

Indirect Effect (CON — MSJ — CSR)
b [95%-CI]

0.084
[0.03; 0.15]

0.124
[0.07; 0.19]

0.054
[0.02; 0.10]

0.034
[—0.02; 0.09]

0.139
[0.08; 0.21]

0.154
[0.09; 0.23]

0.063
[0.02; 0.11]

0.054
[0.01; 0.10]

0.117
[0.06; 0.19]

0.063
[0.03; 0.11]

0.073
[0.04; 0.11]

0.090
[0.04; 16]

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01.
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Table 2

Study 2: Unstandardized mediation coefficients of the mediation models and sequential mediation model for each company. In the mediation model, conservatism
(CON) is the independent variable, MSJ the mediator, and CSR perception (CSR) the dependent variable. In the sequential mediation model, conservatism (CON) is
the independent variable, MSJ the first mediator, CSR perception (CSR) the second mediator and consumers’ reaction (RA) the dependent variable.

Mediation Model Sequential Mediation Model

Total Effect Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect Direct Effect Sequential Mediation (CON — MSJ — CSR — RA)

(CON — CSR) (CON — CSR) (CON — MSJ — CSR) (CON — RA) (CON — RA) b [95%-CI]
b(® b® b [95%-CI] b () b (0

McDonald’s 0.164" 0.058 0.106 0.121 0.057 0.041
(2.63) 0.91) [0.05; 0.17] 1.57) 0.72) [0.01; 0.07]

Coca-Cola 0.228" 0.107 0.121 0.234* 0.124 0.110
(2.94) (1.36) [0.06; 19] (2.16) (1.25) [0.05; 0.19]

Nestlé 0.484"" 0.235"" 0.249 0.453"" 0.156 0.118
(6.69) (6.69) [0.17; 0.35] (5.30) (1.89) [0.06; 0.19]

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01.

Table 3

Study 3: Unstandardized conditional effects of the moderated mediation model (model 1a and 2a), the moderated sequential mediation model (model 1b-4b) and the
index of moderated mediation with 95% confidence intervals. In each model, conservatism (CON) is the independent variable, MSJ the first mediator and the CSR
condition the moderator variable. In model 1a, public value (PV) is the dependent variable, and in model 1b and 3b, public value is the second mediator. In model 2a,
CSR is the dependent variable, and in model 2b and 4b, CSR is the second mediator. Consumers’ intention is the dependent variable in model 1b and 2b, and

consumer behavior is the dependent variable in model 3b and 4b.

Moderated Mediation Model

Moderated Sequential Mediation Model

Model 1a Model 2a

Model 1b Model 2b Model 3b Model 4b
Y =PV Y = CSR M2 = PV M2 = CSR M2 = PV M2 = CSR
Y = Intention Y = Intention Y = Behavior Y = Behavior

Low CSR Condition 0.25; 0.22 0.139 0.105 0.075 0.052

[0.14; 0.37] [0.11; 0.35] [0.08; 0.22] [0.05; 0.18] [0.03; 0.14] [0.01; 0.11]
High CSR Condition 0.12 0.07 0.068 0.036 0.037 0.018

[0.02; 0.22] [ —0.03; 0.18] [0.01; 0.13] [—-0.01; 0.09] [0.00; 0.08] [—0.01; 0.06]
Index of Moderated Mediation -0.13 -0.14 —0.072 —0.069 —0.039 —0.034

[-0.27; —0.01] [-0.28; —0.02]

[-0.15; —0.00]

[-0.14; —0.01] [-0.09; —0.01] [—-0.08; —0.01]

Appendix B. Supplementary material

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.04.006.
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