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Abstract The purpose of this study is to explore whether

different aspects of corporate social responsibility (i.e.,

economic, legal, and ethical) have independent association

with job applicants’ attraction to organizations and how

applicants combine the information. Further, from a per-

son–organization fit perspective, we examine whether

applicants are attracted to organizations whose corporate

social responsibility (CSR) reflects their differences in

ethical predispositions (i.e., utilitarianism and formalism)

and Machiavellianism. Using factorial design, we created

scenarios manipulating CSR and pay level. Participants

read each scenario and answered questions about their

attraction to the organization depicted in the scenario. We

found that each aspect of CSR had an independent rela-

tionship with organizational attraction and the probability

of accepting a job offer. Participants combined information

from each type of CSR in an interactive, configural man-

ner. Applicants with different ethical predispositions and

Machiavellianism personality were affected by CSR to

different extents. Understanding how job applicants eval-

uate CSR information may give managers an opportunity

to influence applicant attraction. Further, our study shows

that organizations may be able to maximize the utility of

their CSR investments by selectively conveying CSR

information in recruitment brochures that are attractive to

their ideal applicants. This is the first study to examine how

job applicants form their perception based upon different

configurations of the multiple aspects of CSR. In addition,

this is the first study to examine the moderating effect of

individual differences in ethical predispositions and

Machiavellianism on the relationship between CSR and

applicant attraction.
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A slowdown in labor supply growth, coupled with increasing

demand, especially in professional and service occupations,

is projected to cause a labor shortage in the next decade,

making the war for talent even fiercer (Bureau of Labor

Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor 2009). As a result, both

recruitment practitioners and researchers are increasingly

aware of the importance of organizational attractiveness to

potential applicants (Barber 1998; Ehrhart and Ziegert

2005). Scholarly recruitment research has identified a num-

ber of antecedents of applicant attraction (see Chapman et al.

2005). One increasingly important factor is corporate social

responsibility (CSR). Socially responsible firms view CSR

as a source of competitive advantage by attracting a higher

quality and quantity of job applicants (Fombrun and Shanley

1990; Turban and Greening 1996).

Understanding more about the relationship between

CSR and applicant attraction is particularly important now,

given numerous corporate scandals, heighted public inter-

est in business ethics, and the proliferation of the standards

related to social performance. These changes also have an

impact on the workplace, with great implications for

employees. Thus, job applicants may consider a prospec-

tive employer’ social performance in addition to other
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aspects about organization and job (e.g., pay, type of work)

in their decision-making process.

The underlying theoretical rationale for linking CSR and

applicant attraction is that firms adopting socially responsi-

ble actions may develop more positive images, which yield a

competitive advantage by attracting a higher quantity and

quality of human resources (Davis 1973; Fombrun and

Shanley 1990). To date, only a few empirical studies (e.g.,

Bauer and Aiman-Smith 1996; Turban and Greening 1996)

have investigated the relationship between a firm’s CSR

practices and applicant attraction. These studies have typi-

cally examined a set of observable corporate social activities

and policies designed to address social issues such as those

related to community relations, employee relations, and

treatment of the environment. The multi-faceted approach of

previous studies has added to our knowledge of CSR and

applicant attraction. There is, however, the need for addi-

tional work that covers CSR activities encompassing eco-

nomic, legal, and ethical responsibilities (Carroll 1979;

Wartick and Cochran 1985; Wood 1991) and examines the

relationship among them in the applicant attraction context.

In the current study, we expect that each aspect of CSR would

have independent relationship with applicant attraction. We

also expect interaction effects wherein synergy develops

among various aspects of CSR.

On an important and related note, research has shown

that ethical values are a significant attribute of both orga-

nizations and individuals (Victor and Cullen 1988). Thus, it

is logical to assume that individuals who place a higher

value on more ethical behaviors should be attracted to more

socially responsible companies that espouse higher ethical

standards than to companies that do not. To date, only one

study (Greening and Turban 2000) has examined this

relationship in the context of person–organization (P-O) fit.

Therefore, the current study extends previous research by

examining the influence of CSR on applicant attraction

from a P-O fit perspective. Specifically, we examine the

influence of fit between individual ethical frameworks and

organizational ethical values, as embodied in CSR, during

job-choice process.

The purpose of this study, therefore, is twofold. First, we

explore whether different aspects of CSR (i.e., economic

and non-economic) have independent association with job

applicants’ attraction to organizations and how job appli-

cants combine information on multiple aspects of CSR. To

do so, we employ the definition of CSR first developed by

Carroll (1979) and later refined by Schwartz and Carroll

(2003). They describe CSR as encompassing the entire

range of obligations business has to society and involving

economic, legal, and ethical responsibilities.

The second goal of this study is to examine the influence

of CSR on applicants’ attraction to organizations from a P-O

fit perspective. Specifically, following from an interactionist

framework, we examine whether job applicants are attracted

to organizations whose CSR reflects their own ethical pre-

dispositions. We do so by examining whether individual

differences in ethical frameworks and Machiavellianism, a

personality trait closely related to ethical decision making,

moderate the influence of CSR on applicant attraction.

Review of the Literature and Hypotheses

Researchers have operationalized and studied several out-

come variables associated with applicant attraction to

organizations. These variables include perceptions of

organizational attractiveness (e.g., Lievens and Highhouse

2003; Turban and Greening 1996; Turban and Keon 1993),

job pursuit intentions (e.g., Cable and Judge 1994; Gate-

wood et al. 1993), acceptance intentions (e.g., Cable and

Judge 1996), and actual job choice (Judge and Cable 1997).

In this study, we focus on two outcomes: perceptions of

organizational attraction and probability of accepting an

offer if one were to be extended. These two variables have

been recognized as the most important and consistent cri-

teria to assess the utility of recruitment from the perspec-

tive of job applicants (Aiman-Smith et al. 2001; Chapman

et al. 2005).

Corporate Social Responsibility

Carroll (1979) originally identified four domains of cor-

porate social responsibility: economic, legal, ethical, and

discretionary. His conceptualization provides a valuable

framework for overall analyses of CSR and has been quite

influential in the understanding and research of the con-

struct. More recent work has built on Carroll’s model,

reviewing and redefining the basic concept (e.g., Swanson

1995; Wood 1991). Schwartz and Carroll (2003) revisited

Carroll’s (1979) seminal work and reduced the four

domains down to three, making a significant case that

discretionary responsibilities are best subsumed under the

economic and/or ethical domains, as determined by dif-

ferent motivations for philanthropic activities. Following

from this work, we conceptualize CSR in this study as

encompassing three domains, economic, ethical, and legal.

CSR as a Predictor of Applicant Attraction

Prior empirical research of CSR and applicant attraction has

begun to validate the positive link between CSR and appli-

cant attraction (Bauer and Aiman-Smith 1996; Behrend et al.

2009; Turban and Greening 1996; Williams and Bauer

1994). The majority of these studies have emphasized spe-

cific social programs and policies directed toward different

ethical issues. CSR literature has suggested that CSR is a
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multi-aspect construct, accommodating both economic

concerns and non-economic concerns such as legal and

ethical actions (Aupperle et al. 1985). Consequently, it is

important to examine multiple components of CSR and

investigate the extent to which they are related to applicant

attraction. Building on previous research, the present study

examines the relationship between the three CSR domains

(i.e., economic, legal, and ethical) and applicant attraction.

We expect that, as distinct components of CSR, these three

domains will exert independent influence on applicant

attraction. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1a Higher levels of corporate economic

performance will be associated with increased applicant

attraction to organizations.

Hypothesis 1b Higher levels of corporate legal perfor-

mance will be associated with increased applicant attrac-

tion to organizations.

Hypothesis 1c Higher levels of corporate ethical per-

formance will be associated with increased applicant

attraction to organizations.

Configurality of CSR

The previous hypothesis is predicated on the assumption

that individuals combine information on various compo-

nents of CSR in a simple additive manner. That is, the

component cues are added together to arrive at an overall

evaluation. Such additive models generally provide suffi-

ciently good fit and approximate the cognitive processes

underlying decision making (Goldberg 1971). Neverthe-

less, even though an additive model may provide an

excellent approximation of data, it does not necessarily

represent how the cognitive process works. As noted by

Hoffman, the fitting of any mathematical model to cogni-

tive process is at best a ‘‘paramorphic’’ process (1960,

p. 125). That is, being able to accurately describe the

judgmental process does not mean capturing the actual

judgmental process. Therefore, it is worthwhile for

researchers to specify other methods used by decision

makers.

Configural cue processing has long been used to

describe complex decision making involving multiple cues

in many areas of decision making (e.g., Hitt and Barr 1989;

Kristof-Brown et al. 2002). Researchers in configural cue

processing have investigated the extent to which people

could make decisions from a configural or multiplicative

function of multiple cues (Mellers 1980). Though confi-

gural cue processing is more complex than an additive

model mathematically, the former is not necessarily more

difficult to process cognitively than the latter, particularly

with a limited number of cues. As noted by Einhorn (1971),

a model’s mathematical simplicity does not imply that it is

easy to use cognitively. A mathematically more complex

model may in fact be easier to use cognitively. Therefore,

people may process all information and look at trade-offs

between different cue values when faced with decisions

involving a limited number of cues (Keeney and Raiffa

1976).

Indeed, tradeoffs and choices are inherent in ethical

decision making. From a corporate perspective, profit

maximization is often in conflict with pursuit of social

goals such as environmental protection and product safety

(Swanson 1995). As a consequence, management needs to

confront the challenge of balancing the competing

demands and making trade-offs between economic goals

and moral duties. Prior research in socially responsible

investing and consumer behavior has also indicated that

investors and consumers often make ethical trade-offs

between financial and ethical considerations (e.g., De

Pelsmacker et al. 2005; Glac 2009). For example, De

Pelsmacker et al. (2005) found that consumers make

trade-offs between different attributes of a fair-trade

product, a product that is bought at fair prices from

farmers in developing countries for sustainable develop-

ment and marketed at an ethical premium. Thus, consis-

tent with prior work, we expect that job applicants may

face the same ethical dilemma as investors and consumers.

That is, they may need to make trade-offs between a high

salary in one job against organizational prestige of another

job.

In light of the above discussion, the present study

examines whether job applicants engage in configural cue

processing when they combine CSR information, that is,

whether multiple CSR components interact with one

another in influencing job applicants’ attraction to organi-

zations. Specifically, we argue that the relationship

between economic responsibility and applicant attraction

will be strongest when the levels of both legal and ethical

responsibility are high. Like job applicants choose a res-

ervation wage and only apply to those jobs meeting their

reservation wage, they might set minimum standards on

each of the CSR attributes. As long as the organization

meets its legal and ethical responsibility to at least a

moderate degree, economic responsibility is a crucial fac-

tor influencing applicant attraction. Under such circum-

stances, job applicants may consider trade-offs between,

for example, legal and ethical responsibility, and com-

pensate a lack of an attribute by having a surplus of

another. We expect an intensification effect wherein syn-

ergy develops among various CSR attributes. However,

once the levels of legal and ethical responsibility drop

below a certain level, then the appeal of high economic

responsibility is diminished. Thus, we expect that the

relationship between economic responsibility and
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attraction would be weaker when legal responsibility is

low, and this buffering effect of low legal responsibility

would be more pronounced when ethical responsibility is

low. That is, the positive association between economic

responsibility and applicant attraction is weakest when the

levels of both legal and ethical responsibility are low.

Hypothesis 2 The relationship between economic

responsibility and applicant attraction will be strongest

when the levels of both legal and ethical responsibility are

high and weakest when the levels of both legal and ethical

responsibility are low.

CSR from the Perspective of Person–Organization Fit

According to Schneider’s attraction–selection–attrition

model (1987), people are attracted to organizations as a

function of their compatibility with the recruiting organi-

zations. Job applicants would self-select in if there is an

adequate level of P-O fit. Of particular relevance to the

present study is the role of P-O fit in determining indi-

viduals’ attraction to organizations. That is, people’s

preferences for particular organizations are a function of

their congruence between the organizations and themselves

in terms of some attributes.

While there is a plethora of evidence concerning P-O fit

on applicant attraction to organizations in terms of dif-

ferent characteristics (e.g., Chatman 1991; Judge and

Cable 1997), little research has addressed an important

aspect of both organizations and individuals—ethical

values. This is an important omission from the literature

because on the organization side, organizational charac-

teristics such as CSR are visible and salient for job

applicants, and might be perceived as signals of organi-

zational values and ethical climates. On the person side,

individual difference in ethical frameworks and Machia-

vellianism may serve as relevant moderators for the

relationship between CSR and applicant attraction.

Accordingly, the present study examines the essentially

unaddressed question concerning P-O fit: Are job appli-

cants attracted to organizations whose CSR practices

reflect their own ethical frameworks?

Earlier researchers have proposed an interactionist

model of ethical decision making. For example, Victor and

Cullen (1988) developed an ethical climate model to dis-

tinguish different types of ethical climates in terms of five

dimensions: law and code, caring, instrumentalism, inde-

pendence, and rules. They found that there existed a sim-

ilarity in satisfaction levels across companies, suggesting

that most employees developed ‘‘at least a palliative level

of satisfaction’’ with their organizations’ ethical climates

(p. 119). Otherwise, those who failed to fit in their

organizational ethical climates would have either quit their

jobs or operated in their zone of indifference. Accordingly,

these authors called for more research to consider the

impact of fit between individuals’ level of moral develop-

ment and organizations’ ethical climate.

A number of empirical studies have provided support

for the proposition that individual characteristics moderate

the influence of organizational ethical environment on

applicant attraction (Bauer and Aiman-Smith 1996; Beh-

rend et al. 2009; Greening and Turban 2000; Sims and

Keon 1997; Smith et al. 2004). Building on previous

work, we examine whether individual differences in eth-

ical predispositions and Machiavellianism moderate the

relationship between multiple aspects of CSR and appli-

cant attraction.

One approach to classify individual ethical decision

making is by examining individuals’ ethical predisposi-

tions. Ethical predispositions refer to the cognitive frame-

works individuals prefer to use in moral decision making

(Brady 1985). To date, ethical predisposition researchers

have focused primarily on two frameworks—utilitarianism

and formalism. Utilitarians evaluate the outcomes or con-

sequences of actions as ethical or not, rather than the

actions themselves. To the extent that actions create good

or minimize harm, they are ethical. Formalists, however,

subscribe to a set of rules or principles for guiding

behavior. To the extent that actions conform to these rules

or principles, they are ethical (Brady 1985).

Individual ethical predispositions might affect applicant

attraction to different organizations. Because strong utili-

tarians assess ethical situations in terms of consequences,

they would be more likely to pay attention to the economic

performance of the recruiting organizations, which has a

more direct bearing on their own interest. After all, part of

the basic motivation for people to enter the labor market

and accept jobs is to obtain rewards from a job (Simon

1951). Thus, strong utilitarians would be more attracted to

productive and profitable companies than weak utilitarians.

Indeed, some P-O fit research has demonstrated that

achievement-oriented applicants were more attracted to

organizations with outcome-oriented cultures (Judge and

Cable 1997; O’Reilly et al. 1991).

In contrast, since strong formalists emphasize the

importance of rules, principles, or some other formal

features of ethics to determine moral behaviors, they

would be more likely to be attracted to an organization

upholding its legal and ethical responsibility than weak

formalists. That is, strong formalists would prefer orga-

nizations that obey the laws and society’s ethical rules,

because such organizations would be seen as consistent

with their process-based approach to ethical decision

making.
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Hypothesis 3a The relationship between economic

aspect of CSR and organizational attraction is stronger for

strong utilitarians than for weak utilitarians.

Hypothesis 3b The relationship between legal aspect of

CSR and organizational attraction is stronger for strong

formalists than for weak formalists.

Hypothesis 3c The relationship between ethical aspect of

CSR and organizational attraction is stronger for strong

formalists than for weak formalists.

Another individual personality trait that is closely rela-

ted to ethical decision making is Machiavellianism.

Machiavellianism is the dispositional tendency of an indi-

vidual to employ manipulative, exploitive, and devious

tactics and strategies in order to achieve one’s goals

without regard for feelings, rights, and needs of other

people (Wilson et al. 1996). Thus, high Machs (people with

high Machiavellianism) are thought to ‘‘manipulate more,

win more, are persuaded less, persuade others more’’ than

low Machs (Christie and Geis 1970, p. 312). Empirical

research has demonstrated that Machiavellianism influ-

ences ethical decision-making process. High Machs tend to

be less ethical in their decision making (Hegarty and Sims

1978; Singhapakdi and Vitell 1990) and view questionable

business practice as more acceptable (Bass et al. 1999;

Winter et al. 2004).

Because high Machs are concerned about extrinsic

goal of financial success (Tang and Chen 2008), it stands

to reason that high Machs applicants would be more

attracted to highly profitable companies. The reasoning

here is similar to that used in forming the previous

hypothesis related to utilitarianism. Nevertheless, we

expect high Machs would be less attracted to companies

that embrace high legal and ethical standards. According

to Christie and Geis (1970), certain situational factors,

such as latitude for improvisation, may facilitate or mask

individual characteristics of high and low Machs. In their

experiments, they found that high Machs were superior in

loosely structured situations where they were able to take

advantage of ambiguity of the situation. In the context of

our study, we argue that companies with tightly struc-

tured legal and ethical climate will be less likely to

provide a favorable situation to high Machs for personal

gains. In other words, such environment provides less

latitude to high Machs for improvisation or exploitation.

As a result, we expect that high Machs applicants would

prefer companies high in the economic aspect of CSR

and avoid companies high in the legal and ethical aspects

of CSR.

Hypothesis 4a The relationship between economic

aspect of CSR and organizational attraction is stronger for

high Machs than for low Machs.

Hypothesis 4b The relationship between legal aspect of

CSR and organizational attraction is stronger for low

Machs than for high Machs.

Hypothesis 4c The relationship between ethical aspect of

CSR and organizational attraction is stronger for low

Machs than for high Machs.

Study 1—Methods

Study 1 was designed to test the main and interactive

relationship between economic, legal, and ethical perfor-

mance and job applicants’ decision making, as well as the

moderating effects of individual ethical predispositions,

that is, utilitarianism and formalism.

Subjects and Procedure

Participants included 201 undergraduate business students

approaching graduation at a northeastern university. The

mean age of respondents was 22.7 (SD = 4.34). Across the

sample, the race-ethnicity breakdown was 86.3% Cauca-

sian, 6.1% African-American, 1.5% Hispanic, 4.1% Asian-

American, and 2% other. Men comprised 61% of the

sample, and the mean work experience was 6.48 years

(SD = 4.72). All data used in this study were collected

from written surveys distributed and collected in respon-

dents’ classrooms by the first author at the university

during a regularly scheduled class period.

The participants were instructed that the study was being

conducted to explore what influences their attraction to

potential employers. Each participant received a packet

containing instructions, individual information survey, and

scenario cards. Respondents were asked to imagine them-

selves as job seekers preparing to interview with an orga-

nization possessing the characteristics depicted in the

scenarios. Respondents were also told to assume that all the

companies and jobs were exactly the same except as

described in the scenarios. At the end of each scenario, they

were asked to answer a series of questions about their

attraction to the organization as an employer. The

respondents were advised to take a break if they felt

fatigued.

Scenario Descriptions

In study 1, three CSR cue variables were manipulated:

economic, legal, and ethical responsibilities. The descrip-

tions of the low, medium, and high levels of each cue

variable were derived from Clarkson (1995), Wood (1991),

and Sethi (1979). Three subject matter experts reviewed the

descriptions and agreed that they were adequate in
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portraying different levels of each CSR cue variable. Each

of the manipulations is listed in Table 1. A pilot study was

conducted among 10 business students to determine whe-

ther the manipulated cue levels generated the desired per-

ceptions of low, medium, and high levels of each aspect of

CSR. T tests of the mean level of perceived economic,

legal, and ethical performance were performed. We found

that the mean levels were significantly different among the

low, medium, and high level of each cue, suggesting that

respondents were able to distinguish among different levels

of each aspect of CSR. Following is a sample scenario:

The company is financially stable and able to meet

the needs of customers. It does not violate any

applicable laws and regulations established by gov-

ernments. The company complies with the basic

ethical norms of the communities in which it operates

but only addresses ethical lapses when its activities

are made public.

An orthogonal design was deemed appropriate because

firms strong in one aspect of social responsibility do not

necessarily excel in the other aspects. Accordingly, all values

of each CSR cue variable were fully crossed with the values

of each of the others, creating every possible combination

and permitting assessment of the relative importance placed

on each of them by respondents (Hoffman et al. 1968). The

completely crossed design resulted in 27 scenarios. Because

higher-order interactions of the cues were predicted, a full

factorial design was used, in which subjects were asked to

judge all scenarios (Graham and Cable 2001).

Three random scenarios were replicated to assess sub-

jects’ reliability between the scenarios, bringing the total

number of scenarios to 30. We calculated test–retest cor-

relation coefficient to determine the consistency of the

responses to each of the three scenarios and their

duplicates. The average correlation coefficient was .66 for

attraction to organization and .67 for probability of

accepting offer, indicating acceptable test–retest reliability

(Benson and Clark 1982).

To minimize sequencing effects, the 30 scenarios were

placed in random order before being placed in each partici-

pant’s packet. In addition, cue order within the scenarios was

varied across subjects such that one-third of the sample read

scenarios containing cues presented in the order (a) eco-

nomic-legal-ethical, (b) ethical-economic-legal, or (c) legal-

ethical-economic. This strategy allowed us to test for cue

order effects while maintaining consistency in cue presen-

tation within subjects to minimize confusion (Kristof-Brown

et al. 2002). One-way ANOVAs of cue order indicated no

significant differences in the dependent variables.

Individual Difference Variables

Utilitarianism and formalism were measured with the

character traits version of Brady and Wheeler’s (1996)

measure of ethical predispositions. Respondents rated 13

character traits on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not

important to me) to 7 (very important to me). Utilitarianism

included traits of innovative, resourceful, effective, influ-

ential, results oriented, productive, and a winner. Formal-

ism included the traits of principled, dependable,

trustworthy, honest, noted for integrity, and law abiding.

These two scales had Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities of .74

and .70, respectively.

Dependent Variables

Perception of organizational attraction was measured with

three items using a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = to a

very great extent), adapted from Turban et al. (2001).

Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which

Table 1 Overview of corporate social responsibility attributes for study 1

Corporate social responsibility (CSR)

Economic performance Legal performance Ethical performance

Level Low The company is

financially struggling

and has difficulty

meeting its commitment

The company has been convicted of serious

law violations. It strongly resists any

regulation of its activities

The company has been involved in a series of

legal but unethical acts

Medium The company is

financially stable and

able to meet the needs of

customers

The company does not violate any applicable

laws and regulations established by

governments

The company complies with the basic ethical

norms of the communities in which it

operates, but only addresses ethical lapses

when its activities are made public

High The company is

financially very sound

and has impressive

growth

The company not only obeys laws and

regulations but also cooperates with

governments to help them improve industry

standards and assists congress in legislating

for the public good

The company is known for living up to moral

principles and codes of conduct. It treats

employees fairly and equally, is dedicated to

environment protection, and helps address

community needs
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they would like to work for this company, would choose

this company as one of their first choices as an employer,

and would find a job with this company attractive. The

Cronbach’s alpha was .98. Participants were also asked to

indicate the likelihood that they would accept an offer of

employment at this company, if one were made.

Analyses

Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) (Raudenbush and

Bryk 2002) has been advocated for use with a policy-

capturing design, because it allows an examination of

within- and between-subjects variance (Morrison and

Vancouver 2000; Rotundo and Sackett 2002). Specifically,

each subject’s decision policy is captured at the within-

subjects level of analysis. At the between-subjects level of

analysis, the focus is on the impact of decision makers’

characteristics on their decision policies (Klaas et al. 2006).

According to Hofmann and Gavin (1998), grand mean

centering level-1 predictors is superior to a raw metric

approach in hierarchical linear models, because the former

can reduce multicollinearity problems in level-2 analysis.

However, centering would not make the intercept term

more interpretable in the present study because the cue

levels were experimentally controlled and the same across

subjects (Kristof-Brown et al. 2002). Therefore, the level-1

predictors were used in their original metric without cen-

tering. The level-2 predictors were grand mean centered

before entering in the HLM analyses.

Study 1—Results

Hypothesis testing in HLM involves evaluating a series of

models. We first ran a null, unconstrained model with no

level-1 or level-2 predictors. The results provided evi-

dence of significant between-subjects variance in percep-

tion of organizational attraction (s00 = 0.28, df = 200,

v2 = 671.72, p \ .001) and probability of accepting offer

(s00 = 139.85, df = 200, v2 = 1066.61, p \ .001), thereby

justifying further cross-level analyses. The intraclass cor-

relation coefficients (ICC) were 7.3% and 12.6%, indicat-

ing that about 7% of the variance in perception of

organizational attraction and 13% of the variance in

probability of accepting offer were between individuals

(Table 2). Though the ICCs were not high, they suggested

that a multilevel model incorporating within- and between-

subjects factors may be useful (Luke 2004).

Within-Subjects Analyses

In order to test the direct relationship between CSR cues

and the two outcome variables, we ran a random coefficient

model with the three CSR cues as level-1 predictors and the

two outcome variables as level-1 dependent variables. The

regression coefficients were modeled as random effects at

level 2, varying as a function of a grand mean and a ran-

dom error. There were no level-2 predictors in this model.

As can be seen in Table 3, the average slope coefficient for

each of the three cue variables was positive and statistically

significant. The positive direction on each of the coeffi-

cients indicated that as levels of the cue variables rose, on

average, perception of organizational attraction and prob-

ability of accepting offer increased, supporting Hypotheses

1a, 1b, and 1c. The largest average coefficient was for legal

responsibility (c20 = 1.08 & 16.99), followed by economic

(c10 = .98 & 15.90) and ethical responsibility (c30 = .93 &

14.79). The random-effects variance components in the

random coefficient model were all greater than zero, sug-

gesting unmodeled variability. Thus, adding more predic-

tors to the model was warranted.

Within-Subjects Interaction Effects

Hypothesis 2 proposed that information on economic,

legal, and ethical responsibility cues would interact

Table 2 Study 1—means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations of study variables

Variable Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.

1. Economic responsibility 2.03 .84 –

2. Legal responsibility 1.93 .81 .00 –

3. Ethical responsibility 2.00 .77 .00 .00 –

4. Utilitarianism 5.64 .66 .00 .00 .00 –

5. Formalism 6.16 .57 .00 .00 .00 .46** –

6. Attraction to organization 3.93 1.97 .42** .45** .37** .03* -.04** –

7. Probability of accepting offer 51.04 33.28 .40** .42** .35** -.02 -.08** .95** –

Note: Results were based on responses provided by 201 decision makers to 30 cases

Zero correlations of the manipulated variables reflect the experimental nature of the policy capturing method

For the three cue variables, 1 low level of responsibility, 2 medium level of responsibility, 3 high level of responsibility

* p B .05; ** p B .01
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multiplicatively to influence job applicants’ attraction to

organizations. Therefore, we used SAS Proc Mixed to test

the incremental variance explained by the two- and three-

way interactions among responsibility cues. The advantage

of SAS Proc Mixed over HLM is that it can model the

interaction effects among predictors at the same level while

modeling the random effects.

The results are presented in Table 4. Because lower-

order interactions cannot be interpreted in the presence of

significant higher-order interactions (Aiken and West

1991), only the highest-order significant interactions were

of interest in the present study. The three-way interaction

was statistically significant for probability of accepting

offer (b = .97, p \ .05), partially supporting Hypothesis 2.

Although not hypothesized, we found two-way interaction

effects between economic and legal responsibility for

organizational attraction (b = .16, p \ .01). The three-way

interaction was plotted in Fig. 1. As shown in Fig. 1, the

pattern is consistent with a reinforcement or synergistic

interaction relationship, suggesting that configural cue

processing is present in decisions of job applicants. We

also conducted simple slope tests using software developed

by Preacher et al. (2006). Results showed that the positive

association between economic responsibility and proba-

bility of accepting offer was significant for all four com-

binations of legal and ethical responsibility. As we

expected, however, the association was strongest when

both legal and ethical responsibilities were high (simple

slope = 23.19, t = 18.16, p \ .001) and weakest when

both legal and ethical responsibilities were low (simple

slope = 11.35, t = 12.17, p \ .001).

Between-Subjects Analyses

To test the moderating effects of individual ethical pre-

dispositions on the relationship between CSR and applicant

attraction to organizations, the intercepts and the level-1

slope coefficients for economic, legal, and ethical respon-

sibility cues were regressed on the two ethical predisposi-

tions variables—utilitarianism and formalism.

Hypothesis 3a predicted that the relationship between

economic aspect of CSR and organizational attraction

Table 3 Study 1 HLM estimation: within-subjects analyses

Variable Organizational attraction Probability of accepting offer

Coefficient SEa t Varianceb Coefficient SEa t Varianceb

Intercept, b0j -2.01*** .10 -19.45 1.31*** -43.72*** 2.05 -21.36 600.49***

Economic responsibility, b1j .98*** .04 27.93 .18*** 15.90*** .60 26.49 54.41***

Legal responsibility, b2j 1.08*** .03 37.52 .10*** 16.99*** .47 36.02 25.71***

Ethical responsibility, b3j .93*** .03 33.37 .08*** 14.79*** .49 30.18 27.28***

Effect size (%)c 51 46

Note: Results were based on responses provided by 201 decision makers to 30 cases

***p B .001
a Average estimated SE of the within-subjects regression coefficients
b Variance in within-subjects parameter estimates and chi-square test of significance of variance
c Percentage of explainable within-subjects variance in the dependent variable accounted for by the inclusion of CSR cues

Table 4 Study 1—results of generalized least squares analysis for interactive configural cue processing

Variable Organizational attraction Probability of accepting offer

Coefficient SE t Coefficient SE t

Intercept -.42 .29 -1.44 -21.64*** 5.05 -4.29

Economic responsibility .43** .13 3.29 8.34*** 2.25 3.70

Legal responsibility .51*** .13 3.92 9.12*** 2.23 4.09

Ethical responsibility .62*** .13 4.71 11.61*** 2.26 5.15

Economic 9 legal .16** .06 2.59 2.19* 1.02 2.15

Legal 9 ethical .03 .06 .42 -.20 1.03 -.19

Economic 9 ethical .03 .03 .48 -.15 1.03 -.15

Economic 9 legal 9 ethical .05� .05 1.79 .97* .48 2.03

Note: Results were based on responses provided by 201 decision makers to 30 cases
� p B .10; * p B .05; ** p B .01; *** p B .001
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would be stronger for strong utilitarians than for weak

utilitarians. As can be seen in Table 5, Hypothesis 3a was

not supported in the equation of economic responsibility,

where utilitarianism was not significantly associated with

variance in within-subjects slope for either outcome.

However, contrary to our expectation, in the equation of

ethical responsibility, utilitarianism was found to be sig-

nificantly and negatively associated with variance in slope

for perception of organizational attraction (c31 = -.15,

p \ .01) and for probability of accepting offer (c31 =

-2.64, p \ .01).

Hypothesis 3b and 3c predicted that the relationship

between legal and ethical aspects of CSR and organizational

attraction would be stronger for strong formalists than for

weak formalists. In the equation of economic responsibility,

formalism was not significantly associated with the variance

in within-subjects slope for either outcome. In the equation

of legal responsibility, formalism was significantly and

positively associated with slope variance for perception of

organizational attraction (c22 = .17, p \ .01) and for prob-

ability of accepting offer (c22 = 2.95, p \ .01). Finally, in

the equation of ethical responsibility, formalism was sig-

nificantly and positively associated with slope variance for

perception of organizational attraction (c32 = .16, p \ .01)

and probability of accepting offer (c32 = 2.63, p \ .01).

Thus, Hypothesis 3b was supported.

The R2 at level 1 and level 2 was also calculated following

Luke’s (2004) recommendations. R2 at level 1 and level 2

assesses the percentage reduction in level-1 and level-2

variance by including level-1 and level-2 predictors,
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Fig. 1 Study 1—three-way interaction among economic, legal, and ethical responsibility cue in predicting probability of accepting offer

Table 5 Study 1 HLM

estimation: between-subjects

analyses

a Percentage of explainable

between-subjects variance in the

dependent variable accounted

for by individual ethical

predispositions
� p B .10; * p B .05;

** p B .01; *** p B .001

Variable Organizational attraction Probability of accepting offer

Coefficient SE t Coefficient SE t

Intercept, b0j

Intercept, c00 -2.01*** .10 -19.82 -43.72*** 2.01 -21.79

Utilitarianism, c01 .38* .17 2.20 4.56 3.42 1.33

Formalism, c02 -.59** .20 -2.98 -12.48** 3.94 -3.17

Economic responsibility cue, b1j

Intercept, c10 .98*** .03 28.10 15.90*** .60 26.63

Utilitarianism, c11 .10 .06 1.62 1.88� 1.02 1.85

Formalism, c12 -.13� .07 -1.92 -1.83 1.17 -1.56

Legal responsibility cue, b2j

Intercept, c20 1.08*** .03 38.19 16.99*** .46 36.80

Utilitarianism, c21 -.06 .05 -1.20 -.92 .79 -1.17

Formalism, c22 .17** .06 3.04 2.95** .91 3.26

Ethical responsibility cue, b3j

Intercept, c30 .93*** .03 34.24 14.79*** .48 30.98

Utilitarianism, c31 -.15** .05 -3.13 -2.64** .81 -3.24

Formalism, c32 .16** .05 2.92 2.63** .94 2.81

Effect size (%)a 4.1 5.0
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respectively. The results show that the amount of within-

subjects variance explained by the three cue variables was

51% for attraction perception and 46% for probability of

accepting offer. The two individual ethical predisposition

variables explained 4.1% of the between-subject variance in

attraction perception and 5.0% in probability of accepting

offer. The substantial unexplained between-subjects vari-

ance suggested that other individual differences may be

relevant in explaining variation across decision makers.

Study 2—Methods

Study 2 was designed to test the main effects of the three

aspects of CSR and pay level as well as the interactive

effects of economic, legal, and ethical performance on job

applicants’ decision making. In addition, it tested the

moderating effects of individual differences in ethical

predispositions and Machiavellianism.

Subjects and Procedure

Participants included 66 undergraduate business students

approaching graduation at a northeastern university. The

mean age of respondents was 23.7 (SD = 6.15). Across the

sample, the race-ethnicity breakdown was 68% Caucasian,

3% African-American, 17% Asian-American, and 12%

other. Men comprised 46% of the sample, and the mean

work experience was 6.64 years (SD = 6.23). The major-

ity of the participants (67%) were currently in the job

market looking for a job. Among those who were not

actively seeking a job, they were either employed already

or going to look for a job in the following year.

The general procedure for study 2 was similar to that

described for study 1. Respondents received a packet con-

taining the scenarios, a series of questions designed to assess

their decisions, and individual information questionnaire.

Scenario Descriptions

In Study 2, the three CSR cue variables and pay level were

manipulated. We revised the descriptions of the low and

high levels of CSR variables in study 1 to ensure that each

manipulated CSR variable was the only variable across

different levels and everything else was held constant. This

resulted in shorter and simpler scenarios. Pay level was

manipulated by providing information on whether the pay

for current position was below industry average, average,

or above industry average. Each of the manipulations is

listed in Table 6. We conducted a pilot study among 23

business students to determine whether the manipulated

cue levels generated the desired perceptions of low and

high levels of each aspect of CSR. The respondents were

instructed to categorize the descriptions on the basis of

whether they describe a company’s economic, legal, or

ethical performance. After categorizing, they were asked to

rank the companies in each category for their corporate

social responsibility from high to low. All respondents

correctly identified the CSR variables and differentiated the

different levels of each CSR variable.

A fully crossed factorial design was used to create 24

scenarios (2 9 2 9 2 9 3). Three random scenarios were

replicated to assess test–retest reliability, bringing the total

number of scenarios to 27. The average correlation coef-

ficient was .75 for attraction to organization and .73 for

probability of accepting offer. In addition, cue order within

the scenarios and the order in which the 27 scenarios were

placed varied across subjects.

Individual Difference Variables

Machiavellianism was measured with Christie and Geis’s

(1970) 20-item Mach IV scale. Sample items include, ‘‘It is

hard to get ahead without cutting corners here and there,’’

and ‘‘One should take action only when sure it is morally

right’’ (reverse coded). The reliability of this measure was

Table 6 Overview of corporate social responsibility and pay attributes for study 2

Economic

performance

Legal performance Ethical performance Pay level

Level Low The company is

experiencing

some financial

difficulties.

The company has been

convicted of serious

legal violations.

The company has a bad

reputation of being an

unethical company.

During your interview, the hiring manager

mentioned that the company pays somewhat

below industry average for your position.

Medium – – – During your interview, the hiring manager

told you that you should expect industry-

average salary for your position.

High The company is

financially solid.

The company is in

compliance with all

applicable laws and

regulations.

The company is known for

living up to moral

principles and ethical

norms.

During your interview, the hiring manager

mentioned that the company pays somewhat

above industry average for your position.
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.77. The measures of utilitarianism (a = .76) and formal-

ism (a = .71) were the same as used in study 1.

Dependent Variables

The measures of perception of organizational attraction and

probability of accepting offer were the same as used in

study 1 as well. The Cronbach’s alpha was .98 for attrac-

tion perception.

Study 2—Results

We first fit the null, unconstrained model using HLM. The

results of the null model were then used to calculate

intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC). The ICCs were

7.1% and 10.7%, indicating that about 7% of the variance

in attraction perception and 11% of the variance in prob-

ability of accepting offer were between individuals

(Table 7).

Within-Subjects Analyses

Table 8 shows the results of the random coefficient model

with the three CSR cues and pay level as level-1 predictors

and the two outcome variables as level-1 dependent vari-

ables. There were no level-2 predictors in this model. All

level-1 predictors were significantly positively related to

attraction perception (cj0 range between .77 and 1.77) and

probability of accepting offer (cj0 range between 12.68 and

27.93). Therefore, Hypotheses 1a, 1b, and 1c were

supported.

Within-Subjects Interaction Effects

We used SAS Proc Mixed to test the two-way and three-

way interactive effects of CSR variables and pay level.1

The results are presented in Table 9. We only interpreted

the highest-order significant interactions, as suggested by

Aiken and West (1991). We found that the three-way

interaction between CSR variables was significant for

attraction perception (b = .32, p \ .05). The three-way

interaction is plotted in Fig. 2, which shows that the

combination of high responsibility in all aspects of CSR

leads to higher attraction perception than would be

obtained with any other combination. The pattern sup-

ported Hypothesis 2 regarding the presence of configural

cue processing in job applicants’ decision making. Fur-

thermore, the simple slope tests revealed that the positive

association between economic responsibility and applicant

attraction was strongest when both legal and ethical

responsibilities were high (simple slope = 1.37, t = 10.21,

p \ .001). In contrast, economic responsibility was not

significantly associated with applicant attraction when both

legal and ethical responsibilities were low (simple

slope = 0.29, t = 1.91, n.s.).

Although we did not offer specific hypotheses, we did

expect that pay level might interact with CSR variables in

influencing job applicants’ decision making. We found that

the two-way interactions between pay and legal responsi-

bility and between pay and ethical responsibility were

Table 7 Study 2—means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations of study variables

Variable Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8 9

1. Economic responsibility 1.48 .50 –

2. Legal responsibility 1.52 .50 .00 –

3. Ethical responsibility 1.52 .50 .00 .00 –

4. Pay level 2.00 .82 .00 .00 .00 –

5. Machiavellianism 3.57 .75 .00 .00 .00 .00 –

6. Utilitarianism 5.58 .70 .00 .00 .00 .00 .11 –

7. Formalism 6.27 .62 .00 .00 .00 .00 -.26* .29* –

8. Attraction perception 3.21 1.94 .31** .39** .50** .35** .18** .00 -.07** –

9. Probability of accepting offer 39.63 32.23 .31** .37** .48** .34** .18** .07** -.01 .92** –

Note: Results were based on responses provided by 66 decision makers to 27 cases

Zero correlations of the manipulated variables reflect the experimental nature of the policy capturing method

For CSR cue variables, 1 low level of responsibility, 2 high level of responsibility. For pay level variable, 1 below industry average, 2 industry

average, 3 above industry average

* p B .05, ** p B .01

1 In our original model, we included all possible two-way and three-

way interaction terms involving CSR variables and pay level. For the

sake of parsimony, however, we dropped all non-significant three-

way interaction terms and reran a reduced model.
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significant for probability of accepting offer (b = 2.29,

p \ .05 & b = 2.56, p \ .01). The results are plotted in

Fig. 3. As shown in Fig. 3, pay level was positively asso-

ciated with applicant attraction for both low and high levels

of legal responsibility. However, the slope was steeper

when legal responsibility was high than when it was low.

Similarly, the positive relationship between pay level and

applicant attraction was stronger for high than for low

ethical responsibility. Together, these results indicate that

high legal and ethical responsibility accentuated the posi-

tive association between pay level and applicant attraction.

Between-Subjects Analyses

The intercepts-and-slopes-as-outcomes model was fitted to

test the moderating effects of Machiavellianism and indi-

vidual ethical predispositions on the relationship between

CSR and applicant attraction. As indicated in Table 10,

neither Machiavellianism nor utilitarianism was signifi-

cantly related to the attraction outcomes in the equation of

economic responsibility, and thereby failed to support

Hypotheses 3a and 4a. Hypothesis 3b was supported in the

equation of legal responsibility, where formalism was

significantly and positively associated with variance in the

within-subjects slope for attraction perception (c23 = .31,

p \ .05) and probability of accepting offer (c23 = 6.35,

p \ .01). We also found negative association between

Machiavellianism and slope variance for both attraction

outcomes (c21 = -.19, p \ .10 & c21 = -3.48, p \ .05),

supporting Hypothesis 4b. In the equation of ethical

responsibility, formalism was significantly and positively

associated with variance in slope for both outcomes, sup-

porting Hypothesis 3c (c33 = .58, p \ .01 & c33 = 7.77,

p \ .01). Results also supported Hypothesis 4c. Machia-

vellianism was found to be negatively associated with the

slope variance (c31 = -.21, p \ .10 & c31 = -4.45,

Table 9 Study 2—results of

generalized least squares

analysis for interactive

configural cue processing

Note: Results were based on

responses provided by 66

decision makers to 27 cases
� p B .10; * p B .05;

** p B .01; *** p B .001

Variable Organizational attraction Probability of accepting offer

Coefficient SE t Coefficient SE t

Intercept .41 .77 .53 -6.60 12.96 -.51

Economic responsibility -.17 .46 -.36 -4.50 7.72 -.58

Legal responsibility -.44 .46 -.96 -8.92 7.75 -1.15

Ethical responsibility .00 .46 .00 -3.01 7.82 -.38

Pay level .00 .15 .01 2.99 2.51 1.19

Economic 9 legal .10 .28 .35 3.16 4.74 .67

Legal 9 ethical .36 .28 1.31 8.50� 4.66 1.82

Economic 9 ethical .05 .28 .18 3.91 4.74 .82

Economic 9 pay .09� .05 1.71 1.11 .91 1.22

Legal 9 pay .16** .05 2.99 2.29* .92 2.50

Ethical 9 pay .22*** .05 4.11 2.56** .92 2.79

Economic 9 legal 9 ethical .32* .18 1.77 3.20 2.98 1.08

Table 8 Study 2 HLM estimation: within-subjects analyses

Variable Organizational attraction Probability of accepting offer

Coefficient SEa t Varianceb Coefficient SEa t Varianceb

Intercept, b0j -4.42*** .25 -7.72 3.08*** -82.72*** 4.09 -20.21 821.25***

Economic responsibility, b1j .98*** .08 12.56 .26*** 15.98*** 1.35 11.87 80.90***

Legal responsibility, b2j 1.28*** .08 15.66 .30*** 20.37*** 1.36 14.96 83.67***

Ethical responsibility, b3j 1.77*** .10 17.60 .53*** 27.93*** 1.73 16.14 159.97***

Pay level, b4j 0.77*** .05 14.31 .14*** 12.68*** 0.87 14.64 35.12***

Effect size (%)c 60 57

Note: Results were based on responses provided by 66 decision makers to 27 cases

*** p B .001
a Average estimated SE of the within-subjects regression coefficients
b Variance in within-subjects parameter estimates and chi-square test of significance of variance
c Percentage of explainable within-subjects variance in the dependent variable accounted for by the inclusion of level-1 predictors
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p \ .05). An unexpected finding was the negative associ-

ation between utilitarianism and variance in slope for

both outcomes (c32 = -.28, p \ .05 & c32 = -5.36,

p \ .05). Finally, although not formally hypothesized, we

also expect that individual ethical predispositions and

Machiavellianism would moderate the relationship

between pay level and applicant attraction. In the equation

of pay level, Machiavellianism was found to be signifi-

cantly and positively associated with slope variance for

attraction perception (c41 = .23, p \ .01) and probability

of accepting offer (c41 = 4.32, p \ .001). Contrary to our

expectations, however, utilitarianism was not significantly

associated with variance in within-subjects slope for either

outcome.

The R2 at level 1 and level 2 was also calculated. The

results showed that the amount of within-subjects variance

explained by the CSR variables and pay level was 60% for

attraction perception and 57% for probability of accepting

offer. There was a marked increase in level-2 R2 compared

with study 1. Individual differences in Machiavellianism

and ethical predispositions explained 27.5% of the

between-subject variance in attraction perception and 23%

in probability of accepting offer.

Discussion

The purpose of the study was to explore the mechanism

through which corporate social responsibility (CSR)

influences job applicants’ attraction to organizations using

a policy-capturing design. In general, the results showed

support for the proposed relationships. Each component of

CSR had an independent relationship with applicant

attraction. Further, the participants combined CSR infor-

mation in an interactive configural manner. In addition,

applicants with different ethical predispositions and

Machiavellian personality type were affected by the CSR

message to different extents. The pattern of the interactions

was generally consistent with expectations; however, there

were some exceptions.

The Effects of CSR on Applicant Attraction

to Organizations

Consistent with previous research, the present study adds

new evidence to the growing body of knowledge that

suggests that socially responsible companies are more

attractive employers than less socially responsible
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companies. It is, however, the first study of which we are

aware wherein multiple aspects of CSR were examined in a

single study. Though previous researchers have examined

the relationship between specific social policies and

applicant attraction, their findings cannot be generalized to

the association between general CSR aspects and applicant

attraction. The present study extends this line of research

by more fully exploring the relationship between CSR and

applicant attraction, with CSR encompassing economic,

legal, and ethical responsibility. The results in both studies

supported the hypotheses, suggesting that when considered

simultaneously, all three types of CSR had an important

and independent relationship with perception of organiza-

tional attraction and probability of accepting an offer. They

indicate that job applicants can distinguish among different

types of CSR in their decision-making process.

Configurality of CSR

Beyond the main effects of the CSR cues, we found a

strong multiplicative relationship among the three CSR

cues. The three-way interaction plots in both studies show a

similar pattern. As we expected, the slopes of the regres-

sion lines were relatively flat when both legal and ethical

responsibilities were low. When either legal or ethical

responsibility was high, there was a positive relation

between economic responsibility and applicant attraction

(i.e., when low legal responsibility was offset by high

ethical responsibility or when low ethical responsibility

was offset by high legal responsibility). By comparison, the

relationship was strongest at high levels of both legal and

ethical responsibility. This finding suggests that a bad

reputation may diminish the positive relationship between

corporate economic performance and applicant attraction.

Job applicants seem to be hesitant to pursue jobs at com-

panies that fall short of their legal and ethical responsi-

bilities, regardless of the level of economic responsibility

(as shown in Study 2). This finding is consistent with

signaling theory that job applicants interpret whatever

information they receive as ‘‘signals’’ of the organizations’

working conditions (Spence 1974). A company’s commit-

ment to its legal and ethical responsibilities (or lack

thereof) can send signals about what it is like to work in the

firms by denoting certain organizational values and norms

(Greening and Turban 2000). Thus, job applicants may not

be attracted to companies with low legal and ethical per-

formance, even when tempted by lucrative offers from

financially strong companies.

An intensification or synergistic effect was present,

whereby the combination of high levels of responsibility

across all aspects of CSR led to highest attraction. In

addition, the three-way interaction effect reflects inherently

Table 10 Study 2 HLM

estimation: between-subjects

analyses

a Percentage of explainable

between-subjects variance in the

dependent variable accounted

for by Machiavellianism and

ethical predispositions
� p B .10; * p B .05;

** p B .01; *** p B .00

Variable Organizational attraction Probability of accepting offer

Coefficient SE t Coefficient SE t

Economic responsibility cue, b1j

Intercept, c10 .98*** .08 12.63 15.98*** 1.33 12.00

Machiavellianism, c11 .09 .09 1.03 2.17 1.64 1.32

Utilitarianism, c12 -.03 .09 -.36 -1.08 1.57 -.69

Formalism, c13 .07 .15 .48 1.38 2.36 .59

Legal responsibility cue, b2j

Intercept, c20 1.28*** .07 17.30 20.37*** 1.20 16.99

Machiavellianism, c21 -.19� .11 -1.81 -3.48* 1.68 -2.07

Utilitarianism, c22 .09 .11 .77 .17 1.77 .10

Formalism, c23 .31* .15 2.05 6.35** 2.24 2.84

Ethical responsibility cue, b3j

Intercept, c30 1.77*** .09 20.68 27.93*** 1.50 18.59

Machiavellianism, c31 -.21� .12 -1.79 -4.45* 1.84 -2.42

Utilitarianism, c32 -.28* .13 -2.23 -5.36* 2.24 -2.39

Formalism, c33 .58** .17 3.35 7.77** 2.84 2.73

Pay level, b4j

Intercept, c40 .77*** .05 15.99 12.68*** .74 17.08

Machiavellianism, c41 .23** .07 3.39 4.32*** 1.07 4.04

Utilitarianism, c42 .08 .07 1.18 .92 1.05 .88

Formalism, c43 -.07 .13 -.51 -1.38 1.81 -.76

Effect size (%)a 27.5 23
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compensatory processing. That is, the subjects make trade-

offs between various CSR attributes such that strengths in

one attribute compensate for weaknesses in another. It

suggests that job applicants make moral trade-offs when

they consider information pertaining to CSR. This result is

consistent with socially responsible investing and con-

sumer behavior research showing that investor and con-

sumer decisions are often infused with moral trade-offs

between different packages of information (e.g., De Pels-

macker et al. 2005; Glac 2009). The finding also cautions

against analyzing corporate economic, legal, and ethical

responsibility individually, because the manner in which

any single aspect operates may depend on the full con-

stellation of CSR. Thus, it gives credence to Schwartz and

Carroll’s (2003) suggestion that corporate social responsi-

bility portraits might be developed to reflect the extent of

interaction among the various domains of CSR in different

contexts.

It is noteworthy that the study 2 results showed that the

two-way interactions between pay level and CSR aspects

were statistically significant. This finding speaks to the

relative importance of legal and ethical responsibility in

applicant attraction compared to other job factors such as

starting salary. It suggests that CSR still matters when the

financial factors are taken into consideration. Despite the

importance of monetary compensation in influencing

applicant attraction, low legal and ethical performance

dampened the positive relation between pay level and

applicant attraction. Indeed, Chapman et al. (2005) found

in their meta-analysis that pay predicted job pursuit

intentions to a much lesser extent than organizational

image. Our finding suggests that organizational image not

only influences applicant attraction directly but also mod-

erates the relation between pay and applicant attraction.

We acknowledge, however, that there is a difference

between reported attraction perception and intention and

actual job choice. In reality, attributes involving monetary

values, such as monetary payoff, loom larger than those

attributes that are not easy to evaluate independently, such

as CSR information, especially when decision makers

evaluate multiple options comparatively (Hsee et al. 1999).

That is, job applicants may choose a high-paying job in a

low-CSR company over a low-paying job in a high-CSR

company, because they feel they should not pass up an

opportunity to make more money.

The Moderating Effect of Individual Differences

to CSR

Adopting a P-O fit perspective, we investigated whether

individual differences in ethical predispositions and

Machiavellianism functioned as moderators in the rela-

tionship between CSR and applicant attraction. Most of the

fit hypotheses were supported. As predicted, strong for-

malists gave larger weight to the legal and ethical aspect of

CSR such that they were more attracted to companies high

in these regards than were weak formalists. This result

supports the basic proposition of P-O fit theory, suggesting

that job-choice decisions are ethics-laden. That is, appli-

cants’ choice of employers mirrors their own ethical

frameworks. Also as predicted, high Machs were less

attracted to companies with high legal and ethical perfor-

mance. This result corroborates previous findings that high

Machs tend to be more successful than their low Machs

counterparts in loosely structured organizations, where

high Machs have opportunities to exploit the situation and

others for personal gains (Christie and Geis 1970; Schultz

1993). Consequently, it is reasonable to expect that high

Machs self-select into organizations that are devoid of

clearly defined rules and regulations.

Unexpected results found in the within-subjects analysis

warrant further discussion. For example, it was found that

strong utilitarians were not more attracted to companies

high in the economic aspect of CSR than were weak util-

itarians, nor were they more attracted to companies that

offer relatively high pay. Considering the high stakes

involved (e.g., job security, pay), it makes sense that weak

utilitarians care as much as strong utilitarians about the

financial condition and monetary compensation at the

employing organizations. Another surprising finding is that

strong utilitarians were greatly influenced by the ethical

aspect of CSR such that ethical companies were less

attractive to strong utilitarians than to weak utilitarians. It

suggests that strong utilitarians view corporate investment

in discretionary, ethical activities negatively. A possible

explanation might be that in the minds of strong utilitari-

ans, the economic aspect and ethical aspect of CSR are

competing claims over corporate resources. For strong

utilitarians, using corporate resources to promote socially

responsible activities, especially beyond the realm of

obeying the law, would result in additional costs that put a

company at an economic disadvantage compared to others.

It is interesting to note that high Machs were particularly

attracted to companies that pay well, although they acted

indifferently than low Machs toward corporate economic

performance. This notion has implications for under-

standing the dispositional differences between high and

low Machs. Prior work has shown that high Machs are

inclined to focus on explicit, cognitive definitions of the

situation and concentrate on strategies for winning, while

low Machs tend to get distracted by emotional involve-

ment, social pressure, and other factors irrelevant to win-

ning (Christie and Geis 1970). Our study further

demonstrated high Machs’ clear goal focus, as evidenced

by their greater desire for high pay, a primary goal set by

most job seekers. In contrast, low Machs may base their job

J Bus Psychol (2012) 27:345–362 359

123



choice decisions on factors that have no direct bearing on

their self-interest.

Limitations and Future Research

One limitation of the study is the use of student samples,

especially those who were not currently seeking a full-time

job, raising questions about the external validity of the

present study. To address this concern, we repeated the

analyses on the subgroup of participants who reported that

they were currently seeking full-time job in study 2

(n = 44). The results, which are available upon request

from the first author, were similar to those reported using

the full sample. These post hoc findings suggest that our

full sample is prototypic and possesses the essential char-

acteristics of college-educated, entry-level job seekers.

Nevertheless, given the characteristics of our sample, our

findings should be interpreted cautiously, until they can be

replicated in different populations of job applicants in

future research.

Second, with the use of a policy capturing design, our

organizational characteristic manipulations did not reflect

all of the information applicants may obtain about orga-

nizations and jobs. Future research should extend our

findings to field settings. For example, an empirical study

can be designed to assess job applicants’ attraction and

pursuit intentions and CSR perceptions about relevant

companies with which they would potentially interview.

Should the results be replicated in a field study, the external

validity of the present study would be strengthened.

Third, this study is predicated on the assumption that job

applicants have access to the CSR information. This study

is not informative with respect to how often information

about CSR is available to job seekers, or how often CSR

information presented by recruiting organizations is salient

to job seekers. However, the possibility that organizations

may not inform applicants of their CSR does not negate the

possibility that CSR could affect job seekers’ decisions if

such information is revealed. In fact, in the absence of the

information provided by employing organization, appli-

cants may proactively look for it elsewhere, e.g., through

word of mouth (Cable et al. 2000) or on the Internet. Future

research needs to address the extent to which CSR infor-

mation is sought by job applications, its salience to them,

and the implications of that salience for job choices.

Fourth, although Carroll’s (1979) conceptualization of

CSR was supported in this study, future research can be

based on other models. For example, Swanson (1995)

argued that Carroll’s CSR principles lack normative clarity

as they do not address a firm’s moral motivation for being

socially responsible. It is not clear whether they act on the

threat of social control and coercion or a positive com-

mitment to society that disregards self-interest. Therefore,

future research would benefit from value-based CSR con-

ceptualization. In the recruitment context, we expect that

job applicants’ belief of the recruiting organization’s moral

motives of CSR would not only influence their attraction

perception and pursuit intentions directly but also moderate

the impact of the actual social performance.

Lastly, given the large proportion of unexplained vari-

ance across decision makers found in this study, future

research should consider other individual characteristics

that may moderate the CSR—applicant attraction rela-

tionship. A good starting point may be further examination

of individual values and personality characteristics such as

conscientiousness. Further, the levels of job choices may

influence the impact of CSR on applicant attraction such

that applicants with relatively few interviews would not

have the privilege to screen companies based on their CSR

(Greening and Turban 2000).

Practical Implications

The results of this research also have practical implica-

tions. This study focuses on a different stakeholder group

from most other CSR studies—job applicants and examines

whether firms may benefit from socially responsible actions

from the recruitment perspective. That is, CSR may be a

source of competitive advantage by attracting quality

employees. As managers justify their investment decisions

in their firms’ social responsibilities, they may wish to take

into consideration the values accrued as such. Thus, this

research may provide practitioners with a better under-

standing of the potential competitive advantage afforded by

CSR, especially as they seek entry-level employees who

have been exposed to CSR concepts in their university

curriculum.

To the extent that applicants with certain ethical pre-

dispositions and personalities are more interested in orga-

nizations with certain CSR characteristics, organizations

may be able to maximize the utility of their CSR invest-

ments by selectively conveying CSR information in

recruitment brochures and on their web sites that are

attractive to their ideal applicants. Companies may mold

their ‘‘good citizen’’ reputation to attract more rule-abid-

ing, ethically conscientious applicants. Nevertheless, such

information may be less useful in influencing aggressive,

results-oriented job applicants’ job choice decision.

It is also important for recruiting organizations to

become aware of job applicants’ implicit policies. Our

results suggest that job applicants evaluate CSR informa-

tion in a compensatory fashion. This information process-

ing model may give managers an opportunity to influence

applicant attraction by manipulating the salience of par-

ticular types of CSR in recruitment brochures. For exam-

ple, a company that cannot afford to provide high pay to
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attract employees may find that focusing on their CSR

activities in their recruitment materials gives them a

competitive advantage in the recruitment space. Doing so

would help a company reap the full benefits of its CSR

program.
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