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Abstract Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a lasting ethical position toward
the organization, the market and the society. For higher education institutions (HEI),
CSR is a very timely topic, they must invest in their strategies and build a responsible
approach into, not only their management activities, but also in their education
programs. The purpose of this research is to examine the type of perceptions students
have regarding CSR and, to examine if sociodemographic variables (such as, gender,
age, professional experience and academic degree), influence the students’ perceptions
of CSR. We collected data using a sample of 194 students from Polytechnic of Porto.
The results suggest that the students’ perceptions present different dimensions that can
be grouped in i) pro CSR, ii) resistant CSR and iii) secondary CSR, and the
sociodemographic variables do not present statistically significant differences in the
perceptions of the different students under study.
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1 Introduction

Globalization causes constant changes in the business environment and economic
progress and as a result it is essential to recognize social responsibility as an important
corporate decision (Mcguire et al. 1988), and to understand that this phenomenon
emerged with the growing importance of the stakeholder theory (Freeman 1984).

In general, social responsibility can be described as the set of corporate actions taken
in order to improve economic, social and environmental conditions and which go
beyond legal impositions (Godfrey et al. 2009). As such, having in mind that social
responsibility is a growing concern in the business environment, it becomes crucial to
investigate the perceptions of future employees/employers/entrepreneurs, that is to say
of today’s students, on this matter. Fitzpatrick's (2013) examined the perceptions of
CSR among a sample of business students in the United States and investigated the
relationship between gender, work experience, and spirituality and CSR perceptions.

In this paper, taking in account that national culture influences perceptions and
provides a preconceived reference framework through which people interpret reality
(Usunier and Lee 2013), we applied Fitzpatrick’s questions to a group of students of a
different nationality. We believe that different cultures may attach different meanings to
the same concepts. Literature shows differences in CSR perceptions among students
from different countries (Wong et al. 2010; Pätäri et al. 2017). In this line of thought,
our main objectives are to observe if Portuguese students have different perceptions
regarding the CSR and, in line with the hypotheses suggested by Fitzpatrick's (2013), to
verify if sociodemographic variables like age, gender, academic degree and profession-
al experience influence students’ perceptions on this matter. Moreover, we want to
identify different dimensions on these perceptions, in order to detect similar students’
perceptions in the survey.

The paper starts with a literature review, pointing out the relevance of the subject,
namely in what regards higher education institutions (HEI). This review also shows the
definitions, the importance, the motivations and the initiatives that lead to socially
responsible actions, as well as a set of hypotheses and the description of the reasons for
studying students’ perceptions on this topic.

An empirical study was carried out with a sample of students from a Portuguese
HEI, using Fitzpatrick's (2013) questions and different univariate and multivariate
statistical techniques that met our requirements.

This investigation contributes to CSR body of knowledge and provides inputs for HEI.

2 Literature review

2.1 Corporate social responsibility

Globalization implies changes in the business environment and economic progress and
as a result CSR becomes an important corporate decision (Mcguire et al. 1988), in order
to match the expectations of new businesses and stakeholders (Dahlsrud 2008). CSR is
a concept whereby organizations consider several interests and concerns of society by
taking responsibility for the impact of their activities on customers, suppliers, em-
ployees, shareholders, communities and other stakeholders, as well as on the
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environment (Wymer and Rundle-thiele 2017). However, despite being a current topic,
there is no consensus regarding how CSR should be defined, because there is a
multitude of concepts, based on different dimensions adopted by several authors,
although some common points may be found (Dahlsrud 2008), as we can see in the
following table (Table 1).

We can assume that CSR should be involved in a triple bottom line that considers
that an organization’s success depends on its economic profitability, environmental
sustainability and social performance (Zadek et al. 2003). Thus, CSR can trigger
corporate social progress, translated into various initiatives both internal or external
to the organization, such as changes in production methods, reduction of environmental
impacts, improvement of employees’ satisfaction and different relationships across the
value chain, as well as external investment in local communities’ infrastructures and the
development of actions in the community (Aguilera et al. 2007). In this way, social
responsibility must be integrated into the strategy of an organization by means of, for
example, differentiating products with social characteristics, so as to create consumer
loyalty to the brand and enhance the company’s profile as being reliable and honest
(Siegel and Vitaliano 2007).

According to Fitzpatrick (2013, p. 86), Bthe number of corporate social responsibil-
ity related to shareholder proposals has significantly increased in recent years along
with the number and dollar volume of socially responsible investment funds^. CSR is
an increasingly unescapable phenomenon on the European and North American eco-
nomic and political landscape (Doh and Guay 2006), and thus, this is a much-discussed
topic in the economic and academic context. This is so because critics of the business
system have increased, questioning the performance of businesses and the power of
large corporations (Jones 1980), conditioning changes in society, with the need to
sanction certain business behaviours related to unethical and irresponsible conducts
(Gavin and Maynard 1975). This means that, in some occasions, large organizations,
when seeking to capture value and maximize profits, may engage in unethical conducts,
making use of their dominant power and reducing the benefit to society, so instead of
adopting existing procedures, they should work on creating value (Santos 2012).

Table 1 Definitions and dimensions of CSR | Source: Dahlsrud (2008, p. 7)

Definition source Definition of CSR Dimensions

Commission of the European
Communities, 2001

A concept whereby companies integrate social
and environmental concerns in their business
operations and in their interaction with their
stakeholders on a voluntary basis.

Voluntariness
Stakeholder
Social
Environmental
Economic

World Business Council for
Sustainable Development, 1999

The commitment of business to contribute to
sustainable economic development, working
with employees, their families, the local community
and society at large to improve their quality of life.

Stakeholder
Social
Economic

World Business Council for
Sustainable Development, 2000

The continuing commitment by business to behave
ethically and contribute to economic development
while improving the quality of life of the workforce
and their families as well as the local community
and society at large.

Voluntariness
Stakeholder
Social
Economic

Students’ perceptions of corporate social responsibility: evidences... 237



The importance of considering other needs regarding other stakeholders is portrayed
in more recent research (Fitzpatrick 2013). In this perspective, the stakeholder theory
has become increasingly more relevant, being a stakeholder any interested party that
may affect or be affected by the organization, including shareholders, suppliers,
customers, governments and other groups (Gallardo-Vázquez and Sanchez-
Hernandez 2014). According to Freeman (1984), the phenomenon of CSR emerged
from this theory and as a result, in recent years, the relevance of CSR has grown,
representing not only a business opportunity but also a reflection of the expectations of
the different stakeholders, thus demonstrating a strong connection with the company’s
success, competitiveness and strategy (Closon et al. 2015; Gallardo-Vázquez and
Sanchez-Hernandez 2014). For Hsieh, Curtis, & Smith (2008, p. 10), Bit is apparent
that stakeholders play an important part in organization’s strategic management^,
therefore, having in mind that this is a dynamic process, the organization is likely to
adopt different strategies with different stakeholders.

Although not entirely spread among all business areas (Sánchez-Hernández and
Mainardes 2016), CSR has been the object of a new line of research considering other
organisations like public administration, and particularly higher education institutions
(HEI) (Vallaeys et al. 2009; Vázquez et al. 2014, 2016). In this context, CSR can be
considered as a policy of ethical performance of HEI through responsible management in
several areas like teaching, research, extension and management (Vallaeys et al. 2009),
whereby, reflecting the needs of companies and society, business schools have introduced
ethics and social responsibility themes into their programs (Assudani et al. 2011).

In the context of an HEI, CSR should cover aspects of the planning, design,
implementation and evaluation phases of its activities related to teaching, research
and knowledge transfer (Esfijani et al. 2013). The concept of University Social
Responsibility (USR) encompasses the role of HEIs in: the democratization of the
education service; the design of curricula adapted to the needs of the labor market; the
quality assurance of graduates; the minimization of environmental impacts, the ade-
quacy of research activities and the provision of services to the needs of society
(Esfijani et al. 2013). HEIs are institutions that affect society through the provision of
educational services and the transfer of knowledge, guided by ethical principles, good
governance, respect for the environment, social involvement and promotion of values
(Vallaeys et al. 2009).

There are numerous terms and definitions for USR (Wigmore-Álvarez and Ruiz-Lozano
2012; Esfijani et al. 2013; Vázquez et al. 2014, 2016). Taking into account the research
developed by Esfijani, Hussain, & Chang (2013, p. 280) we assume USR as Ba concept
whereby university integrates all of its functions and activities with the society needs
through active engagement with its communities in an ethical and transparent manner
which aimed tomeet all stakeholders’ expectations^. This research highlighted stakeholders
as the most important component of USR and the main stakeholder to be considered is
community, namely: university community (students, academic staff, non-academic staff);
local community (citizens, NGOs, partners, sponsors, organizations, practitioner) and global
community (public, sponsors, competitors, organizations, practitioners).

The impacts of USR can be traced at different levels - teaching, research, internal
management and extension (Lidgren et al. 2006; Velazquez et al. 2006; Vallaeys et al.
2009; Lozano et al. 2013). Considering students as key stakeholders of HEIs (Fitzpatrick
2013; Sánchez-Hernández andMainardes 2016; Vázquez et al. 2014, 2016), it is important
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to integrate contents on sustainable development across the curricula (Lidgren et al. 2006;
Ceulemans and De Prins 2010) because it has a direct impact on how students understand
and interpret the world around them (Vallaeys et al. 2009).

Thus, HEI are critical elements in preparing leaders who are concerned with ethics
and social responsibility issues in business (Alsop 2006) and, as a consequence,
academic interest in CSR has increased (Wymer and Rundle-thiele 2017). At the same
time, it is important to mention the HEI intense competition scenario, and the way this
fact combined with demographic changes in the population have forced HEIs to be
more focused on students (Sánchez-Hernández and Mainardes 2016).

2.1.1 Students’ perceptions of corporate social responsibility

Having in mind that CSR is a growing concern in the business environment, it is of
interest to investigate the perceptions of future employees/employers/entrepreneurs,
that is of today’s students, since B(it) is increasingly seen as an important component of
business education^ (Assudani et al. 2011, p. 103). Therefore, business schools should
contribute to the education of not only good managers but also good citizens (Wymer
and Rundle-thiele 2017), preparing socially responsible individuals, on the basis that,
ethical education improves ethical awareness and moral reasoning (Lau 2010).

Some empirical research has been conducted to measure students’ perception of social
responsibility (Elias 2004) and it is possible to identify some categories and dimensions
(González-Rodríguez et al. 2013). Being clear that CSR contributes to the survival,
sustainability and public awareness of organizations and that it has become a strategic
tool, students’ perceptions about CSR have significant variations (Mcguire et al. 1988).

Different dimensions identified include noneconomic aspects of social responsibil-
ity, as well as philanthropy (Akbaş et al. 2012; Wong et al. 2010); regulatory require-
ment or legal obligations (Akbaş et al. 2012; Arli et al. 2014; Thomas and Little 2011;
Wong et al. 2010); competitive advantage and ability to innovate and learn (Thomas
and Little 2011) or economic responsibilities (Akbaş et al. 2012; Arli et al. 2014;
Penteado et al. 2013); positive perceptions concerning overall, social, and environmen-
tal CSR (Pätäri et al. 2017); and ethical responsibilities (Akbaş et al. 2012; Arli et al.
2014); we also find profitability, long-term success and short-term success as dimen-
sions identified in researches that use the instrument Bperceived role of ethics and social
responsibility^ (PRESOR) (Elias 2004; Fitzpatrick 2013; Singhapakdi et al. 1996).

Although it is important to mention that CSR has grown differently in Western and
Eastern counterparts, as well as within different regions and therefore changes in
consumers’ perceptions may seem probable (González-Rodríguez et al. 2013), at the
same time, as more examples of corporate hypocrisy become public, consumers
develop an inherent general scepticism towards firms’ CSR claims (Connors et al.
2017). Therefore, literature also identifies dimensions related to CSR perceptions that
are not so positive, for example it is generally believed that companies may improve
their image if they are seen as being responsive to public concerns (Wals 2007), so CSR
may be seen as an artificial performance; also students embracing altruistic values have
more positive CSR perceptions than students with egotistic values (Pätäri et al. 2017).

Particularly in developed countries there is a greater variety of ethical products and a
greater availability of resources that allow consumers to pay higher prices and support
greater social awareness (Arli et al. 2014). In contrast, although institutions aim at
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making students aware of the importance of assuming ethical and socially responsible
practices, facts show that students do not act accordingly and still prioritize maximizing
profit as the main management guideline in detriment of the CSR (Assudani et al. 2011;
Tormo-Carbó et al. 2016; Wymer and Rundle-thiele 2017).

Therefore, since there is no consensus regarding how CSR should be defined, as the
multiplicity of concepts mentioned before prove, it seems interesting to, based on these
different dimensions, identify the different dimensions on students’ perceptions of
CSR, in order to analyse if there is more than one factor in this content. Thus, taking
into account that literature shows that nationality is associated with students’ percep-
tions of CSR (Wong et al. 2010; Pätäri et al. 2017) and that the research developed by
Fitzpatrick's (2013) in an American HEI does not analyse the different dimensions on
students’ perceptions about CSR, within the present framework, we propose the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Students’ perceptions of CSR can be considered in different
dimensions

However, in addition to the specificity of cultural factors and resource availability of
each country, sociodemographic characteristics are also considered as elements that can
influence perceptions about CSR and can determine ethical decision making (Arli et al.
2014; Fitzpatrick 2013; González-Rodríguez et al. 2013; Wong et al. 2010). So,
sociodemographic variables play an important role and influence the empowerment
of individuals in issues related to CSR, specifically those related to environmental
areas, and the analysis of these variables may provide organizations with a better
understanding of the stakeholders’ needs (Diamantopoulos et al. 2003), and looking
specifically at students’ perceptions of CSR, we can assert that sociodemographic
variables such as gender, age, work experience and academic degree, are important
in shaping and influencing students’ perceptions of CSR (Fitzpatrick 2013). Based on
these researches, we define the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Sociodemographic students’ characteristics can influence their
perception of CSR

This hypothesis can be subdivided in several sociodemographic characteristics.
Some studies refer age as an influential factor (Gavin and Maynard 1975; Ruegger
and King 1992; Fitzpatrick 2013) but investigation on this matter is still incipient.
While some consider that older individuals respond more favourably to the question of
CSR, because they believe that organizations aim at higher levels of fairness (Gavin
and Maynard 1975), the most recent literature points out that the younger ones are more
sensitive to this concern (Ruegger and King 1992; Fitzpatrick 2013; Pätäri et al. 2017)
and show a positive orientation towards the issue of CSR (Arlow 1991). Thus, it is
suggested that:

Hypothesis 2.1.: Age positively influences students’ perceptions of CSR

At the same time, analyses of students’ perceptions indicate that students with higher
levels of education have a better understanding of CSR in today’s business environment
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(Fitzpatrick 2013), that is, students, especially in management, are more prone to
favourable attitudes toward CSR, with a genuine concern for aligning organizations with
the well-being of society (Kolodinsky et al. 2010), so we can set the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2.2.: Academic degree positively influences the students’ perceptions
of CSR

In addition, gender may also have an influence on ethical decision-making. Accord-
ing to some studies, female students exhibit greater sensitivity to CSR issues (Ruegger
and King 1992; Arli et al. 2014; Diamantopoulos et al. 2003; Fatoki 2016; Fitzpatrick
2013; González-Rodríguez et al. 2013; Pätäri et al. 2017). Women have a greater
capacity to balance the organization’s interests with other stakeholders (Arlow 1991),
since they better understand the benefits that socially responsible actions can bring to
the marketing of an organization whereas men are more reluctant to accept this idea and
believe that organizations often take advantage of consumers by asking their support to
certain causes (Arli et al. 2014), then the hypothesis to be tested is:

Hypothesis 2.3.: Gender influences the students’ perceptions of CSR

Finally, according to Fitzpatrick (2013), work experience is important for shaping
the perceptions of CSR. Those who acquire greater experience have a more favourable
idea of the relevance of the theme, since social policies with positive effects affect the
willingness and satisfaction of employees within the organization and contribute to
initiatives that call for social change (Aguilera et al. 2007), so the hypothesis to be
tested is:

Hypothesis 2.4.: The professional experience positively influences the students’
perceptions of CSR

3 Methodology

A quantitative methodology was applied to analyse if the suggested hypotheses are
verified. The goals are to understand whether perceptions under analysis can be
associated with different factors and to understand the role of students’
sociodemographic characteristics in their perceptions about questions related with CSR.

We used an adapted version of the original PRESOR (perceived role of ethics and
social responsibility), which was originally developed to measure marketers’ percep-
tions regarding the importance of ethics and social responsibility (Singhapakdi et al.
1996) and later, a slightly adapted version was used to assess students’ perceptions of
CSR (Fitzpatrick 2013). The original dimensions of PRESOR include social responsi-
bility and profitability (an individual who is high on these dimensions will tend to
believe that ethics and social responsibility will play a very important role in improving
profitability and organizational competitiveness), long term gains (ethics and social
responsibility is considered important for the long-term success of the firm) and short-
term gains (ethics and social responsibility are considered important in achieving short-
term gains) (Singhapakdi et al. 1996). Our survey focuses on analysing students’
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different perceptions regarding CSR, considering Fitzpatrick’s research (2013), also
including demographic information (gender, age, academic degree and employment/
professional situation). The questions about students’ perceptions are shown in Table 4,
and based in prior research we expect to find the relations that are mentioned in Table 2.

We collected our data in School of Management and Technology (one of the seven
schools of Polytechnic of Porto - IPP), IPP is the largest public polytechnic in Portugal,
with around 18,500 students, and the fourth biggest HEI in Portugal. Online surveys
were delivered to several students of the School of Management and Technology,
between March and April 2016, and a convenience sample of 194 responses was
collected. A 16-question survey was administered (scale ranges from 1 (not important)
to 9 (extremely important)), plus five sociodemographic questions. Data was analysed
using IBM SPSS Statistics 23 and IBM SPSS Amos 24 software and univariate
analyses, mainly descriptive analysis, t-test and Pearson test, and multivariate analyses,
namely exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis and MANOVA, were performed.
These statistical techniques were selected according to the research hypothesis.

Table 3 shows that 57.2% of the students were female and 42.8% male. The majority
(74.2%) was between 17 and 26 years of age, but there were respondents from all age
intervals including those between 17 and 21 and 42–50, (this last one is the least
significant with only 7 students). About 84.5% of the students were single and the
remaining (15.5%) were married or in a civil union. In what concerns the academic
degree, the majority of the respondents (59.3%) attend an undergraduate course, 19.6%
a master’s degree and 19.1% professional technical courses. In what regards the
employment situation, the majority of the respondents (60.8%) were full time students,
while only 25.8% had a full time job (student worker).

4 Results

Considering students’ perception, Table 4 lists and summarizes the set of perceptions
about CSR analysed in this survey, similar to Fitzpatrick (2013). In the same table, it is

Table 2 Methodology

Hypothesis Sign expected Methodology

H 1 Students’ perceptions about
CSR can be considered in
different dimensions

Not applicable Factor Analysis

H 2.1 Age positively influences
students’ perceptions of CSR.

+ MANOVA

H 2.2 Academic degree positively influences
the students’ perceptions of CSR.

+ MANOVA

H 2.3 Gender influences the students’
perceptions of CSR.

The female gender
is more sensitive
to the
importance of
CSR.

t-test

H 2.4 The professional experience positively
influences students’ perceptions of
CSR.

+ MANOVA
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possible to see the means values, and to conclude that the perceptions with the highest
mean are those in favour of CSR, for example perceptions 1, 6, 9, 12 and 15.
Perceptions 5, 8, 13 and 16, which in general state that CSR is not an important
decision to be considered by organizations have lower averages.

Considering this set of perceptions, we performed a factor analysis, in line with our
first objective, which is the identification of different dimensions on students’ percep-
tions of CSR.

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure obtained is 0.792, indicating that the
sample is adequate to perform factor analysis. Besides that, the level of significance
of the Bartlett Test is approximately 0 (≈ 0.000), so at a significance level of 5%, the
sample is appropriate to this technique. From the results presented in Table 5, in
particular taking into account the Individual Measures of Sample Adequacy (MSA)
values, all variables have MSAvalues greater than 0.5 and thus, they are all considered
important for the analysis and have sufficient in common with the order variables to
obtain viability measures. The values of the matrix of the rotated components show that
variables are interrelated to each other, being extracted three constructs with a variance
explained by the factors of approximately 52% of the variance of the total variables

Table 3 Characterization of the sample

Variable Frequency Percent

Gender

Female 111 57.2

Male 83 42.8

Age

17–21 94 48.5

22–26 50 25.8

27–31 18 9.3

32–36 14 7.2

37–41 11 5.7

42–50 7 3.6

Civil Status

Married/ Civil Union 30 15.5

Single 164 84.5

Academic degree

Professional Technical Courses 37 19.1

Undergraduate Degree 115 59.3

Master 38 19.6

No response 4 2.1

Employment situation

Student 118 60.8

Student-Worker (Unemployed) 11 5.7

Student-Worker (Full time employee) 50 25.8

Student-Worker (Part time employee) 14 7.2

Self-employed 1 0.5
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involved. Thus, we can identify three dimensions, and in the light of the factor loadings
presented in Table 5, and following the previous interpretations of PRESOR (Fitzpatrick
2013; Singhapakdi et al. 1996), we have the following three components: component 1
which includes favourable perceptions of CSR (with an average of 6.75, scales ranges from
1 to 9); component 2 which includes perceptions that challenge the importance of CSR
(with an average of 3.7), and component 3 that includes items related to the enterprise
prioritization, putting CSR in a second plan (with an average of 5.26).

Through a reliability analysis, using the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient, it is possible
to confirm the results presented by the exploratory factorial analysis taking into account
that the values presented in Table 5 are higher than 0.70 and therefore the measures are
reliable (Pestana and Gageiro 2008; Hair et al. 2010). In addition, a confirmatory
factorial analysis was performed with the IBM SPSS Amos 24 software to evaluate the
quality of the overall adjustment of the results obtained in the exploratory factorial
analysis, with the following indicative values of good fit: CFI higher than 0.9, PCFI
higher than 0.6, CMIN/DF less than 2 and RMSEA less than 0.05 (Maroco 2003; Hair
et al. 2010). The obtained values (CFI = 0,936; PCFI = 0,695; CMIN/DF = 1516;
RMSEA= 0,052) suggest the model provides a good overall fit.

As such, through the factor analysis, it is possible to conclude that these perceptions’
results show that students’ perceptions of CSR assume different dimensions and

Table 4 Affirmations on CSR under study

Variable Description Mean

Perceptions_1 Being ethical and socially responsible is the most important thing a firm/organization
can do.

7.21

Perceptions_2 The quality of the final product/service is essential for the firm/organization success,
not ethics or social responsibility.

5.14

Perceptions_3 Communication is more important to the overall effectiveness of a firm/organization
than ethics and social responsibility.

5.38

Perceptions_4 Business/organizational planning and goal setting should include discussions about
ethics and social responsibility.

6.98

Perceptions_5 The most important concern for a firm/organization is making a profit, even if it means
bending or breaking the rules.

3.71

Perceptions_6 The ethics and social responsibility of a firm/organization is essential to its long-term
profitability.

7.04

Perceptions_7 The overall effectiveness of a firm/organization can be determined to a great extent by
the degree to which it is ethical and socially responsible.

6.42

Perceptions_8 To remain competitive in a global environment, firms/organizations will have to
disregard ethics and social responsibility.

3.40

Perceptions_9 Social responsibility and profitability can be compatible. 7.17

Perceptions_10 Business ethics and social responsibility are critical to the survival of a
firm/organization.

5.77

Perceptions_11 A firm’s/organization’s first priority should be employee morale. 5.58

Perceptions_12 Firms/organizations have a social responsibility that must go beyond profit. 7.36

Perceptions_13 If survival of a firm/organization is at stake, then you must forget about ethics and
social responsibility.

3.40

Perceptions_14 Efficiency is much more important to a firm/organization than whether or
not a firm is seen as ethical or socially responsible.

5.01

Perceptions_15 Good ethics is often good business. 7.24

Perceptions_16 If the stockholders are unhappy, nothing else matters. 2.98
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students do not always refer to CSR as a fundamental concern for the organizations.
Therefore, the first objective was achieved, and we verified hypothesis 1.

In order to clarify if the sociodemographic variables studied, namely age, gender,
academic degree and professional experience influence the students’ perception of CSR,
a Pearson test was used in the first analysis to determine if there is a correlation between the
variables under study. That is, a Pearson test was made between the sociodemographic
variables under study and the three dimensions obtained by the factor analysis that group
the students’ perceptions of CSR. Based on the p-value obtained, considering a significance
level of 5%, we conclude that the variables are independent and not correlated, which also
means that in this approach, and in general, there is no statistically significant evidence to
consider that the 3 different dimensions of the Students’ perceptions about CSR: favourable
perceptions to CSR; perceptions that challenge the importance of CSR; and enterprise
prioritization, putting CSR in a second plan, are correlated with the sociodemographic
characteristics of the students. This evidence stands when we particularize the
sociodemographic characteristics of the students.

Thus, to answer three of the four hypotheses suggested in the literature review
referring specifically to the sociodemographic variables, we used a MANOVA. This
technique intends to evaluate if there are statistically significant differences between
several groups, regarding two or more factors, as an alternative to the use of several
ANOVAs (Maroco 2003). Thus, for the purposes of the MANOVA analysis, percep-
tions variables will be considered as dependent, being considered continuous and the
independent variable will be respectively age, academic degree and experience, to test

Table 5 Factor analysis results

Variable Individual MSA F1 F2 F3

Perceptions_7 0.757 0.815

Perceptions_6 0.709 0.756

Perceptions_1 0.894 0.740

Perceptions_15 0.817 0.654

Perceptions_12 0.816 0.639

Perceptions_4 0.841 0.623

Perceptions_9 0.829 0.570

Perceptions_11 0.87 0.485

Perceptions_10 0.893 0.455

Perceptions_8 0.758 0.796

Perceptions_13 0.775 0.790

Perceptions_16 0.808 0.724

Perceptions_5 0.844 0.660

Perceptions_14 0.735 0.626

Perceptions_3 0.700 0.850

Perceptions_2 0.783 0.765

N 9 5 2

Explained Variance 23.790 18.489 10.042

Cronbach’s Alpha 0.808 0.799 0.720
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hypothesis 2.1., 2.2. and 2. 4.. However, for the use of multivariate analysis of variance,
some assumptions must be fulfilled: multivariate normality, homoscedasticity and
existence of correlation between independent variables. For this, a significance level
of 5% was considered and Table 6 (see appendix) summarizes the validation of the
assumptions for the hypotheses under investigation, justifying the use of MANOVA.

Concerning the influence of the age in students’ perceptions of CSR (hypothesis
2.1.) it was obtained a p-value ≈ 0.371 for the Wilks’ Lambda test, meaning that the
dependent variable does not have a statistically significant effect on the independent
variables. However, by the p-values obtained in the Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
it is observed that students’ perception, based on their age, was only statistically
significant for perception 5: BThe most important concern for a firm/organization is
making a profit, even if it means bending or breaking the rules^, with a p-value ≈ 0.033.
After this identification, the ANOVA technique and Tukey’s post-hoc tests are per-
formed to determine if there are statistically significant differences between age
intervals answers to this perception 5, however, the p-values presented by classes are
all higher than 0.05, which indicates that there are no relevant differences between age
groups. As such, we conclude that hypothesis 2.1.: BAge positively influences students’
perceptions of CSR^, is not verified.

Then, by doing the same analysis, with the dependent variable, academic degree, it
was obtained a p-value ≈ 0,258 for the Wilks’ Lambda test, which means that the
dependent variable does not have a statistically significant effect on the independent.
Besides that, the p-values obtained in the Tests of Between-Subjects Effects were all
higher than 0,05, then it is observed that the academic degree does not have as
consequence a statistically difference in the perceptions of the students. In this way,
we must reject the hypothesis 2.2.: BThe academic degree positively influences the
students’ perceptions of CSR^.

Still using the MANOVA technique, having as a dependent variable experience, we
analyse the perceptions of the students (having in mind the hypothesis 2.4.). It was
obtained a p-value ≈ 0.748 for the Wilks’ Lambda test, which means that the experience
does not have a statistically significant effect on the students’ perceptions of CSR.
Besides that, the p-values obtained in the Tests of Between-Subjects Effects were all
higher than 0.05, then it is observed that the perception of the students, based on their
current employment situation, does not verify statistically significant differences,
confirming that we should reject hypothesis 2.4.: BThe professional experience posi-
tively influences the students’ perceptions of CSR^.

To test hypothesis 2.3. BGender influences the students’ perceptions of CSR^ and
expecting female gender to be more sensitive to the importance of CSR, we used a t-
test, investigating whether there is a statistically significant relationship between gender
and students’ perceptions of CSR, that is, the means for the two groups are compared,
considering each perception. The Levene test allows to consider that equality of
variances is verified in almost all perceptions, only the perception 13:^ If survival of
a firm/organization is at stake, then you must forget about ethics and social
responsibility ,̂ has a p-value less than 0.05. However, examining the p-values presented
by the t-tests, the conclusion is that only for the perception 1: BBeing ethical and socially
responsible is the most important thing a firm/organization can do^ there are differences
between the means of the two groups, male and female students. As such, the
visualization of the confidence interval, obtained for this perception, clarifies that being
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the values positive, it is assumed that female students have more favourable perceptions
for this question. However, in a global way, we should reject hypothesis 2.3.: BThe
gender influences the students’ perceptions of CSR^.

5 Discussion and conclusions

In general, based on one of the main objectives of determining whether CSR students
‘perceptions differed, we can conclude that, in a first analysis of the means of the
students’ answers about the perceptions, we could divide the perceptions in two distinct
groups. Namely those that obtained a higher average, and therefore, identified with
favourable perceptions of CSR, and others with lower means that defy CSR
perceptions.

That is, from this analysis we can expect the verification of the hypothesis 1
BStudents’ perceptions about CSR can be considered in different dimensions^, which
confirms what has been described in the literature review, namely that although
students are aware of ethical and socially responsible practices/strategies, they do not
always make responsible decisions and assume responsible behaviours that benefit
society (Assudani et al. 2011). These results are confirmed by the results obtained by
factor analysis, which defined three principal dimensions in the students’ perceptions of
CSR:

& favourable perceptions of CSR
& perceptions that challenge the importance of CSR
& enterprise prioritization, putting CSR in a second plan.

The existing research shows that the majority of students display positive attitudes
and perceptions toward sustainability and CSR strategies (Bahaee et al. 2014). At the
same time, the new human values era is linked with solidarity, quality of life, environ-
mental concerns, welfare and interest with others (González-Rodríguez et al. 2013), so
there are high social perceptions related to CSR. Our first dimension includes
favourable perceptions to CSR, with a mean of 6.75, and that can be seen as pro
CSR, confirming what is reported in the literature that CSR is increasingly recognized
as an important strategic decision, with increasing and positive benefits to organizations
(Mcguire et al. 1988), being important for its success and competitiveness (Gallardo-
Vázquez and Sanchez-Hernandez 2014).

As CSR scepticism has a strong impact on consumers’ attitudes and perceptions,
there are some less positive perceptions towards CSR that may lead people to adopt a
low-level mind-set when processing CSR information (Connors et al. 2017). Compo-
nent 2 includes perceptions that challenge the importance of CSR and include percep-
tions resistant to CSR. One of the possible explanations may be linked to the fact that
the ethical education adopted by HEI is still incipient, as Wymer & Rundle-Thiele
(2017, p. 28), state in their study Bonly about one-third of our universities offered a
sustainability-related course^. Because teachers still have little information about the
importance of CSR and feel disqualified to teach ethics and sometimes believe that they
cannot change students’ ethical behaviours (Wymer and Rundle-thiele 2017), this can
lead to students’ lack of awareness of this issue.
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Finally, component 3 includes items related to company prioritization, even though
products/services that are perceived as ‘good’ or ‘ethical’ may increase competitive
advantage (Brei and Böhm 2011), this set of answers place CSR in a second plan, in the
backstage, with an average of 5.26. These students’ perceptions consider CSR as second-
ary, they consider that in order for the organization to be socially responsible it must
commit its resources in favour of society and the environment in particular, and in turn, this
socially responsible behaviour entails costs that call into question the main management
policy that consists in maximizing wealth (Wymer and Rundle-thiele 2017). The materi-
alistic interest ofmanagers, driven by the desire for power, control andwealth, stands above
ethical and socially responsible values, conditioning decision-making in favour of CSR,
therefore, CSR is prioritized only when it is seen as profitable, and capable of promoting
the interests of the organization (Giacalone and Thompson 2006).

Concerning the second major objective of this study, which refers to the influence of
sociodemographic characteristics on students’ perceptions of CSR, the fact is that there
were no statistically significant evidences for differentiation per age, gender, academic
degree and professional experience on this matter, strongly indicating that students’ CSR
perceptions do not suffer influences for these sociodemographic characteristics, showing a
certain level of similarity between them. In some researches also on students’ perceptions,
it is possible to verify the inexistence of statistically significant effect from gender and age
(Burcea and Marinescu 2011; Pätäri et al. 2017). This may mean that regardless of these
variables, students are increasingly aware of the importance of CSR and have a positive
perception about it. Although, considering gender, our results evidence different percep-
tions in one item (being ethical and socially responsible is the most important thing a firm/
organization can do) and considering that this item is, at the same time, wide-ranging and
geocentric to the topic, we can mention that female students may be slightly more sensitive
to this question. Literature shows gender as a significant factor, particularly when it stresses
how female gender has a more positive perception, when compared to the male gender, in
what regards ethical aspects, social initiative, as well as CSR (Arli et al. 2014; Arlow 1991;
Fitzpatrick 2013; González-Rodríguez et al. 2013). We also performed a Pearson test
between the sociodemographic variables and the three different students’ dimensions of
perceptions about CSR, obtained in the factor analysis, and again the results do not reveal
the influence of these variables on the different perceptions that the students have about
CSR.

In conclusion, we can mention the existence of three different dimensions of
students’ perceptions: i) pro CSR, ii) resistant CSR and iii) secondary CSR, we can
say that favourable perceptions to CSR present the highest average, showing that,
generally, students value CSR. So, CSR is considered important for the majority,
though there are dissimilar perceptions, and thus the meaning and importance of
CSR students’ perceptions can be questioned. In addition, the results show that
variables such as age, gender, academic degree and professional experience of each
student do not present statistically significant differences in the perceptions that each
student has about CSR.

This research has important managerial implications for HEIs. Students as future
employees/employers/entrepreneurs and as consumers evaluate CSR programs. Trans-
formation paths toward a more sustainable activity will be shaped by the dissemination
of sustainable manufacture and consumption patterns (Pülzl et al. 2014), and young
people are potentially very significant agents of change (Pätäri et al. 2017). It is
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particularly vital to understand and proactively anticipate how the sustainable and
ethical attitudes of students as employees/employers/entrepreneurs and as consumers
grow and how is their ethical, responsible and sustainable behaviour.

In what concerns limitations of the study, one can mention that the number of HEIs
involved is one important constraint, as it is the fact that the questionnaire did not
consider context-specific issues. In addition, the low number of respondents limits the
generalization of the findings. Consequently, future research might include a more
extensive and heterogeneous sample, extending to other HEIs and students of different
ages and areas, in order to better understand whether the hypotheses suggested in this
article would lead to different conclusions.
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