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Abstract
A lot of previous research has focused on the public’s intentions to support organizations based on their actions related to 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). However, people’s perceptions of CSR during challenging times are yet to be fully 
explored. This study aims to fill this gap by investigating the relationship between the public’s emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioral responses to CSR during uncertain times (i.e., a global pandemic). A total sample of 407 responses were collected 
during the first wave of the global pandemic across two countries, representing the European and African continents. The 
results show that in challenging times, negative emotions appear to fade into the background and do not play a significant role. 
Interestingly, cognitive evaluations (mind) are the strongest predictors of perceptions of CSR, while positive emotions (heart) 
are the key drivers of behavioral response toward the company. Theoretical and managerial implications are also discussed.

Keywords  CSR · Perceptions · Positive emotional evaluations · Negative emotional evaluations · Cognitive evaluations

Introduction

“People will forget what you said, people will forget 
what you did, but people will never forget how you 
made them feel”
Maya Angelou.

There is a growing trend of companies acknowledg-
ing their role (albeit voluntary) in society during adverse 
times. Anheuser-Busch (owners of beer brands like Bud-
weiser and Stella Artois) are well known for their emer-
gency response plans, such as the distribution of emergency 
drinking water to fire departments working on disaster relief 
efforts (Anheuser-Busch, n.d.). During the global Covid-19 
pandemic, many organizations initiated various responsible 

activities, driving positive societal change (RepTrak 2020). 
‘The Ventilator Challenge UK Consortium,’ led by Airbus, 
brought together manufacturers from different industries to 
help the production of medical ventilators to support the 
NHS in the UK (Ventilator Challenge UK 2020). Other 
examples include companies involved in the manufacture of 
hand sanitizers (e.g., Diageo, L’Oréal), the provision of free 
services and technical support to healthcare and education 
(e.g., Zoom, EE), or the donation of money to relief efforts 
(e.g., Facebook, Google). Although this type of activities 
during times of uncertainty are likely to generate positive 
reactions among the public and favor their support toward 
the company, whether or not individuals still consider CSR 
essential during adverse events is unknown.

Despite these growing efforts of companies to be more 
responsible during uncertain times, some companies appear 
to give more importance to specific business functions, 
whether it is about providing the best possible products, 
focusing on the organization’s survival, or generating eco-
nomic stability. For instance, during the first six months of 
the pandemic, Berkshire Hathaway reported $56 billion in 
profit, while more than 13,000 employees were laid off in 
one of its subsidiaries. Similarly, Walmart reportedly paid 
more than $10 billion to their investors, while 1200 cor-
porate office employees were dismissed (The Washington 
Post 2020). Such strategies could lead to the public reacting 
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negatively to the organization’s CSR, as they might believe 
CSR loses significance during a period of crisis. Or, on the 
contrary, this might not have an effect on a company, as 
the public may also see CSR as secondary during uncertain 
times.

The intention to support a company based on its CSR 
activities has been widely explored in the literature (Vla-
chos et al. 2013; Almeida and Coelho 2019; Hofenk et al. 
2019; Achabou 2020). Although most studies support a lin-
ear (positive) relationship between perceived CSR and sup-
portive behavioral intentions, Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) 
show that this relationship is not as simple as it may appear. 
In fact, under certain conditions, perceptions of CSR could 
decrease the public’s intention to support the firm (Sen and 
Bhattacharya 2001; Kim and Lee 2015). This may be related 
to specific CSR initiatives companies engage in, that evoke 
rather negative reactions from the public, including skep-
ticism and disbelief in the company’s true motives (Rim 
and Kim 2016; Moscato and Hopp 2019; Achabou 2020). 
Thus, we argue it is increasingly important to understand 
how people evaluate a company’s CSR responses during 
uncertain times (both at emotional and cognitive levels), and 
how those evaluations impact their perception of the com-
pany’s CSR and, ultimately, their level of support toward 
the organization. As “people will not forget how companies 
made them feel,” a better understanding of the dynamics 
mentioned above will allow organizations to proactively 
design and address their responsibilities while experiencing 
adverse events. This is relevant because the way individuals 
evaluate those responses and behave as a consequence might 
be different to how they would evaluate a company’s behav-
ior in more stable conditions (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001).

This study responds to recent calls to shed more light on 
the effects of the public’s reactions toward CSR, particu-
larly in the events of adversity (He and Harris 2020; Fatma 
et al. 2022), and aims to explore the relationship between 
the public’s perceptions of CSR and their behavioral inten-
tions toward the company, considering the role of cognitive 
(mind) and emotional (heart) evaluations of the company’s 
activities during uncertain times. A plethora of studies has 
favored cognitive evaluations of CSR activities (Lee et al. 
2013; Kim and Lee 2020; Fatma et al. 2022) over emotional 
ones, which are challenged in this study, while proposing to 
consider both dimensions simultaneously.

First, our study contributes to the CSR literature and 
advances current knowledge by simultaneously considering 
the role of cognitive and emotional evaluations of company’s 
CSR response, as critical drivers of perceived CSR (Xi et al. 
2019; Ooi et al. 2022); highlighting how mind and heart may 
vary depending on desired outcomes. Second, our research 
contributes to the theory on emotions and CSR by offering 
a counter-intuitive finding in relation to negative emotions, 
as those have not been found to result in reduced desired 

outcomes, as suggested by previous research (e. g, Rose-
man and Smith 2001; Du and Fan 2007; Barclay and Kiefer 
2014; Sung et al. 2023). Finally, this study contributes to 
knowledge by unpacking a (partially) mediating role of per-
ceived CSR in the times of uncertainty. Overall, our study 
contributes to existing knowledge by offering a nuanced 
understanding of individuals’ evaluations of companies’ 
CSR responses and subsequent behavior during uncertain 
times, which may be different to those experienced under 
more stable conditions.

In the next sections, we first briefly review relevant litera-
ture in the areas of CSR, particularly looking at how emo-
tional and cognitive evaluations may impact perceived CSR 
and subsequent behaviors. We then continue by explain-
ing the rationale behind our chosen methods and present 
the results of our quantitative study. The discussion of the 
results follows, highlighting our contributions. The paper 
concludes with the limitations of our study and directions 
for future research.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Perceived CSR in Uncertain Times

CSR has gradually grown into an essential part of corpo-
rate strategy in contemporary organizations (D’Acunto 
et al. 2020). The significant influence from increasing soci-
etal expectations toward companies has forced firms to pay 
more attention to CSR activities (He and Harris 2020; Shin 
et al. 2021). Companies tend to focus on CSR, seeking for 
various benefits for the company (e.g., improved image and 
reputation, employee retention, support from customers—
see Walsh et al. 2009; Fombrun et al. 2015), for society 
and the environment (e.g., improved relationship with the 
community, reduction of CO2 emissions, and contribution 
to sustainable development—see Dyllick and Muff 2016; 
Schons and Steinmeier 2016). As a result, successful CSR 
has increasingly demonstrated its positive influence on the 
public’s support toward organizations (Hofenk et al. 2019), 
as perceptions of CSR seem to play an important role in 
the formation of supportive behavior toward the company 
(Brown and Dacin 1997; Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). It 
is agreed that perceived CSR is an individual’s response to 
CSR initiatives and activities a company engages in (Kim 
and Bae 2016).

Even though most studies have found benefits of posi-
tively perceived CSR to organizations, one should acknowl-
edge that CSR can be viewed as a dynamic concept (Sen and 
Bhattacharya 2001; Tetrault Sirsly and Lvina 2019), which 
may be challenged in a drastic change of context (i.e., a 
global pandemic—see He and Harris 2020). Despite finan-
cial pressures, many companies have proactively participated 
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in various CSR activities during the pandemic, especially 
those that can deliver immediate assistance against the virus. 
Companies’ CSR practices appear to result in even stronger 
affiliation with the public, as they witness dedication from 
the organization (He and Harris 2020).

However, what has been largely overlooked is how a 
specific CSR response (i.e., evaluations of thereof) during 
times of uncertainty can influence the public perception of 
company’s CSR. For example, the UK sportswear brand 
Sport Direct refused to close their stores during the first 
wave of the pandemic, claiming they were an essential busi-
ness (while all non-essential businesses had to stop trading). 
Despite an eventual U-turn from the CEO to shut the stores, 
the company was largely criticized for being irresponsible 
toward their employees (BBC 2020). In the US, employees 
from several companies (e.g., Amazon, Instacart) went on 
strike due to lack of protective gear available at work (New 
York Times 2020). The reaction (or lack of) from these 
organizations not only affected those suffering first hand 
(who mainly felt fear), but also led to public protests and 
boycotts. From these examples, it is evident that the public’s 
reactions to a specific initiative during the pandemic could 
lead to negative behavioral responses toward companies. A 
possible explanation is that during challenging times, people 
tend to be more vulnerable and uncertain, and their expecta-
tions may rise and change especially when it comes to CSR 
(Mahmud et al. 2021).

It is thus important to unpack the role of people’s reac-
tions to the pandemic-related CSR activities. One way of 
doing this would be to explore public’s perceptions of CSR, 
by specifically exploring evaluations of CSR activities in 
terms of their emotional and cognitive elements (as done 
in this study). This follows the argument by van der Berg 
et al. (2006) and Keer et al. (2014), who suggest that there 
is merit in exploring cognitive and affective components of 
evaluations individually.

Emotional Evaluations of CSR Activities

Emotions are ‘a form of affection involving visceral 
responses that are associated with a specific referent, and 
result in action’ (Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001, p. 83). 
Building on the Appraisal Theory of Emotions (ATE), indi-
viduals’ evaluations of a situation or event act as a cata-
lyst of eliciting emotions (e.g., see Lazarus 1991; Roseman 
and Smith 2001; Scherer 2009; Ellsworth 2013; Roseman 
2013; Moors 2014; Sung et al. 2023). As a result, individu-
als’ emotional evaluations are triggered by an appraisal (i.e., 
a judgment) of an event or an issue, and their emotional 
response could either be positive and/or negative (Joireman 
et al. 2015).

In the context of CSR, individuals tend to experience 
emotions based on the company’s specific actions, which 

may for instance relate to products and services or sup-
port for local communities (Dawar and Parker 1994; Lange 
et al. 2011). Hillenbrand et al. (2020) suggest that both 
positive and negative emotional evaluations can help 
explain individuals’ reactions. This phenomenon could 
be explained through the lens of the ATE, which (as 
explained above) suggests that people may react differ-
ently (positively vs negatively) to the same issue (i.e., a 
company’s CSR response to a crisis). For example, based 
on the ATE, one may argue that people's emotional evalu-
ation of a company’s CSR response can trigger changes in 
how they view the overall company’s CSR and behave as a 
result of it. While negative emotions may cause people to 
act in ways that would allow them to distance themselves 
from the business or its CSR initiatives, positive emotions 
can encourage supportive actions (Maon et al. 2019). We 
thus propose that emotional evaluations of a company’s 
CSR response can play an important role in explaining 
how people perceive the overall company’s CSR (Newell 
et al. 2007; Ooi et al. 2022) and their subsequent behavior.

Even though the relationship between emotions and 
CSR has not been given much importance in the litera-
ture (Xie et  al. 2019), the relevance between the two 
phenomena is highlighted in previous research. Andreu 
et al. (2015) suggest that emotions play a vital role when 
evaluating CSR activities, in particular those related to 
employee support (e.g., safety, job security). Xie et al. 
(2019) argue that positive emotions (i.e., gratitude) have 
positive effects on subsequent supportive behaviors, such 
as word of mouth (Markovic et al. 2022).

Interestingly, the CSR literature has been mainly 
focusing on positive generic emotional states (i.e., pos-
itive mood) in relation to its impact on perceived CSR 
(e.g., Liu et al. 2021). Although we believe that there is 
merit in focusing on positive emotions, and assume those 
would lead to positive perceptions of CSR, following Izard 
(2013) and Tellegen (1985), emotions essentially fall into 
two categories of positive and negative and, therefore, both 
should be considered when exploring the effects of specific 
company’s activities on perceptions of CSR.

Provided that the CSR literature is rather modest on the 
effect of negative emotions on CSR, there is evidence from 
related disciplines that negative emotions could lead to a 
decrease in desired outcomes such as satisfaction (Du and 
Fan 2007), attitudes (García‐De los Salmones and Perez 
2018), or recommendation behaviors (Hosany et al. 2017). 
We thus assume that negative evaluations of the response 
to the pandemic may hinder perceived CSR. However, this 
notion is yet to be tested in a scenario when people are 
generally experiencing negative emotions (e.g., anxiety, 
anger, sadness—see Metzler et al. 2022), as it might hap-
pen during uncertain times.
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As a result, we acknowledge that a company’s CSR 
response in a crisis may elicit conflicting interpretations 
and emotions, which may affect how a company's CSR is 
perceived (García‐De los Salmones and Perez 2018). This 
accords with the ATE (Roseman and Smith 2001; Sung et al. 
2023), suggesting that individuals might in fact experience 
both positive or negative emotions toward a company’s 
responsible activities, because it is the appraisal of the com-
pany’s CSR efforts that determine the emotions individuals 
will feel.

The above led us to proposing the following hypotheses:

H1:  Positive emotional evaluations of a company’s CSR 
response are positively related to perceptions of CSR.

H2:  Negative emotional evaluations of a company’s CSR 
response are negatively related to perceptions of CSR.

Cognitive Evaluations of CSR Activities

In line with MacKenzie and Lutz (1989, p. 49), we con-
sider cognitive evaluation as ‘a disposition to respond in a 
favorable or unfavorable manner’ to an event or informa-
tion (see also Hillenbrand et al. 2020). The literature pro-
vides strong evidence on the link between positive cogni-
tive evaluations and supportive intentions (Doll and Ajzen 
1992; Walsh et al. 2011). For instance, positive evaluations 
of a product information may translate into more probable 
intentions to engage with that product (Lu et al. 2014), while 
health-related behaviors appear to be triggered by cognitive 
evaluations (particularly, when comparing with affective 
evaluations) (Keer et al. 2010).

The extant CSR literature has widely acknowledged the 
role of cognitive evaluations of various CSR-related activi-
ties. Individuals evaluate companies’ CSR through cognitive 
processing of information they receive about the company's 
activities and practices, which are a large part of how people 
react to CSR (Jones 2019). For instance, Lee et al. (2013) 
argue that cognitive evaluations of CSR capability are a 
significant (positive) predictor of perceived CSR. Kim and 
Lee (2020) further suggest that high consumers’ cognitive 
evaluation of CSR fit (alignment between the company’s 
operations and their CSR practices) improves their percep-
tion of CSR authenticity. Building on the existing research 
on the effects of cognitive evaluations on subsequent behav-
iors, one may argue that individuals who have favorable cog-
nitive evaluations of a company’s CSR response are more 
likely to see the overall company’s CSR more favorably and 
provide greater support for the company (Bhattacharya and 
Sen 2004; Wagner et al. 2008; Dastous and Legendre 2009; 
Stanaland et al. 2011).

Previous studies mainly focus on cognitive evaluations 
of generic CSR activities, pursuing a rather broader view 

(Lee et al. 2013; Kim and Lee 2020). Interestingly, Choi 
(2020) suggests that cognitive evaluations of CSR activities 
increase when consumers are not involved with the cause the 
company is supporting. We believe that there may be other 
yet unexplored processes that influence cognitive evalua-
tions of a company's activities in a scenario where everyone 
is part of ‘the cause.’ The context of the pandemic, as an 
example of uncertain times, provides a unique opportunity 
to explore issue involvement or relevance (Ahn 2020; Choi 
2020), as people were simultaneously involved in the cause 
and affected by it, thus offering a fruitful avenue to explore. 
As such, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3:  Cognitive evaluations of a company’s CSR response are 
positively related to perceptions of CSR.

Perceived CSR and Supportive Behavior

It is broadly accepted that CSR positively influences behav-
ior, such as satisfaction and trust with a company (Lombart 
and Louis 2014); identification with and commitment to 
a company (Su et al. 2017); and positive word of mouth 
(Markovic et al. 2022; Raza et al. 2020). When exploring 
individuals’ responses toward socially responsible compa-
nies, results from research appear rather conflicting. Some 
studies argue that individuals are more likely to support 
companies that adopt CSR strategies (Podnar and Golob 
2007; Foster et al. 2009). Others, however, propose that the 
public may not care enough about a company’s CSR and 
thus there may not be a significant link between perceived 
CSR and support for a company (Carrigan and Attalla 2001; 
Vaaland et al. 2008). We challenge the latter view by explor-
ing in depth the context of the pandemic, and whether the 
widely accepted relationship between perceived CSR and 
support for a company remains significant in uncertain 
times. Thus, we hypothesize the following:

H4:  Perceptions of CSR are positively related to supportive 
intended behavior.

The extant literature hints at the mediating properties of 
perceived CSR in driving the public’s support for organiza-
tions, as a result of company’s CSR initiatives and com-
munication about thereof (see Kim and Ferguson 2018; 
Ettinger et al. 2020). Building on Upadhye et al. (2019) and 
utilization theory (Olsen 1977), individuals may consider 
specific CSR activities as a cue that a company may ‘sustain 
in a long run,’ reducing potential risks and thus engendering 
support (e.g., purchase behavior) toward the company. For 
example, if an individual perceives the overall company’s 
CSR at a high level, it may lay a strong foundation to exhibit 
their support for the company. However, if the company 
fails to establish strong CSR, it will unlikely translate into 
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supportive behavior (Nyilasy et al. 2014). Thus, perceived 
CSR becomes a required foundation for the abovementioned 
effects. Therefore, we can assume that perceived CSR is 
likely to act as at least a partial mediator that converts evalu-
ations of specific CSR activities into the public’s support.

H5:  Perceptions of CSR at least partially mediate the rela-
tionships between (i) positive emotional evaluations; (ii) 
negative emotional evaluations; and (iii) cognitive evalua-
tions and supportive intended behavior.

Figure 1 summarizes the mechanisms mentioned above, 
connecting the general public’s evaluations of a company’s 
response to the pandemic, perceived CSR, and supportive 
intended behaviors.

Methodology

Design and Sample

We tested the proposed conceptual model with data col-
lected via an online survey in two countries representing 
Europe and Africa. The countries were selected for being 
among the most affected by the pandemic in their respec-
tive continent, during the first wave of the pandemic (JHU 
2022). The research participants were invited to evaluate a 
supermarket’s overall approach to CSR and their response to 
the pandemic (in relation to responsible actions). The cho-
sen supermarkets are compatible and were selected for the 
following reasons: both are among the largest supermarket 
chains in each country, and both follow the same business 
model and even share similar brand image. Each participant 

was directed to complete a survey about a supermarket from 
their country. The data collection was administered by Qual-
trics, an online panel data provider, over the period between 
June 11 and July 9, 2020. The data were collected using a 
non-probability quota sampling strategy, including quotas 
of age and gender across both countries. Qualtrics ensured 
full completion of the survey; thus, no missing data were 
identified. The final sample accounted for 407 respondents.

Measures

The employed measures were derived from peer-reviewed 
research and based on the 5-point Likert scale. Perceived 
CSR was adapted from Fombrun et al. (2015) and formed 
out of three main RepTrak dimensions related to CSR (work-
place environment, governance, and citizenship). Emotional 
evaluations (both positive and negative) of the supermarket’s 
response to the pandemic were adapted from PANAS by 
Watson et al. (1988). Cognitive evaluations were derived 
from Szőcs et al. (2016) and McCroskey (1966). The sup-
portive intended behavior scale was based on previously 
operationalized measures related to support for an organi-
zation (Money et al. 2012; Hillenbrand et al. 2013). See 
Appendix Table 4 for an overview and Appendix Table 5 
for key demographics.

Common Method Bias

To ensure that the collected data did not suffer from common 
method bias, the Lindell and Whitney (2001) statistical tests 
were performed. An additional variable—a marker—was 
added to the conceptual model (see Table 1). The results 
show that none of the correlations between the marker and 

Fig. 1   Conceptual model
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the rest of the model constructs are exceeding the threshold 
of 0.300, suggesting that it is unlikely that the data set suffers 
from any common method bias.

Analysis

The model was tested using the Partial Least Squares Struc-
tural Equation Modeling approach (PLS-SEM) (Sarstedt 
et  al. 2022—see Raza et  al. 2020) and operationalized 
through the SmartPLS 3.3 software (Ringle et al. 2015). 
PLS-SEM was deemed appropriate because of the nature of 
the study: (1) limited sample size; (2) occurrences of normal 
distribution parameters violation was identified when assess-
ing z-skewness and z-kurtosis (Hair et al. 2019).

Following Hair et al.’s (2021) guidelines, the analysis 
involved two steps: Step 1 was focused on the evaluation of 
the measurement model, establishing reliability and validity 
(i.e., Cronbach’s alpha) (Cronbach 1951), composite reli-
ability (Jöreskog 1971), consistent reliability (ρA) (Dijkstra 
and Henseler 2015), average variance extracted (AVE), and 
HTMT (Franke and Sarstedt 2019) assessment). Step 2 was 
aimed at evaluating the structural model, involving assess-
ment of the paths within the tested model, evaluation of the 
coefficient of determination R2 and in-sample and out-of-
sample (PLSpredict) predictive power estimation, in line 
with recent developments on the predictive power research 
(Shmueli et al. 2019).

Results

Measurement and Structural Model Assessments

The assessments of the constructs’ reliability (i.e., outer 
loading evaluations and reliability estimations) and valid-
ity (i.e., AVE and HTMT) were carried out—see Table 2. 
The overall results show acceptable levels of reliability and 
validity estimations for all endogenous and exogenous vari-
ables, confirming the measurement model (Hair et al. 2021).

To evaluate the significance of the proposed path rela-
tionships in the conceptual model, a bootstrapping proce-
dure with 5,000 subsamples with percentile-based confidence 
intervals was run (Aguirre-Urreta and Rönkkö 2018). Table 3 
shows all proposed path relationships and their significance 
levels at p < 0.05. Specifically, the model testing suggests that 
the coefficient of determination is moderate for both percep-
tions of CSR (R2 = 0.438) and intended behavior (R2 = 0.574).

In addition, we employed PLSpredict to establish out-
of-sample predictive relevance. Using k = 10 folds and r = 1 
repetitions (Shmueli et al. 2019), comparisons between PLS-
SEM and LM (i.e., linear model regression) values were 
run (see Appendix Table 6). First, the analysis estimated 
whether the predictions within the model outperformed the 
most naïve benchmark (i.e., Q2

predict > 0), which was con-
firmed. Next, root mean square error (RMSE) between PLS-
SEM and LM values was compared. Following Schmueli 
et al. (2019), we used RMSE prediction statistics, due to the 

Table 1   Common method bias

Marker Perceived CSR Cognitive 
evaluations

Supportive 
intended behavior

Negative emotional 
evaluations

Positive emo-
tional evalua-
tions

Marker 0.726
Perceived CSR 0.253 0.776
Cognitive evaluations 0.185 0.563 0.891
Supportive intended behavior 0.281 0.726 0.537 0.895
Negative emotional evaluations 0.052 0.089 − 0.151 0.08 0.859
Positive emotional evaluations 0.196 0.556 0.457 0.55 0.173 0.885

Table 2   Measurement model

Latent variables Mean SD Cr. Alpha rho_A Comp. Reliab AVE HTMT

1 2 3 4

Perceived CSR 3.62 0.666 0.917 0.921 0.931 0.602
Cognitive evaluations 4.15 0.812 0.913 0.916 0.939 0.794 0.613
Intended behavior 3.34 0.919 0.876 0.881 0.924 0.802 0.805 0.599
Negative emotional evaluations 1.85 0.955 0.826 0.869 0.894 0.738 0.098 0.184 0.091
Positive emotional evaluations 3.01 1.121 0.862 0.864 0.915 0.783 0.623 0.514 0.629 0.199
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prediction error distributions for the outcome variables being 
symmetrical, which allows to ensure a balance between the 
model fit and the predictive power (Sharma et al. 2022). 
The results show high out-of-sample predictive power for 
all manifest variables.

The analysis of the structural model (Table 3) provides 
strong empirical evidence to the proposed hypotheses. As 
such, positive emotional evaluations and cognitive evalua-
tions are both found to positively relate to perceived CSR; 
thus, H1 and H3 are, respectively, supported. Interest-
ingly, we did not find empirical support for H2, as there 
is no significant effect of negative emotional evaluations 
on perceived CSR. Perceived CSR, in turn, is positively 
related to intended behavior, which provides support for 
H4.

Mediation Analysis

The analysis of mediation involved an estimation of 
direct, indirect, and total effects (Hair et al. 2021) shown 
in Table 3. The results suggest that perceptions of CSR 
partially mediate the relationships between (i) positive 
emotional evaluations and (ii) cognitive evaluations and 
intended behavior, while no mediation effect was identified 
for the path between negative emotional evaluations and 
intended behavior. These findings provide a partial sup-
port for H5.

Discussion

Our findings provide strong empirical evidence that both 
emotional and cognitive evaluations of CSR activities 
during uncertain times (i.e., response to a crisis) are sig-
nificant drivers of perceptions of CSR and subsequent 
supportive behavior toward an organization. Specifically, 
we find that positive emotions have a significant effect 
on perceived CSR, while negative emotions do not have 

any effect, which is contrary to previous suggestions on 
the importance and impact of both positive and negative 
emotions (Dionne et al. 2018). This finding also contests 
previous research supporting the idea that negative emo-
tions could decrease desired outcomes (Du and Fan 2007) 
and challenges the linear logic suggested by the ATE. In 
the context of this study, negative emotions do not affect 
supportive outcomes. This counter-intuitive finding could 
be explained in two ways. First, people might be willing to 
give the benefit of the doubt much more during challenging 
times. At times of uncertainty and/or crisis, people experi-
ence elevated levels of negative emotions, such as anger 
or sadness (Achabou 2020; Metzler et al. 2022), and the 
prevailing negative feelings could be suppressed by posi-
tive emotions toward CSR activities. People may believe 
“we are all in this together,” and even if they feel nega-
tively toward the company’s actions aimed at relieving the 
effects of the adverse situation, they would still perceive 
the company’s general approach to CSR positively. Alter-
natively, people who experience negative emotions may 
find it difficult to demonstrate the support for a company 
and instead may be likely to withdraw their support in ways 
that were not captured in the applied measures, such as 
negative word of mouth, etc. (Barclay and Kiefer 2014).

Our study also finds cognitive evaluations as strong pre-
dictors of perceived CSR, supporting the results of previ-
ous research (Bhattacharya and Sen 2004; Wagner et al. 
2008; Dastous and Legendre 2009). Despite the signifi-
cant impact of positive emotional evaluations, they appear 
weaker in magnitude compared to cognitive evaluations. 
Our findings are particularly valuable as they not only sig-
nal a certain level of rationality in the public’s evaluations, 
but challenge previous research suggesting that cognitive 
evaluations of CSR activities are more relevant if indi-
viduals are not involved with the cause being supported 
(Choi 2020). Provided that the research participants were 
both involved and affected by the cause, we thus argue that 
in times of high-involvement uncertainty, people tend to 

Table 3   Structural model

Path relationships Direct effects Indirect effects 
via Perceptions of 
CSR

Total effects Hypothesis

Path p-value Path p-value Path p-value

Positive emotional evaluations → Perceptions of CSR 0.349 0.000 – – 0.349 0.000 H1is supported
Negative emotional evaluations → Perceptions of CSR 0.091 0.082 – – 0.091 0.082 H2 is not supported
Cognitive evaluations → Perceptions of CSR 0.417 0.000 – – 0.417 0.000 H3 is supported
Perceptions of CSR → Intended behavior 0.537 0.000 – – 0.537 0.000 H4 is supported
Positive emotional evaluations → Intended behavior 0.175 0.000 0.188 0.000 0.363 0.000 H5 is supported for (i)
Negative emotional evaluations → Intended behavior 0.027 0.443 0.049 0.078 0.076 0.108 H5 is not supported for (ii)
Cognitive evaluations → Intended behavior 0.159 0.000 0.224 0.000 0.383 0.000 H5 is supported for (iii)
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rely more on their cognitive evaluations—mind—to make 
a judgment about a company, specifically its CSR. This 
finding advances the understanding of antecedents of per-
ceived CSR (e.g., Stanaland et al. 2011), suggesting that 
cognitive evaluations are crucial for forming a perception 
of CSR.

The model testing also adds additional evidence on 
a positive influence of perceived CSR on support for an 
organization, which aligns with previous research in the 
field (Xie et al. 2019). Most interestingly, we identify a 
partially mediating role of perceived CSR, suggesting that 
(positive) emotional and cognitive evaluations influence 
the desired outcomes both directly and indirectly. This 
finding supports the work of Xie et al. (2019), among oth-
ers, who suggest that positive emotions and cognitions 
drive behaviors.

Most notably, our results suggest that when supporting 
organizations, the public is driven more by their positive 
emotional evaluations, rather than cognitive evaluations. 
This is a significant finding, as in times of uncertainty, 
emotions seem dominant; thus, people express support to 
companies driven by heart. This finding extends the notion 
of how evaluations may impact intentions, suggesting that 
in situations of adversity, emotional evaluations may appear 
stronger predictors of intentions compared to cognitive eval-
uations (Doll and Ajzen 1992).

Overall, it seems that the public cares about companies’ 
responsible practices, even during uncertain times. Their 
mind would be driving their perceptions, but their heart 
will ultimately decide whether or not they will support that 
organization.

Theoretical Contributions

By exploring the relationships between the public’s evalu-
ations of a company’s responses during a crisis, their per-
ceptions of the company’s overall CSR, and the subsequent 
behavior toward the company, this study offers several con-
tributions to the CSR literature. First, our paper expands 
prior knowledge by offering a more nuanced exploration of 
evaluations of CSR activities, considering both cognitive 
(mind) and emotional (heart) evaluations (Xie et al. 2019). 
This more comprehensive analysis highlights the impor-
tance of exploring emotional and cognitive evaluations 
individually, as suggested by van den Berg et al. (2006), 
in relation to different desired outcomes. As such, during 
challenging times, mind seems to be key in building positive 
perceptions of a company’s overall approach to CSR, while 
heart is the most important driver of supportive behavior 
(Keer et al. 2010).

Second, we contribute to research in the area of emo-
tions and CSR by suggesting that negative emotions do not 
necessarily affect support for a company, as highlighted by 
previous research (e.g., Du and Fan 2007; Hillenbrand et al. 
2020). In fact, during challenging times, people might be 
more willing to give the benefit of the doubt, perhaps, driven 
by a communal sentiment, and would still perceive the over-
all CSR efforts of the organization positively. This highlights 
the importance of the context in which the effects of nega-
tive emotions on outcomes are explored (Barclay and Kiefer 
2014). As a result, this is a key contribution of our study, as 
it highlights the value of having a strong CSR strategy that 
would allow companies to positively engage with individuals 
even if those feel the company could have responded better 
to uncertain events.

Lastly, our study unpacks the (partially) mediating role 
of perceived CSR between evaluations of the company’s 
response during uncertain times and the supportive behav-
iors toward the company. This contributes to the body of 
knowledge on the role of perceived CSR (Lacey et al. 2010; 
Chen et al. 2021), suggesting that perceived CSR is vital 
when translating emotional and cognitive evaluations into 
supportive behavior.

Managerial Implications

Our study offers insights that companies could use not 
only during challenging times, but when engaging in CSR 
activities. First, managers are encouraged to consider both 
individuals’ emotions and cognitions when developing a 
specific CSR strategy/activity. Specifically, organizations 
should aim to be seen as behaving in right and honest ways, 
as this would directly impact how their CSR efforts are 
perceived. Furthermore, CSR activities should be able 
to evoke positive emotions, as they are vital in overall 
appraisal of CSR and even stronger when driving sup-
port from the public. As such, companies could focus on 
designing CSR initiatives which clearly link to a specific 
cause or purpose, and implement and communicate those 
in the most transparent manner. In doing so, they would 
relate to both cognitive and emotional aspects to gain their 
desired outcomes.

Second, the overall company’s CSR (i.e., the public’s per-
ceptions of thereof) is fundamental to understand how the 
public will behave toward the organization. Hence, compa-
nies aiming to get the support of varied stakeholders should 
develop meaningful CSR strategies, which would balance 
the interest of different parties, particularly in challenging 
times.
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Third, managers should be aware that their decisions 
are the corresponding result of affective and cognitive 
inf luences. In this regard, the CSR communication 
strategies that companies engage in need be carefully 
designed so that the public would understand what they 
are and be able to connect with them. Communication 
has a vital capacity to reach audiences and trigger spe-
cific responses; thus, perceptions about the CSR prac-
tices will depend on the manner in which they are com-
municated. Therefore, companies may choose to focus 
their CSR communication strategy on cognitive aspects 
if the goal is to improve (or sustain) a positive percep-
tion of their CSR. At the same time, if the company aims 
to raise the public’s support toward the company, it is 
prominent to build on affective arguments, which should 
trigger stronger emotional response as well as lead to 
more desired outcomes.

Finally, the study encourages managers to invest in their 
CSR that in fact can help them win over more benefits in the 
competitive market (provided that positively perceived CSR 
enables the company to secure supportive behavior from 
key stakeholders), regardless of the sudden changes (i.e., 
crisis) that can be happening in the external environment.

Limitations and Directions for Future 
Research

The paper has several limitations. First, data were col-
lected during the first wave of the pandemic, using a 
cross-sectional approach. Future research could explore 
the public’s perceptions of CSR at the present time, aim-
ing to understand if those perceptions have changed over-
time. The current study does not take into consideration 

the time period of how long the effect of the CSR activity 
would last in the minds of the public to maintain positive 
cognitive or emotional evaluation. The duration of the 
effect needs to be examined in future research. It will 
be important to provide further insights into the degree 
of attention and awareness of CSR activities and its role 
in shaping perceptions of overall company’s CSR, and 
whether the absence of CSR initiatives could lead to neg-
ative cognitive and emotional evaluations.

Although we see the value of using supermarkets as a 
context (due to their essential role during the pandemic), 
other sectors and organization types could also be con-
sidered. While the supermarkets selected for this study 
were positively perceived by the public, future research 
could consider less regarded supermarkets to explore how 
their actions during uncertain times influence individuals’ 
perceptions and behaviors. Estimating the role of prior 
company’s reputation and motivation to engage in a par-
ticular CSR activity may shed additional light on how 
emotional and cognitive evaluations are formed.

This paper has focused on results from a global sam-
ple. Future studies could look more closely at country 
similarities/differences. Finally, this study calls for future 
research to explore the effects of CSR in different con-
texts rather than a public health crisis. It would be prudent 
to apply the developed framework to other challenging 
contexts (e.g., climate change, social injustice, economic 
collapse, etc.) and explore the dynamics of antecedents 
and consequences of perceived CSR.

Appendix

See Tables 4, 5, and 6.
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Table 5   Demographics

Country Gender Age

Female Male 18–44 years  > 45 years

Country 1 (Africa) 93 101 155 39
Country 2 (Europe) 108 105 45 168
Total 201 206 200 207

Table 6   PLSpredict results

PLS LM PLS-LM = 

RMSE MAE MAPE Q2_predict RMSE MAE MAPE Q2_predict RMSE MAE MAPE Q2_predict

Intent 1 0.852 0.674 28.038 0.244 0.86 0.68 28.454 0.229 − 0.008 − 0.006 − 0.416 0.015
Intent 2 0.83 0.656 27.527 0.362 0.84 0.658 27.411 0.347 − 0.01 − 0.002 0.116 0.015
Intent 3 0.854 0.678 28.578 0.352 0.865 0.69 28.702 0.334 − 0.011 − 0.012 − 0.124 0.018
CSR 08 0.719 0.575 19.181 0.224 0.726 0.576 19.328 0.208 − 0.007 − 0.001 − 0.147 0.016
CSR 09 0.755 0.615 20.762 0.248 0.772 0.625 21.097 0.214 − 0.017 − 0.01 − 0.335 0.034
CSR 10 0.718 0.571 17.527 0.181 0.74 0.59 18.104 0.13 − 0.022 − 0.019 − 0.577 0.051
CSR 11 0.76 0.599 21.74 0.29 0.766 0.606 21.812 0.278 − 0.006 − 0.007 − 0.072 0.012

Table 4   Measures and items used

Items Coefficients Cronbach’s 
Alpha

Positive emotional 
evaluation

Enthusiastic 0.849 0.862
Interested 0.87
Proud 0.865

Negative emotional 
evaluation

Afraid 0.887 0.826
Distressed 0.873
Upset 0.895

Cognitive evaluation Honest 0.868 0.913
Useful 0.91
Good 0.93
Right 0.855

Perceptions of CSR Supermarket X rewards its employees fairly 0.791 0.917
Supermarket X demonstrates concern for the health and well-being of its employees 0.785
Supermarket X offers equal opportunities in the workplace 0.7
Supermarket X is open and transparent about the way the company operates 0.792
Supermarket X behaves ethically 0.815
Supermarket X is fair in the way it does business 0.815
Supermarket X acts responsibly to protect the environment 0.803
Supermarket X supports good causes 0.677
Supermarket X has a positive influence on society 0.791

Intended behavior I would still give Supermarket X the benefit of the doubt if they were criticized (e.g., in 
the media or by consumer groups)

0.728 0.876

Supermarket X is an organization that I would still defend if something went wrong 
(e.g., if their internet sites were not operating properly for a time)

0.781

I would still support Supermarket X through good times and bad 0.778
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