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Abstract:

1. Introduction

The sphere of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and social responsibility is a prevalent subject in this cen-
tury, especially in the Covid-19 era. Nevertheless, the term dates back to the distant past, as back as the
Roman Empire when people organised in groups that had a powerful social impact and helped the home-
less, poor, and ill (Chaffee, 2017). In today’s business, during the pandemics, the CSR activities encom-
pass making dollar contributions to support medical care workers, food banks, and schools, providing free
laptops for children learning from home, phone chargers to hospitals so that patients and workers could stay
in touch with their loved ones more easily, and others (Manuel & Herron, 2020).

According to Porter and Kramer (2006), there are four main reasons why companies should turn to adopt-
ing the concept of CSR in their business practices: moral obligation, sustainability, license to operate, and
reputation. The aspect on which this study focuses is reputation. Namely, previous research showed that
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Research Question: The paper develops a conceptual model for exploring the factors which impact the consumers' word
of mouth (WOM) and willingness to pay (WTP) for products and services of socially responsible companies. Motivation:
The paper is based on the research of Castaldo et al. (2009), Pivato et al. (2007), Rim and Kim (2016), and Jarvis et al.
(2017) concerning the consumers’ perception of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and measurement of the
effectiveness of CSR activities. Accordingly, our paper tries to provide companies with valuable information on how the
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Idea: The proposed model is based on three pillars: Perception of CSR, Moderating effects, and Willingness to pay and
recommend and strives to shed light on their mutual relations. The goal is to better understand the complex mechanisms
and consequences of the consumers’ perception of CSR activities of companies. Data: To verify the proposed conceptual
model, a questionnaire was developed and distributed. In total, 265 respondents participated in the research. Tools:
Structural equation modelling (SEM) analysis was employed to explore the relationships between defined factors. Findings:
The findings illustrate that both attitudes towards CSR and CSR companies have an impact on the level of trust and
purchase intention. When it comes to WTP and WOM, only the level of trust and purchase intention have an impact.
Interestingly, the respondents' awareness of the companies’ CSR activities did not have an impact on WTP and WOM. The
model indicates that the companies should communicate their CSR activities which will lead to greater trust and purchase
intention leading to higher consumers' willingness to pay and recommend the companies’ products/services. Contribution:
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benefits of their CSR activities.
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CSR activities might lead to competitive advantage, better relations with stakeholders, employees, and con-
sumers, corporate image, and corporate reputation (Almeida & Coelho, 2019). Therefore, it is in the com-
pany’s interest to engage in CSR to improve its reputation and recognition. 

Although there are many reasons and benefits for a company to engage in CSR, the issue that emerges is
how to measure the company-specific value of CSR activities. CSR effects can be hard to identify and meas-
ure. Different approaches have been proposed: composite indicators (Maricic & Kostic-Stankovic, 2016), im-
pact models (Weber, 2008), conceptual models (Castaldo et al., 2009), various key performance indicators
(Ekatah et al., 2011), and others.

The research question this study strived to answer is how to measure and explore the effects of consumers’
perception of CSR and businesses of companies who are socially responsible. In this vein, the authors cre-
ated a three-pillar conceptual model and tested the relationships between Perception of CSR (measured
through Attitude towards CSR and Attitude towards CSR companies), Moderating effects (measured through
Awareness, Trust, and Purchase Intention), and Willingness to pay (WTP) and Word of mouth (WOM). The pro-
posed model attempts to integrate several concepts, improve the currently devised ones and fill in the gaps
in the CSR literature.

The paper is organised as follows: the next section reviews several previously defined conceptual models
on the topic of CSR, while Section 3 focuses on the in-depth introduction of the proposed conceptual model
and the rationale for its construction. The following section covers the conducted research, model verifica-
tion, and managerial implications of the obtained results. Section 5 sees the concluding remarks.

2. Measuring the Consumers' Attitude towards Companies which 
Engage in CSR Activities

Companies that engage in CSR activities require feedback on the effectiveness of their CSR projects. Just
some of the questions which arise are: Has the perception of the company and its products/services
changed because of the conducted CSR activities? Do CSR activities impact sales? How does the public
observe the company for its CSR activities? One of the approaches to answering these questions is a con-
ceptual model development and its verification using a structural equation modelling (SEM) analysis. Herein,
we will present a number of models which acted as a guide for the development of our model.

Castaldo et al. (2009) in their research examined the missing link between CSR and consumer trust in the
case of Fair Trade products. They used five constructs in their model: Consumer CSR, Trust in Fair Trade,
Trust in retailer private-label Fair Trade products, Brand loyalty and Willingness to pay a premium price. They
concluded that the reputation of a retailer for respecting the rights of consumers and satisfying their needs
positively adds to the trust of consumers toward Fair Trade products. Also, they confirmed the hypotheses
that consumers will pay a higher price and be loyal to Fair Trade products.

Pivato et al. (2007) researched the impact of CSR on consumer trust in the case of organic food. Their struc-
tural model examined the link between the corporate social performance of retailers, trust in organic prod-
ucts, trust in private-label organic products and brand loyalty in private-label organic products. They tested
three hypotheses, and the results provided strong support for all of them. The assumption that consumer
perception of CSR performance is positively related to trust in organic products was confirmed. Also, they
concluded that trust in organic products correlated positively with trust toward private-label organic prod-
ucts and that trust in private-label organic products positively correlated with brand loyalty.

Rim and Kim (2016) analyzed the dimensions of CSR skepticism and their impacts on public evaluations to-
ward CSR. Using SEM analysis, they evaluated links between skepticism toward informativeness, disbelief,
skepticism toward altruism, and cynicism. They concluded that skepticism toward altruism was a significant
predictor for supportive behavioural intentions and consumers' attitude toward companies. The disbelief
factor and informativeness factor were identified as significant predictors for negative consumer attitudes to-
ward companies. One more significant conclusion is that the higher the public’s skepticism toward infor-
mativeness and the higher disbelief the public attributes to corporate CSR activity and CSR communication,
the more negative attitudes toward companies they develop.

Customer engagement in CSR was examined by Jarvis et al. (2017). They made a model containing six
constructs: CSR initiative preference, customer engagement in CSR, customer loyalty, age, gender, and
length of time as member. They concluded that there is a positive relationship between a member’s prefe-
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rence for a CSR initiative and their intention to be loyal to the sports club and between a member’s prefe-
rence for the CSR initiative and their intention to be engaged in the CSR initiative. Also, the positive link bet-
ween a member’s intention to be engaged with the preferred CSR initiative and their intention to be loyal to
the sports club was proven. Engagement with the preferred CSR initiative mediates the relationship bet-
ween a member’s preference for the CSR initiative and their intention to be loyal to the sports club.

3. Proposed Conceptual Model 

In this section, the proposed conceptual model which strives to quantify the effects of different factors on
the perception and purchase intention of products and services of companies which are socially responsi-
ble will be presented. The model is based on six constructs, one measured variable and their mutual rela-
tions. The respected elements and the related hypothesis are listed below.

Attitude towards CSR

The first construct of the model has the goal to explore the consumers' attitude towards CSR. It is assumed
that the fact the consumer is acquainted with the term CSR and pays attention to CSR activities of compa-
nies, it will later affect his/her purchase decision-making. The same viewpoint was held by Marin and Ruiz
(2007) who showed that the attitude towards CSR impacts the company-consumer congruence and iden-
tity attractiveness and Ramesh et al. (2019) who explored the impact of attitude towards CSR on brand at-
titude, brand image, and perceived quality.

Attitude towards CSR companies

It is believed that the attitude towards companies which are or are not socially responsible differs (Mohr &
Webb, 2005). It is assumed that if a consumer has a positive attitude towards socially responsible compa-
nies, he/she is going to have trust in the products and services of that company and will be, eventually, will-
ing to pay more. This assumption has been researched by Pivato et al. (2007), who concluded that socially
responsible companies could gain a competitive advantage in those economic branches in which trust is
the key for choosing consumers. Creyer and Ross (1997) researched the influence of ethical behaviour of
companies on the WTP a higher price. They concluded that ethics, as an aspect of socially responsible
business, positively impacted the willingness of a consumer to reward that kind of company act and pay a
higher price. 

Awareness

Maignan (2001) showed that consumers had little awareness of CSR activities of companies. In the model,
Awareness is defined as to how much the respondents recognise companies as CSR active. The fact that
the respondent recognizes a company as a socially responsible one indicates that the company has com-
municated and positioned itself on top of the mind of the respondent which might lead to positive WOM
and WTP as shown in the model of Maricic et al. (2019).

Purchase intention 

A purchase intention for buying a specific product depends on many factors. During the purchase decision-
making process, the term of social responsibility appears in the mind of the consumers. Holmes and Kilbane
(1993) conclude that consumers have a more positive attitude about a company if that company makes do-
nations. However, their opinion is that this fact does not influence consumers' intention to buy a product of that
company. Later on, Dahl and Lavack (1995) have concluded that the size of donation increases a purchase
intention, after all. The findings of this research pointed to the conclusion that the products which showed the
donation of the smaller amount of money were less attractive to the consumers and vice versa. The two stud-
ies indicate that CSR activities and perception of them can have an impact on purchase intention.

Trust

Trust is a fundamental asset in every business and non-business relationship (Pivato et al., 2007). The point
of view taken in this paper was that consumers have more trust in socially responsible companies. Like-
wise, our goal was to study how having trust in a company affects other constructs. The assumption was
that if the company is socially responsible, a consumer will have more trust in their business, just because
the company cares about the community. Castaldo et al. (2009) confirm the assumption that consumers who
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trust in the specific company are accordingly willing to pay a higher price for a product or service of that com-
pany. Also, if a consumer trusts a company, it is expected that he/she will share his impressions with other
people. 

Willingness to pay (WTP)

Willingness to pay a higher price for a specific product or service primarily depends on consumers' priori-
ties and perception. Namely, in some research it is defined as a trade-off that exists when making a purchase
decision. The trade-off is between social and traditional features of the product/ service (Marquina & Morales,
2012). It is believed that the CSR activities of a company can eventually lead to increased WTP. Abrantes Fer-
reira et al. (2010) show that there is a significant connection between WTP and a purchase intention. Mar-
quina and Morales (2012) showed that CSR could contribute to brand value and customers’ higher WTP.

Word of mouth (WOM)

Consumers frequently rely on informal and personal communication sources in making purchase decisions
(Bansal & Voyer, 2000). Recommendations and spreading information influence consumers' opinion and
inform them about socially responsible activities of the company, but also on consumers' purchase inten-
tion. Yu and Tang (2010), in their research, conclude that WOM will be most favourable when it is positive,
richly described and conveyed in a strong manner. East et al. (2008) studied the influence of positive WOM
type (PWOM), encouraging brand choice, and negative (NWOM), discouraging brand choice, on purchase
intention, and concluded that impact of PWOM was generally greater than NWOM.

Hypotheses and conceptual model 

The proposed conceptual model is given in Figure 1. Accordingly, the model is divided into three pillars: Per-
ception of CSR, Moderating effects, and Willingness to pay and recommend. Based on the literature review,
it is hypothesised that there is a positive impact between the pillars:

H1: Perception of CSR has an impact on Moderating effects
H2: Perception of CSR has an impact on Willingness to pay and to recommend
H3: Moderating effects have an impact on Willingness to pay and to recommend

Figure 1: Proposed conceptual model based on three pillars

4. Conducted research

4.1 Procedure, participants, and the survey

To verify the proposed conceptual model, an online survey was conducted from mid-June until mid-July 2020.
The survey was distributed on authors' LinkedIn and Facebook profiles. After closing the survey, statistical
analysis was performed using SPSS 25 and in AMOS 22. SPSS was used for descriptive statistics, while
AMOS was used to verify the structural conceptual model. The survey consisted of eight parts. The first group
of questions was related to demographic characteristics of the respondents while the following seven parts
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are related to six constructs and Awareness variable which make the conceptual model. The complete list of
questions used to quantify the six constructs alongside the sources from which the questions were adapted
from is given in Appendix. All questions which measured the respondents' agreement with specific state-
ments were measured on a four-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 4 (Strongly agree).

To measure Awareness of CSR activities, the test of recognition was used. The test of recognition is a stan-
dardised test used when measuring the awareness of consumers in marketing research (Stotlar, 1993). In
this test, the respondents are expected to point out the companies which they believe have received the
“George Weifert” prize awarded by the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Serbia as the National Award
for Corporate Social Responsibility (Privredna komora Srbije, 2020). Regardless of the award itself, this
question served to examine the respondents' awareness. If the respondent was not familiar with the award
as such and its winners, he/she, based on knowledge of the offered companies, experience with them,
knowledge of their CSR activities, should have concluded which companies in his/her opinion could have
received this award. 

4.2 Sample characteristics

The sample consisted of 265 respondents. All questions in the questionnaire were mandatory, so there were
no missing data. We had 169 female respondents who make 63.8 per cent of the sample, and 96 male re-
spondents who make 36.2 per cent. The disproportion in the gender of the respondents can be observed.
However, such a result should have been expected as females are more prone to participating in online sur-
veys (Smith, 2008). The mean age of the respondents covered by the sample is 26.74 with a standard de-
viation of 7.747. This indicates that different target groups are covered by the research. This is also confirmed
by looking at the age of the youngest (19) and oldest (69) respondent. Respondents most commonly came
from Belgrade (41.5%) and Serbian cities with 20,000 to 100,000 habitants (27.9%) as the survey was dis-
tributed only in Serbia. Looking at the educational attainment of the respondents, 52.1 per cent of the re-
spondents completed high school, while 36.2% have a bachelor's degree. Lastly, the household income of
the respondents was observed. Most of them have a household income above RSD 100,000 (34.0%), fol-
lowed by those with income between 70,000 and RSD 100,00 (23.4%). It can be observed that the popula-
tion covered with the sample is urban, student population, and with the household income above average.

4.3 Results of the test of recognition

As explained above, in the test of recognition, the respondents had to mark the companies they believed
were awarded as extremely socially responsible. In 2019, 15 companies were awarded the “George Weifert”
prize for corporate social responsibility. The question itself had 14 answers offered, of which seven were
correct and seven were incorrect. Namely, besides the seven companies which have received the “George
Weifert” prize, seven companies from the same industries have been offered. The complete list of compa-
nies offered is given in Table 1.

The average number of marked companies was 3.92. However, the average number of correct answers of
respondents is 2.15, with a standard deviation of 1.601. Only eight respondents identified all the correct
companies. The rank of companies based on the number of times they were marked as a CSR company
and whether the company was the winner of the “George Weifert” prize or not is given in Table 1.

The first thing that can be noticed is that most respondents observe the company DM Drogerie markt as a
socially responsible company, 144 (54.3% of all answers). Considering that this company did receive an
award for social responsibility in Serbia, it can be concluded that more than half of the respondents correctly
marked at least one company. This result also indicates that the company DM Drogerie markt has managed
to present and communicate itself as a socially responsible company to consumers. However, the next two
companies which were marked as socially responsible more than 100 times were actually false answers.
Namely, 104 (39.2% of all answers) respondents recognised the company Soko Štark and 101 (38.1% of all
answers) respondents recognised the company Delhaize as socially responsible.

Looking down the list, it can be noticed that two companies have a similar number of responses: TeleGroup
(28) and MK Group (29). This is an interesting result, as one of these two companies is the correct answer.
In 2019, the company TeleGroup won the “George Weifert” award for socially responsible business in the
category of medium-sized companies.
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Table 1: Rank of companies based on the number of times they were marked as a CSR company and 
whether the company was the winner of the “George Weifert” prize or not

4.4 Conceptual model verification

The next conducted analysis was the verification of the proposed conceptual model. To do so, a SEM analy-
sis was employed. the SEM analysis lays on the theoretical principles of principal component analysis and
multiple linear regression (Kline, 2005). This allows the analysis to be two-folded: it reduces the dimension-
ality of the observed phenomenon, while it allows the exploration of the relation between the newly formed
latent factors (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2009). 

When applying the SEM analysis, the literature suggests investigating the internal consistency of the ob-
served constructs. Namely, it should be observed how well the proposed questions measure a particular
topic and whether the defined scales are consistent or not. To do so, Cronbach's alpha was used (Cronbach,
1951). Literature suggests that values above 0.700 indicate solid consistency and that the SEM analysis can
be conducted (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). The obtained Cronbach's alpha per construct and number of ques-
tions within each construct are given in Table 2. In our study, the Cronbach's alpha ranges from 0.749 (Pur-
chase intention) to 0.923 (WOM). It can be concluded that all proposed constructs have a satisfactory internal
consistency and that the SEM analysis can be conducted.

Table 2: Number of items in each construct and obtained Cronbach's alpha per construct

The initial model had a solid fit to the data (Chi-square=588.548, df=235, p<0.000, RMSEA=0.075,
CFI=0.887, NFI=0.828, SRMR=0.1443). Therefore, we used modification indices to fine-tune and enhance
our model and removed all paths which were not statistically significant. 

The final model had a good fit to the data (Chi-square=520.668, df=241, p<0.000, RMSEA=0.061,
CFI=0.911, NFI=0.848, SRMR=0.057). The comparative indexes, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Normed
Fit Index (NFI) are acceptable or marginally acceptable. The standardised root mean square residual (SRMR)
is slightly above the 0.05 threshold. Taking into account all the above presented results, it can be concluded
that the final model could be used to draw conclusions (Hsu, 2013).

The assessment of the final model is given in Table 3. Awareness can be modelled by the respondents' at-
titude towards CSR companies. The impact is such that the more the respondents are interested in having
information on CSR activities of companies, the more they will recognise the socially responsible compa-
nies. The model has a low R square of just 6.3%.
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Rank Company Times marked as a CSR company True/False winner 

1 DM Drogerie markt 144 True 
2 Soko Stark 104 False 
3 Delhaize 101 False 
4 Telenor 96 False 
5 NIS 95 True 
6 Telekom Srbija 89 True 
7 Metalac 85 True 
8 Infostud 3 81 True 
9 Erste bank 68 False 

10 Vega IT Sourcing 48 True 
11 Meridian bet 45 False 
12 MK Group 29 False 
13 TeleGroup 28 True 
14 NCR 27 False 

 

Construct 
Attitude  
towards 

CSR 

Attitude towards 
CSR companies 

Purchase 
intention 

Willingness 
to pay 

Trust WOM 

Number of 
questions 

5 6 3 3 3 3 

Cronbach’s 
alpha 

0.788 0.788 0.749 0.844 0.796 0.923 

 



Purchase intention and Trust can, on the other hand, be modelled with both attitude towards CSR and to-
wards CSR companies. In the two equations, all predictors have a positive, statistically significant impact,
and the impact of Attitude towards CSR companies is slightly stronger. The obtained R squares are high.
Namely, 56.6% of the variability of Trust and 54.4% of the variability of Purchase intention can be explained
by the respondents' attitude towards CSR and CSR companies.

Taking a look at the models of WOM and WTP, only Trust and Purchase intention have statistically significant
and positive impacts. The more trust the respondents have and the higher their purchase intention is, the
higher the price they are willing to pay and the more they are prepared to recommend the product/service.
The R squares are high, 62.6% for the model of WOM and 60.8% for the model of WTP.

Table 3: Assessment of the final model: Construct, predictors, obtained standardised 
coefficients, C.R., and the R square

Note: *p<0.05, **p<0.01

4.5 Discussion and managerial implications

The obtained results show that the constructs Attitude towards CSR and Attitude towards CSR companies
have a statistically significant impact on all modifying effects, except Awareness. Therefore, it can be said
that hypothesis 1 is partially confirmed. This indicates that the more the respondents have a positive opin-
ion on CSR and its importance, the more they will trust the CSR companies and consider buying prod-
ucts/services of CSR companies. Such information might be usefull for managers of CSR active companies
as it provides reasurement that consumers pay attention to companies’ CSR activities, value them, and
shape their oppion on the company accordingly (Castaldo et al., 2009).

On the other hand, the same constructs do not have a statistically significant impact on both WTP and WOM,
proving that hypothesis 2 is not confirmed. Therefore, the companies should be aware that for willingness to pay
and recommend, it is not enough for the respondents to believe positively in CSR. These results are aligned with
the results of Al Jarah and Emeagwali (2017) who came to the same conclusion after performing meta-analy-
sis. Nevertheless, they should have in mind the indirect effect of attitudes towards CSR and CSR companies.

Both WTP and WOM can be successfully modelled by most defined Modifying effects, so we can conclude
that the hypothesis 3 is partially confirmed. This hypothesis showed that for consumers to be willing to pay
and recommend, they have to have enough trust and previous idea of purchasing products of CSR com-
panies. The obtained results are in accordance with the results of Castaldo et al. (2009) and Perrini et al.
(2010). The managerial implication which derives from these results is that if the company is to increase
their sales and positive WOM, they should devote themselves to building trust with consumers based on their
activities in the field of CSR.

The analysis of the test question provided more information about the perception of current market leaders
when it comes to CSR. The priority conclusion is that the company DM Drogerie markt was identified by the
largest number of respondents as socially responsible, and at the same time, it received the award for CSR
from the Serbian Chamber of Commerce. This shows that the social initiatives of this company are very
recognisable to consumers and that they appreciate and value them, but also that their projects are recog-
nised by respected institutions in Serbia. However, companies Soko Stark, Delhaize and Telenor were among
the top five most representative companies in terms of CSR, and none of them actually won the award. For
these companies, it would be desirable to use this opinion among consumers to create new or apply for ex-
isting socially responsible initiatives in competitions of this type, such as the National Award for Corporate
Social Responsibility. In that way, they would strengthen their reputation as companies which engage in
CSR (Vlastelica Bakic, Krstovic & Cicvaric Kostic, 2012).
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Construct Predictors Std Coeff C.R. R2 

Awareness Attitude towards CSR companies 0.252** 3.600 0.063 

Purchase intention 
Attitude towards CSR companies 0.712** 6.904 

0.544 
Attitude towards CSR 0.192* 2.962 

Trust 
Attitude towards CSR companies 0.683** 6.602 

0.566 
Attitude towards CSR 0.315** 4.697 

WOM 
Trust 0.661** 7.207 

0.626 
Purchase intention 0.204* 2.691 

WTP 
Trust 0.542** 6.372 

0.608 
Purchase intention 0.338* 4.244 
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Questions used to quantify the conceptual model constructs alongside the source from
which the questions were adapted from
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