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RELATION BETWEEN BACKGROUND 
VARIABLES, VALUES AND CORPORATE 
SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
Relação entre variáveis de base, valores e responsabilidade social corporativa

Relación entre las variables contextuales, los valores y la responsabilidad 
social corporativa

ABSTRACT
Consumer perception of corporate social responsibility (CSR) can be directly influenced by individual 
value structures. This research aims to provide new knowledge regarding the relationship between 
basic human values and the public’s perception of CSR. It focuses on the values of higher educa-
tion students and their views regarding a particular corporate social initiative. The study reveals 
that social, educational, and economic circumstances influence human values. Those values in turn 
influence why different students perceive CSR differently. These findings are relevant to companies 
as they provide a more detailed understanding of why certain consumer groups perceive certain CSR 
initiatives the way that they do. They also suggest that universities should increase their awareness 
of the importance of integrating human values and CSR in the curricula of future business managers 
and social leaders.
KEYWORDS | Human values, Schwartz’s Theory, corporate social responsibility, perception, higher 
education.

RESUMO
A percepção que o consumidor tem da responsabilidade social corporativa (RSC) pode ser diretamente 
influenciada por estruturas de valores individuais. O presente estudo tem como objetivo proporcionar 
novos conhecimentos sobre a relação entre valores humanos básicos e a percepção que o público 
tem da RSC. Ele concentra-se nos valores de alunos universitários e seus pontos de vista sobre uma 
determinada iniciativa social corporativa. O estudo revela que circunstâncias sociais, educacionais e 
econômicas influenciam os valores humanos. Esses valores, por sua vez, influenciam o motivo de dife-
rentes alunos perceberem a RSC de formas diferentes. Os resultados são relevantes para as empresas, 
na medida em que permitem uma compreensão mais detalhada da razão pela qual certos grupos de 
consumidores percebem de determinada forma certas iniciativas de RSC. Também sugerem que as 
universidades sejam mais conscientes da importância da integração dos valores humanos e da RSC 
nos currículos de futuros gestores de negócios e líderes sociais.
PALAVRAS-CHAVE | Valores humanos, Teoria de Schwartz, responsabilidade social corporativa, per-
cepção, ensino superior.

RESUMEN
La percepción del consumidor respecto de la responsabilidad social corporativa (CSR por su sigla 
en inglés) se puede ver directamente influenciada por las estructuras de valores de la persona. Esta 
investigación se propone brindar nuevos conocimientos acerca de la relación entre los valores 
humanos básicos y la percepción pública de la CSR. El mismo se centra en los valores de estudian-
tes pertenecientes al nivel superior de educación y sus visiones en relación a una iniciativa social 
corporativa en particular. El estudio revela que las circunstancias sociales, educativas y económicas 
ejercen influencia sobre los valores humanos. A su vez estos valores influyen en los motivos por los 
cuales diferentes estudiantes perciben de manera diferente a la CSR. Estos descubrimientos resultan 
relevantes para las empresas, ya que brindan una comprensión más detallada de los motivos por los 
que determinados grupos de consumidores perciben determinadas iniciativas de CSR de una manera 
particular. Sugieren además que las universidades deben incrementar su conciencia de la importan-
cia de la integración de los valores humanos y la CSR a los planes de estudio de los futuros gerentes 
comerciales y líderes sociales.
PALABRAS CLAVE | Valores humanos, Teoría de Schwartz, Responsabilidad social corporativa, percep-
ción, educación superior.
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INTRODUCTION

Although research on the relationship between social 
demographics and value structures can be found in the literature 
(Wang & Juslin, 2012), few studies have empirically analyzed the 
influence of the framework of human values on the perception 
of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in the context of higher 
education (Rama, Ravenscroft, Wolcott, & Zlotkowski, 2000; 
Sobczak, Debucquet, & Havard, 2006; Weber, Weber, Sleeper, 
& Schneider, 2004; Weber & Glyptis, 2000; Wong, Long, & 
Elankumaran, 2010). Despite the scarcity of studies, consumer 
perception of CSR can be an important determinant of the 
success of CSR practices in any organization. With regard to 
that importance, Buil, Melero, and Montaner (2012) noted that 
firms should collaborate with causes linked not only to their 
main activity but also in tasks consumers feel involved with, 
particularly altruism-motivated ones. Unfortunately, as Perez-
Ruiz and Rodriguez-Del Bosque (2012) manifest, evidence on 
this issue point to customer perceptions according to which CSR 
activities are more directly linked to the firm’s pursuit of its own 
benefit than to philanthropic and ethical considerations.

Despite these previous arguments, doubts still exists 
both in academe and in managerial practice as to whether CSR 
can influence consumer-related issues such as perceptions or 
purchasing behavior (Bigne-Alcaniz & Curras-Perez, 2008). In 
order to address this question, the present study analyses and 
determines what can actually influence perceptions of a particular 
CSR activity, and how different perceptions are influenced by 
different experiences and related values, rather than by the 
activity itself and its success or failure. Therefore, this paper 
will show that this relationship is scarcely taken into account, 
based on a review of the existing literature.

To this end, the present study, which is based on a sample 
of 1,060 Spanish higher education students, aims to analyze 
the following issues: i) the influence of background variables on 
human values; ii) and the extent to which perceptions of a social 
initiative are influenced by these students’ values structure. The 
main purpose of this study is to reinforce CSR’s social dimensions 
according to the Triple Bottom Line, since this perspective may 
be considered strategic not only for company success but also 
for stakeholders (Arratia Figueroa, 2008). A comprehensive 
study exploring the relationship between CSR perception and 
human values in the context of higher education involves an 
accurate understanding of how CSR curricula can be designed. 
In this respect, as Frazer and Kornhauser (1988) noted, ethics 
and social responsibility play an important, transcendental role 
in educational institutions, society, and firms.

The structure of this paper is as follows. Firstly, we provide 
a review of the concept of human values, including Schwartz´s 
theory on the subject. The paper then explores the literature 
on the role of values as drivers of the public perception of 
CSR. After this, it describes the model formulated to test the 
hypotheses we present. The research method, sampling details, 
and statistical tools are then described. Finally, we discuss our 
findings and assess their significance. We conclude by reflecting 
on the study’s limitations and suggest a research agenda to 
address them.

HUMAN VALUES AND SCHWARTZ’S 
VALUE THEORY
A universal definition regarding human values is not found in 
the literature (Lan, Gowing, McManhon, Rieger, & King, 2008). 
However, over the last decade, Schwartz and his colleagues’ 
definition has been broadly adopted (Siltaoja, 2006). Schwartz 
and Bardi (2001) have defined values as desirable, trans-
situational goals that vary in importance, serving as guiding 
principles in people’s lives. Individual motivations are crucial 
in distinguishing among human values. Furthermore, Schwartz 
(1994) delimited these motivational goals and established that 
values are answers to the following constrictions: personal 
relations, social relations, and survival needs.

With regard to this premise, Schwartz (1992, 1994) 
grouped the 56 original values into ten value categories, which 
were further clustered into four higher order value orientations: 
1) Self-transcendence (universalism and benevolence values), 
2) Self-enhancement (power and achievement), 3) Openness 
to change (self-direction, hedonism, and stimulation), and 4) 
Conservation (tradition, conformity, and security). This taxonomy 
of values, which is called the Schwartz’s value system (SVS) 
(Perrinjaquet, Furrer, Usunier, Cestre, & Valette-Florence, 2007), 
was commonly represented by Schwartz and his colleagues as 
a two dimensional, circular structure representing a continuum 
of values (Figure 1). The position of human values in Figure 1 
shows values’ degree of proximity or disconformity between them 
(Schwartz, 1992, 1994). Therefore, the circle has two opposite 
dimensions: on one hand, the dimensions of self-enhancement 
(power, achievement) and self-transcendence (benevolence, 
universalism); and, on the other hand, the dimensions of 
conservation (security, conformity, tradition) and openness to 
change (self-direction, stimulation). Hedonism can be placed 
either in the self-enhancement dimension or the openness to 
change dimension.

http://apps.webofknowledge.com/OneClickSearch.do?product=WOS&search_mode=OneClickSearch&colName=WOS&SID=Z2Lc9dF3FaL1GnOkHD5&field=AU&value=Montaner, T
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Figure 1.	Theoretical model of relations among ten motivational types of values
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Social 

justice, 
equality

Benevolence
Helpfulness
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Authority,
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Success,
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Pleasure

Hedonism Conformity
Obedience

Tradition
Humility

devoutness

Self-transcedence

Self-enhancement

Conservation

Organized by motivational 
similarities and dissimilarities

Note. Adapted from “Advances in experimental social psychology” by S. H. Schwartz, S. H., 1992. San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

The human value framework above (SVS) has been strongly 
supported with samples from different cultural contexts (Schwartz 
& Sagiv, 1995; Schwartz, Melech, Lehmann, Burgess, & Harris 
2001) and has been tested and found to have predictive validity 
in several diverse academic areas such as psychology (Wilson, 
2005), marketing (Steenkamp, Hofstede, & Wedel, 1999), and 
international business (Egri & Ralston, 2004). However, this model 
has also been criticized for the psychometric scale and collinearity 
issues observed between the values (Olver & Mooradian, 2003; 
Thøgersen & Ölander, 2002). Other scholars have argued that 
the empirical findings using the human values framework fail 
to provide convincing arguments for Schwartz’s SVS structure 
(Perrinjaquet et al., 2007).

Despite these disagreements, the model continues to be 
used. Koivula (2008) highlights that Schwartz’s value system 
is well adjusted to the basic human condition. However, the 
present study holds that value structures may change over time in 
response to changes in social patterns, technology, and economic 
and political events.

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 
AND THE TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE
The literature lacks a consensus on the notion of CSR (Wang & 
Juslin, 2012). Wang and Juslin (2012) conducted a revision of CSR 
concepts in the literature, and the present paper adopts a definition 
based on the ‘Triple Bottom Line’ term, relating the concept of CSR 

with three dimensions or perspectives: 1) economic responsibility 
(firm performance); 2) environmental responsibility (environment 
sustainability); and 3) social responsibility (individuals’ well-being) 
(Norman & MacDonald, 2004).

The importance of CSR’s social dimension motivated 
the present study, which focuses on the connection between 
Schwartz’ theory of values and the perceptions of a particular 
social initiative conducted by a particular company.

To this end, we studied the social initiative (CSR’s social 
dimension) mainly as it is perceived by higher education students 
acting as consumers, and used four questions indicating: a) 
Acceptance, which describes how much an individual likes the 
initiative; b) Perceived value, representing how good the initiative 
is in the individual’s perception; c) Support, describing how much 
the individual supports the initiative; and d) Perceived usefulness, 
i.e., how useful the initiative is in the individual’s perception. 

Concerns related to the concept of CSR grow as different 
dimensions are added to it, leading to a lack of consensus about 
findings; such concerns occupy an important place in the literature 
(Baden, Harwood, & Woodward, 2009; Fernando, 2010; Fernando & 
Sim, 2011; Ibrahim et al., 2006; Perrinjaquet et al., 2007; Pomering 
& Johnson, 2009). Business leaders have also manifested different 
views about the concept of CSR (Sprinkle & Mainess, 2010). 
Furthermore, in this specific entrepreneurial context, i.e., one of 
economic constrains, implementing social responsibility actions 
is not an easy task (Fernando & Almeida, 2012). However, CSR 
accomplishment by firms is increasing, with a view to consumer 
acceptance, consumer loyalty, and, therefore, firm performance 
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(Gladwell, 2000). More than just a fad (Bowd, Bowd, & Harris, 2006), 
CSR activities have developed to become programs that companies 
must undertake (Macalister, 2008; Willman, 2008).

Nevertheless, despite all concerns with social responsible 
activities’ implementation, few studies to date have analyzed in 
a combined way CSR perception and the value structure of the 
individuals CSR activities aim to address (Harwood, Humby, & 
Harwood, 2011). This research gap is even bigger when it comes 
to higher education (Weber et al., 2004), particularly in business 
studies (Arlow, 1991). Although a few studies have focused on 
patterns of managers and business students in relation to CSR 
(Longenecker, McKinney, & Moore, 1989; Stevens, 1984), to date 
there is insufficient research and no conclusive knowledge or 
findings on how human values are constructed, how those values 
influence perceptions, and how perceptions may vary particularly 
regarding different CSR activities. 

VALUES VERSUS CSR: MODEL AND 
HYPOTHESIS
In sociology, values are considered as drivers that can influence 
human action (Wang & Juslin, 2012). Values are clearly manifested 
not only by individuals but also by institutions and society 
(Hofstede, 1980). Likewise, values display an important role 
on each level of a firm, guiding the setting of goals, resource 
allocation, and the designing of strategies (Rokeach, 1979). 
According to Argandoña (2003), values are part of firms’ 
competences, shaping their long-term success. 

The relationship among values, attitudes, and behavior 
is not a straightforward one (Barth, 1993) and the sense and 
intensity of this relationship is not clearly established. While 
some authors show a weak relationship (Kristiansen & Hotte, 
1996), others manifest strong situational force acting between 
values and behavior (Feather, 1996).

Schwartz (1996) described the process that might connect 
people’s priorities in terms of values with their attitudes and 
behavior. Values influence the perception and interpretation of 
different situations, and, therefore, they can show how social 
science students acting as consumers in a specific cultural context 
can perceive a social initiative launched by a company.

A consensus seems to exist among the theories found in 
the literature, according to which, human values can influence 
human patterns (Wang & Juslin, 2012). In addition, people 
from different cultural contexts show different value structures 
(Schwartz, 1994, 1999), which can influence their own perception 
of reality and guide their attitudes (Siltaoja, 2006). Thus, the 
evaluation of CSR actions is determined by human values and 

cultural-societal norms in combination with a number of other 
considerations that can influence how individuals evaluate such 
activities (Hemingway & MacLagan, 2004).

According to the findings above, this paper will first explore 
the extent to which Schwartz’s value theory is applicable to a 
sample of Spanish students from different social science courses 
in higher education, including tourism, finances, labor relations, 
psychology, educational science, economics, and business 
management. Secondly, the degree of influence between these 
students’ personal values and their CSR perception is analyzed. 
The findings are more accurate than those obtained by other 
researchers who focused on a single higher education course (Rama 
et al., 2000; Sobczak et al., 2006; Wang & Juslin, 2011, 2012), more 
specifically bachelor of accounting, with findings extended to the 
whole area of business management. That procedure has been 
strongly criticized. Therefore, Weber et al. (2004) concluded that 
very little research on students presents distinctions among study 
areas, which presupposes homogeneity in the student population. 
Similar arguments can be found in Coate and Frey’s (2000) work, 
according to which research on students from bachelor of business 
management courses are scarce, making it inappropriate to draw 
conclusions for the population of a whole university. Consequently, 
additional studies are required. 

To address what was discussed above, we formulated 
the hypotheses below according to Schwartz’s (1992, 1994) 
theoretical framework, included in the proposed model (Figure 2):

H₁: Differences in human values regarding gender can be 
found.

H₂: Human values depend on the educational context.

H₃: Human values are a function of family economic status. 

H₄: Self-transcendence values are more developed in 
students who obtain a public grant or work to fund their 
studies. Family-supported students are more concerned 
with self-enhancement values.

H₅: Differences can be found in the average perceptions of 
the social dimensions (acceptance, value, support, and 
usefulness) of CSR in the target group. 

H₆: Positive CSR perception (acceptance, value, support, 
and usefulness) is positively correlated to the higher-
order value of self-transcendence (benevolence and 
universalism).

H₇: Positive CSR perception (acceptance, value, support, 
and usefulness) is positively correlated to the higher-order 
value of conservation (security, conformity and tradition)
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Figure 2.	The study’s theoretical model

Schwartz’s values Triple bottom line

CSR’ perceptionHuman values
Higher education students’ 

backgrounds

H1-H4 H5-H7

METHOD

Participants in this study were Spanish social sciences students. 
These students were contacted with help from the registration 
office over the period the study was conducted. They completed 
the questionnaire and received instructions to fill out the survey. 
Initially, 1,200 students took part in the study. Respondents who 
did not answer all questions or who provided the same answer 
for all values items in the questionnaire, indicating deliberate 
misrepresentation (140 students), were excluded from the 
analysis (Schwartz, 2005a, 2006). 

The descriptive analysis of the sample (Table 1) reveals a 
balance between male and female students, with the majority 
coming from families of middle economic status and high or 
middle education level. Only a third of the students relied on 
public grants to support their studies.

Table 1.	 Descriptive statistics for background variables

Categories
Percentage

N=1060

Gender
Male 50.4

Female 40.6

Secondary school
Public 73
Private 24

Semi-private 2.3

Ways to fund 
studies

Grant 12
Family 52.5

Self-support 12

Family’s economic 
status

High 7.3
Medium 88

Low 12

Family’s 
educational level

High 53.6
Medium 64.1

Low 9.5

Age
18-20 4.3
21-24 41.17

Over 25 14.8

The questionnaire was designed with three well-
differentiated types of questions: 1) Questions related to value 
priorities; 2) Questions related to attitudes towards a social 
initiative; 3) Background variables. 

In order to measure individuals’ values, the questionnaire 
included 21 value items used in the European Social Survey 
(EES). Most of these EES items are from the portrait values 
questionnaire (PVQ) scale, and we added a few other items to 
provide information on Schwartz’s ten values. The PVQ includes 
short verbal questions to reveal respondents’ goals, aspirations, 
and wishes reflecting their own human values.

Participants completed the 21 value items on a 6-point 
Likert scale where 1 = “Not like me at all”, and 6 = “Very much like 
me” (6). The items were combined in ten indexes.  Universalism 
was measured by three items, while the others were measured 
by two items each. The items were designed to cover different 
dimensions of a basic human value (Schwartz et al., 2001). The 
individual scores for the ten values were centered by subtracting 
the individual’s 21 items average, and the main descriptive 
statistics are shown in Table 2 (Schwartz, 2005a).

A brief description of a corporate social initiative was 
included in the questionnaire: “Company A starts a three-year 
social initiative to fight child undernourishment. The program 
consists of providing assistance to primary school cafeterias in 
town B. In addition to financial support, the program will include 
the supplying of food products and voluntary work by the firm’s 
employees; volunteers will give advice on the menu and help in 
the cafeterias’ renovation works. The total amount donated to 
the cafeterias will be approximately $30,000. 

In brief, the implemented program will have the following 
features:

a.	 Support will be provided for a period of three years;
b.	 The subject matter is child and youth undernourishment;
c.	 Support will be both financial and in kind, as well as 

in the form of voluntary work.
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Table 2.	 Descriptive statistics for human values

Mean BE UN SEL STEM HE ACH POW SEC CON TRAD

BE 0.68 (0.52)

UN 0.54 0.302** (0.55)

SELF 0.39 0.001 0.130** (0.31)

STEM -0.013 -0.062** -0.101** 0.164** (0.53)

HE -0.66 -0,179** -0.239** 0.004 0.033 (0.30)

ACH 0.24 -0.172** -0.240** -0.088** 0.118** 0.163** (0.63)

POW -0.93 -0.417** -0.509** -0.147** 0.340** 0.046 0.116** (0.56)

SEC 0.25 0.11** 0.14** -0.211** -0.121** -0.054 0.219** 0.137** (0.41)

CON -0.48 0.112** 0.120** -0.382** -0.395** -0.222** -0.072* 0.100** 0.176** (0.43)

TRAD -0.28 0.27** 0.18** -0.283* -0.285** -0.175** -0.180** -0.241** 0.002 0.212** (0.188)

Note. SD = Standard deviation; BE = Benevolence; UN = Universalism; SELF = Self-direction; STEM = Stimulation; HE = Hedonism; ACH = Achievement; POW = Power; SEC 
= Security; CON = Confidence; TRAD = Tradition
Correlations ** are significant at 0.01.  *significant at0.05 (correlation values lower than 0.06)

Moreover, on a 1 to 7 Likert scale, where 1 = ‘I don’t like 
it at all’, and 7 = ‘I like it’, each student interviewed answered 
four questions aimed at quantifying the intensity (positive or 
negative) of their opinions/perceptions of the social initiative 
in four dimensions: a) How much do you like this initiative?; b) 
How good is the initiative in your opinion?; c) How much do you 
support the initiative?; d) How useful is the initiative? Question a) 
shows the degree of acceptance of the social initiative; question 
b) evidences its perceived ethic value; question c) shows the 
degree of support for the initiative; and question d) shows its 
perceived utility.

The following background variables supposed to influence 
value priorities were included in the questionnaire (Table 1): age 
(1: 18-20; 2: 21-24; 3: 25 or older), gender (1: male; 2: female), 
secondary education (1: public; 2: private; 3: semi-private), 
interviewee’s education funding (1: grants; 2: own work; 3: 
family), economic level of interviewee’s immediate environment 
(1: high economic status; 2: medium economic status; 3: low 
economic status), level of education of interviewee’s immediate 
environment (1: high education level; 2: medium education level; 
3: low education level). 

Data analysis

The ten value priorities were calculated as the mean of the 
items listed in each value. Due to individual differences in the 
interpretation of the Likert scale (Schwartz & Bardi, 1997; Smith, 
2004), corrections in the responses were necessary to properly 
measure the human values. What actually matters is the value’s 
relative importance against its absolute importance. To obtain 

the relative importance for the ten priority values, the following 
correction was applied: the individual scores of the ten values 
were centered by subtracting the 21 items’ average (Schwartz, 
2005b, 2006).

To explore how background variables relate to value 
priorities, an independent sample t-test and ANOVA and 
Bonferroni post hoc tests were conducted.

A Friedman and post hoc Wilcoxon test was applied to 
detect differences on perceptions among the four CSR social 
dimensions. To examine where the differences actually occur, 
we conducted the Wilcoxon signed-rank test for comparison 
between the combinations, Da to Db, Da to Dc, Da to Dd, Db 
to Dc, and Dc to Dd. Respondents scored higher for certain 
dimensions compared to the others, which appears to indicate 
the existence of several factors, including human values and 
background variables, influencing how the students perceive 
the four CSR social dimensions. 

The independent effect of the ten personal values on the 
perception of social initiatives was studied using linear regression 
analysis. According to Schwartz’s value theory: “all the values are 
dynamically related” (Schwartz, 1992, p. 13). Due to co-linearity 
among value priorities, some of these predictors were excluded 
in the linear regression. The predictor variables included in the 
regression analysis were the values with statistical influence on 
the perception of the social initiative.

In order to select background variables as control variables 
in the regression analysis, we used an independent sample 
t-test and ANOVA analysis to determine whether any significant 
differences existed in the students’ perceptions of the social 
initiative. The gender variable was used as control in the whole 
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regression analysis, since significant differences in students’ 
behavior were observed between male and female subjects in 
the four aspects of the social initiative: acceptance, perceived 
value, support, and perceived usefulness. No clear differences 
were observed for the other background variables on the four 
social initiative dimensions.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

An independent sample t-test showed statistically significant 
differences between men and women in benevolence (t = 5.08, 
p <= 0.001), universalism (t = 4.62, p < 0.001), stimulation (t 

= -2.777, p < 0.01), hedonism (t = -5.662, p < 0.001), power (t = 
-6.737, p < 0.001), security (t = 4.158, p < 0.001), conformity (t = 
2.992, p < 0.01), and tradition (t = 2.234, p < 0.05). No significant 
gender-related differences were found for self-direction and 
achievement. Hypothesis 1 was partially confirmed. The results 
reveal that women valued self-transcendence (benevolence 
and universalism) and conservation (security, tradition, and 
conformity) more than men, while men valued power and 
hedonism more than women. Value differences between males 
and females could be attributed not only to genetic reasons 
but also to family environment. In a traditional family culture 
such as the Spanish, women are expected to develop values 
related to caring and supporting people in need, while men 
are allowed to behave in a more aggressive way (Gisber, 2007). 
This finding corroborates other conclusions regarding gender 
that have been evidenced in the literature (Betz et al., 1989; 
Ruegger & King, 1992). 

Diverse educational environment levels reveal differences 
in power (F = 3.60, p = 0.05), tradition (F = 3.30, p = 0.05), and 
stimulation (F = 3.21, p < 0.01). Students from environments of 
highest education level valued tradition and stimulation more 
those from environments of lowest education level. Hypothesis 
2 was confirmed. The importance of openness to change values 
such as stimulation increases as the environment education 
level rises, although this correlation was not observed for self-
direction. Students from environments of medium education 
level gave more importance to power, since they were attending 
business courses – an integral part of higher education in social 
sciences – where students are trained in the managerial aspects 
of running a company, a bank, or other private organizations 
that emphasize self-enhancement values. Surprisingly, students 
from environments of high and medium education level valued 
tradition more than those from environments of low educational 
level, the opposite of what was expected. However, most of these 
students come from families who own a family business, and they 

wish to maintain the customs or ideas of their social environment. 
In fact, the southernmost region of Spain is characterized by 
small and medium-sized businesses, which account for 80% of 
total employment in the region (Gil-Pechuan, Expósito-Langa, & 
Tomas-Miquel, 2013; Ruivo, Oliveira, & Neto, 2012).

The economic level of students’ original environment 
showed statistically significant differences for benevolence (F = 
5.78, p < 0.01), universalism (F = 6.096, p < 0.01), and power (F = 
12.43, p < 0.01). High economic level students valued benevolence 
and universalism less than medium and low level ones. High 
economic level students valued power more than medium and low-
level ones. Hypothesis 3 was confirmed, since self-transcendence 
values (universalism and benevolence) were more important for 
students from families of low or medium economic status. These 
students are more aware of the importance of understanding, 
appreciation, tolerance, and protection for the welfare of people 
and nature. As expected, students from environments of high 
economic status valued power more than the other groups due 
to their desire for social status, prestige, and control over people 
and resources.

Finally, different ways of funding higher education 
studies showed statistically significant differences for 
benevolence (F = 3.12, p = 0.01), universalism (F = 12.76, p < 
0.001), achievement (F = 3.12, p < 0.05), and power (F = 6.40, p 
< 0.001). Students supported by families valued universalism 
less than those receiving grants or working to pay for their 
studies; family-supported students also valued benevolence 
less than self-supported ones. Achievement and power were 
positively related with family-supported students. Hypothesis 
4 was confirmed, since students receiving public grants or 
working to pay for their studies were more concerned with self-
transcendence values. They valued more the external support 
(grant, jobs) to continue studies. Students fully supported by 
their families paid more attention to self-enhancement values 
(achievement, power), since they were not exposed to the same 
pressure as the individuals relying on other funding sources. 
In fact, the need for a job or a public grant to continue studies 
developed more ethical values in the latter than in family-
supported students, who were not concerned about the funds 
to continue studies. 

To evaluate higher education students’ perception of 
CSR, particularly concerning the above described initiative to 
fight child malnutrition, four questions were made about the 
initiative’s degree of ‘acceptance’ (Da), ‘perceived value’ (Db), 
degree of ‘support’ (Dc), and perceived ‘usefulness’ (Dd). The 
four questions – ‘acceptance’, ‘value’, ‘support’, and ‘usefulness’ 

– were considered as endogenous variables to be explained by 
human values as independent variables. 
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The nonparametric Friedman test (c2 = 88.32, p < 0.001) 
revealed differences in the degree of perceptions for the four 
dimensions of the initiative. In sum, students gave ‘acceptance’ 
the highest score, and the lowest to ‘perceived usefulness’. The 
result showed that, despite these students’ awareness of the 
relevance of the CSR initiative measured by the four items (i.e., 
acceptance, support, usefulness and value), they displayed 
skepticism about the final benefit of a short-term initiative (a 
three-year initiative, in our survey) to children in a developing 
country. Most students were skeptical about the initiative’s 
altruistic character, as they considered that companies embrace 
CSR initiatives in order to improve economic performance or their 
own image, thus influencing consumer purchases.

Linear regression analysis for the four social dimensions 
(Da-Dd) were conducted to test whether human values and gender 
could influence how CSR actions are perceived (Table 3). The 

“degree of acceptance” (Da) towards a corporate social initiative 
according to values and gender produced an overall significant 
solution (F = 14.86, p < 0.001) with an R-squared = 0.102. Although 
no significant coefficients were obtained for stimulation or 
achievement, both values were significantly and positively 
correlated with the acceptance of the initiative. Regression 
analysis revealed that the best predictors for ‘acceptance’ were 
benevolence, universalism, security, conformity, and gender. 
These values positively influenced the degree of acceptance of 
the social initiative. Furthermore, women liked the social initiative 
more than men did.

Table 3.	 Regression analysis predicting perception of 
CSR (N=1,060 respondents)

Da Db Dc Dd

BE 0.08** 0.07** 0.09*** 0.02

UN 5.21*** 0.14*** 0.16*** 0.12***

TRAD -0.02 0.01 -0.02 0.04

SEC 0.07** 0.10*** 0.08**

CON 0.09*** 0.08** 1.12*** 0.08**

ACH 0.01 0.03 0.07**

STEAM 0.36 0.04

SELF 0.003

GENDER -0.09*** -0.09*** -0.062*** -0.10***

Note: BE = Benevolence; UN = Universalism; SELF = Self-direction; STEM = 
Stimulation; HE = Hedonism; ACH = Achievement; POW = Power; SEC = Security; 
CON = Confidence; TRAD = Tradition; Da = acceptance dimension; Db = perceived 
value dimension; Dc = support; Dd = perceived usefulness dimension.

* P < 0.05, ** p < 0.01,  *** P < 0.001

The “perceived value dimension” (Db) for the social 
initiative was explained by a regression analysis on values and 
gender. The regression model produced an F-test, F = 16.12, p 
< 0.001, and explained 9.7% of the variance of the dependent 
variable. Beta’s coefficient for achievement and tradition was 
not significant, although a significant, positive correlation was 
observed with the perceived dimension value. The best predictors 
for ‘perceived value’ were benevolence, universalism, security, 
conformity, and gender. These values influenced positively the 
degree of acceptance of the social initiative. Furthermore, women 
also valued the social initiative more than male students did. 

The regression analysis with an R-squared = 0.095 
predicting how much students ‘support’ (Dc) the initiative 
according to values and gender displayed an overall significant 
test, F = 13.096, p < 0.001. The support dimension was best 
predicted by benevolence, universalism, security, and gender. 
Students who developed these values showed stronger support 
to the social initiative. Once again, women were more concerned 
with social initiatives related to the third dimension of the social 
initiative. 

Finally, a linear regression model was estimated to explain 
the fourth dimension, i.e., ‘perceived usefulness’, through 
values and gender variables. The linear regression had an 
R-squared = 0.092 and an overall significant test, F = 13.679, p 
< 0.001. Significant, positive beta coefficients were obtained for 
universalism, achievement, security, and conformity, influencing 
positively the perceived usefulness dimension. Gender was also 
a statistically significant predictor. 

CONCLUSIONS

Corporate social responsibility has gained increasing recognition 
as a new concept to be added to company performance. Global 
companies are far more aware of the importance of developing 
strategies, actions, and a reporting framework for corporate social 
responsibility mainly regarding environmental, economic, and 
social responsibilities. Since most students in social sciences will 
become executives or professionals who participate in companies’ 
decision-making processes, it is worth noting how the values of 
today’s students can influence perceptions of a social initiative 
run by a firm.

Schwarz’s theory indicates that people develop certain 
values more than others and it is logical to expect these differences 
to influence individual perception of corporate social initiatives. 
Likewise, the present study has a double aim. Firstly, we sought 
to explore the influence of different background variables on the 
individual value structure. Most of these background variables 
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have not been studied in the literature, and, therefore, this study 
provides a better understanding of the personal value structure 
Secondly, we sought to study how students’ personal values 
can influence their perceptions of a social program dedicated to 
fighting child malnutrition. It is acknowledged that CSR consists 
of more than a concern with the ill effects of urban poverty on 
child malnutrition – e.g. concerns with the environment, corporate 
governance, etc. However, for the purpose of this article, the main 
goal was to focus on how the interviewed students perceived 
one particular CSR-related initiative of the type that is generally 
better accepted and valued by the general public than economic 
initiatives (Arratia Figueroa, 2008). 

We chose higher education students as the subjects of our 
study based on a double criterion. These students are predicted 
to be the most complex and influential group of consumers within 
the next couple of years (Schmeltz, 2012); at the same time, they 
are most likely to be the future leaders and managers in their 
society. Their attitudes certainly can provide evidence about their 
future behavior.

The findings obtained from the analysis lead to a better 
understanding of the value structure of Spanish higher education 
students and the forces that shape their ethical perceptions. 
These results can help educators to devise business ethics/CSR 
education programs, and help managers to develop strategies for 
the success of a social initiative, since knowing how consumers 
perceive CSR is a key factor to make sound strategic decisions.

People adapt their value structure to their life 
circumstances, and, in turn, different life circumstances also 
affect value priorities (Yao, Cheng, & Cheng, 2009). Our results 
regarding the relationship between values and gender, education, 
and other background variables in a Spanish higher education 
institution were mostly in line with previous research on this issue 
(Wang & Juslin, 2012). The sample revealed, firstly, that women 
developed self-transcendence values more than men, while men 
were more concerned with self-enhancement values. Secondly, 
the education level of students’ environments increases openness 
to change values and decreases conservation values. Thirdly, the 
economic level of individuals’ upbringing environment helps 
shape their value priority structure. Undergraduate students from 
a favorable economic environment are encouraged to develop 
values related to openness to change (self-direction, stimulation) 
and self-enhancement (achievement, power).

Finally, the best defining feature of Spanish higher 
education is financial shortage. Despite a sustained growth 
in public grants was observed in the 1980’s and 1990’s, thus 
allowing disadvantaged social groups to reach higher education, 
in the last few years, Spain has faced an adverse situation in public 
education funding compared to other EU countries. Furthermore, 

grants per student in Spain are much lower than those in other EU 
countries (Calero, 2003), with a high number of students relying 
on family support to fund their degrees, and an increasing number 
working to support their studies. The awareness of the importance 
of funding among self-supported and grant-supported students 
certainly influences their value priorities. These students are 
expected to value self-transcendence (benevolence, universalism) 
more than family-supported students. 

It is worth stressing that the core of the corporate social 
initiative in this study is focused on fighting child malnutrition. 
That initiative is based on the social dimension of CSR related 
to human rights, which is generally better accepted and valued 
by the general public than the economic initiatives, which the 
public perceives as profit-oriented. It can be argued that students 
manifested a higher acceptance of the social initiative while 
revealing their disagreement with its usefulness. Our findings 
highlight the awareness of the need for social initiatives combined 
with a skepticism about the final benefit to the poor community. 
This skepticism is often related to both the form and length of the 
social initiative, and whether it fits the main goal of the company. 
In fact, Pomering and Johnson (2009) suggest that three CSR 
variables are critical in trying to inhibit skepticism and enhance 
credibility: social topic information, long-term CSR commitment, 
and CSR impact specificity. Although the students recognized 
the initiative as good practice, they are reluctant to believe that 
a short-term social action (a three-year social initiative, in our 
study) can lead to some improvement in the essential human 
rights of a community in need. 

Recent research of ethical ideologies has proven that 
individuals’ ethical values have a significant impact on consumer 
decision in relation to socially responsible companies (Pelsmacker, 
Janssens, Sterckx, & Mielants, 2006), and an impact on their 
perceptions of the importance of CSR (Axinn, Blair, Heorhiadi, 
& Thach, 2004). The influence of values on the perception of 
the four aspects of a social initiative (i.e., acceptance, value 
perceived, support, perceived usefulness) has also been 
recognized in this study. Social science students with higher 
ethical values and women have displayed a positive perception 
of a social initiative as shown in other studies (Forsyth, 1980; 
Wang & Juslin, 2012). Hence, CSR education should focus not 
only on providing students with a better understanding of the CSR 
concept but also on cultivating awareness about responsibility 
for the environment and society. Accordingly, these educational 
social agents, together with other entrepreneurial agents, have 
an important role to play in building a new kind of responsible 
consumerism, thus ensuring, among others, that both companies 
and consumers may benefit from a more symbiotic relationship 
(Smith & Williams, 2011).
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The success of CSR relies not only on the legal and 
political regulations where social practices are implemented 
and developed but also on the evolution of civil society towards 
a better comprehension of CSR (Choi & Gray, 2008). This social 
concept emerges from a business context (Dahlsrud, 2008). In 
this respect, this study is based on the demand side of CSR by 
analyzing the attitudes of young generations towards CSR and 
detecting those factors influencing CSR perceptions. The results 
obtained reflect ways to improve understanding of the principles 
underpinning CSR.

Further research on how personal values influence students’ 
perception in different dimensions (economic, social and 
environmental dimension) would complement this study, which 
was focused on the social dimension related to human rights 
and social cooperation. The results will enable academics and 
managers to challenge misunderstandings about CSR principles 
and the skepticism observed in a large consumer segment, higher 
education students.

Structural equation modeling was used to detect the 
influence of the ten basic values on consumer behavior according 
to the economic, ethical, and environmental dimensions. Since 
being enrolled on CSR courses will affect students’ attitudes 
towards a social initiative, future research to determine the 
influence of that variable on CSR perception is needed. The 
structural equation model will include enrollment and other 
interesting background variables as control variables influencing 
human values, and, therefore, the perception of CSR. 

A study encompassing a longer period of time would 
provide a greater understanding about how new generations 
will improve their understanding of CSR and its implications 
for society through better designed CSR curricula, an accurate 
promotion by companies, and the implementation of CSR 
practices by universities.
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