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1. Introduction 
This first chapter will serve as the introduction to this study. It starts out with giving a 

background on the topic and will provide the goals and reasons for the project. The research 

questions are defined and put into perspective. 

 

This study deals with Corporate Social Responsibility, doing business while keeping the 

environment and society in mind, in an international and intercultural communication 

environment. A more detailed definition will follow in the next section. For the purpose of 

legibility, the term Corporate Social Responsibility is most often shortened to CSR. The study 

aims to find a relation in how culturally different audiences perceive CSR communication. In 

this, perception is used as a term to include cognition: it is both how the communication is 

received and experienced. This choice was made as ‘perception’ came forward in the previous 

research used as justification for this paper. Over the past decades the concept has become 

of great importance to businesses all over the world as companies recognise the need to 

adopt CSR policies. This need arises from the positive impact social and environmental 

commitment have to corporate positioning (Pérez, 2009). This means that CSR policies are 

quickly gaining ground in the corporate strategic sector (Mehta, 2011). While many of these 

studies are done from a business perspective, there seems to be less attention for the 

audiences who are on the receiving end of CSR campaigns (Pfau, Haigh, Sims, & Wigley, 

2008). While the working assumption has been that stakeholders experience CSR efforts as 

“positive”, the focus of most research seems to be on how to improve and increase CSR 

policies rather than on how stakeholders find this CSR positive and thus optimise the way 

the strategies come across. 

 

Packalén (2010) underlines the connection between CSR and culture. He argues that for CSR 

policies to be truly effective, they need to be fully integrated in a culture. While this implies 

that knowledge on the culture in question is necessary, it also suggests that there is a 

dependent relation between CSR and culture. Both of these two topics have proven to be not 

only interesting for discussion, but also practical in every day life. In this and previous 

studies, I have often come across the subject of CSR. Having done parts of my studies 

abroad in multiple countries, I came to the realisation that the views on CSR can vary greatly. 
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From the background I have in International Communication, I have learned that 

perceptions on communicative output can be influenced by one’s cultural background. In my 

limited experience as a working professional, I have noticed how culture as an issue is often 

taken for granted. Whether it comes to specific topics, or to daily business, many corporate 

strategies do not take culture into consideration. While this is understandable as often most 

workers share a national culture, especially for multinational corporations this could hinder 

efficiency (Packalén, 2010). Promoting and understanding culture will not only prevent 

problems in business, it also supports society (Bulut, 2009). 

1.1 Corporate Social Responsibility 

First of all, some basics on the concept of CSR: CSR might easily evoke a positive 

connotation as it is seen to have a positive impact on stakeholder attitudes (Eberle & Berens, 

2013). However, the definition of CSR is also the source of much debate in both the 

academic and the business world (Dahlsrud, 2008). Various definitions have been posed for 

CSR, but perhaps one of the most comprehensive definitions is the following:  

“CSR is corporations being held accountable by explicit or inferred social contract 

with internal and external stakeholders, obeying the laws and regulations of 

government and operating in an ethical manner which exceeds statutory requirements” 

(Bowd, Harris, & Cornelissen, 2003, p. 19).  

 

Öksüz and Görpe define CSR as being “simply about treating the stakeholders ethically or in 

a responsible manner” (Öksüz & Görpe, 2014, p. 245). The Brundtland Report of 1987 was 

an important milestone in the conceptualisation of CSR as it formalised the connection 

between social and environmental responsibility (Dobers & Springett, 2010). 

 

One can argue that communication is the most important part of CSR (Pastrana & 

Sriramesh, 2014) and therefore perception of this communication is equally important. While 

this perception, and any perception for that matter, can be influenced by culture, it is 

interesting for multinationals with CSR policies to know how to adjust these policies to their 

different target audiences. Packalén (2010) argues that sustainable development can only have 

a chance if the cultural dimension is given prominence. Sustainability, be it corporate or 
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individual, is only reachable if it is deeply engrained into the every day lives of people and 

therefore it must be in harmony with and embedded in the culture.  

1.2 Culture 

This study is based on the question of the dependency of the effectiveness of CSR 

communication on culture. This question comes from combining different researches and 

scholars: as has been established longer ago “Culture is communication and communication 

is culture” (Hall, 1977, p. 14). On the other hand communication is seen as a key part to the 

effectiveness of CSR (Pastrana & Sriramesh, 2014). Finally, the connection between CSR and 

culture has been suggested and demonstrated (Packalén, 2010). Therefore, when one puts 

these three statements together, one could deduce a relation between culture, CSR and 

communication.  

 

Different scholars have written on the effect of culture on communication (Hall, 1977; 

Samovar, Porter, McDaniel, & Roy, 2013). When communicating to people outside of your 

culture, differences in perception might arise. Every act of communicating creates a response, 

however these responses are more difficult to predict when communicating to a target group 

from another culture. People vary in their way of thinking and behaving because of their 

culture. While individual uniqueness and character are of course strong factors in how a 

person acts, a common denominator is found within groups of people in the form of a 

culture (Samovar et al., 2013). This paper will research the effects of the subconscious and 

innate context that culture gives people on a particular topic of communication, CSR. This is 

not just any topic, but one that might be very personal, emotional or more generally loaded 

to groups of individuals, as culture shares some of these characteristics, a relation is likely. 

As this study focuses on the perception of audiences and therefore groups of individuals, I 

shall take two countries in comparison. The chapter on methodology will provide further 

explanation on the choice between the two countries, Sweden and Spain.  

1.3 Problem Definition 

Upon researching the topic of CSR, many results will come up: much research has been, as is 

being, done in the field of CSR. However, when looking into these different articles and 

papers, it is remarkable that much of this research is purely from a company point of view. 

This is not at all surprising as CSR is done from companies and thus research has been done 
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to optimise this. While in the field of business this is important, communication theories 

show that the audience plays an important role in how messages are received and interpreted.  

This work intends to look from an intercultural communicative perspective at CSR 

communication. While individuals obviously have their own ways of interpretation, culture is 

often a variable (Samovar et al., 2013). This study aims to investigate if the variable of culture 

is a significant one in the perception of CSR communication. This might eventually benefit 

multinational companies in their aims to customise and therefore optimise their CSR 

communication efforts to audiences from different cultures.  

 

This study will be executed on two target groups. Eventually this work will transcend the 

level of university and benefit multinationals. Therefore the population in mind when 

planning this study is ‘the next generation of working professionals’: people who will soon 

enter the job market, who will increase their spending power and therefore make them 

interesting as potential customers to companies. Therefore in this study students have ben 

selected as the target group. The population and targeted group for this work will further be 

justified in the methodology chapter.  

1.4 Restrictions 

This study, while in its conception functional, faces certain practical challenges. As will be 

explained, questionnaires will be used in the fieldwork. This dependency on respondents 

poses the first challenge. Since the fieldwork takes place at Jönköping University, the access 

to Swedish respondents was relatively easy. Spanish respondents on the other hand have to 

be contacted through different and in this case digital ways. As will be explained further in 

the methods section, finding sufficient respondents will prove to be a challenge. This 

difference in proximity to the two different target groups results in differences in response 

rates.  

 

Another constraint might be theoretical support. While there is much research available on 

CSR from different perspectives of business, the point of view from the audience might 

prove to be underexposed. This is a justification for the need of the study, as it shows the gap 

in the existing literature. However, it might make it difficult to ground the results in theory. 

Therefore the framework of this study consists mainly of previous research on the separate 
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parts of this problem. This paper brings together the different aspects and validates the 

assumptions by using field research. 

 

The structure of this report is built around one central policy question. The work investigates 

the effects of culture on audience perception. The subsequent study follows the research 

questions concerned with which factors are of influence for audience perception.  

1.5 Goals & Objectives 

The main goal for the study is to gain insight into the effects of culture on the perception of 

communicative output on corporate social responsibility. The primary research objective is to 

investigate if culture is a dependent variable in the perception of CSR communication. The 

expectation is that there is relation between culture and the perception of this type of 

communication. After establishing this relationship, the study further investigates the 

different aspects of audience perception on CSR communication. While the levels of 

knowledge and commitment are important, it is also researched what aspects of 

communication speak to the target audiences. The mixed method approach will ensure 

strong statements as the quantitative part will provide which aspects matter and the 

qualitative part will explain how they speak to the respondents. This combination will 

provide the necessary information on the relationship between these aspects. 

 

This is a small-scale study with limited resources. While only a certain group of people are 

studied and there are quite some restrictions to the work, the validity for entire group defined 

as ‘the next generation of working professionals’ is smaller. However, this does not mean that 

there is no value to the study. As it is an exploratory study, one of the aims of this study is to 

serve as a starting point for further research. Companies seem to not have investigated the 

effect of culture on this type of communication, but this work might be a good start. While 

no certain statements can be made, the study will make strong implications to the final group 

of the next generation. This can lead to other researchers further exploring this subject with 

other and/or larger groups of respondents thus to be able to make statements for the entire 

generation. Furthermore, companies with interest in specific countries can repeat the study 

for the countries of their choice. Eventually a working theory could be formed to be able to 
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customise CSR communication to different cultural target audiences and in this way optimise 

its efficiency and effectiveness.  

1.6 Policy Question 

How does culture influence the perception of Corporate Social Responsibility 

communications? 

1.7 Research Questions and Sub Questions 

1. What is the influence of culture on the perception of CSR? 

a. What do the different target groups know about CSR? 

b. What is the level of commitment to CSR in the different target groups? 

c. How do audiences from different cultural backgrounds perceive CSR? 

2. How could communication on CSR be tailored to fit the audiences from different 

backgrounds? 

a. Which parts of communication speak most to the different target groups?  

b. Which factors have to be taken into consideration when creating a 

multicultural CSR policy? 

 

From the introduction, and certainly also taking into consideration the following chapter, one 

can conclude that there is much to do about CSR these days and that makes it, for both 

companies and scholars alike, an interesting topic of conversation and of research. On the 

other hand, the on-going internationalisation of the business world demands us to pay close 

attention to the differences in culture in the different target audiences. Most importantly, the 

result of this work will be a starting point from which companies can explore the idea of 

customisation of CSR communication for different cultural target groups.  

 

The next chapter will serve as the theoretical framework. Research previously done on and 

concerning the subject is presented to not only justify this study, but mainly to put it into 

perspective. A background based on existing literature on communication and its theories 

will be the theoretic foundation for the study. 

 

Chapter three explains the methodology of the fieldwork. It justifies the use of a mixed 

methods approach, using a web-based questionnaire and personal interviews. The 
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operationalization, samples and response rates are discussed as well as the data collection and 

analysis.  

In the fourth chapter the results from the previously described fieldwork are presented. The 

different research activities are analysed and the results provide answers to the research 

questions posed at the start. 

 

Finally the fifth and last chapter ties the different parts of the study together and puts it into 

perspective. The policy question is answered and the outcome is discussed from a societal 

perspective. Furthermore, further research is suggested. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
The following chapter will serve as a theoretic background for the study. Previous research 

has laid the foundation for this project and has not only been the cause for the work; it can 

also help answer some of the questions posed in the previous chapter. By taking a closer look 

at different communication theories, parts of the research questions can already be answered 

theoretically.  

 

In the preliminary stages of this study, a gap was found in previous research about CSR. 

Many scholars had written about CSR, but most of this research was from the point of view 

of business. Furthermore, culture was featured in many articles, however the relationship 

between CSR and culture seemed to not have been explored yet. The combination of these 

two pieces of information led to the focus of this study: an investigation into the effect of 

culture on perception of CSR communication. To paint a clear picture of the previously done 

research, this coming section is divided into previous research on CSR and theories on 

audience perception and cultural identity. 

2.1 Previous Research on CSR 

CSR has proven a difficult concept for companies and their managers (Ismail, Kassim, Amit, 

& Rasdi, 2014). While companies continuously try to balance stakeholders and their needs 

with corporate strategy and profit margins, sustainability seems an odd factor. Spending 

resources on sustainability initiatives while the connection to the stakeholders might not 

seem directly clear and return not directly countable, could appear to be a mere distraction 

from the commercial focus of a company. CSR is by definition voluntary but it does demand 

resources and this might be challenging to incorporate into business strategy. However, 

certain countries are already forcing companies to engage is some sort of CSR by, for 

example, making a statement about the company’s effect on planet and society mandatory. 

Robins (2005) takes the example of IKEA to show how fully embracing a CSR strategy 

makes sustainability commercially important. The company, as it is Swedish, is highly 

individualistic in corporate culture. However, they initiated a framework called ‘Natural Step’ 

to ensure the sustainability, both ecological and social, of their commercial activities. 

Especially for an industry largely dependent on timber CSR is both commercially important 

and environmentally relevant (Robins, 2005). While more and more companies are 
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internationalising, they are forced to adopt CSR policies not only by the legislations in 

different countries but also, and sometimes mainly so, by the hard critique from the public 

that would otherwise follow. While the trend is towards CSR, the question is if companies 

should take the leading role in sustainability over the government (Robins, 2005). 

 

When researching CSR in relation to business, a lot of studies can be found in the different 

business journals. One can take from this that studies have proven useful in determining the 

best use of CSR to increase revenue and strengthen position and corporate image. However, 

it seems that the other side of the medal has been overlooked. The perception of 

communication on CSR is just as crucial; a strong corporate CSR policy is dependent on a 

good understanding of the audience. This study therefore focuses on the audience. Dawkins 

(2005) shows that communications on corporate responsibility are “not yet being effectively 

tailored to different stakeholder audiences – and further, that these messages are not 

currently getting through to many stakeholders” (Dawkins, 2005, p. 110). This leads to 

believe that there is some serious work to be done in adjusting CSR communications to the 

audiences. She furthermore states that the expectations of opinion leaders on the subject of 

CSR show great variety when looked at on the international scale. That brings us back to the 

international component of the study.  

 

While CSR policies are prevalent in any size company, nowhere is their role more complex 

than in multinational companies. However, nowhere is their role more contested either. 

Dobers and Springett address the need to include cultural dimensions into the discourse of 

CSR, albeit from an environmental business point of view (Dobers & Springett, 2010). The 

intercultural aspect of this work is partly inspired by this, while redirecting the focus to the 

communication aspect. This study will therefore compare the perception of CSR in audiences 

in two countries. Rick Nauert argues that in any situation, the perception of communication 

can be, and often unconsciously is, influenced by one’s culture (Nauert, 2007).  

 

A major point of consideration when looking at any action related to CSR is that 

sustainability is a way of thinking and doing, rather than a singular activity. Sustainability as a 

goal might not be achieved 100 per cent (Packalén, 2010). While this should not be taken 

lightly, it should also not hold people back from still working on it. Sustainability is a topic, 
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which should gradually be woven into daily life. Packalén (2010, p. 119) goes on discussing 

the importance of the cultural dimension when talking of CSR:  

What is needed is that the concept of sustainable development should be more thoroughly 

thought through and extended so that the cultural dimension is on a par with, or rather 

permeates, the ecological, economic, and social dimensions like a red thread running through a 

thick rope, clearly visible for all to see. 

 

Intercultural communication is one of the most important factors to improve the way the 

situation of socially sustainable development (Packalén, 2010). The only way in which 

sustainability has a future is if it appeals to their reason as well as their emotion. The way to 

understand how to do the latter is to understand one’s culture. Packalén (2010) argues that 

sustainability communication should steer away from traditional marketing and create 

engagement, a dialogue on the issue of sustainability. By using more artistic ways of 

communicating, one can genuinely commit the audience to sustainability. His firm belief is 

that culture should be used more to make the change that CSR and sustainability are about 

(Packalén, 2010). 

2.2 Audience Perception Theory  

Samovar et al. (2013) talk about how understanding perception is key in understanding 

intercultural communication. The way, in which people make sense of everyday life, is 

influenced strongly by culture. Perception is a culturally determined, learned behaviour, 

which means that the culture one grew up in has trained them to act and react to situations. 

As communication triggers a certain action or reaction, this communication should take the 

culture into account. While by no means perception is accurate or unbiased, a collective trend 

is to be found in culture (Samovar et al., 2013). This supports the hypothesis that culture is 

indeed an influential factor in the perception of CSR communications. As the audiences have 

been ‘trained’, unconsciously, by their native culture to perceive and thus behave in a certain 

way, a difference between cultures is expected in this study. 

 

Whilst under exposed, some research on the perception of CSR has been conducted. 

Recognising the absence of empirical studies, Pfau et al. (2008) investigated the perceived 

positive influence CSR has on the public opinion. Although corporate resources are directed 

towards CSR initiatives, actual data supporting the positive effect on consumer behaviour are 
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few and far beyond. While previous research had already shown a weak but positive 

correlation between a company’s CSR initiatives and corporate profitability, the research by 

Pfau et al. (2008) indicated the need for effective communication to improve the public 

awareness and perception. The strategic and financial benefits of CSR strategies are strongly 

dependent on systematic communication. 

2.3 Multifaceted Cultural Identity Theory 

Satoshi Moriizumi (2011) identified the strong attention there has been for the aspect of 

individualism/collectivism (I-C). While Hofstede had identified this as one of a few cultural 

dimensions, Moriizumi takes this specific phenomenon as a focal point and builds on it. The 

polarization of these two constructs has a strong ability of explaining cultural differences and 

at the same time I-C has a strong effect on communication. By integrating cultural identity 

theories to I-C, this new set of principles better offers a more complex understanding to the 

relationship between cultural characteristics and communication.  

1. All individuals have multiple identities because they belong to various social groups. 

2. I-C influences the salience of one’s personal and social identity: (a) In collectivistic 

cultures, one’s social identity tends to be more salient than in individualistic cultures; 

(b) In individualistic cultures, one’s personal identity tends to be more salient than in 

collectivistic cultures.  

3. I-C value constructs work as a value content dimension of cultural identity.  

4. There are at least three constructs of I-C: Individualism, Relational Collectivism, and 

Group Collectivism.  

5. All cultures may have different conceptualizations to the common cultural values 

related to I-C.  

6. Competent intercultural communication emphasizes the importance of personal, 

situational, relational, and cultural identity-based knowledge, mindfulness, and skills. 

(Morrizumi, 2011, pp. 20-23) 

The first principle makes us aware that even within a greater macro-culture, people belong to 

different categories. Cultural identity theory goes on saying that people have social (cultural, 

class, gender) and personal (unique personal attributes) identities and the second principle 

supposes that individualist societies will be more concerned with the latter. The next 

principle explains how, even though there are many cultural dimensions, I-C is the best in 
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demonstrating communication styles. The fourth principle builds to this, separating I-C into 

three constructs. Collectivism is divided into relational collectivism, towards personal 

relations and small interpersonal networks, and group collectivism, towards a larger group. 

This explains how individualistic societies still have collectivistic characteristics. Principle 5 

states that even though two cultures might both be collectivistic, their interpretation on what 

is collectivistic might differ. The last, and for this study most practical, principle emphasises 

the importance of mindfulness and skill when it comes to intercultural communication. By 

understanding the salience of their different cultural identities and how people view 

themselves, the impact of and effectiveness of intercultural communication is improved. 

2.4 Sweden and Spain 

Looking at the cultural dimensions as posed by Geert Hofstede, Sweden and Spain differ 

quite substantially (The Hofstede Centre, 2015). 

 
Figure 1: Comparison of cultural dimensions Sweden and Spain, The Hofstede Centre. http://geert-

hofstede.com/sweden.html 

In figure 1, the cultural dimensions of Sweden and Spain are compared. Sweden scores low 

on power distance, which means that the power in the country, and within organisations, is 

expected to be distributed equally. Equality and human rights are important to Swedes and 

along with this; communication is preferably direct and participative. On the other hand, 
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Swedes score high on individualism. People are supposed to take care of themselves and their 

direct family and no further than that. Sweden has one of the lowest scores for the dimension 

of masculinity. This means that feminine cultural indicators are considered very important. 

Caring for others and ensuring a high quality of life is almost nowhere in the world as 

important as in here. Inclusion and involvement are key words in communication. It is 

important to put no one above others and solidarity, quality of life and above all equality are 

valued. Uncertainty avoidance is not important to Swedes. This means that the people are 

open to change and innovation, and practicality is put above the need for rules. When it 

comes to long-term orientation, Sweden has a moderate score. While it is somewhat 

important to retain traditions, a pragmatic approach to preparation for the future is the way 

to go. Finally, Swedish people are considered to be quite indulgent. They are willing to spend 

money on leisure and attach importance to enjoying life with a positive attitude (The 

Hofstede Centre, 2015).  

 

The culture of Spain on the other hand looks quite different. Power distance has a high score 

meaning that the hierarchy of the society is important to the Spanish; everyone has a certain 

place. Compared to Sweden, and in that sense compared to most European countries, Spain 

is quite a collectivist country. Comparing to the rest of the world however, this is very 

relative and Spain would be even considered individualistic. Where Sweden is one of the 

most feminine countries, Spain is far more masculine. While on a global scale this is a 

moderate score, it does mean that feminine values like quality of like and caring for others are 

also only moderately important. When it comes to uncertainty avoidance, Spain is far from 

moderate. With a high score Spaniards might feel threatened and uncomfortable in uncertain 

situations. Ambiguity makes them anxious and they will install rules to exercise more control, 

which in turn can lead to complexity and stress. The dimension of long-term orientation is 

the one which the two countries are most alike. With a moderate score, the Spanish culture 

would mean people like to live in the moment while still having concerns for the future. On 

the last dimension, indulgence, Spain scores quite a bit lower and would not be considered 

indulgent. Leaning towards being a more restraint society, Spaniards are prone to cynicism 

and pessimism (The Hofstede Centre, 2015).  
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These cultural dimensions can be related to the perception of CSR. The Swedish desire for 

equal distribution of power is expected to have a positive influence on the attitude towards 

topics such as sustainability, equal division of resources and fair treatment of people. With its 

hierarchical nature, implies that it is to be expected that Spain has a less positive attitude 

towards sustainability as everyone has their place and one should not go beyond this too 

much. While the high level of individualism makes that Swedes are primarily focused on their 

own small circle of people, the very feminine nature of the country makes up for this. Quality 

of life and caring for others can directly be translated to taking care of planet and people 

using CSR. For Spain, these two are the other way around. Even though the culture is more 

collectivistic than the Swedish, on a global scale Spaniards are quite individualistic and 

therefore care mostly about the individual. A great difference is to be found in the fact that 

Spain is far more masculine than Sweden. Therefore CSR as a concept related to quality of 

life, is expected to be far less important. While CSR as a concept is relatively new and 

therefore has not been engrained in the culture for generations, it can cause quite a bit of 

uncertainty for people. Since Sweden is quite content with a certain level of uncertainty, the 

innovative characteristic of CSR is embraced. The Spanish culture is not willing to accept 

uncertainty. One can argue that CSR, as something not easily defined in hard numbers and 

quickly achievable goals, is quite uncertain and therefore possibly avoided by the Spanish. 

When it comes the average future orientation of the Swedes; CSR could be considered a 

long-term topic so Sweden would be expected to have an average interest in it, however the 

Spanish score for long-term orientation is quite similar so on this dimension there are no 

great differences between the two cultures to be expected. The indulgence dimension is 

difficult to relate to CSR. The characteristics of indulgence ‘optimism’ and ‘willingness to 

spend money on quality of life’ could be associated with CSR as this is often seen as an 

optimistic or even utopian goal and taking care of the planet and its people is in a way taking 

care of the general quality of life. Therefore Sweden would be expected to be willing to spend 

something extra on sustainability. Spain, as a more restrained society would likely be less 

willing to do so (Castelo Branco & Delgado, 2014).  

 

The literature suggests that CSR, while difficult to define precisely, has a connection to 

culture. CSR is a voluntary endeavour and therefore it is hard to see as a commercial benefit. 

However, the demand from the stakeholders for sustainability and the associated positive 
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influence on customer attitude towards the country has made CSR commercially important. 

With the demand for CSR coming from the audiences, it is crucial to adjust communications 

to these audiences. Topics concerning CSR can be emotional and therefore perception 

culturally dependent. This is where international communication has the need for cultural 

understanding. CSR has to be integrated into a culture to be successful and an understanding 

of culture is key. As perception is culturally determined, the communication has to be 

tailored to a culture to be optimally effective. While on the cultural dimensions of Hofstede, 

Sweden and Spain score quite differently and are therefore expected to perceive and react in 

a certain manner towards CSR. Multifaceted cultural identity theory deepen the 

understanding of individualism, a dimension wherein the two countries do not differ greatly, 

as to still understand and explain possible differences in behaviour. 
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3. Methods 
The following chapter discusses and justifies the different research methods and tools used 

to gain, process and analyse the necessary field data. Using the different research tools as 

described provided the necessary insight into the way audiences from the two different target 

groups perceive communication, but it has also provided necessary background information 

on the knowledge of the subject. 

 

While some of the research questions could best be answered by quantitative research, others 

needed a more in-depth approach. Opinions and values, once known, could be counted 

through quantitative methods and their numbers provide solid ground for answering the 

research questions. However, reasons and processes are best divulged through qualitative 

methods. Therefore a mixed methods approach was chosen wherein a qualitative survey was 

followed by quantitative interviews: a mixed-methods sequential explanatory design. 

3.1 Mixed Method Approach 

For the fieldwork, a combination of methods was used to increase the validity of the 

findings. By using multiple sources of information, possible bias could be reduced. When 

neither qualitative nor quantitative research on its own yields the desired results, it has 

become common practise to use a combined approach. Creswell (2009) explains how the 

increased popularity for mixed methods designs makes sense, especially in the social sciences: 

the high level of complexity in both causal relationships and interdependency of variables 

makes that in social sciences one often needs more than one research tool to come to 

satisfying results. In sequential mixed method research, the results of the first phase are not 

just valid as data, but also provide the, sometimes necessary, information to continue with 

the second phase (Creswell, 2009; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). 

 

The mixed method design primarily consisted of a quantitative survey and qualitative 

interviews. While sequential explanatory studies, like this one, are popular for their versatility, 

there are certain methodological issues in its implementation: for example the weight given to 

each of the research components and the integration of the different phases into a 

comprehensive set of results (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). With any type of combined 

research design, but especially with the mixed-methods sequential explanatory design, the 
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issue is what to prioritise. Often the emphasis lies on the quantitative data as it comes first in 

sequence and yields a major part of the data. The qualitative component follows to support 

finding and elaborate on the results (Ivankova et al., 2006; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). In 

this particular case, the qualitative part represented a strong portion of the data. Creswell 

(2009) argues that the choice for where the emphasis lies is dependent on the interests of the 

researcher, the type of audience and the envisioned emphasis. While this study aimed for 

equal parts quantitative and qualitative results, in this case there was a slight shift in priority 

based on the results of the quantitative phase towards the qualitative phase; as the response 

rates were low for the questionnaire, more weight was given to the interviews. 

 

One of the main advantages of this design is the fact that the qualitative research elaborates 

on the quantitative data. As the latter has been finished before the qualitative part 

commences, the interview questions could be tuned to get the most out of the combined set 

of data. After the execution of the quantitative questionnaires, the results were analysed and 

this interpretation was used to get the most out of the qualitative part: the survey results 

helped in defining the questions for the interviews. 

 

The study aims to investigate the effects of culture on the perception of a certain topic of 

communication. The study entailed a cross-national comparative between Sweden and Spain. 

These countries were chosen for their apparent dissimilarities. The best chance to find a 

relationship with culture as the independent variable is to create a strong difference within 

this variable. In other words, the two cultures to be compared had to differ strongly in 

cultural characteristics to determine a relationship (Castelo Branco & Delgado, 2014). 

Sweden was chosen because the Master, for which the study is executed, is based in 

Jönköping University. Furthermore, when one lives in a certain country, it is the ideal 

opportunity to do further research into that culture. By means of ethnographic immersion, 

the researcher is not only close to the target audience, it can provide the researcher with a 

point of view from the subject of study. While remaining an outsider at all times, the research 

can still get close to the target audience and therefore pick up on subtle cultural phenomena 

which would not come forward from the existing literature writing from outside perspectives. 

The counterpart was chosen within Europe, as cultural differences are manageable within the 

continent. A look into the international presence of multinationals, combined with 
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experience and logic, leads to the idea that many multinationals stick to a continent. Brands 

that are strong in a few European countries often choose to expand within the continent, 

whereas some of the bigger brands of South America are completely unknown to Europeans. 

This led to the idea that a counterpart for Sweden had to be chosen within Europe. Within 

Europe, the distance, both geographically and culturally, between Sweden and Spain is one of 

the largest (Castelo Branco & Delgado, 2014).  

 

While culture and geographic location are not exclusively linked, there are often similarities to 

be found between cultures that are also geographically close. This can be caused by the fact 

that cultures develop over time and are built on the natural conditions of the area. On the 

other hand, cultures that are near to each other influence each other and are therefore 

expected to be more similar. Sweden is one of the Scandinavian countries and therefore to 

find a culturally contrasting country, the first look went to the Mediterranean countries 

(Castelo Branco & Delgado, 2014).   

 

Special care had to be taken to execute the fieldwork in a language the respondents are truly 

confident with, as language carries part of the culture (Harkness, Van de Vijver, & Mohler, 

2003). For this, the assistance of a native Spanish speaker was requested to guide on linguistic 

subtleties and correct translations. The questionnaire for the Swedish respondents was in 

English. The level of English within Sweden is sufficiently high, especially amongst university 

students, that there is no need to translate into Swedish. The same cannot be said for Spanish 

students. According to research done by EF Education AB, Sweden has the third highest 

proficiency of English as a second language in the world. Spain is only rated in the category 

of ‘moderate proficiency’, taking up the 20th place in the list (EF Education AB, 2013). 

Therefore it seemed necessary and in the best interest of the study that the Spanish 

respondents were presented with the survey in Spanish. A native Spanish speaker helped 

translate the questions to ensure that nuances in the questions would be comprehended 

correctly. For the interviews people were chosen whose English level was sufficient. 

3.1.1 Quantitative Questionnaires 

Quantitative surveys are one of the most efficient and effective ways to collect information 

from larger groups of respondents. The quantitative part of the data collection consisted of a 
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web-based self-completion surveys of which the questions can be found in Appendix A. As 

they are easy and fast to fill out, the likeliness of response is therefore relatively high and a 

larger group increases the validity. Because of the nature of the survey, one can quickly 

examine a broad range of variables using multiple questions. After the data collection, the 

information can quickly be analysed, as will be discussed in more detail further on in this 

chapter, using statistical analysis (Hansen & Machin, 2013). 

 

Cross-national comparative research remains intriguing for scholars. Surveys have become 

the standard for data collection in cross-national comparative research over the past few 

decades. Harkness et al. (2003) argue that strategies from other fields, like cross-cultural 

communication, are important in comparative studies. One of the challenges of cross-cultural 

comparative research is that tools and strategies have to accommodate the fact that certain 

concepts of the objects of study are not identical or completely comparable (Harkness et al., 

2003). Certain aspects of culture, present in one culture, might differ in the compared culture, 

but might just as well be non-existent. While Harkness et al. (2003) write on cross-cultural 

surveys, similar challenges arise for interviews as well. It is most common to design research 

tools that are similar, but not necessarily exactly the same. While one cannot always treat two 

different cultural target groups the same, the goal is to use similar approaches. As will be 

elaborated further on in this chapter, it was not practically possible to treat both target 

groups the same. Therefore certain choices were made based on what would support the 

final aim of the study. 

 

As mentioned previously, the questionnaire for the Spanish part of the target audience was 

translated to accommodate this group and to ensure understanding of the questions. It is 

important to see the translation of a research tool as an actual part of the methodology, not a 

mere addendum. Therefore the questions were translated by a native and after that a reviewer 

went over the translations and made corrections. The adjudicating body, the one responsible 

for final question decisions, was in this case the principal investigator: the author’s Spanish 

language comprehension might not be well enough to translate from the start; it surely was 

good enough for the continuation of the process (Harkness et al., 2003). 
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As this is an academic paper, validity is a key factor. Important in the interpretation of the 

results are the questions of validity. Bryman (2012) identifies four types of validity: 

measurement, internal, external and ecological validity. The first one deals with the question 

if the measures and variables actually represent the core concepts of the study. In this case 

the variables are: knowledge and commitment, both on individual scale and compared to the 

country/other countries, media choice and experience. These variables cover the research 

questions and provide valuable and valid data. Internal validity looks if, and if so to what 

extend, the independent variable is responsible for the change in the dependent variable. The 

independent variable is culture; the dependent variable is the perception of CSR. While a 

definitive cause relation cannot be certain, the implications are strong for this relation by 

choosing strongly differing cultures. On the other hand, external validity looks at whether or 

not the results of the research can be translated beyond the sample to the entire population. 

This is as mentioned not the case, but while statement cannot be made for sure, the 

implications are strong. Finally, the ecological validity deals with if the research findings are 

applicable to everyday settings. The amount of previous research and the measure to which 

the topic of CSR is present in business makes that the ecological validity is high. Throughout 

this paper, the focus concerning validity has been on external validity. While the 

measurement, internal and ecological validity were considered to be good before starting the 

fieldwork, the external validity was the challenge. 

3.1.2 Qualitative Interviews 

For more qualitative data, individual interviews were scheduled. Taking from the knowledge 

provided by the survey, the interview questions were useful in providing reasons, arguments 

and information on causality (Hansen & Machin, 2013). The analysis is done both using 

aspects of content analysis, analysing what is said precisely and discourse analysis, explaining 

reasons for answers. 

 

There were quite some challenges to overcome in the study. Driskill (1995, p. 254) points out 

limitations in comparative studies involving culture: “such studies typically examine attitudes, 

values and practices in various cultures and then assume the salience of culture in 

intercultural interactions”. Differences in attitudes may stem from cultural background, but 

the dependence on culture has to be investigated rather than assumed. While this was a 
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challenge, investigating this was also one of the goals of the study. These assumptions were 

known thanks to Driskill and could therefore be avoided. While the working hypothesis was 

that there would be a dependent relationship, a neutral position was key in the collection of 

data. Especially when it came to personal interviews, the interviewees could be influenced 

either way by the interviewer and therefore any preconceived notion was avoided using 

unbiased and open lines of questioning.  

 

The interviews were purposefully scheduled after some results of the questionnaire had 

already come in. By using the different research tools sequentially, the research questions 

could be reviewed after the first results had come in and the interview questions tailored to 

ensure all remaining research questions would be answered. While questions were made 

beforehand, the interview was only semi-structured. The interviews were face-to-face, with 

the help of technology. While the interviews with the Swedish respondents could be 

performed in person, the Spanish people were interviewed via Skype. This meant that, even 

though the interviewee was not physically close, the circumstances were mimicked to be as 

close as possible to in person interviewing. The interviewees were people within my network, 

who were known to have sufficient English skills to be able to conduct the interviews in 

English. The choice was made taking into consideration that the people could not know 

about the research before the interview. 

 

Creswell (2009) describes certain advantages and disadvantages of qualitative interviews. 

While the researcher has control over the line of questioning, the presence of an interviewer 

might influence the answers. As the interviews were meant to specifically gain insight into the 

views and opinions of the interviewees, the interviewees were specifically told that there were 

no wrong, only honest answers. Not everyone is equally eloquent and articulate, both on 

individual and cultural scale. My past experience in both countries showed that in general 

Spanish people tend to be more talkative than Swedish people. Hofstede (2015) shows 

Sweden as more individualistic than Spain; one could take from this that Swedes are more to 

themselves than Spaniards. Therefore, in choosing the interviewees, the choice was made for 

interviewees who I had met before, but deliberately people with whom I had not discussed 

the content of the study. This way, the interviewees were comfortable with me as an 

interviewer and therefore would likely talk easier. While Spanish people are outgoing and 
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expressive, they might have more challenges when it comes to the language as the interviews 

were in English. Therefore in the selection of the interviewees, their English proficiency was 

taken into consideration. Furthermore, I had sufficient knowledge on Spanish to support the 

interviewee language-wise, if necessary. 

 

Probing more in certain interviews ensured that still the required and desired results were 

retrieved. For different questions, different interview techniques were used, to gain the most 

complete answers. The interview questions were mostly loose or open-ended questions. This 

gives the respondents room for their own interpretations. However, the converging-question 

approach was also applied; starting with a generally loose question, but guiding the 

interviewee to a detailed answer by asking pointed questions. Finally, but most importantly, 

the interviews were response-guided. The interviewees were very diverse and therefore the 

questions and approaches could not be exactly the same. This is the beauty of intercultural 

research and provided the most interesting answers. To keep the interview in the flow of the 

conversation between interviewer and interviewee, the order of questions and the probing 

were guided by the answers given and the way the interviewee was speaking (Murray 

Thomas, 2003). The interviews all lasted between 20 and 30 minutes and the audio was 

recorded to be used, after transcription, in the analysis. Even though the interviews were 

semi-structured, the questions were generally the same and can be found in Appendix B. 

3.2 Sampling 

When it comes to survey research, sample size is a continuous point of debate. While a larger 

sample size is considered to provide a higher degree of confidence, the correlation decreases 

after a certain level (Bryman, 2012).  

 

The group this study aims to reach eventually was called ‘the next generation of working 

professionals’. This group can be defined as the people who are soon going to be entering 

working life and thus will represent the next generation of customers for any type of 

company, and therefore an important target group for companies using CSR as well. For this 

study there were not enough resources available to investigate this entire population, or even 

a representable sample of this population. Therefore choices had to be made to choose a 

semi-representable target group to be able to make indications for the ‘next generation’ in 
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this exploratory study. The population for this are defined as students, as they represent a 

large portion of the younger people who will soon enter the job market. Since it is very 

possible that people later on in life decide to pursue an academic education, an age limit was 

set for 18-30 years of age.  

 

The Swedish part of the work will be carried out among the population of students at 

Jönköping University. According to their Annual Report 2014, there were 7134 registered 

full-time students as of 2014. Of these, there are 454 international programme students 

(Jönköping University, 2014). This means that the population of Swedish students at 

Jönköping University is 6680. When it comes to sample size, it goes without saying that 

confidence and representation of the population are important factors. But considerations 

for time and cost often just as relevant. The aim was to take a sample of 2%, which meant 

134 students. This number was taken as 10 people a day for two weeks seemed an achievable 

goal. This was partially based on previous personal experience, where around 100-150 people 

a week could be contacted, so 50-75 for each of the two target groups. To gain optimal 

results the sampling was done using multiple purposive techniques (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 

2009). A combination of nonprobability sampling methods was used to reach the desired 

sample size: a convenience sample of a class and network and snowball sampling through 

friends and acquaintances.  

 

On the other side, Spanish respondents had to be found as well. As it was expected that 

reaching a similar population would not be achievable, the decision was made to use a 

different approach. The aim and hope was to end up with two groups, similar in size, to 

compare with each other. When looking at two distinct groups of people, with a certain 

variable dividing them, it is important to take equal representations of both in the selected 

sample (Bryman, 2012). Therefore the sample size of the Spanish students, determined by 

quota sampling and aided by network and snowball sampling, was based on the size of the 

Swedish respondents: a desired size of around 134 students. This would come to a total of 

268 students. 

 

For the interviews it was decided that two interviews with each of the two target groups 

would provide plenty of information. To eliminate portraying the views of just one 
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individual, at least two people from each of the two target groups had to be interviewed. 

After these interviews and their analysis it was determined that the information was sufficient 

for answering the research questions. These interviewees were chosen for their convenience, 

for their availability. Obviously they met the requirements of the two target groups, but 

furthermore it was important that they all had a good comprehension of English as the 

interviews were being conducted in English.  

 

The samples were all taken using some form of convenience sampling. There are arguments 

to be made against this type of sampling. Convenience samples means that respondents are 

selected based on their availability, but many scholars are sceptical about convenience 

sampling as one loses the strength to generalise the findings for the population. While there 

is still some validity to the study, the main scientific use for conveniently sampled researches 

is exploration (Wrench, Thomas-Maddox, Peck Richmond, & McCroskey, 2013). For 

dissertations and theses like this one, availability sampling is actually the most used method as 

it is a good and convenient way of getting respondents (Murray Thomas, 2003). 

3.3 Data Collection 

After the methods to be used were determined and the tools were created and piloted, the 

data could be collected. For the questionnaire this was a challenging part. The Swedish target 

group of students at Jönköping University was close and fairly accessible. Since the 

questionnaire was digital it could easily be shared through the population. The survey was 

offered to a class of Swedish first year bachelor students who were asked to fill it out in class: 

this convenience sample quickly yielded a large group of respondents. Most of the other 

respondents were reached using network sampling and snowball sampling. The survey was 

posted on different Facebook pages and friends and acquaintances were asked to respond 

and share the message. By connecting to friends who in turn had friends, the survey 

snowballed through different groups of students at Jönköping University.  

 

The Spanish respondents were the actual challenge, as shall be enlightened further in the next 

section. As the distance to the target audience was far greater and therefore availability lower, 

the options to reach them were limited. The use of the web-based questionnaire did ensure 
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that some people were reached using different social media sites and pages and the network 

of friends and acquaintances, however the numbers were lower. 

 

The data collection for the interviews started with making appointments with the four 

interviewees, either in person or online. The interviews with the Swedish respondents were 

done face-to-face and the audio was recorded. The Spanish people were interviewed through 

Skype and here too the audio was recorded. Afterwards the audio was converted into 

transcripts from which the usable information was taken and which will be presented in the 

next chapter. 

3.4 Response 

Non-response is a continuous challenge in research. The desired sample size and number of 

respondents can differ greatly. Self-completion questionnaires, the choice in this study, are 

particularly infamous for low response rates (Bryman, 2012). Despite that fact that the 

questionnaire was designed for ease and speed of completion, it still proved difficult to get 

enough respondents. For the Swedish part of the sample, the response rate could be 

improved by talking directly to the sample and prompting them to fill out the survey.  

 

It can be expected to get a non-response of 20% in questionnaires, and therefore both 

groups of 134 have a target of 107. For the Swedish target group this was nearly achieved 

with 99 respondents. This would mean a response rate of 74%, where 80% was the target 

this is quite acceptable. The response rate for the Spanish target audience on the other hand 

was far from acceptable, with a response rate of 17%, a mere 24 respondents, this is far 

below the target number. The combined response was 131 where 268 were desired, a 49% 

response rate. 

 

By using a convenience sample, the validity for the research community was already 

compromised and the absence of respondents does not improve this. However, this study 

has its main value as an exploratory research. While statements cannot be made about the 

entire population, there are implications for the population that can be drawn from the 

results. While the validity is low, the choice of respondents does mean that the indications 

make sense.  
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3.5 Data Analysis 

After the study was defined, theoretically grounded, practically planned and eventually 

executed, a whole lot of data had to be analysed. The questionnaire was online and therefore 

the results were easily downloaded from the website. Basic descriptive tables, such as cross-

tabulations, were created by the software and put into context of the research questions. The 

results to certain questions were later visualised as graphs often provide a better overview for 

the reader. The statistical analysis of the data was for the most part comparative analysis, 

comparing means and percentages. A statistical analysis tool, SPSS, was used to discover 

correlations between the ordinal values; where the respondents were asked to rate their 

knowledge on a scale, these numbers were set against each other to determine if they 

positively or negatively correlated. The open questions in the survey were analysed using 

content analysis. By dividing and grouping words of the answers, certain aspects could be 

more easily compared: similar words such as for example 

nature/ecological/green/world/environment were grouped. This way trends in answers 

could be detected. After this more statistical analysis, a general impression of the content was 

given by the author. While literal quotes and words can provide exact answers, a summarising 

impression by the author can give an overview of the content. This again meant grouping 

words, positive and negative words for example. 

 

The interviews, as they were taped, had to be transcribed. The entire interviews were 

transcribed word for word to be able to analyse them best and to gain literal quotes from 

them. The transcripts were read repeatedly to get a general impression: if the interviewee was 

positive, negative or critical towards CSR. Again a combination of two approaches was used 

to analyse the content. The categories discussed were analysed one by one and supported by 

quotes of the interviewees. After this the interviews were re-examined in a more general way 

to get the atmosphere and not-literally quoted meaning from the respondents. This is again a 

more summarising impression, aiming to ‘read between the lines’. Finally these analyses from 

both the survey and the interviews were combined and put into context to answer the 

research questions.  

 

For the problem at hand, a mixed-methods sequential explanatory design was chosen. A 

quantitative web-based questionnaire was distributed over a group of Swedish and a group of 
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Spanish university students. The results from this also served as a base for qualitative 

interviews, held with members of both target groups. The semi-structured interviews were 

done face-to-face and through Skype with 2 members of each target group. The survey 

response rate for the Swedish group was a satisfactory 75%, for the Spanish a more 

disappointing 17%. However, the results and the work still have validity and value as 

exploratory research. The data were afterwards analysed using a combination of techniques, 

statistical and content analysis mostly, and the cultural context provided the discourse.  
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4. Results 
Whereas the previous chapters have described the theoretical foundation for the study and 

the methodology on which information was to be gathered and how, the following chapter 

will present the data.  

4.1 The Influence of Culture on CSR Communication 

4.1.1 Knowledge of CSR 

The first step was to determine the general knowledge of CSR. In the questionnaire, 41% of 

the Swedish respondents indicated knowledge on CSR, for the Spanish respondents this was 

a little lower with 36%. Going a little deeper into this the levels of knowledge on CSR; the 

respondents were asked to rate their knowledge on a ordinal scale of 1-5 as can be seen in 

figure 2. The average score of the Swedish respondents was 2,26, a little higher than the 

Spanish average of 2. Also looking at the spread of the different answers, the majority of the 

Swedes ranked their knowledge as average whereas the largest group for the Spanish 

respondents was the category ‘No knowledge’.  

 
Figure 2; Knowledge level 

The Swedish interviewees rated their own knowledge of CSR above average and also the 

importance was relatively high. Both Spanish interviewees did not have any previous 
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knowledge on CSR. After a short explanation, and relating the abstract term of CSR to 

examples of environmental and societal sustainability, it made more sense to them. 

 

An interesting difference was to be found in the way the respondents acquired this 

knowledge, see figure 3. 62% of the Swedish respondents stated they learned about CSR at 

university and 24% gained knowledge via the Internet, for the Spanish respondents friends 

were the most important source of CSR knowledge (32%) and the Internet and university 

shared a second place with 28%. Both of Swedish interviewees gained their knowledge from 

university classes and they thought that it was a responsibility of universities to educate 

students on topics concerning sustainability. The Spanish interviewees indicated no previous 

knowledge on CSR per se, but topics concerning sustainability had sometimes been discussed 

among friends.  

 
Figure 3: Way knowledge was acquired 

Within the questionnaire, there were different images displayed and the respondents were 

asked if they though this was CSR. The following two tables compare the correct answers to 

these questions, with the question on whether or not they had knowledge on CSR. In the 
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Table 1: Knowledge of CSR vs. recognition in image: Swedish respondents 

Tables 1 and 2 show that there did not appear to be a direct correlation between saying one 

knows about CSR and actually identifying an image as CSR. In table 1, regarding the Swedish 

respondents, for the first image 68% of the people who said they knew CSR identified the 

image correctly as being CSR, against 81% of the people who did not know CSR. For the 

second and third image as well, the group claiming to have no knowledge about CSR more 

often identified the picture correctly. For the last two images the knowledgeable group 

identified the CSR in the images better. Interesting to see is that especially the 4th and also the 

5th image threw the respondents off. For the 4th image only 21% and the 5th only 41% of the 

respondents managed to correctly identify this as CSR. On average over the five questions 

the group of people without CSR knowledge scores better: 35% correct over 24% in the 

group that did know CSR. 
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The results of the Spanish respondents show something slightly different as can be seen in 

table 2. Again the first picture shows that the group without prior knowledge on CSR 

identifies this better as a CSR image, 81% against 78%. For all the other pictures, the group 

who claimed prior knowledge more often identified the picture correctly. However, in 

general it seems that knowledge about CSR does not make respondents recognise it better. If 

anything, it is the opposite. Also the Spanish respondents who claimed to not know CSR 

scored better in recognising the images: 28% was correct on average over the five questions 

versus 22% who did know CSR. 

 
Table 2: Knowledge of CSR vs. recognition in image: Spanish respondents 

Perhaps more interesting is to compare the two countries and how well they could identify 

CSR in the images. This is displayed in figure 6. For the first two images the scores are quite 

equal, but especially image 3 and 5 were better identified by the Swedish respondents. When 

taking the average of correct answers for the five images, the Swedish respondents did 
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perform better than the Spanish. On average 59% of the Swedish respondents could identify 

the image correctly against 50% of the Spanish.  

 
Figure 6: Comparing % correct CSR identification Sweden vs. Spain 

The respondents were also asked if they had ever noticed CSR activities in advertisements 

from companies, for both groups 68% replied that they did.  

4.1.2 Commitment 

When asked for their commitment to CSR, on a scale of 1-4, there was hardly any difference 

to tell as one can see in figure 4. With an average of 2,22 for the Swedish respondents and 

2,24 for the Spanish respondents this can be considered marginal. While the group caring 

quite a bit about CSR was higher within the Swedish respondents, the group of who say to 

not care at all was also larger. 
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Figure 4: Level of care for CSR 

After this, the respondents were asked about the importance of CSR, to them personally and, 

to their opinion, to their country. It was interesting to see that the scores for importance to 

the individual were very close. However, the Swedish respondents thought that for the rest 

of the country, CSR was quite a bit more important whereas the Spanish respondents reacted 

the opposite way. The averages are displayed in figure 5.  

 

Both Swedish interviewees thought that Sweden was a country wherein CSR is quite 

important: “Swedes are very environmentally conscious” (Jakob, 2015). However, the 

importance is not only considered to be purely moral “We actually get paid for taking 

garbage from Norway in order to make it into bio fuel.” (Jakob, 2015). When asked to 

compare to other countries, the Swedes were content with the level of their own 

sustainability, but remained critical. While they were committed to CSR, they had to admit 

that the financial aspect is prohibiting them from purchasing or donating but that increasing 

spending power would make them contribute more in the future. 

 

Both also find it strange that the education at university does not include CSR “if there are 

classes in sport or music or religion, why shouldn’t there be courses about this?” (Ana, 2015) 

and “there should be more courses about it and more activities who convince the people to 
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what the enterprises do with the planet and environment and society, and how they could 

help” (Juan, 2015). The Spanish were also reluctant to always go for the sustainable option, 

while on the one hand “we always try to go to these enterprises who we think are 

responsible” (Juan, 2015) but “as we don’t have much money we prefer to buy the most 

cheapest thing” (Ana, 2015). 

 

 
Figure 5: Level of importance of CSR, individual and country 

4.1.3 Perception Compared to Other Countries 

Comparing to other countries in Scandinavia, they rated Sweden as more or less of the same 

level. However, comparing to countries further away, Asia and Africa were mentioned, the 

level of sustainability was considered to be high “our standards for environmental action are 

a lot higher” (Jakob, 2015). One of the reasons for this was the level of technological 

advancement and economic stability: “we are quite ahead because of the level of technology 

and the way we are living here…it all starts with the economic situation in the country too” 

(Emil, 2015). The fact that sustainable goods are often more expensive was a recurring 

theme, while the will might be there to select sustainable goods, budget does often not allow 

it. 
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For one Spanish interviewee the care about the responsibility was completely normal for all 

countries in Europe while the other said that concerning CSR “other countries from the 

north have more of this” (Ana, 2015). 

 

Table 3 is an overview of the average scores for both Sweden and Spain on the questions 

concerning importance, commitment and knowledge where one can see that the levels of the 

two countries were mostly quite close, except for the knowledge and expected importance 

for the country. 

Country Importance 

country 1-4 

Importance 

individual 1-4 

Commitment   1-4 Knowledge 1-5 

Spain 

Mean 2,20 2,40 2,24 2,00 

N 25 25 25 25 

Std. Deviation ,764 ,816 ,723 ,913 

Sweden 

Mean 2,85 2,34 2,22 2,26 

N 99 99 99 99 

Std. Deviation ,861 ,823 ,750 ,932 

Total 

Mean 2,72 2,35 2,23 2,21 

N 124 124 124 124 

Std. Deviation ,879 ,818 ,742 ,931 

Table 3: Average results compared 

Taking a look at the relation between these different values: there were different correlations 

to be found. An obvious positive correlation was expected, and found, between importance 

to the individual and his commitment to CSR. With a Spearman’s Rho Correlation of 0.655, 

as can be seen in table 4, there is a very strong positive correlation.  

 Commitment 1-4 Importance individual 1-4 

Spearman's rho 

Commitment 1-4 

Correlation Coefficient 1,000 ,655** 

Sig. (2-tailed) . ,000 

N 124 124 

Importance individual 1-4 

Correlation Coefficient ,655** 1,000 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 . 

N 124 124 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 4: Correlation importance and commitment 

Looking at how the individual importance and the expected nationwide importance are 

related, a medium positive correlation was found. It could be expected that when the general 
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care for CSR in a country was high, this also applied to the individual and the other way 

around. The analysis showed just that, while not excessively strong, there is a positive 

correlation between the two as table 5 shows.  

 Importance 

individual 1-4 

Importance 

country 1-4 

Spearman's rho 

Importance individual 1-4 

Correlation Coefficient 1,000 ,291** 

Sig. (2-tailed) . ,001 

N 124 124 

Importance country 1-4 

Correlation Coefficient ,291** 1,000 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,001 . 

N 124 124 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 5: Importance individual and country 

Knowledge leads to action, or at least that is what one would hope. Knowledge about CSR 

must be convincing for it to lead to sustainable action in daily life. Therefore the knowledge 

about CSR was compared to the commitment to it, and here one could see a medium high 

positive correlation of 0.377 as shown in table 6. 

 Knowledge 1-5 Commitment 1-4 

Spearman's rho 

Knowledge 1-5 

Correlation Coefficient 1,000 ,377** 

Sig. (2-tailed) . ,000 

N 124 124 

Commitment 1-4 

Correlation Coefficient ,377** 1,000 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 . 

N 124 124 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 6: Knowledge in relation to commitment 

4.2 Tailoring Communication to Culture 

4.2.1 Parts of Communication that Stand Out 

The questionnaire also asked a few open questions. A set of images, all designed for CSR 

purposes, was presented and the respondents were asked for each of the images to indicate 

what stood out. These images can be found in with the questionnaire questions in Appendix 

A. For the first image, here shown in figure 7, 61% of the Swedes indicated the bag as one 

the most notable things. Though all mentioned the bag, how they mentioned it was different. 
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Some noticed the bag for how the colour stood out (“a black person holding a white bag”) or 

for it’s luxurious, out of place, appearance (“expensive bag on a poor human”). 39% noticed 

the person in the ad, but in different ways (“the woman is under-fed”, “skinny man”, “skinny 

woman”, or just “a man in a dress”), though most of the references were on how the bag and 

the woman are contrasting. Only 4% referred to the text. 38% correctly interpreted the image 

for its contradictory nature (“The contrast between the luxurious handbag and the poor 

women”, “the handbag in relation to the very skinny man”, “the contrast between wealth and 

poverty” or “Handbag in relation to the cost of food”). The Spanish respondents also 

noticed the bag, 32% noticed either just the bag or the contradiction between the 

background and the bag (“only the bag stands out” or “contrast between person/object”). 

36% mention the women (“not the typical model with a good body”, “a poor person” or “an 

extremely skinny woman”). The text was not mentioned at all.  

 

In the second image the company logo stood out to a large group of the Swedish 

respondents, 38% mention it (“the Coca-Cola logo”, “the explosive colours surrounding the 

Coca-Cola logo” or even “the logo steals attention from the issue”). However, this image is 

also perceived quite critically by 20% (“doesn’t make sense”, “feels fake”, “buying Coca-Cola 

doesn’t solve world hunger”, “as if Coca-Cola could save children from starving” and even 

“Immoral, trying to exploit and earn $ on people’s feelings” or “Those hypocrites”). The 

Spanish respondents noticed the logo too, 32% (“only the logo of the drink” and “the red 

slogan of Coca-Cola”). The respondents were slightly less critical, only 8% were negative 

(“how bad the ad is made” and “for me it is a type misleading publicity”). 

 

At the third image the respondents were asked to comment on featured more text than the 

others, 25% of the Swedes mentioned this as noticeable. However, there was quite a bit 

going on in the picture and this confused slightly (“too many pictures”, “the picture is 

confusing”, “many things in a mix” and “nothing really stands out”). Different people 

noticed different separate pictures, but in 10% the clothing of the people is mentioned in 

combination with safety (“masks”, “protection gear”, “the man in the green sweater”, 

“spraying man in body suit”, “man with safety clothes” and “everyone seems safe in all 

pictures”). To the Spanish target audience, the text did not speak out: only 12% referred to 

the text or content. The work and the workers were more noticeable, 60% mentioned them 
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(“different jobs”, “a group of workers” and “different people, from different races than 

white, working in different positions”). 

 

While looking at the images, the interviewees did not directly seem to understand the 

messages and purposes of the images. The image from Coca-Cola made them look mainly at 

the logo, which was in bright colours as opposed to the rest of the picture. While the aim of 

Coca-Cola might have been to get the focus on the topic at hand by using black and white, 

the respondents were immediately drawn to the colourful logo “the first thing you see when 

you open the picture is logo” (Emil, 2015). The text was far less impressive to them “I think 

the image speaks more than the text because they have so much colour in their Coca-Cola 

logo” (Emil, 2015). The other respondent was less mild “I think it’s a cheap way of 

marketing your product” and goes on “wouldn’t it just be easier to send the money to a 

charity than to buy the unhealthy cans of Coca-Cola”, he concludes that the grey and 

colouring is out of proportion “the colouring of the image is atrocious” (Jakob, 2015). The 

second image was received better. While again the image stood out, the text made the 

message come across quite clear “now I can actually see that [..] the money that was spent on 

this handbag can feed a person” (Jakob, 2015). The third image shown was, with its many 

pictures, confusing to the interviewees. The message did not come across as very convincing, 

mainly because the text was ambiguous “it’s not that easy to see what they are actually doing 

and why they are doing it” (Emil, 2015) and “it has touched over 6 million lives in 30 years 

and done what?!” (Jakob, 2015).  

 

Looking at the CSR-images, they did not always come across as intended for the Spanish 

respondents. The image of the boy from Coca-Cola made them sort of think about CSR, but 

mainly about the company “Coca-Cola is just trying to send their image, ‘we take care but 

don’t forget, this is Coca-Cola’” (Juan, 2015) and “the important part is the brand, because 

even the kid is not the centre of attention” (Ana, 2015). They are quite critical saying “it’s 

more taking care of their image” (Juan, 2015) and, relating to the text, “I think this is a lie [...] 

this is just a technique to sell” (Ana, 2015). In the second image the main focus was on the 

person and the bag portrayed, while one respondent really got the message “it’s an image that 

is showing the difference between the problem of the first world and the third world” (Juan, 

2015) the other thought it was a handbag commercial, even after being pointed to the text 
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(“it was so little that I didn’t look at that” (Ana, 2015)). The final image made both of them 

really critical “I don’t really believe what they are trying to say” (Juan, 2015) and “I’m being 

really sceptical about this” (Ana, 2015). While the fact that there were numbers in a scientific 

appearance did make it seem more trustworthy, the scepticism remained “because I think it’s 

too obvious that in this country they are not trying to develop their economy [...] they just 

want to people work cheaper” (Juan, 2015). 

4.2.2 Considerations for Creating a Multicultural CSR Policy 

The opinions differed when it came to media use. The one thought that paid advertisements 

should not be trusted as companies pay for these ads and therefore have the freedom to say 

whatever they like; “they have an agenda for showing this” (Jakob, 2015). He would rather 

trust an un-associated third party and the Internet is a good source for this. The other 

interviewee was more inclined to believe advertisements on TV or across town as they are 

put up and paid for by companies who are at stake here “putting money behind putting them 

up” and thinks that dishonest use of this type of advertisement “will come out sooner or 

later” (Emil, 2015).  

 

When it comes to media use, newspapers as a traditional medium were trusted. Television 

was not considered the way to go “maybe when on television we automatically think that it’s 

not going to be true” (Ana, 2015) and “I will trust more in the Internet than for example 

TV” (Juan, 2015). He argued “if it’s a lie […] it never takes so long because someone always 

discovers” (Juan, 2015). 

 

The last question of the questionnaire asked the respondents to say what CSR meant to 

them. While there was some additional non-response in the this question, 15% of the 

Swedish and 13% of the Spanish did not fill out this final question/answered that they did 

not know, there were some interesting answers. Regarding the Swedish group: the word 

‘responsibility’ is indicated in 61% of the remaining answers. 58% referred to the 

environment/the planet/nature/earth. Society, people and their rights and broader societal 

CSR goals such as education, caring and preventing discrimination are mentioned in 67% of 

the answers. Business, advertising, corporate image and financial motives are referred to in 

37%. The Spanish respondents refer to responsibility in 33% of the answers. The 
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environment is important to the respondents and was acknowledged in 55% of the time. 

Humanity, social aid/improvement/welfare, human rights and the society are mentioned in 

73%. 36% of the Spanish respondents indicated advertisement/marketing/sales/consumer 

interests as important parts of CSR. 

4.3 Summary 

This final section summarises the results, as presented and analysed above, and puts them 

into context with the questions this study started out with. Starting out with the first main 

topic of the study, CSR and its relation to culture, and after that the second part on how 

communication on CSR can benefit from this relation. 

4.3.1 CSR Perception in Relation to Culture 

First the relation between CSR and culture was investigated. The knowledge level was 

determined and it turned out that both in the questionnaire as in the interviews the Swedish 

respondents knew quite a bit more on CSR. As a positive correlation between knowledge and 

commitment was found within the quantitative research, it was expected that the Swedish 

group also indicated a higher commitment to CSR. In the questionnaire the difference 

between the two groups concerning commitment was marginal, however during the 

interviews the Swedish respondents indicated more to care quite a bit about CSR. Looking 

from the individual to the countrywide importance of CSR taught us that the expected and 

perceived level of care in Sweden in general is higher than in Spain. The interviews confirmed 

this as Sweden was considered a frontrunner compared to other countries when it came to 

CSR, whereas Spain was considered on the same level as other European countries at the 

most. The Swedish respondents were of the opinion that sustainability is a very Swedish 

thing to do; it is therefore considered normal and positive. However, an educated look is a 

critical one. Sustainability campaigns are therefore perceived with a certain, but seemingly 

healthy, level of criticism. Since the knowledge level is lower and the care within the country 

is, the respondents indicated that CSR is not a daily issue for the Spanish. The respondents 

were far more critical and many comments could be considered cynical and negative. 

4.3.2 Customising CSR communication to target audiences 

Looking at the different ways the two groups interpreted, read, saw and perceived the CSR 

communication helps in determining which ways of communicating are best fit to which 
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target audience. The Swedish group was informed yet critical. They seemed committed to 

choosing sustainability, even while they were not always financially capable. The image was 

the most important when presented with advertisements and their eyes often went looking 

straight for a company logo and visually attractive images, with a good use of colours in 

particular, were best received. However, the text was also considered to be important in 

getting the message across. This would imply that for the Swedish audience it is important to 

have a visually strong communication. As they are already informed, the topics can go a little 

bit deeper as to satisfy the critical outlook. The general attractiveness of a communicative 

output is also important. Merely advertisements are abundant and therefore a differentiating 

factor will increase the willingness to “hear out” the message. Traditional media are well 

received, though the opinion was sometimes that companies do have the power to say 

anything in output they pay for. Therefore attention should be given to communicating the 

idea of voluntary CSR. Furthermore, the involvement of independent third parties would 

increase reliability. The Internet is growing as a source of reliable information due to the 

constant peer-review. The Spanish group often did not manage to understand the message 

intended. As this can be attributed to a lower level of understanding, it seems important that 

the communicative output is straightforward and easy to understand. While the respondents 

were very critical and often cynical about the intentions of the company, there should be a 

focus on why companies do CSR other than for their own commercial gain. As the country is 

less economically stable, the drive to spend additional money on CSR and sustainable 

products is low. There are many ways to choose sustainability without having to spend extra 

money and companies should show that their products are sustainable without being more 

expensive. This goes is line with fighting the cynical attitude of the Spaniards that CSR is a 

reactive measure to environmental damage and only used for a company’s financial gain.  

 

Therefore, based on the results of this study, one can say that culture is a factor of influence 

in the perception and cognition of CSR communication. While knowledge is relevant to the 

level of the commitment, this is something that should be taken into consideration when 

communicating.   
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5. Discussion 
Finally I will get back to the starting point of this study, the central question: How does 

culture influence the perception of Corporate Social Responsibility communications? 

5.1 The Influence of Culture on the Perception of CSR 

The study originated from the desire to investigate a different side to CSR than had been 

researched before. Communication and culture have an indissoluble bond and their 

interaction served as the inspiration for this project. CSR on the other hand, in definition 

being good to society and nature, stands or falls with good communication. Therefore a link 

was expected between CSR and culture.  

Previous research gives us some indication that certain aspects of this hypothesis are true. 

Packalén (2010) showed the strong importance of the cultural dimension of CSR. Samovar et 

al. (2013) stress the influence of culture on the effect and cognition of communication. Pfau 

et al. (2008) related the previously determined positive correlation between CSR commitment 

and corporate profitability to public cognition and the need for effective communication to 

achieve this.  

The Swedish and Spanish cultures were chosen for their dissimilarity, while both in Europe, 

they are quite far apart when it comes to geographical position and, more importantly, 

culture. The Swedish culture desires equal distribution of power and was expected to have a 

positive attitude towards sustainability. The very feminine nature of the Swedes makes them 

pursue a high quality of life and makes them care for others, however they are very 

individualistic and therefore might still put themselves first. The Swedes are content with 

some uncertainty and are happy to indulge in the things they find enjoyable or important. 

The Spanish culture is in some aspects the opposite. They prefer hierarchy and the masculine 

Spanish culture makes the people be less bothered about quality of life. Their close 

collectivist nature makes them care about the collective, but merely for the people close to 

them. Spaniards are not too happy with uncertainty and are restrained to spend extra on 

thing such as sustainability.  

The conclusion of the results is that there are strong indications for a relation between CSR 

and culture. This relation can be found in the positive correlation between knowledge and 
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commitment and can further be explained by using the cultural dimensions. The fact that the 

respondents saw CSR being treated differently in other countries reinforces this statement. 

The way the respondents reacted on the CSR communicative output makes one realize that 

very similar images are so very differently received and culture is here the dependent variable. 

The theory suggests that optimisation for the target audience leads to increased effectiveness, 

which in the case of CSR means commercial benefits. 

So how does culture influence the perception of Corporate Social Responsibility 

communications? The answer is relatively straightforward. Culture influences perception and 

cognition in general, as it is innate and therefore often subconsciously. Culture is the context 

and sounding board for individuals. On the other hand, culture plays a huge role in anything 

to do with CSR. CSR is based on values, and culture dictates these values. CSR is emotional 

but ambiguous, while it is hard to define; it is easy to gain knowledge. Finally, communication 

above all things is so deeply related to culture. Therefore culture is a factor in CSR 

communication as it influences the action and reaction to the communication and after all, 

this action is what the CSR initiatives are intended for.  

5.2 The Study in Context 

This study has to be seen in the proper context and its limitations have to be taken into 

consideration. First of all something has to be said concerning the choice of populations. 

Ultimately it would be most interesting to be able to make statements about the entire new 

generation of working professionals. However, for this project it was not possible to reach 

such an audience. As the choice was made to limit the study to Swedish students at JU and 

Spanish students in general, this eliminated the possibility for translating the statements to 

the entire next generation. However, as they are considered somehow representative, the 

work did result in indications about this final group. Furthermore, the response rate, 

especially for the Spanish target group, was very low. This means that while the results were 

treated as valid, their validity for translation to the population is low. The four types of 

validity described by Bryman (2012) explain this more detailed. While the external validity, as 

explained previously, was lower, the other types and especially the ecological validity, were 

sufficient or even high. However, this study should most importantly be treated an 

exploratory research. While this study cannot make statements for the entire population of 

students, let alone for an entire generation of people, it can indicate a certain probability of 
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these statements. Despite the fact that it only gives indications for the groups of individuals 

researched, it is logical that comparable results could be found in subsequent research. 

Therefore, this paper serves as a ground for other scholars and/or companies to launch 

similar researches if they are interested in the same combination of factors, CSR, audience 

perception and culture and they can take from this study and start out with the assumptions 

made. Similar research methods, with larger and more representative groups of respondents, 

can in the end, make it possible to make statements about the entire generation. Companies 

could choose to repeat parts of this study, focussing on the target markets they operate in, 

and in this way save time. They can use the foundations of this project to investigate target 

audiences specific to their association.  

Finally, this study had its focus on different aspects: knowledge, perception, and cognition 

but mainly on their relation. For the actual cognition of images, a set of examples was used 

during both the survey and the interviews, but this was a limited part. If anyone aims to do 

further research into the specifics of cognition, the structure of the research should be more 

focused. This could also mean a more psychological approach to cognition combining with 

practical communicative output.  
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7. Appendices 

7.1 Appendix A: Survey Questions 

Hi! 

My name is Rachelle and I am currently doing the Master International Communication at 

the University of Jönköping. As a final assignment, I am writing a thesis and this 

questionnaire is part of the field research for it.  

 

Filling out this questionnaire should take max. 10-15 minutes. I want to ask you to answer 

these questions honestly, of course all responses will be processed anonymously and will only 

be used for the purpose of my graduation assignment. Please make sure you answer all 

questions on one page before continuing to the next. Thanks so much for helping me!  

 

Rachelle 

 

Q1 What is your age? (in number of years) 

… 

 

Q2 Which country are you from? 

o Spain (1) 

o Sweden (2) 

o Other (3) 

 

Q3 What is your current level of study? 

o University Bachelor (1) 

o University Master (2) 

 

Q4 Do you know what Corporate Social Responsibility is? 

o Yes (1) 

o No (2) 

If Yes Is Selected, Then Skip To Q5 
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Corporate Social Responsibility, or in short CSR, is a company's voluntary commitment to 

acting responsibly towards society and the planet, while maintaining a profitable operation. 

According to the Business Dictionary is "A company’s sense of responsibility towards the 

community and environment (both ecological and social) in which it operates. Companies 

express this citizenship  

(1) through their waste and pollution reduction processes,  

(2) by contributing educational and social programs, and  

(3) by earning adequate returns on the employed resources."   

 

Examples of activities associated with CSR are waste management, charity, reducing the 

carbon footprint, treating workers in a fair and ethical way and giving back to the 

community. 

 

Now you will see a series of five images. Please indicate for every image if you think this 

image is meant as "Corporate Social Responsibility-communication".  

 

Q5 Would you consider this Corporate Social Responsibility?   

 
o Yes (1) 

o No (2) 
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Q6 Would you consider this Corporate Social Responsibility?    

 
o Yes (1) 

o No (2) 

 

Q7 Would you consider this Corporate Social Responsibility?   

 
o Yes (1) 

o No (2) 
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Q8 Would you consider this Corporate Social Responsibility?   

 
o Yes (1) 

o No (2) 

 

Q9 Would you consider this Corporate Social Responsibility?        

 
o Yes (1) 

o No (2) 
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Q10 How would you describe your knowledge of CSR? 

o No knowledge (1) 

o I heard about it (2) 

o I know the basic concept (3) 

o I know quite a bit about CSR (4) 

o I could be an expert (5) 

 

Q11 How would you describe your commitment to CSR? 

o I don't care about CSR (1) 

o I sometimes care about CSR (2) 

o Usually I take CSR into consideration (3) 

o CSR plays a major part in my life (4) 

 

Q12 How did you first learn of CSR? Please indicate the answer closest to your situation. 

o At university (1) 

o Through marketing from companies (2) 

o At my job (3) 

o Through friends (4) 

o Via the Internet (5) 

 

Q13 How important is CSR in your life? 

o Totally unimportant (1) 

o Slightly important (2) 

o Quite important (3) 

o Very important (4) 

 

Q14 How important Is CSR in your country (according to you)? 

o Totally unimportant (1) 

o Slightly important (2) 

o Quite important (3) 

o Very important (4) 
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Q15 Have you ever noticed CSR related activities from companies in advertisements? 

o Yes (1) 

o No (2) 

 

If No Is Selected, Then Skip To Q17 

 

Q16 Can you name some of the companies where you noticed CSR? 

…  

 

Now you will see three images, please indicate underneath what stands out for you in that 

particular image. For example, the colours, the use of people, the text, etc. 

 

Q17 What stands out for you in this image? 

 
… 
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Q18 What stands out for you in this image?       

 
… 

Q19 What stands out for you in this image?   

 
… 
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Q20 Finally, can you say in 5 words what Corporate Social Responsibility means (according 

to you)? 

… 

… 

… 

… 

… 
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7.2 Appendix B: Interview Schedule 

Before interview check and repeat some questionnaire questions 

-‐ country 

-‐ age 

-‐ level of study 

-‐ some knowledge of CSR 

-‐ how they would rate their knowledge of CSR 

 

During interview, in best suitable order: 

• How important do you think CSR is in your country? 

• Why do you think CSR is important to your country? 

• There are people who say CSR is just an image-building tool, what are your thoughts 

on this? 

• What types of companies should do CSR? Why these? Why not all? 

• Do you think equal stress should be put on the environmental and the social side? 

• Is instruction on CSR necessary? Who is responsible for it? Why? 

• What speaks to you in the examples of CSR? 

    

• Which parts of an ad speak to you? Words, pictures. 

• Does it matter via which medium a CSR ad reaches you? Internet, newspaper, TV? 

 


