
Theis, Jochen C.; Nipper, Marvin

Article

The impact of executives' gender, financial
incentives, and shareholder pressure on corporate
social and ecological investments

Schmalenbach Journal of Business Research (SBUR)

Provided in Cooperation with:
Schmalenbach-Gesellschaft für Betriebswirtschaft e.V.

Suggested Citation: Theis, Jochen C.; Nipper, Marvin (2021) : The impact of executives' gender,
financial incentives, and shareholder pressure on corporate social and ecological investments,
Schmalenbach Journal of Business Research (SBUR), ISSN 2366-6153, Springer, Heidelberg,
Vol. 73, Iss. 3/4, pp. 307-338,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41471-021-00122-8

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/286451

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your
personal and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the documents publicly, to make them
publicly available on the internet, or to distribute or otherwise
use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open
Content Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you
may exercise further usage rights as specified in the indicated
licence.

  https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41471-021-00122-8%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/286451
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


ORIGINAL ARTICLE

https://doi.org/10.1007/s41471-021-00122-8
Schmalenbach Journal of Business Research (2021) 73:307–338

The Impact of Executives’ Gender, Financial Incentives,
and Shareholder Pressure on Corporate Social and
Ecological Investments

Jochen Theis · Marvin Nipper

Received: 25 February 2021 / Accepted: 26 October 2021 / Published online: 12 November 2021
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract Archival research suggests that female executives have an impact on
corporate decision-making and generally finds positive associations between female
board representation and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) performance. How-
ever, archival research does not reveal why female executives decide differently in
the context of CSR. As this is our starting point, we conduct an experiment and
examine executives’ decision-making in terms of CSR investment. While female
executives seem to be more oriented towards social and ecological practices, we
find strong evidence that participants’ real-world incentive program mainly drives
their CSR decision-making. We also examine if selected gender-specific character
traits (risk propensity, sustainability attitude, and empathy) cause gender differences
in executives’ CSR decision-making. In an exploratory analysis, we furthermore
show that executives’ risk propensity affects their CSR decision-making conditional
on the level of shareholder pressure they face. Our study contributes to the liter-
ature on executives’ decision-making and to the CSR literature by enhancing our
understanding of determinants of executives’ CSR decision-making.
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JEL Classifications M12 · M14 · M41

1 Introduction

Just recently, 181 members of the Business Roundtable, a nonprofit association
whose members are chief executive officers of major U.S. companies, signed
a “Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation”, which represents a shift from
a strong shareholder orientation to a more modern stakeholder capitalism (Business
Roundtable 2019; Gartenberg and Serafeim 2019). Two of the five pillars described
in the statement are a commitment to socially oriented and sustainable business
practices. The statement follows on peaked public concern about climate change
and its effects on society and increased pressure of shareholders and governments
demanding firms to be socially responsible and to lower their ecological footprint
(Basu and Palazzo 2008; Lin-Hi and Müller 2013; Luo et al. 2017; Henderson
2018).

While management is generally responsible for the implementation of a firm’s
CSR activities (Petrenko et al. 2016), the board also has a fundamental role in serving
as a link to the external environment by representing a broad range of stakeholders
and considering CSR issues in a firm’s strategic agenda (Hillman et al. 2000; Wang
and Dewhirst 1992). In this context, a substantial body of archival research suggests
that female board members and female managers are more willing to encourage
firms’ stakeholder orientation and CSR performance than their male counterparts
(Francoeur et al. 2019, 2008; Glass and Cook 2018; Glass et al. 2016; Hafsi and
Turgut 2013; Harjoto et al. 2015).1 However, CSR research has not yet delivered
conclusive evidence for a causal inference between female board and management
representation and CSR performance (Smith 2018). Also, there is a lack of insights
into which character traits and factors influence executives’ CSR decision-making
and why archival research finds differences between female and male executives
(Wang et al. 2016). While some studies suggest that executives’ incentive programs
and the level of shareholder pressure are relevant determinants of firms’ CSR activ-
ities (e.g. Beddewela and Fairbrass 2016; Dam and Scholtens 2013; Flammer et al.
2019), their effect on executives’ individual CSR decision-making has not yet been
examined by empirical studies.

Thus, we create an experimental investing scenario in which we observe execu-
tives’ CSR decision-making on short-term profit maximization versus improvement
of social/ecological standards under a restrained budget. We naturally measure par-
ticipants’ gender, record participants’ real-world incentive structure, and manipulate
shareholder pressure. Additionally, we capture participants’ risk propensity, attitude
towards sustainability, and empathy as these character traits are used as an explana-

1 Archival research either analyzes the association between female members of the board of directors or
female members of the top management team and CSR performance. We employ the term “executives”
because we generally examine gender-specific effects on CSR investment decisions and address both di-
rectors and managers as both the board of directors and top management are involved in a firm’s CSR
activities. Therefore, our results and implications apply to executives in general, which includes managers
and directors.
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tion in many archival studies that find positive effects of female executives’ on CSR
performance. Our resulting experimental design enables us to examine gender dif-
ferences in CSR decision-making while observing the role of incentives, shareholder
pressure, and relevant character traits.

We draw upon psychological concepts and, in line with the large body of archival
research, predict that female executives are generally more willing to sacrifice short-
term financial return to improve social/ecological standards when making investment
decisions than male executives (Hypothesis 1a). We find weak statistical evidence
that this relationship holds. We complement our analyses with a structural equa-
tion model (SEM) explicitly considering individual character traits (risk propensity,
attitude towards sustainability, and empathy) as potential mediators, which allows
a more nuanced analysis (Hypotheses 1b1–1b3). We find a strong effect of gender on
the considered character traits, but no statistically significant effect of these character
traits on CSR decision-making. Furthermore, as we capture participants’ real-world
incentive programs, we are able to analyze how this affects their CSR decision-
making in our experiment. We find strong statistical evidence that, as the relevance
of achieving financial goals in participants’ real-world incentive program increases,
participants focus more on short-term profit maximization in our experimental set-
ting (Hypothesis 2). Therefore, we conclude that a certain type of behavior, which
is promoted through participants’ real-world incentive program, also transfers to the
decisions made by participants in our experiment.

Additionally, since there is an ongoing debate in the empirical research about
whether a firm’s financial performance determines its CSR efforts (Arora and Dhar-
wadkar 2011; Flammer and Ioannou 2021; Nelling and Webb 2009), we manipulate
shareholder pressure (high vs. low) through shareholder satisfaction and the relative
financial performance of our hypothetical firm in our experiment and observe if this
affects executives’ CSR decision-making (Hypothesis 3). We find that our manip-
ulation does not affect executives’ CSR decision-making. Finally, in an additional
exploratory analysis, we find that risk propensity in connection with our share-
holder pressure manipulation affects executives’ CSR decision-making (Research
Question 1).

Our study makes important contributions to the CSR literature and the literature
on executives’ decision-making by advancing our understanding of gender effects
in managerial decision-making in the CSR context. With our experimental analysis,
we can generally confirm a positive impact of female executives on firms’ CSR
performance. Although we find that the character traits, which are used extensively
in archival studies to explain positive effects of female executives on firms’ CSR
performances, are gender-dependent, we do not find any effects of these character
traits on executives’ CSR investment decisions. Our analyses provide further in-
teresting insights that might help to explain inconclusive findings of prior archival
studies. As we find that executives’ real-world incentive program plays a key role in
explaining executives’ CSR decision-making, we contribute to a growing stream of
literature on CSR decision-making (Wang et al. 2016) by outlining that it is essential
to control for executives’ incentive programs to derive valid inferences. Additionally,
our study is of practical importance. By emphasizing the positive impact of female
executives on firms’ CSR performance, our study also offers implications for poli-
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cymakers and for firms themselves, which will continue to face public and investor
pressure to expand their social and ecological activities and, therefore, must adapt
their corporate decision-making to address all stakeholder concerns. The results of
our study imply that firms that intend to transform their business to adapt to the
increased challenges of sustainability and social compliance need to make sure that
their incentive programs sufficiently emphasize the achievement of sustainability
goals.

Our paper proceeds as follows. In Sect. 2 we discuss related research and develop
our hypotheses. Sect. 3 describes our methodology, while Sect. 4 discusses our
results. Sect. 5 concludes our paper.

2 Related Research and Hypotheses Development

Over the past two decades, there has been a vivid debate about women’s represen-
tation in top executive teams and its effect on a firm’s decision-making (Dezsö and
Ross 2012; Terjesen et al. 2009). Research has examined the impact of female exec-
utives on corporate decisions, such as financing, investment, reporting, and mergers
and acquisitions (e.g., Francis et al. 2015; Huang and Kisgen 2013; Ibrahim et al.
2009; Levi et al. 2008; Mohan and Chen 2004). Evidence shows that decisions made
by female executives can differ from those made by male executives.

Due to high levels of investor, public, and media attention, a firm’s decision re-
garding its involvement in socially and environmentally responsible business prac-
tices is currently one of the most critical it must make and introduces new challenges
to its leadership (Haney et al. 2020). Studies find that addressing social issues and
the improvement of corporate social performance entails positive investor reactions
and is perceived as a competitive advantage (Cordeiro and Tewari 2015; Flammer
2018; Kunz 2020; McWilliams et al. 2006). As CSR is therefore a highly relevant
topic for almost all firms, research has also examined the role of gender diversity
on CSR performance. Archival research linking female board and/or top manage-
ment representation and CSR performance generally finds a positive association
(e.g. Francoeur et al. 2019, 2008; Glass and Cook 2018; Glass et al. 2016; Hafsi
and Turgut 2013; Harjoto et al. 2015).

However, archival studies on the relationship between female board and man-
agement representation and CSR are subject to some methodological challenges.
Kato and Kodama (2018) find a delayed but positive effect of firms’ CSR perfor-
mance on workplace gender diversity, which indicates a possible reverse causality
in the connection between gender diversity and CSR. It seems plausible that firms
with a strong CSR performance also focus more on their public reputation and thus
foster a higher female representation on management and oversight board (Brieger
et al. 2019). Also, both the trend for more women in executive positions and the
increased awareness of firms’ social and ecological responsibility arose simultane-
ously. Therefore, archival studies might also just capture this simultaneous and con-
tinuous increase of female executives and CSR awareness. Consequently, archival
CSR research has not yet delivered conclusive evidence for a causal inference be-
tween female board and management representation and CSR performance (Smith
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2018). Above that, research has not yet empirically examined which specific charac-
ter traits are responsible for the gender differences when it comes to CSR decision-
making.

Prior studies show that executives’ personal characteristics and beliefs affect their
decision-making, also with respect to CSR activities (e.g. Agle et al. 1999; Chin et al.
2013; Hoffmann and Meusburger 2018; Wally and Baum 1994). Research focusing
on gender differences often draws on the work of Eagly (1987) and Eagly and Wood
(1991) to explain differences between men and women and their respective roles in
a corporate environment. According to their social role theory, women, through their
role induced by society, develop more communal qualities (they are generous, social-
oriented, concerned with others, etc.). This means that they are more socially skilled,
emotionally sensitive, value personal relationships more, and are more oriented to
others’ welfare. In contrast, men display more agentic qualities (they are ambitious,
self-directed, aimed at personal development, etc.) and focus on their own rewards,
as they are assigned to social roles that demand these character traits. Consequently,
through this societal selection, women’s and men’s social behaviors differ.

Also, Gilligan (1977, 1982) argues that based on their early childhood experi-
ences, women and men utilize different procedures for making moral decisions and
that women have a higher care orientation, which is characterized by a focus on
long-term relations and responsiveness to the needs of others. However, empirical
evidence of the differences between women and men regarding moral reasoning is
ambiguous. Jaffee and Hyde (2000) find only sparse evidence in their meta-analysis
that men and women differ in terms of care reasoning or justice reasoning, a finding
supported by Forte (2004). In contrast, there is empirical evidence that women have
a more long-term orientation (Fetchenhauer and Rohde 2002), which is supported by
Embrey and Fox (1997) and Stewart (2018) in an investment context, and a higher
social orientation (Croson and Buchan 1999).

Hence, as executives’ personal characteristics and beliefs affect their decision-
making, it may not be mere gender affiliation that explains gender differences in
CSR decision making, but rather specific character traits. Inter alia, Glass and Cook
(2018) use risk aversion to explain gender differences in business practices related
to CSR. There is a large body of prior research that finds women to be more risk-
averse than men (e.g. Croson and Gneezy 2009; Eckel and Grossman 2002), which
also holds for financial decision-making and for C-level executives (Faccio et al.
2016; Huang and Kisgen 2013; Powell and Ansic 1997). In contrast, Adams and
Funk (2012) document that female directors are more risk-loving than their male
counterparts and highlight that this finding differs from studies of the general popu-
lation. We analyze executives’ decision-making in an investment context. Therefore,
we identify risk propensity as one of our gender-dependent character traits possibly
affecting executives’ decision-making in terms of CSR. More specifically, related
insights from prior research would imply that individuals with lower (higher) risk
propensity are more (less) willing to invest in CSR. This is because CSR may func-
tion as reputation insurance against management lapses (e.g., Werther and Chandler
2005; Minor and Morgan 2011) and can lead to greater organizational resilience to
systematic shocks (e.g., Sajko et al. 2021; Shiu and Yang 2017). However, explicit
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theory or empirical evidence regarding the association between risk propensity and
executives’ decision-making in terms of CSR is largely missing.

Archival research on female board and/or top management representation and
CSR performance often draws on the works of Eagly (1987), Eagly and Wood
(1991), and Gilligan (1977, 1982) to motivate gender differences in terms of CSR,
highlighting that women are more long-term and socially orientated than men (see
for example Boulouta 2013; Francis et al. 2015; Francoeur et al. 2019; Glass and
Cook 2018). From this line of research, we derive empathy and the attitude towards
sustainability as two possible mediators of a gender effect on CSR decision-making.
Eagly and Wood (1991) and Gilligan (1977, 1982) describe that, based on their
childhood experiences and social roles, women are more concerned with the welfare
of others and have a more long-term orientation than men (see also Croson and
Gneezy 2009; Fetchenhauer and Rohde 2002). Investments in sustainability are
generally considered long-term (Porter and Miles 2013), and the attitude towards
sustainability explains executives’ CSR decision-making (Adomako et al. 2021). As
long-term orientation seems to be more prominent in women, the attitude towards
sustainability might also be gender-dependent. Thus, we examine if the attitude
towards sustainability affects executives’ CSR decision-making. Additionally, CSR
investments result in welfare for others (Dickson and Chang 2015). As empathy
constitutes the concern for others’ welfare and, according to the literature, seems to
be gender-dependent, we also capture executives’ empathy and examine the impact
of empathy on executives’ CSR decision-making.

Consequently, we expect that the three outlined character traits rather than mere
gender affiliation influence executives’ CSR decision-making. However, these char-
acter traits might only partially capture the effects of gender affiliation on CSR
decision making, as there might be other character traits that are gender-dependent
and related to CSR decision making. Hence, to begin with, we formulate the follow-
ing baseline Hypothesis 1a (H1a), which is derived from the archival evidence of
a positive association between gender and CSR performance, and reads as follows:

Hypothesis 1a Female executives are more willing to sacrifice short-term financial
return to improve social/ecological standards when making investment decisions than
male executives.

Furthermore, as already argued, we expect that risk propensity, attitude towards
sustainability, and empathy are gender-dependent and related to CSR decision-mak-
ing because specific character traits rather than mere gender affiliation should affect
executives’ CSR decision-making. More specifically, based on the above-mentioned
literature, we predict that female executives are more risk-averse, have a stronger
attitude towards sustainability, and are more empathetic compared to male execu-
tives. We also expect that more empathy and a higher attitude towards sustainability
lead to executives spending more on CSR. Yet, as we are not able to formulate
a directed hypothesis for risk propensity based on the literature, we formally state
our three Hypotheses 1b1–1b3 (H1b1–H1b3) for risk propensity, attitude towards
sustainability, and empathy uniformly undirected, as follows:
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Hypothesis 1b1 Risk propensity mediates the effect of gender on the investment
decision to sacrifice short-term financial return to improve social/ecological stan-
dards.

Hypothesis 1b2 Attitude towards sustainability mediates the effect of gender on
the investment decision to sacrifice short-term financial return to improve social/
ecological standards.

Hypothesis 1b3 Empathy mediates the effect of gender on the investment decision
to sacrifice short-term financial return to improve social/ecological standards.

Incentive programs play a pivotal role in today’s business world (Antón et al.
2020). Bonner et al. (2000) underline the prevalent importance of incentives not
only for management accounting in general but also for experimental research. Fur-
thermore, incentives are widely used to direct management’s efforts to comply with
stakeholders’ interests and the inclusion of CSR criteria in executives’ compensa-
tion schemes has recently become more prevalent (Flammer et al. 2019). Research
has found various effects of incentives on executives’ decision-making, for example
with regard to innovation, performance, and earnings management (Bergstresser and
Philippon 2006; Bonner et al. 2000; Makri et al. 2006). In a CSR context, Fabrizi
et al. (2014) find that the split between monetary and non-monetary incentives of
CEOs affects a firm’s CSR efforts, while Boone et al. (2020), within their theoretical
framework, explain that CEOs social values and the incentivizing context play an
important role when explaining CSR decision-making. Hence, incentive programs
should have a significant influence on executives’ CSR decision-making. Specifi-
cally, we expect that programs with a stronger focus on financial goal achievement
lead to executives focusing on short-term financial performance, while programs
with a stronger focus on sustainable goal achievement encourage executives’ CSR
spending (Flammer et al. 2019). Furthermore, we argue that, due to spillover effects,
executives’ real-life incentive program affects their general CSR decision-making,
which then also translates to our experiment (Huang and Murad 2020; Pierce et al.
2016). Applied to our experiment, this would mean that greater relevance of finan-
cial goals achievement in executives’ incentive program leads executives’ to focus
more on short-term financial return when making the experimental CSR investment
decisions. Consequently, we formally state the following Hypothesis 2 (H2):

Hypothesis 2 Greater relevance of financial goals achievement in executives’ in-
centive program reduces executives’ willingness to sacrifice short-term financial
return to improve social/ecological standards when making investment decisions.

In recent years, public attention to firms’ involvement in socially and environ-
mentally responsible business practices has risen, while investors with a focus on
socially and ecologically responsible investments have gained prominence and in-
creased their activism (Boiral et al. 2017; Michelon and Rodrigue 2015). Research
shows that external pressure, such as shareholder concentration or regulatory and in-
stitutional pressure, can influence a firm’s CSR activities (Beddewela and Fairbrass
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Fig. 1 Structure of hypotheses
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2016; Bryant et al. 2020; Dam and Scholtens 2013). More specifically, studies sug-
gest that firms tend to respond to shareholder activism on sustainability issues with
an increase in sustainability performance (Grewal et al. 2016; Harvey and Pearson
2018); this association is, however, conditional on the shareholder activists’ status
and their reputation to threaten the firm (Perrault and Clark 2015).

In our study, we want to investigate a different type of shareholder pressure
where a firm’s response in terms of executive CSR decision-making seems less
intuitive: shareholder pressure that originates from a firms’ financial performance.
While it may seem reasonable to assume that a firms’ financial performance has
an influence on its ability and willingness to engage in (potentially costly) CSR,
evidence in this regard is inconclusive. On the one hand side, Arora and Dharwadkar
(2011) document that firms that exceed their aspired performance targets show
increased CSR efforts. In this regard, Nelling and Webb (2009) find some evidence
for a positive association between a firm’s stock returns and specific aspects of CSR
performance, such as employee relations. On the other hand side, Flammer and
Ioannou (2021) report that firms that were adversely affected by the sharp increase
in the cost of credit during the financial crisis maintained their CSR investments.
Thus, they do not find an effect of decreased financial performance on CSR efforts.

In order to contribute to the debate about the effect of financial performance
on CSR efforts, we manipulate shareholder pressure (high vs. low) through share-
holder satisfaction and the relative financial performance of our hypothetical firm
(see following sections for details). While we recognize the findings of Flammer
and Ioannou (2021), we use the findings of Nelling and Webb (2009) and in partic-
ular Arora and Dharwadkar (2011) to posit a positive association between financial
performance and CSR performance, leading to the following Hypothesis 3 (H3):

Hypothesis 3 Under high shareholder pressure executives are less willing to sacri-
fice short-term financial return to improve social/ecological standards when making
investment decisions.

Fig. 1 illustratively summarizes our hypotheses.
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3 Method

3.1 Participants

We analyze the decision-making of executives in an experimental setting recruiting
participants from a private survey company.2 Survey companies have been used to
recruit high-level business managers in a number of prior studies (e.g. Arnold et al.
2012; Hannah et al. 2014; Johnson et al. 2020a; see also Brandon et al. (2014) for
a comparison of participant recruitment services) and Walter et al. (2019) find that
results drawn from commercial online panel data are generally suitable for applied
psychological research.

We specified to the survey company that we wanted to recruit experienced ex-
ecutives residing and working for companies in the United States (U.S.). To ensure
that participants met our criteria, we implemented several screening questions in our
survey. We asked participants whether they work for a for-profit organization and
only participants that affirm continued with the survey. Also, we asked participants
in which industry they work. Participants who selected “Finance (Banks, Insurances,
etc.)” automatically exited the survey. We also asked participants in which domain
they primarily work and accepted only participants with the following backgrounds:
Governance, Strategy, Finance, Accounting, Operations/Production.3 We also asked
participants if they are a member of the board of directors, executive board, senior
management, mid- or lower-level management of their organization. Without further
screening, we only accepted participants that belong to either board of directors, ex-
ecutive board, or senior management. Participants that belong to mid- or lower-level
management were additionally asked how frequently they are involved in significant
investment decisions (e.g. about opening a new factory, production line, office, store
or alike) and only passed this screening questions if they answered “sometimes”,
“often” or “very often”. Additionally, to ensure that participants who generally met
our criteria paid attention to our survey questions, we included one attention check
later in the experiment and asked participants to select the response option “strongly
disagree” if they pay attention.4 Participants who failed to answer the attention check
correctly were also screened out, automatically exited the survey, and did not re-
ceive compensation. In total, 533 participants entered our survey and 123 passed
all our screening questions.5 Thus, our final sample consists of responses from 123

2 The survey company is EMPanel Online (see https://empanelonline.com/) located in Flowery Branch,
Georgia. The data from our survey is available upon request. Our experimental design meets the require-
ments for using human subjects in experiments at the university where the corresponding author is located
and was approved.
3 The other options were Marketing, Sales, Human Resources, Research and Development, and Other
domain not mentioned. Participants who selected one of these domains automatically exited the survey.
4 This attention check was predetermined by the private survey company.
5 Participants who did not meet our screening criteria or did not pass the attention check automatically
exited the survey. Thus, we only have fragmentary data about these participants.
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics for our sample of 123 participants

N= 123
Participants

Females (N= 43) Males (N= 80) t-test

Mean StD Min Max Mean StD Min Max p-value

CSR Invest-
ment

18.65 7.00 0 30 19.04 4.61 0 30 0.714

Duration
(Seconds)a

755.71 386.15 261 2022 683.53 392.03 194 2824 0.351

Age (Years) 43.37 13.18 23 79 40.68 7.73 23 66 0.155

Tenure (Years) 10.09 9.60 1 43 8.48 5.15 1 28 0.233

Listed (%) 0.44 0.50 0 1 0.73 0.45 0 1 0.002***

Financial Goals
(%)

46.35 27.95 0 100 36.15 18.15 0 100 0.016**

Sustainab.
Goals (%)

18.16 16.99 0 75 26.56 15.53 0 100 0.007***

Pers. Dev.
Goals (%)

25.56 20.58 0 90 24.3 12.70 0 70 0.676

Tenure in cur-
rent Roleb

9.16 10.18 1 45 5.70 4.31 1 28 0.011**

Risk
propensityc

2.58 0.78 1.25 5 3.50 0.90 1.5 5 <0.001***

Sustainability
attitudec

3.35 0.57 1.97 4.53 3.04 0.34 2.53 4.09 <0.001***

Empathyc 3.64 0.52 1.93 4.86 3.46 0.36 2.57 4.71 0.021**

Tenure captures how many years’ participants have been with their current company. Listed indicates what
percentage of participants’ employers are public companies. The variable Financial Goals shows what per-
centage of participants’ real life yearly salary is attributable to achieving financial goals, while the variable
Sustainability Goals shows the corresponding percentage that is attributable to achieving sustainability
goals and the variable Personal Development Goals shows the respective percentage attributable to partic-
ipants’ personal development goals
*p< 0.10; **p< 0.05; ***p< 0.01, p-values are based on a two-tailed test
aOur survey tool has recorded five female- and one male participants with a duration of –1s. We excluded
these observations from the duration statistics
bFour male participants did not answer our question about their tenure in their current professional role
leaving us with 43 responses of female participants and 76 responses of male participants
cRisk propensity, sustainability attitude, and empathy are based on the risk-taking propensity subscale
of the domain-specific risk-taking (DOSPERT) scale (Markiewicz and Weber 2013), the Environmental
Attitudes Scale (EAS) (Ebenbach et al. 1998), and the empathy subscales developed by Davis (1980) re-
spectively. These instruments use Likert-scales with different ranges. Thus, we linearly transformed each
scale to the range of 1 to 5, with 1 indicating low risk propensity, sustainability attitude, and empathy and 5
indicating high risk propensity, sustainability attitude, and empathy

participants.6 These participants were randomly assigned to one of our experimental
conditions.

We paid $25 per completed survey to the survey company, of which participants
earned a fixed portion based on what they agreed on with the survey company.

6 Of our participants, 46 are a member of the board of directors, 39 belong to an executive board, 57 be-
long to senior management, and 21 belong to mid- or lower management. Multiple choices were possible
and some participants indicated that they belong to e.g. board of directors and executive board or senior
management and board of directors.
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a   Revenue of participants' employer. N = 122 .

b Number of employees of participants' employer. N = 123.

c  Range of participants’ annual fixed salary. N = 108‡.

† One participant decided not to answer this questions
‡ Fifteen participants answered that they only receive a variable compensation and thus, were not asked to indicated 

the range of their annual fixed salary.
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Fig. 2 Participant statistics. Panel a displays the annual revenues of participants’ employers. Panel b
shows the number of employees for participants’ employers and Panel c presents participants’ annual fixed
salary
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Based on their decisions during our experiment, participants could earn up to $3.00
as markup. Table 1 summarizes relevant statistics about our participants and their
backgrounds. While 4.07% of our participants have a doctoral degree and 8.94%
have a professional degree, 34.96% have a master’s and 38.21% have a bache-
lor’s degree. Thus, 13.82% of our participants have less than a bachelor’s degree.
Concerning education, there is no statistically significant difference between female
and male participants. However, our female participants work less often for listed
companies compared to our male participants. Consequently, our male participants
work for employers with higher revenues and more employees compared to our
female participants (untabulated). In addition, for our female participants, financial
targets account for a higher portion of their incentive programs, while sustainability
goals account for a smaller portion of their incentive programs compared to our
male participants. Also, our female participants have held their current professional
roles longer than our male participants. However, there are no statistically signifi-
cant differences between our low and high shareholder pressure conditions in terms
of participants’ gender, education, salary, and incentive program and in terms of
employer characteristics such as revenue and number of employees (untabulated).

Table 1 and Fig. 2a–c show relevant participant and firm characteristics. On av-
erage, our participants have been with their respective companies for approximately
nine years and 76% of our participants earn an annual fixed salary above $100,000.
Additionally, 71% of our participants’ employers generate more than $11 million
per year in revenues and have more than 100 employees. Therefore, we are confident
that our participants’ decisions can be generalized and represent executive decision-
making adequately.

3.2 Design and Procedure

Participants assume the role of an executive belonging to the management board of
fictitious Firm Y. Participants view the background information and financial infor-
mation of Firm Y, which is a hypothetical global manufacturer based in the United
States. The financial information is adapted from a real-world example and com-
prises income statements for the years 2018 and 2019. Our experiment observes par-
ticipants’ allocation of money to three attributes of an investment—markup in short-
term-profit/upcoming year dividend per share, improvement in ecological standards
and/or improvement in social standards. We test our hypotheses using an experi-
mental design. We manipulate shareholder pressure by varying Firm Y’s relative
financial performance to its peers as well as resulting shareholder satisfaction with
Firm Y’s performance (high vs. low shareholder pressure; similar to Espahbodi et al.
2019). In the low shareholder pressure condition, Firm Y’s sales and earnings in-
crease by 10% from 2018 to 2019, while those of industry peers only grow by 2%
on average, and shareholders are satisfied with Firm Y’s performance. In the high
shareholder pressure condition, Firm Y’s sales and earnings decrease by 10% from
2018 to 2019, while those of industry peers only experience an average decrease
of 2%, and Firm Y’s shareholders are unsatisfied with Firm Y’s performance. Nev-
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ertheless, in both conditions, Firm Y is profitable and generates over $4 billion in
revenues, with a return on sales of approximately 4.7%.7

Our study begins by asking participants to assume the role of an executive on
Firm Y’s management board. Next, participants view background information on
Firm Y and either the low or high shareholder pressure income statement. Informa-
tion is adapted from a real manufacturing firm and comprises a comparative income
statement for the years 2018 and 2019. Additionally, participants learn that they,
in their role as executives, are personally invested in Firm Y and participate in its
dividend payout. We then explain that the variable compensation of participants
depends on the upcoming dividend per share of Firm Y. Subsequently, participants
learn that Firm Y plans to invest $100 million in a new production facility to in-
crease growth and profitability. We also explain that if Firm Y chooses to maximize
profits and the upcoming dividend per share, participants will earn $3 as variable
pay (10× their allocation to dividend per share), but social and ecological standards
at the new production facility will then not exceed minimum legal requirements.
However, Firm Y can also improve social (e.g., working conditions and the benefit
to the local community) and/or ecological standards (e.g., greenhouse gas emissions
and waste reduction), which will reduce the markup in the upcoming dividend per
share. Next, we explain that the management board of Firm Y leaves it up to the
participant acting as a member of management to decide if Firm Y focuses on
maximizing the upcoming dividend per share or improves social and/or ecological
standards at the new production facility. Using sliders, participants allocate 30 cents
of the earnings per share to the three attributes of the project. To not only incen-
tivize participants with their personal compensation, which is linked to the upcoming
dividend per share of Firm Y, we also explain to them that we donate money al-
located to improving ecological and social standards to respective U.S. charities
after our experiment is finished.8 After deciding on the allocation of money to the
specific features of the project, participants answer post-experimental questions. To
measure participants’ risk propensity, we employ the 8-item gambling and investing
risk-taking propensity subscale of the domain-specific risk-taking (DOSPERT) scale
(Markiewicz and Weber 2013; Weber et al. 2002), which captures the specific risk
propensity of individuals in the investment decision-making domain. The DOSPERT
scale is a proven and reliable scale used for measuring risk propensity in specific
domains (Breuer et al. 2016; Wu and Cheung 2014) and Highhouse et al. (2017)
highlight the scale’s usefulness for predicting real-world outcomes. A Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.643 indicates acceptable internal validity. We use the 17-item Environ-
mental Attitudes Scale (EAS) (Ebenbach et al. 1998; Kortenkamp and Moore 2001)
to measure participants’ attitude towards sustainability. A Cronbach’s alpha of 0.873
indicates strong internal validity. In addition, the EAS has a high correlation with

7 In the base year of 2017, Firm Y generates $4,494 million in annual revenues and $211 million in
profits. In our low shareholder pressure condition, Firm Y generates $4,943 million in revenues and
earns $231 million in profits in 2018, while in our high shareholder pressure condition, Firm Y gener-
ates $4,045 million in revenues and earns $190 million in 2018.
8 Following participants’ decisions, we donated a total of $115.36 to The Nature Conservancy and
$111.00 to Scholarship America.
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other environmental attitude scales (e.g. Dunlap and Van Liere 1978). Therefore,
we are convinced that we adequately capture participants’ attitude towards sustain-
ability. To measure participants’ empathy, we use two 7-item empathy subscales
developed by Davis (1980), the perspective-taking scale and the empathic-concern
scale, which assess participants’ ability to “adopt the perspective [...] of other peo-
ple” and the “ability to experience feelings of [...] compassion and concern for others
undergoing negative experiences” (Dietz and Kleinlogel 2014). A Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.643 indicates acceptable internal validity. We also include further post-exper-
imental questions capturing participants’ real-life salary structure. Specifically, we
ask participants what proportion of their salary is variable and what percentage of
their total compensation is attributable to the achievement of financial goals, sustain-
ability goals, personal development goals, or other goals. We capture participants’
real-life incentive programs because we expect that participants’ decisions in our
experiment are influenced by how participants are incentivized in their everyday
business environment. A more detailed description of our experimental material can
be found in the Appendix.

3.3 Dependent and Explanatory Variables

We ask participants to allocate 30 cents to either the markup in short-term profits,
i.e., the markup in the upcoming year dividend per share, the improvement in social
standards and/or the improvement in ecological standards. The distribution must
add up to 30 cents, but any allocation to the three attributes is possible. Our main
dependent variable, hereafter labeled CSR investment, is the sum of participants’
allocation of money to improve social standards and ecological standards, as both at-
tributes are considered beneficial for society, are subsumed under the term CSR and
represent a voluntary investment of Firm Y (Carroll 1999). As shown in Fig. 3, par-

Fig. 3 Distribution of participants’ allocation to dividend (short-term profit), social standards, and eco-
logical standards in our experiment
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ticipants’ allocation to the improvement of social and ecological standards is rather
similar. Additionally, we focus on executives’ general investment behavior regard-
ing investments in CSR and do not differentiate between the ecological and social
dimensions when deriving our hypotheses. Therefore, from a theoretical standpoint,
it is also consistent to sum up participants’ investment in improving ecological and
social standards.

In our experiment, a participant’s decision only affects dividends per share for
the upcoming year, as we do not address years beyond that point. However, we
explain to participants that improving social and ecological standards is generally
beneficial for workers of Firm Y and the local community and helps in protecting the
environment. Definitions of CSR usually emphasize firms’ contributions to society
and a cleaner environment and underline the inherent long-term relationship between
business and society (Ackerman 1975; Bowen 2013). Generally, CSR activities focus
on long-term success rather than short-term profit (Hang et al. 2019; Porter and
Miles 2013). Both the improvement in working conditions and the protection of
the environment are sustainable actions that can be seen as prudent and responsible
management (Carroll 1999; Dickson and Chang 2015). Therefore, with our CSR
investment variable, we capture participants’ long-term orientation and their focus
on the improvement of sustainable business practices and future earnings, while the
counterpart, participants’ investment in the profitability and dividend per share of
Firm Y in the upcoming year, displays their short-term profit orientation.

We capture our first explanatory variable “gender” by asking participants to in-
dicate their gender during our post-experimental questions. We also measure par-
ticipants’ incentive programs and capture what percentage of participants’ salary
is attributable to financial goals.9 Thus, our second explanatory variable “finan-
cial goals” can range from 0 to 100. The third explanatory variable “shareholder
pressure” captures participants’ random distribution to the low or high shareholder
pressure condition.

4 Results

4.1 Manipulation Checks

To assess the effectiveness of our shareholder pressure manipulation, we ask par-
ticipants to agree (disagree) with the following statement: “The case description
said that Firm Y’s shareholders were very satisfied with Firm Y’s performance”.
Participants answered on a five-point scale ranging from 1= “strongly disagree” to
5= “strongly agree”. Participants in the low shareholder pressure condition perceived
a significantly lower shareholder pressure than participants in the high shareholder

9 We asked participants to indicate what portion of their total annual salary is attributable to achieving
financial goals, sustainability goals, personal development goals, or other goals.
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pressure condition (means 4.178 and 3.164, respectively; t123= 4.50, p< 0.001, two-
tailed).10 Thus, we conclude that our manipulation works.

4.2 Analysis and Test of Hypotheses

4.2.1 Regression Results

To test our hypotheses, we use a regression model with shareholder pressure as
our manipulated variable, participants’ gender, financial goals, and the interaction
term of gender and financial goals. We include the interaction term of gender and
financial goals, as we have an uneven distribution of financial goals over shareholder
pressure and gender (see Table 2) and the effect of financial goals on CSR investment
is stronger for female executives (see Fig. 4).

In Hypothesis 1a, we predict that female executives are more willing to sacri-
fice short-term financial return to improve social/ecological standards when making
investment decisions than male executives. As indicated in Table 3, we find a signifi-
cant and positive association between gender and CSR investment (3.394; p= 0.047,
one-tailed).11 Thus, we can provide some evidence that female executives are more
oriented towards social and sustainable practices per se. This finding is in line with
many archival studies that find a positive association between board gender diversity
and CSR performance. However, the structural equation model described later on
will add nuances to this conclusion with interesting further implications.

In Hypothesis 2, we predict that the orientation towards financial goals in exec-
utives’ incentive programs negatively affects their CSR investment. Table 3 shows

Table 2 Mean distribution of financial goals (% of salary attributable to achieving financial goals) over
gender and shareholder pressure conditions

Gender Total

Shareholder Pressure Males Females

Low Mean 34.53 51.39 39.95

Std. Dev. 16.73 28.84 22.55

N 38 18 56
High Mean 37.62 42.72 39.522

Std. Dev. 19.433 27.30 22.62

N 42 25 67
Total Mean 36.15 46.35 39.72

Std. Dev. 18.15 27.95 22.50

N 80 43 123

10 The result for our other statement “The case description said that Firm Y’s financial performance was
very good” is similar (means 4.25 and 3.373 respectively; t123= 4.319, p< 0.001, two-tailed) and also shows
that our manipulation worked.
11 We present our results with a one-tailed p-value when we have formulated a directed hypothesis, and
with the two-tailed p-value if that is not the case. In our OLS regression, the coefficient of gender is
3.39. Thus, ceteris paribus, female executives spent 3.39 Cents more on CSR than male executives in our
experiment. As male executives spent on average 19.04 Cents on CSR, this means that female executives
spent approximately 18% more on CSR than male executives.
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Fig. 4 Linear prediction of CSR investment and the portion of financial goals in participants’ incentive
program for female and male executives

our financial goals variable, which indicates what percentage of participants’ salary
is attributable to financial goals, is statistically significant and negatively associated
with CSR investment (–0.060; p= 0.032, one-tailed). Also, Fig. 4 emphasizes that,
for both genders, executives’ CSR investment decreases with increasing relevance
of financial goals in executives’ incentive programs. Therefore, we find evidence
that greater relevance of financial goals achievement in executives’ incentive pro-
grams reduces their willingness to invest in CSR. Consequently, we find support for
Hypothesis 2.12

In Hypothesis 3, we predict that shareholder pressure affects executives’ willing-
ness to sacrifice financial return to improve social/ecological standards when making
investment decisions. Table 3 shows that our binary shareholder pressure variable,
which indicates whether participants were assigned to the low (value of variable= 0)
or high (value of variable= 1) shareholder pressure condition, is not statistically
significant (0.236; p= 0.401, one-tailed).

Thus, we do not find support for Hypothesis 3. Therefore, we show that, in our
case, a firm’s relative performance to the industry average and resulting shareholder
(dis)satisfaction do not affect executives’ CSR decision-making. This finding is
consistent with Nelling and Webb (2009) who do not find a direct causal link
between a firm’s performance and aspects of CSR related to the community or
environment. Our results continue to hold when we control for specific participant-
or employer characteristics that significantly differ between our male and female
participants, such as tenure in their current corporate role, revenue or number of

12 Our results for executives’ incentive programs continue to hold if we exclude participants with uncon-
ventional incentive programs, like programs with a ratio of sustainability goals above 30% or a ratio of
financial goals below 50%.
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Table 3 Regression-Model of CSR Investment

Variables CSR Investment

β Two-tailed
p-value

One-tailed
p-value

Constant 21.069*** <0.001 <0.001

Gender 3.394** 0.094 0.047

Financial Goals –0.060** 0.064 0.032

Gender× Financial Goals –0.069 0.111 0.056

Shareholder Pressure 0.236 0.801 0.401

N 123

Adj. R2 0.1436

We report the one-tailed p-value where we have formulated a directed hypothesis, and the two-tailed p-
value if that is not the case. Gender is equal to 1 for female participants. Shareholder pressure is equal to 1
for the high shareholder pressure condition
*p< 0.10; **p< 0.05; ***p< 0.01

employees of the employer or the variable that indicates if participants’ employer is
a listed firm.

4.2.2 Structural Equation Model

Our main analysis provides some evidence for a positive association between par-
ticipants’ gender and CSR investment. However, prior studies show that executives’
personal characteristics and beliefs affect their investments in CSR activities (Agle
et al. 1999; Chin et al. 2013; Hafenbrädl and Waeger 2017). Gender as a variable
captures different character traits, which in turn might influence CSR investment.
Based on the research focusing on gender differences, including archival research
analyzing the effect of gender diversity in governance and management boards on
CSR performance, we identify three possible character traits that might drive CSR
investment: risk propensity, attitude towards sustainability, and empathy.

Fig. 5 shows the design and corresponding results of our maximum likelihood
structural equation model. The traditional Chi-square test indicates a good fit of
our model (χ2 = 4.491; p= 0.611), which is supported by the Comparative Fit Index
(1.000; above the generally accepted minimum of 0.95; Byrne 2013). Also, the
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (0.000; below the 0.05 rule of thumb)
indicates a good fit (MacCallum et al. 1996).13

13 With sample size requirements being an important question in studies using SEM (Westland 2010), it
is necessary to acknowledge that we had to satisfice with a quite small sample of 123 observations, as
recruiting executives for experimental research is rather costly. Yet, we generally meet existing rules of
thumb for minimum sample sizes in SEM (e.g., 10 observations per indicator, aggregating to a minimum
sample size of 70 in our case) (e.g., Nunnally 1967; Kahai and Cooper 2003; Wolf et al. 2013). Further-
more, other studies using SEM have worked with sample sizes much smaller than the sample size in this
study (van Raaij and Schepers 2008; So and Bolloju 2005; Venkatesh and Davis 2000; Yoo and Alavi
2001; Ratzinger-Sakel and Theis 2019), and sample sizes as small as 50 can produce reliable results under
certain conditions (Hoyle and Gottfredson 2015). Especially when the estimation converges—as in the
present case—concerns rather shift to the evaluation of fit (Hoyle and Gottfredson 2015; Ratzinger-Sakel
and Theis 2019).
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Fig. 5 Structural equation model (total effects) of gender specific character traits, external factors and
CSR investment. P-values based on one-tailed tests

In Hypothesis 1a, we predict that female executives are more willing to sacri-
fice short-term financial return to improve social/ecological standards when making
investment decisions than male executives. We find only minimal support for Hy-
pothesis 1a in our regression. Our SEM, as displayed in Fig. 5, shows that gender is
significantly associated with the character traits risk propensity, attitude towards sus-
tainability, and empathy. According to our SEM, female participants are risk-averse
(–0.924; p< 0.001), have a stronger attitude towards sustainability (0.311; p< 0.001)
and are more empathetic (0.187; p= 0.009) compared to male participants. However,
we do not find that these character traits have a statistically significant association
with CSR investment (–0.506; p= 0.188, 1.414; p= 0.126 and –0.339; p= 0.375 re-
spectively), and hence do not find evidence for a mediating effect as proposed in
Hypotheses 1b1–1b3. This is surprising as studies on gender differences often use
these character traits as an explanation for differences between females and males
(e.g. Cabeza-García et al. 2018; Francis et al. 2015; Francoeur et al. 2019; Glass and
Cook 2018). In our context, however, it seems that participants’ incentive program
overrides the relation between their character traits and CSR investment, as the ra-
tio of financial goals within participants’ incentive programs is strongly associated
with participants’ CSR investment (–0.099; p< 0.001), which further supports Hy-
pothesis 2.14 This finding is highly interesting as it adds further insights to findings
of prior studies investigating the association between board gender diversity and

14 Prior to conducting our experiment with participants from a private survey company, we conducted
a previous version of our experiment with participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (AMT) platform.
The participants from AMT were used to gather some initial evidence and displayed a sample of the gen-
eral public rather than executives. We found that risk propensity and attitude towards sustainability affect
AMT participants’ CSR investment. As risk propensity and attitude towards sustainability do not affect
executives’ CSR investment, we conclude that executives’ real-world incentive programs may override the
impact of personal character traits on their CSR investment decisions.
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CSR performance. While our results confirm gender differences regarding character
traits which are seen as important drivers of CSR investments, our findings suggest
that it is essential to control for executives’ incentive program to arrive at valid
conclusions.15 In line with the results from our regression, we do not find a sig-
nificant effect of our shareholder pressure variable on executives’ CSR investment
(0.280; p= 0.759) in the SEM.

In our SEM, we also capture a direct effect of gender on CSR investment, which
corresponds to our Hypothesis 1a. As displayed in Fig. 5, this effect is not significant
(0.61; p= 0.536), as some part of a potential direct effect of gender on CSR invest-
ment is likely captured by the three distinguished character traits we included in our
SEM. Thus, it is not surprising that the statistically weak significant effect of gender
on CSR investment vanishes in our SEM, as other gender-dependent character traits
are included and may mediate a direct effect to some degree.

4.2.3 Additional Exploratory Analysis

Bryant et al. (2020) show that external pressure (in form of direct regulatory and
stakeholder pressure on firms that primarily contribute to greenhouse gas emissions)
influences how firms engage in environmental actions to reduce climate change.
However, they also find that this relationship is positively moderated by a firm’s
attitude towards risk. We use these insights as the departure point for additionally
investigating the following Research Question 1 (RQ1):

Research Question 1 Does shareholder pressure moderate the effect of risk
propensity on the investment decision to sacrifice short-term financial return to
improve social/ecological standards?

For this rather exploratory analysis, we expand our SEM by also including the
interaction between risk propensity and shareholder pressure.16 We find that our risk
propensity variable then has a negative and marginally significant association with
CSR investment (–1.41; p= 0.056, two tailed, untabulated), just as our shareholder
pressure variable (–5.34; p= 0.093, two tailed, untabulated). In contrast, the interac-
tion term of risk propensity and shareholder pressure is positively associated with
CSR investment and marginally significant (1.75; p= 0.065, two tailed, untabulated).
Fig. 6 displays the linear predictions of participants’ spending for our low and high
shareholder pressure conditions and the risk propensity scale. In our high share-
holder pressure condition, in which Firm Y’s performance is below the industry

15 The scales we use to capture the three character traits risk propensity, sustainability attitude, and em-
pathy (see Sect. 3.2 for details) constitute self-report measures, i.e. measures relying on individuals’ own
reports of their attitudes and beliefs. Self-report measures have several fundamental limitations (e.g., Mor-
gado et al. 2017). Measurement quality may for example be impaired if individuals hold implicit beliefs
that to not translate to explicit responses to the stated questions (Axt 2018). It is, therefore, possible that
the lack of evidence for a mediating effect of the three character traits is due to limitations inherent in the
underlying scales.
16 Interaction terms for either empathy or attitude towards sustainability and shareholder pressure do not
produce significant and meaningful results and are thus not included in our exploratory analysis.
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average and shareholders express that they are unsatisfied with the performance,
participants with a higher risk propensity invest more in CSR.

While the specific type of pressure analyzed in our experiment differs from Bryant
et al. (2020), our findings are still in line with that study. Bryant et al. (2020)
find that firms with a high risk propensity are more likely to engage in beyond-
compliance environmental actions under high external pressure. They conclude that
those firms are more willing to hedge risks arising from climate change, as they view
climate change risk differently than financial risk. In our high shareholder pressure
condition, shareholders are unsatisfied as Firm Y’s financial performance is below
the industry average. Consequently, risk-averse participants invest more into short-
term profitability. In contrast, participants with a high risk propensity invest more
into CSR in our experiment, so that the social and ecological standards exceed
minimum legal requirements.

In our low shareholder pressure condition, in which Firm Y performs above the
industry average and shareholders are satisfied, the response pattern is opposite.
Participants with a high risk-propensity invest less in CSR (more in short term-
profit) and increase their own profit. As indicated by the slope of the two functions
in Fig. 6, the difference in CSR investment between high and low risk propensity
participants is higher for the low shareholder pressure condition. In this condition,
Firm Y performs above the industry average and shareholders are satisfied and
thus, managers should have greater discretion in allocating resources than in the
high shareholder pressure condition (Arora and Dharwadkar 2011). Some studies
find that risk propensity is connected to greed in specific settings (Li et al. 2019),
which corroborates our finding that, in our low shareholder pressure condition,
participants with a high risk propensity invest more in short term-profit and increase
their own profit. This is in line with Sajko et al. (2021) who find that greedy
CEOs invest less in CSR. Interestingly, Bryant et al. (2020) also show that firms
that are not subject to regulatory pressure are less likely to engage in beyond-
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compliance environmental actions if they have a high risk propensity. Again, this
matches our findings and underlines that executives with a high risk propensity cut
CSR investments to increase their own profits when having discretion in allocating
resources.

5 Conclusion

The public demand for sustainable corporate behavior is omnipresent and firms
intensively invest in CSR activities (Johnson et al. 2020b; Moser and Martin 2012).
Archival research linking female board and management representation with CSR
performance generally finds positive associations (e.g. Francoeur et al. 2019; Glass
and Cook 2018; Hafsi and Turgut 2013; Harjoto et al. 2015) but does not provide
conclusive evidence for why gender impacts CSR performance.

We experimentally examine executives’ consideration of sustainable and social
attributes in investment decisions. In line with social theory (Eagly 1987; Eagly and
Wood 1991) and based on the positive evidence of most archival studies on the
association between female board representation and CSR performance, we predict
that female executives are more willing to sacrifice financial return to improve social/
ecological standards when making investment decisions than male executives (H1a).
We find weak statistical support for this prediction.

However, we observe participants’ incentive programs and, consistent with our
prediction, find that the relevance of achieving financial goals in participants’ real-
world incentive programs significantly affects their CSR investment (H2).

Additionally, we manipulate shareholder pressure and examine how executives’
CSR investments differ between a high and low shareholder pressure condition
(H3). We do not find significant evidence for an effect of shareholder pressure on
executives’ CSR investment.

We also employ a structural equation model and find that gender is significantly
associated with the character traits risk propensity, attitude towards sustainability,
and empathy. However, we do not find that these character traits have a statistically
significant association with the CSR investment (H1b1–1b3). This is surprising as
studies on gender differences often use these character traits as an explanation for
differences between females and males (e.g. Cabeza-García et al. 2018; Francis et al.
2015; Francoeur et al. 2019; Glass and Cook 2018). However, in our additional ex-
ploratory analysis in relation to RQ1, we find that risk propensity in connection with
our shareholder pressure manipulation affects executives’ CSR decision-making.

Our study makes important contributions to the CSR literature and the literature
on executives’ decision-making. To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first to
explicitly, experimentally analyze gender differences in executives’ CSR investment
behavior. We expand the literature on the impact of female executives on corporate
decision-making (e.g. Francis et al. 2015; Huang and Kisgen 2013; Levi et al. 2008;
Mohan and Chen 2004) and on the association between female executives and CSR
performance (e.g., Francoeur et al. 2019; Glass and Cook 2018; Harjoto et al. 2015).
With our experimental analysis, we can generally confirm a positive impact of fe-
male executives on firms’ CSR performance. However, although we do find that the
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character traits often used in archival are gender-dependent, we do not find evidence
that these character traits affect executives’ CSR decision-making. Additionally, in
line with Fabrizi et al. (2014) and Flammer et al. (2019), we find that executives’
real-world incentive programs play a key role in explaining executives’ CSR deci-
sion-making. Thus, we contribute to a growing stream of literature on CSR decision-
making (Wang et al. 2016). By outlining that it is essential to control for executives’
real-world incentive programs to derive valid inferences when examining executives’
decision-making. Finally, our study offers important practical implications. As we
find that executives’ incentive program strongly affects their CSR decision-making,
we encourage firms that want to increase their CSR activities to consider redesigning
their executives’ incentive programs. By emphasizing the positive impact of female
executives on firms’ CSR performance, our study also offers implications for poli-
cymakers and for firms themselves, which will continue to face public and investor
pressure to expand their social and ecological activities and, therefore, must adapt
their corporate decision-making to address all stakeholder concerns.

While our study offers important contributions, it also has its limitations and
provides avenues for future research. First, we manipulate shareholder pressure with
the relative performance of a company to its peer group as well as shareholder satis-
faction and do not find an impact on executives’ decision-making. Retrospectively,
our manipulation might have been insufficiently strong to trigger different decisions
of executives. Second, with sample size requirements being an important question
in studies using SEM, we acknowledge that we had to satisfice with a quite small
sample of 123 observations, as recruiting executives for experimental research is
rather costly. In addition, the small sample size may reduce the generalizability of
our results. Third, we are naturally not able to manipulate participants’ real-life in-
centive programs. Thus, we cannot completely rule out that a portion of our results
with respect to participants’ incentive programs can be attributed to more altruistic
participants choosing jobs with lower proportions of financial performance targets
(Buurman et al. 2012).

Future research should further examine if shareholder pressure, induced by
a firm’s financial performance, affects executives’ CSR decision-making. Also,
there are other reasons why shareholders might be dissatisfied with a company’s
activities or performance, which might affect executives’ behavior differently. Con-
sequently, future research could explore how executives react to different types of
shareholder pressure and how this affects their investment decisions. Furthermore,
although we do not find significant effects for our three character traits on CSR
investment, we encourage future experimental research to further examine specific
character traits and their effects on executives’ decision-making, in terms of gender
differences, CSR, and in other contexts.
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Appendix

Detailed Description of our Experiment

Our experiment was conducted online using the Unipark software (https://www.
unipark.com/en/). This allows participants to complete our experiment on their
own device of their choice. First, participants read a consent form explaining
their compensation, confidentially rights, and other generic information. After that,
participants answer several screening questions. The first screening question asks
if participants work for a for-profit organization. Only participants that answer
“yes”, continue with the survey, while the answer “no” leads to an exit screen
that tells participants that they are not eligible for the study. Our next screening
question asks to which industry the organization participants work for belongs. The
answers “Consumer Nondurables”, “Consumer Durables”, “Manufacturing”, “En-
ergy”, “Chemicals and Allied Products”, “Business Equipment”, “Telephone and
Television Transmission”, “Utilities”, “Wholesale, Retail, Laundries, Repair Shops”,
“Healthcare, Medical Equipment, and Drugs”, and “Other—not mentioned” are ac-
cepted, while participants that select “Finance” automatically exit the survey via the
exit screen. The third screening question asks participants in which domain they pri-
marily worked. The answers “Governance”, “Strategy”, “Finance”, “Accounting”,
and “Operations/Production” are accepted, while participants answering “Market-
ing”, “Sales”, “Human Resources”, “Research and Development” or “Other domain

Fig. 7 Background information low shareholder pressure condition
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Fig. 8 Background information high shareholder pressure condition

not mentioned” automatically exit the experiment. The next screening question asks
participants to indicate what role they have in their organization. The answers “I am
a member of the board of directors of my organization”, “I am a member of the
executive board of my organization”, and “I am a member of the senior management
of my organization” are accepted. Participants that answer “I am a member of mid-
or lower-level management of my organization” are additionally asked how fre-
quently they are involved in significant investment decisions. Of these participants,
only the ones answering “very often”, “often”, or “sometimes” pass the screening.
Participants that select “never” or “rarely” exit, which also applies to participants
who select “I am not a member of management of my organization” in the previous
question.

After the screening questions, participants were randomly assigned to either our
low or high shareholder pressure conditions, which are presented in Figs. 7 and 8.

After reading the background information, participants are introduced to the in-
vestment decision, which is presented below (Fig. 9).

After the investment decision, participants answer post-experimental questions.
The first two questions assess participants’ comprehension of the case by asking
them to indicate their agreement with the following statements on a scale from
1—strongly disagree to 5—strongly agree: “The case description said that Firm Y’s
financial performance was very good” and “The case description said that Firm Y’s
shareholders were very satisfied with Firm Y’s performance”. After that, the 8-item
gambling and investing risk-taking propensity subscale of the domain-specific risk-
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Fig. 9 Participants’ decision about allocation to the three investment attributes

taking (DOSPERT) scale (Markiewicz and Weber 2013; Weber et al. 2002), the 17-
item Environmental Attitudes Scale (EAS) (Ebenbach et al. 1998; Kortenkamp and
Moore 2001), and the two 7-item empathy subscales developed by Davis (1980),
the perspective-taking scale and the empathic-concern scale follow. Within these
questions, one attention check asks participants to select “strongly disagree” on
a five-point scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”.17 Participants
that do not select “strongly disagree” exit the survey. After the above-mentioned
scales, questions about participants’ educational background, their age, their salary,
their current professional role, and their employer conclude our post-experimental
questions. After that, participants see a screen with their completion code and links
to their variable pay and our donations to charitable organizations.

Supplementary Information The online version of this article (https://doi.org/10.1007/s41471-021-
00122-8) contains supplementary material, which is available to authorized users.

17 This attention check was predetermined by the private survey company.
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