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Being reassuring about the past, while promising a better future: How companies frame

temporal focus in social responsibility reporting

Abstract

How is time framed in corporate social responsibility (CSR) talk? The literature mostly fails to
analyze how multiple CSR activities are framed from a temporal perspective. Moreover, those
researchers who undertake temporal framing tend to overlook the role of home-country cultural
characteristics. Using a mixed-method analysis of 2,720 CSR reports from developing country
companies, we show that CSR talk is mostly framed in the future tense when firms
communicate complex human rights issues, such as slavery or child labor, while the past and
present tenses are more frequent when they report on philanthropy and other cause-related
activities. We find that these effects are stronger when firms are from countries characterized
by greater uncertainty avoidance. We contribute to the CSR communication literature by
showing that temporal references in CSR talk tend to differ, depending on the company-level
control of CSR activities, and by highlighting uncertainty avoidance’s role as a boundary

condition for aspirational talk’s performativity.
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Time is a central concern in management and organization literatures (Ancona et al., 2001;
Bansal & DeslJardine, 2014; Bluedorn, 2002; Kunisch et al., 2017; Mosakowski & Earley,
2000; Reilly et al., 2016). Time considerations are essential in strategic decision making
(Gamache et al., 2015; Marginson & McAulay, 2008), because “the framing of timelines of the
actions affects how audiences construe, interpret and respond to the actions” (Nadkarni et al.,
2019, p. 119).

In the multiple domains in which time considerations are of strategic relevance,
sustainability and corporate social responsibility (CSR) are certainly noticeable, since an
increasing number of scholars deems temporal dimensions’ importance an essential language
cue that companies adopt to communicate CSR actions. These scholars emphasize the
language’s performative role in shaping action and creating, maintaining and transforming
CSR practices (see Schoeneborn et al., 2020 for a review). Their studies suggest that the way
in which companies temporally frame CSR could indicate decision making’s aspirations and
potential directionalities. For instance, using expressions such as “‘We aspire to...”, ‘We aim
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for...”, or ‘We are working towards...”” (Christensen et al., 2013, p. 412) when referring to
future achievements could signal a commitment to actions with the potential to initiate future
change processes (Rasche & Gilbert, 2015). In Christensen et al.’s (2013, 2020) terms, these
are a form of “aspirational talk.” Conversely, talking about past activities could be a re-telling
strategy to avoid perceptions of hypocrisy (Christensen et al., 2020).

Despite the growing interest in CSR communication’s temporal focus, scholars have
just started scratching the phenomenon’s surface. Authors harboring a more traditional-
functionalist view of CSR communication (Seele & Lock, 2015) tend to concentrate almost
exclusively on CSR communication’s content when firms disclose previously implemented

CSR practices, but refrain from examining the CSR content in relation to firms’ temporal

dimension (Bashtovaya, 2014; Corciolani et al., 2022; Gao, 2011; Lock & Seele, 2013).



Conversely, scholars with a formative view of CSR communication do not focus on the content;
rather, they prioritize the relationship between the CSR talk’s and the CSR walk’s temporal
dimensions by suggesting a cyclical conception of time. Their approach implies that the
temporal framing of the CSR language (talking) and CSR activities’ actual accomplishment
(walking) shapes the two continuously (Penttild, 2020; Schoeneborn et al., 2020; Trittin-
Ulbrich, 2022; Winkler et al., 2020), leading to a new conceptualization of temporal
simultaneity (i.e., t(w)alking) (Schoeneborn et al., 2020).

Since formative views on CSR communication seek to understand how the language
affects CSR action and given that time references could influence the way in which CSR
activities are implemented, we adopt this perspective to focus on how companies frame time
in their CSR talk. We specifically tackle two under-researched dimensions within this
literature. First, earlier research in this camp focused on “CSR talk” (Penttild, 2019, p. 6;
Christensen et al. 2020, p. 328), “CSR goals” (Penttild, 2019, p. 6), and other CSR-related
constructs by referring to a unique construct or bundle of CSR activities, without delving
deeper into the different types of content characterizing CSR. In doing so, they overlooked the
considerable differences within the realm of social activities and the degree to which firms can
handle them unilaterally. Companies might, for instance, control some CSR activities (e.g.,
donations, cause-related marketing activities) exclusively, while others might be more difficult
to realize, because they are related to supra-national organizations’ mandates (e.g., human
rights; Bocken & Geradts, 2020; Gilbert et al., 2011; Watts et al., 2020). Consequently, they
could talk differently about them in CSR reporting, which might have important implications
for CSR’s expected performativity role (Christensen et al., 2020; Schoeneborn et al., 2020).
Therefore, analyzing how firms assign different time priorities to different social responsibility
issues becomes crucial in order to better understand the relationships between CSR contents

and temporal focuses, and how companies frame temporal references strategically.



Second, the extant formative literature mainly focuses on the boundary conditions under
which CSR talk gains performativity and enhances a firm’s commitment to substantive CSR
efforts, such as stakeholder recognition (Trittin-Ulbrich, 2022) or even to external
stakeholders’ negative evaluations (Haack et al., 2021). The role of companies’ home-country
cultural characteristics has, however, been neglected. This aspect is unfortunate, since we know
that companies’ home-country cultural characteristics and their institutional factors could
influence their linguistic choices. Giorgi et al. (2019), for instance, argued that adopting or the
non-adopting of a particular rhetoric might depend on a company’s attempt to achieve cultural
consonance with its institutional environment. More recently, Corciolani et al. (2022) added
that companies adapt their CSR language anisomorphically to respond to different institutional
pressures at home and internationally. Accordingly, taking home-country cultural
characteristics into greater consideration could also be key when investigating temporal frames.

In response to these shortcomings, we suggest that, depending on the social
responsibility content type on which companies report and on the home country’s uncertainty
avoidance, companies should change their time language. We expect companies’ temporal
focus to emphasize their present and past actions when describing social activities that depend
on their unilateral choices, such as charitable activities, support of the arts and sports, or other
social activities of which companies have full decisional control (which we call micro social
themes). Conversely, we anticipate that companies are more likely to use future tenses when
illustrating more complex social responsibility domains over which individual firms only have
limited control, such as those that meta norms mandate and supra-national organizations define
(Kostova et al., 2008), and those whose realization depends on multiple actors’ collaboration.
The latter refers to the management of human rights — which includes e.g., the eradication of

child or slave labor in the value chain (which we call meta social themes).



We further suggest that these temporal focuses’ differences across social responsibility
domains (micro vs. meta) are likely to vary depending on the cultural characteristics of a
company’s home country. In more detail, we propose that the home country’s level of
uncertainty avoidance, which reflects the degree to which a society’s members feel
uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity (Hofstede, 2001), acts as a moderator in the
relationships of interest. We posit that firms in high uncertainty avoidance countries will
endeavor to define more and tighter temporal references — both micro and meta — when
reporting their CSR activities, in order to reduce the ambiguities and vagueness, which they
tend to avoid culturally.

We test our predictions by way of a mixed-method nested analysis (Lieberman, 2005)
of 2,720 CSR reports by 245 world-level companies from eight developing countries (Brazil,
China, India, Malaysia, Mexico, Russia, South Africa, and Thailand) during the period 2000-
2018. These countries represent contemporary manufacturing’s most dynamic productive
backbone. Further, their global outreach compels them to align with international social
standards (Marano et al., 2017; Wettstein et al., 2019) and related languages (Corciolani et al.,
2022).

Our large-scale quantitative empirical analysis supports our predictions that micro
social themes are mostly framed by using the past and present tenses, while firms use the future
tense more frequently when they report more on meta social themes. We also find that these
positive relationships are stronger in respect of companies headquartered in countries with
higher uncertainty avoidance. Next, we use small-scale qualitative analyses to identify four
framing strategies that companies use to talk about micro and meta themes. The latter suggest
that companies tend to use a more concrete or abstract language, depending on the home

countries’ level of uncertainty avoidance.



Our article contributes to extant literature in at least two ways. First, we contribute to
the CSR communication literature (Christensen et al., 2020; Schoeneborn et al., 2020) by
adding a temporal dimension to the analysis of CSR communication content. We specifically
show that companies frame distinct CSR activities temporally — i.e., as either micro or meta
social themes — depending on the extent to which they control the realization of their CSR goals
and activities. We enrich this account by emphasizing the role of country-level cultural
characteristics, i.e., its uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2001), when framing CSR
communication and by providing a novel taxonomy of temporal frames. Second, our work
contributes more narrowly to aspirational talk literature, showing that companies tend to mainly
express their aspirations in association with meta social themes, thereby suggesting that they
postpone substantive alignment with social conduct’s meta norms to a future time. Moreover,
we contribute to the field by introducing the role that the home country level’s characteristics
play as a boundary condition influencing aspirational talk’s performativity. Specifically, we
typify two ways of framing aspirational talk, depending on a country’s uncertainty avoidance:
a more abstract frame (imaginary framing), which companies probably use in countries
characterized by low levels of uncertainty avoidance in order to postpone their meta themes to
an unknown future, and a more concrete temporal framing (pragmatist framing), which is used
in countries with high levels of uncertainty avoidance, where external audiences are likely to

appreciate reassurance about future actions’ temporality.

Literature on Temporal Focus and CSR Communication

Extant literature has shown that the language that companies use to describe their actions could

provide key external cues of the main stakeholders’ evaluation and responses (Corciolani et

al., 2022; Giorgi et al., 2019). Indeed, beyond the content, even “subtle, often subliminal,



choices about grammar provide important information about how social actors construe the
world around them” (Crilly et al., 2016, p. 706). Accordingly, the differences in the verb tenses
could strategically indicate increased (or decreased) psychological distance and represent
useful linguistic elements to help identify companies’ priorities, intentions, and processing
(Crilly et al., 2016; Pennebaker et al., 2007).

Kim et al. (2019) specifically define temporal focus as “the degree of emphasis on the
past, present and future” (p. 7). As Rasche and Gilbert (2015) indicated, this construct is
important, because referring to future achievements could, for instance, signal a commitment
to actions with the potential to initiate future change processes. Liang et al. (2018, p. 1096)
also argued that “by grammatically marking the future, language classifies the future and the
present in[to] two separate categories for an organization’s decision makers,” thereby
reinforcing the attention paid to present or future strategic decisions (Cho & Hambrick, 2006;
Ocasio & Joseph, 2005) and indicating their probabilities (Klein & Li, 2009). For Crilly et al.
(2016, p. 708), “might and will indicate the speaker’s focus on future and potential events or
states, whereas is indicates a focus on actual ongoing events or states.” Crilly et al. (2016) even
maintain that one of the possible uses of the future tense is the deferral of action to the future;
a way of promising the realization of some goal that has actually not been implemented,
therefore hinting at the idea that companies aiming to dissociating talk from action might use
future tenses.

Conversely, talking about past or present activities could aim at consolidating specific
practices and showing a company’s previous focus, while providing cues of the solidity of its
commitment to certain social issues. When a company’s attention is focused more on the past,
this focus is likely to gravitate toward memories, events, and experiences (Mohammed &
Harrison, 2013; Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999), ultimately aiming to elicit emotions about and moral

obligations regarding that which has been achieved (Nguyen et al., 2021). In the same line of



argument, a present-focused communication is probably more interested in real-time
information, using a “here and now” orientation and emphasizing a current decision making
timeframe (Nadkarni & Chen, 2014). In this regard, Slawinski et al. (2017) suggested that a
present-time perspective leads companies to focus on the “immediate needs of the firm, such
as regulatory compliance, which presents them with more certainty” (p. 261).

In other words, companies “use language strategically to persuade others and to present
themselves in the best light” (Crilly et al., 2016, p. 708) in a bid to garner external constituents’
(e.g., investors, customers, suppliers, and the media) positive reactions (Fiss & Zajac, 2006;
Nadkarni et al., 2019; Westphal & Zajac, 1998). The literature has shown that this strategy
occurs specifically in the realm of CSR communication.

Two main views specifically represent the literature on CSR communication: the
traditional-functionalist view and the formative-constitutive view (Crane & Glozer, 2016;
Schoeneborn et al., 2020). The two views regard how companies use language to report their
activities very differently. The former perspective suggests that CSR communication has a
linear conception of time, which is considered an instrument that companies use to talk about
CSR activities in order to achieve legitimacy and enhance their reputation and international
credibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2013; Kostova et al., 2008; Pomering & Dolnicar, 2008).
Scholars of this view therefore focus on CSR communication’s content — e.g., by examining
CSR reports — in a bid to understand which themes are crucial for firms (Bashtovaya, 2014;
Corciolani et al., 2022; Gao, 2011; Lock & Seele, 2013). Their works are specifically limited
to what companies achieved in the past, while, from a temporal viewpoint, they mainly
investigate whether and how companies’ reporting reflects their previously implemented CSR
practices.

The formative view, on the other hand, does not focus on “the degree to which the talk

(more or less) accurately reports on the walk but instead on sow [emphasis added] talking



shapes, influences or indeed constitutes the walk” (Schoeneborn et al., 2020, p. 3). This
perspective, therefore, remarks the connection between the CSR talk’s and the CSR walk’s
temporal dimension by not only highlighting past achievements, but also future aspirations
(Christensen et al., 2020; Penttild, 2019; Winkler et al., 2020). Specifically, previous
contributions related to how aspirational CSR talk shapes the way CSR is practiced and
influences social change (talking-to-walk), view CSR talk as a powerful driver of
organizational change, thereby avoiding the need for a tight coupling between CSR words and
actions (which is crucial for the traditional-functionalist view of CSR communication).

While these latter studies are some of the key contributions forming the core of
temporality-CSR literature, they largely focus on CSR communication’s performativity
without sufficiently taking the different dimensions constituting CSR into account. Unlike the
traditional-functionalist view, these contributions do not explore the various contents
characterizing CSR communications in detail. Nevertheless, it is becoming progressively
clearer that CSR includes a highly differentiated portfolio of goals and activities, some of which
might be more difficult to realize than others (Bocken & Geradts, 2020; Gilbert et al., 2011;
Watts et al., 2020). Beside companies’ traditional forms of benevolent or cause-related CSR
activities, such as donations and community support, they are increasingly required to take
international law treaties into account. They are therefore sensitive to the prescriptions of
supra-national organizations, such as the UN or the OECD, which force them to adhere to, for
instance, social or human rights standards (Obara, 2017; Wettstein et al., 2019) that are well
beyond their full control. It is therefore reasonable to expect companies to use different
temporal references to communicate their social activities, depending on the extent to which
they can directly manage such starkly different CSR activities’ development and, especially,

their outcomes.
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Furthermore, because the formative-constitutive camp’s previous studies were mainly
conceptual (Christensen et al., 2020; Schoeneborn et al., 2020) or relied on single case studies
(Penttild, 2020; Trittin-Ulbrich, 2022), they did not allow scholars to appreciate the degree to
which CSR language’s temporal framing could vary, not only in terms of content, but also
across cultures. This is another crucial aspect, as prior research showed that home-country
institutions shape CSR practices (Matten & Moon, 2008) and culture (Choi et al., 2022)
significantly, with certain studies even hinting at companies’ anisomorphic adaptation of
language, depending on the different countries with which they engage (Corciolani et al.,
2022).

In sum, in the extant literature on CSR communication, previous works’ focus tended
to be either on the content (e.g., in the traditional-functionalist view) or on the temporal
structure (e.g., in the formative-constitutive view). Our study aims at connecting these two
approaches by investigating CSR activities’ different temporal framings, which are as diverse
as, for instance, community donations and respecting international laws in the human rights
domain. Furthermore, we also focus on the differences that the home country’s cultural
characteristics (i.e., the level of uncertainty avoidance) might explain by adding an additional
boundary condition for CSR communication’s performativity. We therefore endeavor to
answer the following research questions: do companies develop different temporal frames
depending on the CSR activity types they describe in their CSR reports? How could certain
home countries’ cultural characteristics, such as uncertainty avoidance, change the temporal

references used in social themes’ framing?

Hypotheses Development

The Temporal Framing of Micro and Meta Social Themes

11



To develop our hypotheses, we first categorize social responsibility by considering two levels
at which they materialize — i.e., the micro level and the meta level — in order to disentangle the
different types of CSR practices that are (or not) under the control of companies. We analyze
how companies frame these practices temporally by defining micro themes as those CSR issues
that a company sets to demonstrate its social commitment to specific cause-related activities
(such as community support, support of the arts, sports, and other benevolent, pro-social
activities belonging to the corporate philanthropy realm). The firm has strong control over the
latter and can decide about them unilaterally, as they are all anchored in a more traditional
approach to CSR (Carroll, 1979). Contrary to these micro themes, we define meta themes as
those reflecting the meta norms of social conduct that represent “guidelines and expectations
for [firm] behavior on a worldwide basis” (Kostova et al., 2008, p. 998). International
organizations denote them from the top down in order to address the wicked problems of
complex issues, such as modern slavery or the eradication of child labor, and similar offenses
gravitating toward the human rights space.

We suggest that companies are more likely to use a present or past temporal focus when
framing micro themes, while they prefer a future focus for meta themes. We motivate our
assumption as follows: In terms of micro themes, we argue that they are likely to fall within
companies’ “comfort zone,” which cherry-pick them based on their capacity to fulfil
expectations, address material issues, or reward certain relevant stakeholders (Risi et al., 2022;
Zheng et al., 2015). Companies can address micro themes relatively easily and communicate
them by using frames eliciting emotions that reassure external audiences about such
companies’ actual and past track records. Organizations aiming at portraying themselves as
“moral exemplars” in their institutional space can also adopt such frames. Other studies have

also suggested that a focus on the present, rather than the future, is meant to prioritize efficiency
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over learning and exploitation over exploration (Ashkanasy et al., 2004). Firms focusing on the
past more than on the future tend to favor tradition over innovation (Ashkanasy et al., 2004;
Smith et al., 2017).

Accordingly, the use of the present and past tenses is likely to reassure stakeholders
about the tangible achievements that the firm has already accomplished, and to demonstrate its
solid and stable commitment in social domains by consolidating these achievements. Micro
social themes are more likely to fall under companies’ full decisional power, which means they
can choose and manipulate them to ensure that they communicate the companies’ achievements
and guarantee their social legitimacy. Consequently, we predict that when communicating
these themes, firms will make strong use of the present and the past tenses. Hence, the more
companies refer to micro social themes, the more we expect them to use their present and past
temporal focuses in such CSR scripts and documents. More formally, we posit that the
following hypothesis will hold true:

HPI. Micro social themes are positively associated with the use of present and past

temporal focuses.

While we predict that micro themes are framed by the use of present and past tenses,
we hypothesize that references to meta themes are more frequently framed by the use of future
tenses. Meta norms tackle many problems far beyond companies’ comfort zones, touching
upon issues that are very “undesirable” to most audiences (Lange & Washburn, 2012, p. 304),
but are also very pressing. In fact, meta norms are crucial for top-down international agendas
that national governments and international organizations, such as the UN, OECD, and ILO,
promote. The 2011 UN Guiding Principles, for instance, created expectations regarding
compliance with the UN Declaration of Human Rights, which influenced numerous other

organizations’ frames referring to human rights, such as those of the OECD. The latter
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introduced a chapter on human rights in its Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (United
Nations, 2011).

While these issues are pressing, companies’ control over these matters has proved to be
limited, their progress in solving them often requires the intervention of multiple actors, and is
stretched beyond individual companies’ power. Furthermore, some research has shown that
most organizations have yet to make sense of complex social notions, such as human rights-
related ones (Giuliani et al., 2020; Obara & Peattie, 2018), and that most companies have not
yet achieved their operationalization at the corporate level (Olsen et al., 2021).

Hence, we expect that when CSR documents address meta themes, they will frame their
language by making more intense use of future references as a type of “aspirational talk”
(Christensen et al., 2013). As organizational research has also suggested, distally framed
actions cause these actions to be downgraded in importance and to be viewed as less urgent,
therefore allowing the response to be delayed (Gan et al., 2015; Nadkarni et al., 2019; Shu &
Gneezy, 2010). Using a future temporal focus to talk about meta social themes that do not fully
reflect already existing practices, may also have a self-persuasive effect, because it raises
expectations and scrutiny, and could mobilize expectations of better practices (Christensen et
al., 2020; Schoeneborn et al., 2020; Trittin-Ulbrich, 2022). In other words, the use of the future
tense shows commitment to such pressing issues, while deferring their solution to the future.
We therefore propose that:

HP2. Meta social themes are positively associated with the use of a future temporal

focus.

The Moderating Role of Uncertainty Avoidance
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We hypothesize that companies’ home country cultural characteristics can moderate both our
baseline relationships (HP1 and HP2). This perspective echoes earlier research suggesting that
elements relating to the country of origin, such as cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 2001;
Hofstede et al., 2005), could exert significant pressure on companies (Crossland & Hambrick,
2011; Matten & Moon, 2008), and influence a firm’s tendency to engage in CSR. Choi et al.
(2022), for instance, used the variable long-term orientation (Hofstede, 2001) to analyze how
institutions’ temporal aspects shape the firm CSR. They found that when a country has a long-
term orientation culture, its CSR activities are higher. Moreover, home country cultural
characteristics might not only influence the actual implementation of CSR activities, but also
their communication (Corciolani et al., 2022).

Notably, by referring to countries’ cultural characteristics, we do not mean that entire
cultures or collectives would have the same, unchangeable traits. In fact, we acknowledge that
empirical reality is particularly complex and shows a high variance and diversity, which
researchers cannot truly capture. However, we think it is useful to consider cultural
characteristics as on-average phenomena, which previous studies showed researchers could
employ to shed more light on the differences between different cultures and which could
contribute significantly to explaining social attitudes and behaviors (Venaik et al., 2013). We
particularly focus on one specific cultural element, uncertainty avoidance, which we deem to
be a key dimension in influencing companies’ temporal framing of CSR themes. Hofstede et
al. (2005, p. 191) defined uncertainty avoidance as “the extent to which the members of a
culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown situations.” Although this notion has been
criticized for stereotyping cultural characteristics (Shenkar, 2001; Venaik & Brewer, 2010), it
remains widely used in the cultural values literature (Kirkman et al., 2006), as it helps capture

the extent to which societal members feel comfortable with unstructured situations and an
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uncertain future. We therefore propose that uncertainty avoidance could moderate our two
baseline relationships.

More specifically, uncertainty avoidance refers to a society’s tolerance for uncertainty
and ambiguity, which are key dimensions in CSR themes’ temporal framing. The reasons for
the latter are that, first, uncertainty avoiding cultures tend to minimize the possibility of events’
ambiguity and uncertain predictions by defining strict laws, rules, as well as safety and security
measures by adopting strict codes of behavior and entrenching beliefs in absolute truths (Stohl,
1993). For instance, in the innovation context, extant literature has suggested that low tolerance
for uncertainty obstructs the sustainable business model innovation’s implementation. Further,
in general, countries characterized by high levels of uncertainty avoidance are more reluctant
to embrace any form of innovation due to its uncertain nature (Bocken & Geradts, 2020; Watts
et al., 2020), which leads such countries to make strategic decisions consistent with the past
(Crossland & Hambrick, 2011). The opposite type, namely cultures that accept uncertainty,
tends to be more tolerant of opinions that differ from those with which they are familiar. These
cultures are at ease with an uncertain future and therefore aim at having as few rules as possible.

Regarding the influence that uncertainty avoidance has on the implementation of CSR
practices, Scholtens and Dam (2007) highlight that uncertainty avoidance could be positively
related to ethical conduct. They argue that organizations in countries that feel relatively more
threatened by uncertain and unknown situations might pay more attention to codes of conduct
and ethical policies in order to define rules to regulate CSR activities. Furthermore, Uyar et al.
(2022) show that companies in high-level uncertainty avoidance countries are more willing to
audit their integrated reports as a way to tightly verify the firm’s social activities.

Along these lines, we suggest that, in high uncertainty avoiding countries, companies
might endeavor to make more intense use of temporal references in order to support their CSR

statements. Temporal references do indeed provide concrete and measurable evidence of when
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socially responsible activities have been or will be implemented, which provides reassurance
to their external audiences of their actions’ concreteness in the different social domains. In
other words, since decision makers in countries with high levels of uncertainty avoidance are
expected to appreciate concrete planning and predictability, we propose that these cultures
attach particular value to pro-social behaviors’ temporal details that document past
achievements, concrete community engagement, and other planned social activities.

Conversely, in countries with low uncertainty avoidance levels, we expect less fixation
on the defining of timing of activities — past, present, or future — and a higher likelihood of the
acceptance of temporal vagueness and of the timeline of the mentioned activities’ lack of clarity
and completeness (Di Mauro & Maffioletti, 1996; Narkarni et al., 2019).

Consequently, we suggest that, ceteris paribus, higher levels of uncertainty avoidance
will lead to the greater use of temporal references envisaged in the two baseline hypotheses
(HP1 and HP2) and formally predict that:

HP3. The higher a country’s uncertainty avoidance level, the stronger the baseline
relationship between its use of a past and present focus and its references to micro themes
(HP1).

HP4. The higher a country’s uncertainty avoidance level, the stronger the baseline

relationship between its use of a future focus and its references to meta themes (HP2).

Data and Methods

Sample and Data

We conducted a mixed-method nested analysis (Lieberman, 2005) of a novel database of 2,720

CSR reports of 245 world-class companies from eight developing countries (Brazil, China,
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India, Malaysia, Mexico, Russia, South Africa, and Thailand). We examined these countries,
identified by the Forbes Global 2000 list (2012 edition), from 2000 to 2018. We focused on a
group of developing countries that we selected due to (i) the size of their economy (GDP), (i1)
their growth rates (GDP growth), and (iii) their outward orientation (including greater openness
to foreign markets, FDI, export and import) over the period of our analysis. We looked at these
three dimensions when selecting the countries, because they allowed us to identify the most
dynamic and fastest developing countries where we could expect the presence of large-scale,
internationally-oriented companies.

The organizations in our dataset operate within a range of industries: banking and
insurance (23%); oil, gas, and mining (16%); steel (9%); and electricity and other utility sectors
(9%). The remaining 43% are active in a wider array of sectors. Since previous research showed
that CSR reporting in developing countries only became significant after 2000 (UNCTAD,
2008), we chose this as our dataset’s starting date. We downloaded the reports from the firms’

websites manually, only taking reports published in English! into consideration.

Mixed-Methods Design

The mixed-methods nested analysis (Lieberman, 2005) was undertaken in two steps. First, we
ran a large-scale analysis to test our hypotheses on the relationship between micro/meta themes
and a temporal focus by means of a regression analysis, which also tested uncertainty
avoidance’s moderating role. To specifically operationalize the micro and meta themes, and
the temporal focuses in CSR documents’ key constructs, we ran an automated content analysis
of the CSR reports by means of ad hoc dictionaries.

Second, in order to delve deeper into zow micro and meta themes are framed in relation

to a temporal focus, we undertook a small-scale qualitative analysis of a sample of these CSR
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reports, which we selected on the basis of their best fit with large-scale regression models (i.e.,
“on-the-line cases” in Lieberman, 2005, p. 444) and by considering their residuals. Following
this approach, we selected a sample of 38 CSR reports from countries with both low and high
levels of uncertainty avoidance in order to provide the large-scale analysis with qualitative

depth.

Large-Scale Analysis

Method

Dependent variables. Our dependent variable was the temporal focus used in the CSR reports
to refer to social themes, i.e., the degree of emphasis on the past, the present, or the future that
the analyzed documents adopted (Kim et al., 2019). We therefore conducted an automated
content analysis (via Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count [LIWC]) to identify the extent to
which our sample’s CSR reports used different temporal focuses. We used the temporal
focuses’ dictionaries, which Pennebaker et al. (2007) developed and validated, and which
extant linguistics and psychology literatures usually adopt (Desjardine & Shi, 2021; Nadkarni
etal.,2019; Pan et al., 2018; Pfarrer etal., 2010; Shi et al., 2019). More specifically, we referred
to three dictionaries that each measure the orientation toward the past (hereafter focus past),
the orientation toward the present (focus present), and the orientation toward the future (focus
future) (see Pennebaker et al., 2007). In the focus past dictionary, we find keywords, such as

ago,” “learned,” and “did,” which suggest that a specific text’s focus is on what a subject (a

company in our case) did in the past. The dictionary focusing on the present, i.e., focus present,

99 ¢ 99 ¢

contains present tense words, such as “give,” “now,” “start,” “use,” “there’s,” and “today.”
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Finally, focus future includes words such as “ahead,” “coming,” and “will,” indicating a focus
on what a company plans to do in the future.

LIWC already incorporates these three dictionaries and automatically counts each
dictionary’s number of keywords contained in a set of documents. Thereafter, it divides the
number of keywords related to each dictionary (e.g., focus past) by the total number of words
in a given document (e.g., a CSR report). LIWC finally reports the percentage of a document’s
total words associated with each specific dictionary (e.g., focus past).

Independent variables. Since we did not find any ready-to-use dictionaries for micro
and meta themes (which we had for a focus on the past, present, and future), we proceeded to
create two custom dictionaries (Pennebaker et al. 2007). We first selected a random stratified
subsample of 200 CSR reports? from our sample (about 7.5% of the total). Two of the authors
and an external coder then read and coded the 200 CSR reports by specifically searching for
recurring words and expressions that could potentially be related to micro or meta themes. In
keeping with these two concepts’ definitions presented above, 419 keywords were identified
(open coding) and grouped into eight broader categories (e.g., charity, labor standards, etc.)
(axial coding) (Corbin & Strauss, 2014).

Once we developed this initial list, we checked whether the selected keywords could
generate false positives or false negatives (Weber, 2005). We further added all the relevant
synonyms, word stems, and tenses of the words originally selected for the new dictionary. This

process left us with 396 keywords, grouped into eight categories, as described in Table 1.

***Table 1 about here***

To assess these categories’ validity, we involved three external coders (Pennebaker et

al., 2007), who captured whether or not each keyword should be included in the suggested

20



category. In line with the approach that Pennebaker et al. (2007) used, we retained a keyword
in a category if at least two of the three external coders agreed, otherwise we removed it
(Humphreys & Wang, 2018). We therefore removed 35 words from the original list and
retained 361 final keywords. Subsequently, we calculated the percentage agreement among the
coders (Alpha) by using ReCal3 (a reliability calculator for three or more coders)

(http://dfreelon.org/utils/recalfront/recal3/).

***Table 2 about here***

Once the various categories were deemed reliable, we improved the definitions of the
dictionaries’ micro and meta themes. We specifically conducted an iterative principal
component factor analysis (IPCFA; Habing, 2003; Rencher & Christensen, 2012) to identify
any latent factor that could capture most of the themes’ variability over the years. We removed
two categories from our model, because they were contemporaneously associated with both
factors (i.e., support for health issues and employee management). As shown in Table 2, six
final categories, which are consistently related to the two emerging factors, remained. We
labeled these micro themes (i.e., the factor grouping pro-social activities aimed at vulnerable
social groups; support for arts, sports, culture, and education; cause-related marketing; and
charity) an meta themes (i.e., the factor grouping labor standards and respect for international
frameworks on human rights), using them as our models’ independent variables.

Each factor groups the total list of keywords related to all the categories previously
validated and associated with that factor in the IPCFA. Table 2 presents the results of the
IPCFA analysis with the rotated factor loadings (pattern matrix) and unique variances.

Moderating variable. Uncertainty avoidance is one of the five cultural dimensions that

Hofstede identified (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede et al., 2005), which earlier studies have widely
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used as proxies for capturing the different cultures in countries (Gallego-Alvarez & Ortas,
2017; Gupta et al., 2018; Miska et al., 2018). Uncertainty avoidance can assume values from 0
to 100, with the scores reflecting the national-level values collected from multiple international
studies conducted over several decades. The countries in our sample span very low uncertainty
avoidance scores (e.g., China = 30; Malaysia = 36) to high uncertainty avoidance scores (e.g.,
Mexico = 82; Russia = 95)3. While we did not choose these countries for their uncertainty
avoidance scores (but for the three criteria we listed above), their high variation regarding this
variable helped us greatly to understand uncertainty avoidance’s moderating role in our models.

Control variables. In the models we used for our large-scale quantitative analyses, we
controlled for firm-specific variables that could influence our dependent variable. These
variables were: firm size (size), based on the logarithm of the number of workers employed
each year, the industry (extractive industry, service industry) and the internationalization level
(internationalization). The degree of firm internationalization reflects the relative importance
and, therefore, the volume of business activities conducted abroad through foreign direct
investments. To determine the number of countries in which the firm had invested until t — 1,
we relied on fDI Markets for data on greenfield and brownfield investments, as well as on
Bureau van Dijk and SDC Platinum (Thomson Reuters) for data on mergers and acquisitions
(Corciolani et al., 2020).

At an individual country level, we included the World Global Indicator’s (WGI’s)
government effectiveness, which captures perceptions of the quality of the public services and
their degree of independence from political pressures, the quality of its policy formulation and
implementation, as well as the credibility of the government’s commitment to such policies
(Kaufmann et al., 2009).

We also controlled for additional languages in CSR reports that could influence our

variable of interest, such as environmental themes, which we measured by using a pre-existing
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dictionary (Corciolani et al., 2022). Each regression includes a control for other temporal
tenses.

Models. We ran the large-scale analysis by using robust regressions (Li, 1985) to test
HP1 and HP2 and to assess the micro themes and the meta themes’ influence on a temporal
focus (focus past, focus present, and focus future), therefore controlling for firm-specific
variables (size, internationalization, extractive industry, service industry) and country-specific
variables (government effectiveness) among other controls. More specifically, we undertook a

set of robust regressions (using STATA software) on the following baseline model:

Temporal focusi; = f(a+ fimicro themesii+ fometa themesi; + fscontrolsiy) + e (Eq. 1)
where the dependent variables include the temporal focus;:, which, for report i at time ¢,
measures the value of the focus past, focus present, and focus future. The independent variables
include: a) micro themesi; and meta themes;;, which refer to report i at time #; and b) control
variables (controls;; in Eq. 1). We then used the variable uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede et

al., 2005) to test the moderations predicted in HP3 and HP4.

Results of the Large-Scale Analysis

Table 3 illustrates the results of the models used to test our hypotheses related to the micro and
meta themes’ direct effects on the temporal focus (HP1 and HP2). Regarding the main effects,
Model 1 in Table 3 tests the baseline relationship between the micro themes and a present/past
temporal focus. The results indicate that micro themes have a positive and statistically
significant effect on both the focus past (B =0.15, p <.001) and the focus present (f = 0.27, p
< .001). This finding supports HP1, suggesting that micro themes are probably framed by

looking back at the past or are based on current initiatives.
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***Table 3 about here***

In terms of meta themes, Model 2 in Table 3 finds a positive and significant relationship
between our two variables of interest (meta themes and focus future), providing support for our
HP2 (B =0.01, p <.001). Companies therefore use a future focus when they need to report on
more complex activities or want to improve the corporate moral or ethical principles and
initiatives in order to promote universal rights over they have limited unilateral control.

Table 4 presents the results of the models used to test the hypotheses regarding the
moderating role that a home country’s level of uncertainty avoidance plays in micro and meta
themes’ (HP3 and HP4) temporal framing. With regard to the micro themes, we hypothesized
that uncertainty avoidance has a positive, moderating effect on the relationship between micro
themes and focus past/focus present (HP3). The results suggest that the interaction term’s focus
past coefficient is not statistically significant, but that the same effect on focus present is

positive and statistically significant, providing partial support for our HP3.

***Table 4 about here***

Figure 1 depicts the micro themes’ effect on the focus present, for two levels of
uncertainty avoidance: low (below the median) and high (above the median). Notably, we
observe that the interaction line slopes upward and is steeper in respect of countries with high
uncertainty avoidance. This interaction effect indicates that, when the level of uncertainty
avoidance is higher, the relationship between micro themes and focus present is stronger than
in respect of countries with low uncertainty avoidance, which is in line with HP3. This evidence

seems consistent with companies located in countries that maintain rigid codes of belief and
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behavior. These countries, with their high levels of uncertainty avoidance, tend to focus their
references on micro themes by using the present tense more intensively, therefore focusing on

what they are doing and what they are achieving.

*#*Figure 1 about here®**

Finally, Model 2 in Table 4 relates to our HP4 by testing uncertainty avoidance’s
moderating effect on the relationship between the meta themes and the focus future. We found
support for our HP4. In fact, after identifying the positive interaction effect between meta
themes and uncertainty avoidance on focus future, we suggest that the higher the likelihood
that companies are based in countries with high levels of uncertainty avoidance, the higher the

chances that these organizations use a future focus when reporting on meta themes.

*#*Figure 2 about here®**

Figure 2 illustrates the results of the interaction effect of two levels of uncertainty
avoidance: low (below the median) and high (above the median). In this case, we see that the
line of countries with high uncertainty avoidance is steeper with an upward slope, while the
line of countries with low uncertainty avoidance is almost flat, sloping downward, which is in
line with HP4. Our results therefore imply that in order to reduce CSR decision making’s
unpredictability level, companies based in countries where uncertainty avoidance is high, tend
to use a future temporal reference more intensively, which hints that these firms defer complex

issues, such as those related to meta themes, to the future.

Small-Scale Analysis
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Method

We performed a small-scale analysis to both validate and explore our large-scale results
(Lieberman, 2005). We opted to only include “on the line” cases, i.e., those with the best fit
with the regression model used in the large-scale analysis, in the small-scale analysis. We
therefore selected a total of 38 cases with a high fit (low residuals). I.e., we identified CSR
reports from firms in countries with high/low uncertainty avoidance that, in terms of their
micro themes, use different past/present temporal focuses and those that use a future focus in
terms of their meta themes. We organized our analysis by selecting CSR reports submitted by
firms from low/high uncertainty avoidance countries. We subsequently examined their
different framings with respect to their use of the past/present or future tenses in terms of their
micro and meta themes.

It should be noted that our qualitative analysis is only suggestive of the potentially
different temporal framings that companies in low vs. high uncertainty avoidance countries
use. The analysis culminates in a taxonomy of possible framings that we identified by coding
excerpts from the CSR reports manually. The design of this small-scale analysis is not meant
to prove a causal connection between the variables at stake (Crane et al., 2018); rather, it
delves deeper into the CSR reports’ text in order to provide qualitative nuances of the framings
types associated with the different types of social themes across culturally different countries.
Our qualitative analysis provides us with more information about the granular appraisal of
how temporal references are framed across social themes.

We imported the selected CSR reports into the qualitative analysis software Nvivoll
(Bazeley, 2007; Gibbs, 2002), after which we conducted an inductive process on these texts.

The coding was conducted independently by the first two authors. Thereafter, we discussed
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their results to find agreement regarding the final codes and to ensure analytical rigor (Morse
et al., 2002). The analysis involved three steps. First, each coder compiled a set of first-order
codes, for example, “a reference to abstract long-term objectives in relation to human rights,”
“statements about the company’s role in supporting students’ sport development,” and “an
enumeration of activities related to human rights without specific temporal references.” This
activity resulted in 16 first-order codes (see Table 5 and Table 6). The second step involved
the identification of themes emerging from the analyzed documents, based on the grouping of
first-order codes into second-order themes, thus moving iteratively between the data and the
emerging categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, 2017). The third step involved developing the
concepts and their relationships further until saturation was reached, which resulted in four
final frames (Corbin & Strauss, 2014; Spiggle, 1994) representing #ow the companies frame a

temporal focus in relation to both the micro and the meta themes.

Results of the Small-Scale Analysis

The temporal framing of micro themes. When writing about micro themes in their CSR
reports, firms from high vs. low uncertainty avoidance countries use two different framing
approaches. Companies from high uncertainty avoidance countries tend to reassure audiences
by stressing their past track records and by remarking very concretely and in detail on the
company’s commitment to social activities (reassurance framing). In contrast, organizations
from low uncertainty avoidance countries adopt a “celebratory” frame to point out their social
activities in the realm of micro themes — mostly revealing their intention to emphasize certain
achievements without either offering very concrete or temporally defined details about when

these achievements were accomplished (celebratory framing).
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Table 5 provides an overview of excerpts illustrating these two frames. Reassurance
frames (Table 5.a) are defined in different ways. In some cases, firms provide abundant details
and concrete references to how, in respect of some social issues, they are improving in contrast
to previous years. For example:

“...the capital invested in 2010 in education, culture, social actions and sport totaled
RS 78.4 million, representing an increase of 68% in relation to 2009. This change was due to
an increase in subsidies and donations which rose from R$ 18.6 million to R$ 55.7 million”
(Table 5.a-1; emphasis added).

By providing concrete examples, and by also adding data and numbers, companies
depict their improvements over time and explain their past efforts to build a more solid present
(“an increase of 68% in relation to 2009”). It is also interesting that, in countries with high
uncertainty avoidance levels, firms tend to magnify their home country, showing commitment
to what they are doing in the realm of micro themes by clearly associating a temporal dimension
to each of these activities:

“Preparations for the 2014 Olympics are a matter of national importance, and this is
why [bank], the leader of the Russian banking system, is taking an active part in them. [Bank]
has contributed to the financing of the Olympic facilities” (Table 5.a-iii; emphasis added)

“In 2018, we were honored to receive positive affirmation from the Ministry of
Education’s Sport Administration about the ‘Long-term Sponsorship Award’ in terms of the
Sports Promoter Awards” (Table 5.a-iv; emphasis added).

We suggest that companies use this kind of language to retell their cause-related giving
and philanthropic actions, which may garner status or esteem by providing perceptions of
generosity and non-instrumental behavior. As previously stated, firms in countries with high
levels of uncertainty avoidance are expected to take strategic decisions anchored in the past

(Crossland & Hambrick, 2011).
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***Table 5 about here***

With regard to countries with low uncertainty avoidance levels, we found that
organizations demonstrate their engagement in social issues by emphasizing their past
achievements and activities more abstractly in order to portray themselves as moral exemplars,
but using a vaguer temporal focus (Table 5.b). This strategy is consistent with a culture of
low-level uncertainty avoidance that tolerates ambiguity and a lack of details. Here, we
identify the CSR language’s celebratory framing, through which these companies simply
“show off” about what they are doing in the realm of micro themes. Essentially, their language
is framed to commemorate their efforts, but without providing too many details of when their
results were achieved. The following quotes are representative:

“[The company]| continued its emphasis on CSR activities by developing infrastructure
for education, sanitation, accessibility to remote areas and by providing drinking water
systems” (Table 5.b-vii; emphasis added).

“[Company] has been promoting sports for over three decades now” (Table 5.b-viii;
emphasis added).

These excerpts illustrate how companies communicate that their commitment to micro
themes is cumulative and persistent (e.g., “continued its emphasis” or “for over three decades
now”) to their audiences. At the same time, these firms remain more abstract — in the
representation of their efforts — than the communication we found in countries with higher
levels of uncertainty avoidance.

The temporal framing of meta themes. Table 6 shows a selection of excerpts from CSR
reports that use a focus future to illustrate their commitment to meta themes. We identified two

dominant frames in this area. One — called pragmatist framing — is adopted to demonstrate the
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precise temporal commitment to certain meta themes and objectives, which companies in high
uncertainty avoidance countries use (Table 6.a). A second frame, which we called imaginary
framing, uses more aspirational language, projecting ambitions and goals at a vaguely defined
future, thus showing commitment without defining the concomitant magnitude and temporality
(Table 6.b). The latter frame is observed in firms operating in low uncertainty avoidance
countries.

Pragmatist framing is used to write about meta themes by using a more concrete
temporal language, stating the long-term objectives by fixing deadlines, and by having a clear
timeline. For instance, companies demonstrate commitment to an increasingly relevant subject
by declaring that they have taken steps to adhere to certain initiatives, committing themselves
to specific actions in the future, and by focusing on their short-term goals’ feasibility and on
the means of attaining them. The following are examples of this framing:

“[The company] will provide additional information on [human rights] on its website...
and in 2018, the assessment of impacts on Human Rights will be strengthened and integrated
into the process of reviewing the [company]’s Materiality Matrix” (Table 6.a-i; emphasis
added).

Another example is a company, referring to the UN Global Compact Communication
of Progress (COP) report, wrote:

“Our first COP is due in 2010” (Table 6.a-iii; emphasis added).

And:

“[The Group] emphasizes the importance of achieving excellence in [human rights]
matters, with safety at the forefront of the Group’s priorities and with a view of achieving full

maturity ... by 2016 (Table 6.a-iv; emphasis added).

30



In these cases, the words used in the CSR reports suggest concrete, detailed, and
contextualized outcomes by, for instance, referring to the materiality matrix or to 2010 as a

deadline for releasing a document, although the focus is future oriented.

***Table 6 about here***

Conversely, companies in low uncertainty avoidance countries prefer to portray
themselves as good actors, claiming that they will be engaged in pursuing a set of meta goals,
while at the same time their language usage remains vague. Notably, their CSR language
frequently adopts an imaginary framing. For instance, certain quotes show the following
abstract style:

“Our long-term goal is to be certain that every aspect of our operations takes human
rights into consideration” (Table 6.b-v; emphasis added).

Or:

“...we will strive to be an excellent corporate citizenship role model” (Table 6.b-vii;
emphasis added).

In their communication, meta goals and objectives are therefore projected toward the
future, suggesting a desire to conform, but remaining vague about when companies believe
they can achieve these objectives. These organizations simply mention that they aspire to
perform certain tasks, but without providing precise information about when such activities
will take place. We therefore define this as an imaginary framing in the reporting of meta
themes.

Interestingly, although companies’ temporal language remains vague, those in low

uncertainty avoidance countries could be very cautious about not overselling their aspirations
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and creating expectations about their future accomplishments. The following cautionary
statement by a firm in a low uncertainty avoidance country is significant in this respect:

“This report and other statements — written and oral — that we [produce and] make

periodically, contain forward-looking statements that set out [our] anticipated results

based on the management’s plans and assumptions. We have tried, wherever possible,
to identify such statements by using words such as ‘anticipate’, ‘estimate’, ‘expects’,

‘projects’, ‘intends’, ‘plans’, ‘believes’, and words of similar substance in connection

with any discussion of [the] future performance. We cannot guarantee that these

forward-looking statements will be realized, although we believe we have been prudent
in [our] assumptions. [...] We [have]no obligation to publicly update any forward-
looking statements, whether as a result of new information, future events or otherwise”

(Steel company, India, 2004; emphasis added).

By stressing that the company “cannot guarantee that these forward-looking statement
will be realized,” it actually acknowledges that the aspirations for change might not be fulfilled,
and that there is “no obligation” to be accountable for their future aspirations.

Further, we summarize our key findings in a 2x2 matrix that presents the typology of
framings (Figure 3) based on our two key dimensions — temporal focus and uncertainty
avoidance. The matrix allows us to provide a more granular appraisal of the ways in which the

temporal focus is framed across different social themes and country-level characteristics.

*#*Figure 3 about here***

Conclusions

Discussion
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This article aims to examine how companies frame micro and meta social themes’ temporal
focus in CSR communication. Through a mixed-methods nested approach (Lieberman, 2005)
to 2,720 CSR reports, we found that companies frame micro and meta themes differently by
assigning different time priorities to different social responsibility issues, and also by framing
temporality differently depending on their home country’s level of uncertainty avoidance.

Based on our findings, we suggest that companies may use temporal focuses
strategically and assign different degrees of emphasis to the past, the present, and the future.
Firms, for instance, tend to reassure stakeholders about their good deeds by using past/present
tenses to provide solid and tangible evidence of their pro-social achievements and affirmations
about the realm of specific social issues over which they have full control, especially in
countries with high levels of uncertainty avoidance. At the same time, firms frame meta themes,
which might be more strategic and “require long-time horizons, large resource commitments,
and significant adjustments to organizational structures” (Bansal et al., 2015, p. 70), by using
a future tense to signal commitment to notions that are hard to grasp and put into practice in
the short term (see DesJardine et al., 2019). These themes are communicated by deferring
action to a more or less foreseeable future. By deferring action to the future, such companies
are unlikely to be blamed for failing to account for meta issues, while remaining cautious about
their activities and achievements regarding these problems, particularly in countries
characterized by high uncertainty avoidance.

A possible interpretation of these observed differences is that meta themes are more
difficult to govern. The reasons for the latter transcend corporate control when compared to
micro themes, which are easier for a company to address unilaterally. Regarding the former,
organizations might be reluctant to celebrate past achievements, because, although they might

have managed to keep one issue under control (say, child labor at a specific point in the value
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chain), there might still be hundreds of other spots in the chain where they have not achieved
control. For instance, such locations could be armed conflict areas or in those that military
elites control. Therefore, it might be difficult for a company to frame such themes by using a
present or past temporal focus, because the convergence of achievements on all these multiple
fronts is unlikely. Consequently, firms may prefer to frame them by using a future temporal
focus, rather than documenting past intermittent or incoherent achievements.

By deferring activities to the future, companies notably develop the kind of
“aspirational talk” that Christensen et al. (2013) defined. They emphasized the role of
communication in driving change, although this change has not yet been accomplished, but
postponed to the future. The use of a future-oriented frame of meta themes does not necessarily
imply that companies will not address wicked problems. This result might well suggest that
aspirational talk allows a “prospective” sensemaking (Gioia & Mehra, 1996), thereby
complementing the usual retrospective sensemaking that focuses on the past to make sense of
what happened at that time (Koep, 2017). In this regard, Penttild (2020, p. 2) mentions that “the
way to change organizations is to explicitly communicate aspirations for change” and that
“voicing aspiration is often the only way for managers to address CSR visions that current
practices cannot yet fulfill” (Winkler et al., 2020, p. 2). Consequently, our results imply that
by publicly reporting their ambitions about meta themes with a future temporal focus,
companies initiate a change and make stakeholders accountable for their promises (Christensen
et al., 2021; Rasche & Gilbert, 2015), thereby paving the way for the “materialization of these
aspirations in and through CSR practices” (Schoeneborn et al., 2020, p. 11).

We also found that the home country’s level of uncertainty avoidance is a significant
moderator of both our baseline relationships. That is, compared to companies in countries with
low levels of uncertainty avoidance, organizations in countries with higher uncertainty

avoidance levels tend to use more temporal references in their framing of CSR communication

34



(i.e., a more present-focused language for micro themes and a more future-focused language
for meta themes). The latter implies the critical role that a country’s level of characteristics has
in respect of affecting its CSR communication. Kim et al. (2018) suggested that in countries
with high uncertainty avoidance, there is a need to reduce CSR decision making and
implementation’s level of unpredictability. To achieve such a reduction requires advanced
planning and concrete guidelines to develop such plans.

The small-scale analysis findings also revealed further nuances regarding the ways in
which companies frame their past/present and future focus, depending on whether they are
based in high/low uncertainty avoidance countries. In the case of micro themes, companies
from countries with high levels of uncertainty avoidance tend to focus on micro issues, with
their ultimate aim being to reassure stakeholders about their past achievements, by using a more
concrete language that includes numbers and real examples of their activities (reassurance
framing). Conversely, companies in countries with low levels of uncertainty avoidance
celebrate their achievements in a more abstract and rhetorical way (celebratory framing). A
similar approach is found when framing meta themes. We found that organizations based in
countries with high levels of uncertainty avoidance might use the future tense, but in order to
show pragmatism about how to handle such problems in the future, they define what we coded
as the pragmatist framing. In contrast, the future language that companies in countries with
low levels of uncertainty avoidance use for meta themes, tends to remain more abstract, leading

to an imaginary framing.

Contributions

Contribution to the CSR communication literature. We contribute to the literature on CSR

communication (Christensen et al., 2020; Schoeneborn et al., 2020) in two ways. First, by
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adding a temporal dimension to the analysis of CSR communication’s content. For the first
time, we stress the merit of opening up the “CSR black box” while investigating how
companies frame their CSR activities’ timing. Specifically, whereas we distinguished between
micro and meta themes based on the company’s level of control over these different domains,
future studies could investigate temporality with reference to other dimensions. Interesting
insights might, for instance, be gained by looking at how companies frame their temporal
language when talking about site-specific sustainability issues (e.g., how a company addresses
an environmental problem at a production site) vs. more generic global problems (e.g. how a
company addresses the problem of global economic inequality or climate change). Likewise,
while our study focused on social issues, it would be interesting to also understand how
companies frame time when talking about environmental or governance issues.

Second, we emphasize the role that country-level cultural dimensions play in the way
they affect how companies frame CSR communication. We therefore suggest that a country’s
level of uncertainty avoidance could play a critical role in this domain. Consequently, our work
adds a dimension to previous literature investigating how CSR frames change across countries
(Corciolani et al., 2022; Crilly et al., 2016; Giorgi et al., 2019; Nadkarni et al., 2019). It also
notes the relevance of uncertainty avoidance regarding defining the CSR language’s temporal
focus. Further, our temporal frames’ novel taxonomy reveals that companies in countries with
high-level uncertainty avoidance tend to use a more concrete and detailed language
(reassurance framing and pragmatist framing), which is in line with the cultural propensity of
avoiding uncertainty. This result is consistent with that of Nadkarni et al. (2019), who
suggested that an audience not only perceives clear and concrete timelines as more certain, but
that these also boosts their confidence. Conversely, a more abstract and less defined language
(celebratory framing and imaginary framing) is likely to be more frequent in countries

characterized by low levels of uncertainty avoidance, which allows firms to be more abstract
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when defining their social activities. This approach might, however, increase their audience’s
perceived uncertainty about the social themes’ actual realization. Future studies could also
explore how temporal language is framed when companies operate internationally. In this
study, we considered the cultural values of the home country, but companies may well adapt
their CSR language to meet the expectations of international audiences, who may be culturally
distant from the home country.

Contribution to aspirational talk literature. By associating meta themes with a future-
looking focus, we also add to the stream of literature on aspirational talk (Christensen et al.,
2013, 2021). This emerging research domain has to date mainly focused on the CSR talk-walk
dynamics (Schoeneborn et al., 2020), and the boundary conditions conducive to harnessing
aspirational talk performativity, especially from a conceptual perspective (Christensen et al.,
2020, 2021), or by means of single-case studies (Koep, 2017; Lauriano et al., 2021; Penttila,
2020; Trittin-Ulbrich, 2022). While not designed to assess frames’ performativity and
transformational potential, our work contributes to this literature by showing the kind of social
themes mainly framed as aspirations.

Furthermore, our study sheds some light on how country-level characteristics can
influence aspirational talk. Scholars in this camp have suggested that aspirations are usually
framed with a future focus (Christensen et al., 2013), but do not delve into the way in which
this future focus is framed. By disentangling two different types of aspirational talk — i.e.,
pragmatist and imaginary — we suggest that aspirations are either framed more concretely or
abstractly in keeping with the home country’s level of uncertainty avoidance. Consequently,
scholars in the performativity field of study might benefit from this research by considering
uncertainty avoidance as a boundary condition for aspirational talk’s performativity. Previous
studies did indeed focus on external stakeholders’ negative evaluations (Haack et al., 2021) or

on their role recognition (Trittin-Ulbrich, 2022) in respect of driving performativity, but, to the
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best of our knowledge, none has explored cultural features’ role in the framing of aspirational
talk. Finally, more research is also needed to understand whether firms using a more pragmatist
framing for their CSR language are more likely, than those using a celebratory framing, to

achieve their future CSR plans.

Limitations and Future Research

This article has several limitations, which could engender future research. First, the present
study focuses on world-class developing countries’ firms, while future research follows Brown
etal.’s (2022) call for “theorizing through context,” could examine whether and how our results
change in the context of more advanced countries. Second, while CSR reports are rich and
important CSR communications, subsequent research could also include other types of
communication documents (e.g., social media channels and their posts’ audio-visual content).
Third, we could not determine whether companies “walk the talk” (Schoeneborn et al., 2020)
and whether the framing of CSR issues has an impact on companies’ legitimacy or any other
outcomes, which we think is an interesting way forward. Future studies could also conduct a
longitudinal study by focusing on future frames over time, in order to establish whether future
talk shifts toward more specific present-oriented talk, or vice versa, thereby contributing to
literature’s performativity stream. Finally, since our empirical analysis determined that
uncertainty avoidance is an important boundary condition, future research could consider other

country-level characteristics in order to take countries’ other cultural differences into account.
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Footnotes

1. We only included CSR reports in English, since we were not interested in framing at the
home country level and for local audiences. Our focus was on how firms portray themselves to
international audiences (e.g., investors, competitors, consumers), which justified our language

choice.

2. We stratified the reports randomly according to their publication period (three periods),
countries, industries, and the report type (annual report, CSR report).
3. All the values associated with each culture dimension are publicly available on Geert

Hofstede’s website: https://geerthofstede.com/research-and-vsm/dimension-data-matrix/.
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TABLES

Table 1. Categories, Definitions, and Keywords

Category Definition Examples of Keywords Keywords in  Alpha
category
Cause-related marketing Relates to the firm’s marketing activities aimed at promoting ~ Campaign, cause-related 13 100.00%
its corporate CSR strategies and efforts. marketing, sponsorship
Charity Includes programs and activities that a firm develops to helpa Charitable activities, donation, 15 100.00%
foundation or a charity receive contributions. philanthropy
Employee management Includes all initiatives regarding employee management, Employee policy, employee 81 97.67%
engagement, and training aimed at maintaining and wellbeing, work-life balance
improving the work environment.
Labor standards Describes the social domain of labor rights, including issues Fair labor, fair wage, 85 96.08%
established at the national and supra-national levels minimum wage
concerning fair wages, minimum wages, etc.
Pro-social activities aimed at  Includes social programs for and investments in the poor, Poverty, refugee, vulnerable 24 97.33%
vulnerable social groups unemployed, and other persons in need of support. groups
Respect for international Refers to activities seeking to improve corporate moral or Child labor, conflict minerals, 55 95.56%
frameworks on human rights  ethical principles, as well as initiatives aimed at promoting slavery
universal rights and improving equality, with special
reference to all types of minorities.
Support for arts, sports, Includes keywords that refer to the activities a firm develops  Scholarship, school, 32 94.74%
culture, and education to support the local community or society’s arts, sports, and supporting organizations
cultural activities. The category also mentions activities and
projects strictly related to school and education programs.
Support for health issues Includes activities that help address diseases found in certain ~ Contagious, dialysis, 56 95.61%

social groups (employees, community).

immunity

The last column reports the percent of agreement among the three coders who evaluated the various categories (i.e., Alpha).
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Table 2. Iterated Principal Factor Analysis

Factor 1 Factor 2 Uniqueness Dictionary
Pro-social activities aimed at vulnerable social groups

75 43
Support for arts, sports, culture, and education

.68 41

. Micro them
Cause-related marketing icro themes

45 .67
Charity
40 74
Labor standards
.85 24
Respect for international frameworks on human rights Meta themes
72 42

Rotated factor loadings (pattern matrix) and unique variances (blanks represent abs (loading) < .40))
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Table 3. Micro/Meta Themes’ Direct Effects on a Temporal Focus

Model 1 Model 2
Focus past Focus present Focus future
Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE
Micro themes 5%k .01 2THEE .02 -0.03%** .00
Meta themes N Vi .01 2THEE .02 0.0 *** .00
Environmental themes -.01 .01 20%x* .02 - Q2% 4% .00
Size -, Q2% 4% .01 - Q8 H* .01 .00 .00
Government effectiveness - 20%%* .02 .07 .05 2%k .01
Internationalization .00 .00 .00 .00 L00%** .00
Extractive industry LQOFx* .02 - 11%* .05 Q4% .01
Service industry .04%* .02 -.03 .04 -.04% 4% .01
Uncertainty avoidance L00%** .00 L00%** .00 L00%** .00
Constant 1.86%** .06 4 48%H* 14 QLHEE .03

*p <.10; **p < .05; ***p < 01
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Table 4. Uncertainty Avoidance’s Interaction Effects on the Relationship between Micro/Meta
Themes and a Temporal Focus

Model 1 Model 2

Focus past Focus present Focus future

Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE
Micro themes 4%k .02 .07 .05 -, Q3% .00
Meta themes N Vi .01 2THEE .02 -.02 .01
Environmental themes .00 .01 2%k .02 - Q2% 4% .00
Size -.Q2%%% .01 -.Q9%H* .01 O1** .00
Government effectiveness - 20%%* .02 .08 .05 2%k .01
Internationalization .00 .00 .00 .00 L00%** .00
Extractive industry L09H** .02 -.10* .05 .04x%% .01
Service industry .04%* .02 -.02 .04 -.04% 4% .01
Uncertainty avoidance L00%** .00 L00%** .00 L00%** .00
Uncertainty avoidance .00 .00 L00*** .00
*Micro themes
Uncertainty avoidance L00%** .00
*Meta themes
Constant 1.86%** .06 4 45%H% 14 40 .03

*p <.10; **p < .05; ***p < 01
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Table 5. The Temporal Framing of Micro Themes

5.a. Countries with high uncertainty avoidance levels’ temporal framing of micro themes

Sector, country, year

Example of excerpts

First-order codes

Second-order codes

Frames

(i) Utilities, Brazil, 2010

(i1) Food, Russia, 2019

...the capital invested in 2010 in education,
culture, social actions and sport totaled R$
78.4 million, representing an increase of
68% in relation to 2009. This change was
due to an increase in subsidies and
donations, which rose from R$ 18.6 million
to R$ 55.7 million.

On 9 May, Victory Day, [company] gave
food packages to 200 veterans in Moscow
Region and donated food for mobile
kitchens to feed 500 veterans in Moscow
park.

Statements about
specific progress
compared to previous
efforts

Statements about
specific amounts of
donations and
contributions to social
causes

Specific information on
investments in micro
social themes

(iii) Banking, Russia, 2008

(iv) Electronics, Russia,
2018

Recognizing the importance of preserving
and expanding Russia’s cultural heritage, the
Bank holds a number of charity events to
support the country’s art and culture.
Preparations for the 2014 Olympics are a
matter of national importance, and this is
why [bank], the leader of the Russian
banking system, is taking an active part in
them. [Bank] has contributed to the
financing of the Olympic facilities.

In 2018, we were honored to receive
positive affirmation from the Ministry of
Education’s Sport Administration about the
‘Long-term Sponsorship Award’ in terms of
the Sports Promoter Awards

Statements about the
company’s role in
supporting charity
events, arts, and culture

Statements about the
company’s role in
supporting students’
sport development

Communication of
support for social
causes to underline the
company’s role in the
home country’s culture

Reassurance framing
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5.b. Countries with low uncertainty avoidance levels’ temporal framing of micro themes

Sector, country, year

Example of excerpts

First-order codes

Second-order codes

Frames

(v) Chemicals, Malaysia,
2018

(vi) Steel, India, 2017

In the spirit of caring and sharing, we reach
out to the less fortunate through various
activities, visits, and donations.

[Company] continues to invest in a number
of initiatives aligned to our core business, as
well as making good progress on a number
of new projects in the realms of Community
Health Care, Quality Mass Education, Skill
Education for the Youth, and Bonding with
the Community by promoting local art &
culture.

Abstract references to
donations for less
fortunate people

Listing activities
related to local
communities without
providing specific
information

Attention to local
communities through
donations and charity
activities

(vii) Energy, India, 2006

(viii) Extractive, India,
2013

[The Company] continued its emphasis on
CSR activities by developing infrastructures
for education, sanitation, accessibility in
remote areas, and by providing drinking
water schemes.

[Company] has been promoting sports for
over three decades now. In line with the
sports policy adopted in 1985, the
Corporation has, over the years, recruited
many promising sportspersons, who went on
to reach their peak in their chosen
disciplines.

Broad statements about
the company’s
continuous support in
the context of micro
social themes

General statements
about the company’s
continuous support of
sports

Focus on the
continuous engagement
in micro themes

Celebratory framing
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Table 6. The Temporal Framing of Meta Themes

6.a. Countries with high uncertainty avoidance levels’ temporal framing of meta themes

Sector, country, year Example of excerpts

First-order codes

Second-order codes

Frames

(i) Chemical, Brazil, 2017 [The company] will provide additional
information on [human rights] on its
website... and in 2018, the assessment
of [the] impacts on Human Rights will
be strengthened and integrated into the...
[reviewing process of the company]’s
materiality matrix.

(i1) Cosmetics, Brasil, 2013 Ambition for 2020: to have women...in
50% of the leadership positions (director

Commitment to
integrating human
rights into the
materiality matrix

Commitment to
achieve specific

Focus on the assessment
of companies’
engagement with
specific tools

level and above); to have a work force standards
[of whom] 8% have some kind of regarding
disability. diversity
(iii) Insurance, South United Nations Global Compact: We are ~ Specific Commitment to adhere
Africa, 2009 a signatory to the United Nations Global references to a to specific international
Compact, which commits us to aligning  periodic COP for  standards
our operations and strategies with 10 the UNGC

universally accepted principles ... and to
submit a periodic ‘Communication on
Progress’ (COP) in this regard. Our first
COP is due in 2010.

(iv) Mining, Mexico, 2013 [The Group] emphasizes the importance
of achieving excellence...[in human
rights] matters, with safety at the
forefront of the Group’s priorities and
with a view [to] achieving full maturity
... by 2016.

Commitment to
achieve
excellence in
human rights
matters with a
specific timeline

Pragmatist framing
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6.b. Countries with low uncertainty avoidance levels’ temporal framing of meta themes

Sector, country, year

Example of excerpts

First-order codes

Second-order codes

Frames

(v) Oil, Malaysia, 2015

(vi) Automobile, China,
2017

Our long-term goal is to be certain that
every aspect of our operations takes human
rights into consideration and that we have
done our due diligence to ensure that we act
as a responsible corporate citizen. We have
embarked on several internal awareness
sessions and trainings, and will continue
these efforts to help our employees
internalise this collective Commitment.

The Group will actively implement the
‘Rural Revitalisation’ strategy, adhere to the
concept of ‘Genuine Poverty Alleviation
and Alleviation of True Poverty’, ensure the
fulfillment of responsibility and the
implementation of targeted policies, process
management, proper guidance and
supervision, facilitate the poverty
alleviation that the Party aims to achieve,
achieve basic poverty elimination in those
three poverty-stricken villages, vigorously
promote industry assistance, actively
promote the construction of [a] new
socialist countryside and ensure the
construction of an all-round well-off
society.

Reference to
abstract long-term
objectives in
relation to human
rights

Enumeration of
activities related
to human rights
without specific
temporal
references

Definition of abstract

long-term goals

(vii) Steel, China, 2019

(viii) Banking, China, 2015

We will strive to be an excellent corporate
citizenship role model with first-class
operating performances and a highly
responsible social responsibility concept.

With a view into the future, we will [...]
explore [a] sustainable development path
[by] striving to build the [bank] as a leading
comprehensive bank characterized by
internationalization, professionalism and
digitalization.

Commitment to
becoming a first-
class responsible
organizations
Commitment to
becoming a
leading,
sustainable
company

Broadly showing its

aims to be a role model

Imaginary framing
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Appendix A

Correlation Matrix

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
1 Micro themes 1
2 Meta themes 06%* 1
3 Environmental themes 3% 10%* 1
4 Size 09** -.00 .01 1
5 Government effectiveness .02 -.01 -.06%* - 13%* 1
6 Internationalization 5% 07%* .09%* A43%* - 13%* 1
7 Industry extractive 10%* -.01 5% -.06%* -.02 06%* 1
8 Industry service .05% 07%* - 28%* .01 4% -.02 - 45%* 1
9 Uncertainty avoidance .04%* -.01 L05%* .09%* - 45%* A1k A1k -.08%* 1
10 Focus past - 14%* Jd6** .04%* -.06** - 09** - O8** .02 -.01 -.05%* 1
11 Focus present 28%* 19%* 25%* -.09%* 07%* .02 .01 -.02 -.05%* 20%* 1
12 Focus future -.03 - 12%% - 06%* -.03 8% -.07%* O7%% -.07%* -.03 .05* 25%* 1

*p <.10; **p < .05; ***p < 01
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