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How corporate social responsibility activities influence employer reputation: The role of social 

media capability 

Abstract 

This study analyzes the relation between the firm’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities, 

employer reputation, and social media in the academic conversation on business value of technology. 

Motivated by the controversy over the function of social media in the firm’s generation of value from CSR 

activities, this study hypothesizes that firms that perform CSR activities may become better employers and 

that this positive relationship may be stronger when firms leverage social media technologies. We explain 

this effect of social media by arguing that these social technologies enable higher social visibility and 

exposure/credibility. We tested our research model with data from 100 organizations in Spain. The results 

provided two key insights: 1) CSR activities enable firms to build greater employer reputation; and 2) 

social media capability amplifies the effect of CSR activities on employer reputation. This study 

contributes to Information Systems and Business Ethics research by arguing theoretically and 

demonstrating empirically that leveraging a technology such as social media generates business value 

through maximization of the positive impact of CSR activities on employer reputation of the firm.  

Keywords: Corporate social responsibility activities, social media capability, employer reputation, 

business value of information technology.  

1. Introduction 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is increasingly important for firms (Hsu, 2012). Firms perform CSR 

activities to gain competitiveness, generating wealth (Garriga & Mele, 2004; Saeidi et al., 2015), 

responding to societal demands (Porter & Kramer, 2006), and supporting individuals and society. Many 

firms implement CSR activities deliberately to build and improve their corporate reputation in order to 

attract customers (Lai et al., 2010; McWilliams et al., 2006) and to build employer reputation to attract 

talent (Bhattacharya et al., 2008; Turban & Greening, 1997). 
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Employer reputation indicates the firm’s image as an employer as perceived by potential applicants and 

current employees, specifically, the firm’s reputation as a good place to work. The better the employer’s 

reputation is, the greater the firm’s ability to attract, recruit, and retain talent. Firms with poor talent 

management practices face serious risk of talent war and increased hiring cost, as extra cost becomes 

necessary to compensate for poor reputation and convince candidates to work for them despite the risk of 

problems (Burgess, 2016). For example, harsh criticism of Amazon’s recent business practices has 

damaged its employer reputation. Amazon encouraged employees to criticize each other ruthlessly by 

sending information to their bosses, leading to sabotage among employees, overtime, stressful conditions, 

and high pressure. Bad employer reputation may have caused Amazon problems attracting talent, giving 

the company one of the highest turnover rates among Fortune 500 firms (Bhatnagar & Jaiswal, 2016). 

Auger et al. (2013) refer to this phenomenon as workplace reputation and examine its role in the war for 

talent. Although more scholars are studying employer reputation, very little is known about this corporate 

phenomenon, and even less in the field of Information Systems (IS). Some studies have begun to analyze 

the particularities of employer reputation. For example, Helm (2011) investigates how pride, job 

satisfaction, affective commitment, and perceived corporate reputation influence employees’ awareness of 

their impact on employer reputation. Jones et al. (2014) study how involvement with the community and 

pro-environmental practices affect workplace attractiveness. Similarly, Iseke and Pull (2019) investigate 

whether women executives influence perceived employer attractiveness for female job seekers.  

As to CSR activities, prior studies have concentrated primarily on how CSR activities relate to brand 

value and firm performance (Lee et al., 2012), and on the relation between CSR activities and corporate 

image (e.g., Lai et al., 2010; Stanaland et al., 2011). With a few exceptions (Dogl & Holtbrugge, 2014; 

Turban & Greening, 1997), few studies have been performed on the impact of CSR activities on employer 

reputation. Turban and Greening (1997) demonstrate that corporate social performance influences 

corporate reputation and the firm’s attractiveness as an employer. Dogl and Holtbrugge (2014) reveal that 

corporate environmental responsibility activities influence the firm’s environmental reputation as 

employer and employee commitment. 
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In the era of the digital revolution, firms utilize social media to transform and perform business 

activities (Aral et al., 2013; Benitez et al., 2018a). Specifically, firms leverage social media—both external 

(e.g., Facebook, Twitter) and internal (e.g., Facebook Workplace, Microsoft Yammer, DingTalk)—to 

acquire and share knowledge from the market/customers and employees (Kane, 2015; Song et al., 2019). 

This knowledge enables them to manage relationships with potential and current customers and other 

stakeholders to improve their online corporate reputation (Mandviwalla & Watson, 2014). Academic 

research echoes this importance of social media, focusing on three main areas (Braojos et al., 2015). The 

first is oriented to IT and business managers and describes behavioral patterns of social media usage in 

organizations (e.g., Culnan et al., 2010; Kiron et al., 2012). The second examines so-called social media 

marketing, that is, the firm’s use of social media to run marketing activities (Goh et al., 2013; Rishika et 

al., 2013). The third line of research compares the effects of social media to those of conventional online 

media (e.g., web traffic, Google search) (Luo et al., 2013; Yu et al., 2013). For instance, Zhang’s (2015) 

study of information disclosure investigates how companies disclose voluntary information on new social 

media as compared to traditional media or company websites. Research shows that social media are one of 

the most disruptive technologies that organizations use to transform business activities and create business 

value. Based on this research, we examine the possible role of social media in amplifying the impact of 

CSR activities on employer reputation. 

How do social media affect the relation between CSR activities and corporate reputation? If wrongly 

leveraged, social media can be a double-edged sword. They may exert negative, positive, or no influence 

on the impact of CSR activities on firm reputation. Currently, they are often used to disclose sensitive 

information (e.g., financial information, environmental, and social policies), which may include 

misleading information (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). Customers and potential employees may be reluctant 

to believe what companies publish on social media (Zhang, 2015). In fact, some firms use social media to 

greenwash their social reputation, a technique that customers view as fake (Lyon & Montgomery, 2013). 

For example, hotels may use social media to greenwash their green initiatives to save water and avoid 

producing chemical waste by reusing towels while in fact masking their unique true intention, to save 
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costs. Similarly, General Electric’s green campaign “Ecomagination” has been viewed as a social media-

driven greenwashing campaign, since General Electric publicized its green initiatives at precisely the same 

time it was advocating against the EPA’s new clean air requirement (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). Such 

phenomena have led customers to question whether firms’ CSR activities reflect true engagement with 

society or are simply a façade. Since social media messages on CSR activities are subject to greater 

exposure and social visibility, firms that lack proficiency in using social media may find that the absence 

of CSR activities (e.g., Volkswagen and the Dieselgate scandal) or the presence of fake CSR activities has 

disastrous consequences for their reputation. One could argue, however, that social media exert little 

influence on CSR activities’ impact on corporate reputation because many customers and potential 

employees do not read most messages published in external social media (Cervellon & Lirio, 2017; 

Fieseler et al., 2010).  

When properly managed and leveraged, social media can enable firms to maximize the impact of CSR 

activities on corporate reputation, suggesting that social media can play a positive role in this equation. 

Thanks to dialogue and interactivity as a two-way communication channel with, as well as exposure to, 

the large audience that they enable, social media scanning and engagement of customers and potential 

employees provide additional credibility and visibility to the CSR activities that influence corporate 

reputation. The same may hold for the positive role social media play in the impact of CSR activities on 

employer reputation (a subdomain of corporate reputation). We believe that using social media makes 

communications more credible than purely company-controlled messages, as the firm exposes its 

messages to criticism (Eberle et al., 2013) and the firm’s social media capability can manage such 

criticism appropriately. This study focuses on social media capability, that is, “the firm’s ability to 

leverage the social media platforms of Facebook, Twitter, and corporate blogs to execute business 

activities” (Benitez et al., 2018a, p. 135). The key research question it attempts to answer is: Does social 

media capability amplify the impact of CSR activities on employer reputation? Our central thesis is that 

social media can amplify the positive impact of CSR activities on employer reputation if the firm is 

capable of leveraging the social media presence generated by the greater visibility and credibility of CSR 
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activities that these media enable. Figure 1 presents the theory proposed. We tested this theory on a sample 

of 100 firms from Spain, employing secondary data, and the empirical analysis supports our model.  

This manuscript makes several contributions to the fields of IS and Business Ethics. Our study pioneers 

in theorizing how social media capability positively increases the impact of CSR activities on employer 

reputation. We theorize and demonstrate empirically how social media capability enables firms to generate 

business value by amplifying the positive effect of CSR activities on employer reputation. This is the 

primary contribution of our research to the IS research on business value of information technology (IT). 

Second, signaling theory suggests that firms signal their values and activities such as CSR activities to the 

talent market. Social identity theory suggests that talent use these signals to evaluate person-firm fit and 

their current/potential organizational affiliation. This study contributes to developing both theories by 

adding social media capability as a talent touchpoint capability that strengthens the firm’s ability to 

amplify signals and their potential use to evaluate perceived organizational affiliation, which in turn 

affects employer reputation. 

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In section 2, we present the study’s theoretical framework 

and conceptualization of the key concepts, and develop the hypotheses. The third section explains the 

research design. In section 4, we perform the empirical analysis and report the results. The final section 

presents the discussion and conclusions.  

2. Theoretical framework, conceptualization of constructs, and development of hypotheses  

2.1. Theoretical framework: Signaling theory and social identity theory 

This study grounds the proposed research model in signaling theory and social identity theory. Signaling 

theory seeks to explain how individuals use signals to reduce the uncertainty associated with deciding or 

undertaking actions in an environment of asymmetric information (Connelly et al., 2011). Signaling often 

occurs in competitive environments where firms compete for resources such as talented employees (Dogl 

& Holtbrugge, 2014), as in the case of the war for talent in business analytics, a scarce resource on the 

market. According to signaling theory, since applicants and current employees usually have incomplete 

information about a firm, the only way of knowing and evaluating the firm is to interpret the signals the 
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firm transmits to the market about its strategic plan, vision, core values, and concept of workplace. 

Applicants thus consider observable actions to obtain information about unobservable attributes (Spence, 

1974). As signals that companies provide to the talent market, CSR activities can affect employer 

reputation. Prior research has used signaling theory to explain the potential benefits firms can reap from 

adopting and engaging in socially responsible initiatives (Turban & Greening, 1997). We use signaling 

theory to explain theoretically the connection between CSR activities and employer reputation, and to 

justify how social media capability may enable firms to disclose this information and disseminate these 

signals. 

Social identity theory involves how individuals perceive their belonging to a particular group and act to 

favor this group, “classifying themselves and others into several social categories (e.g., organizational 

membership, religious affiliation, gender, and age cohort)” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989, p. 20). 

Organizational affiliation has been shown to be one of the most important membership groups for 

individuals, meaning that staying with a firm constitutes a public expression of one’s values. According to 

this theory, individuals choose activities congruent with their identities, supporting the firms that embody 

those identities (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Helm, 2011). Specifically, current employees and potential talent 

with socially responsible values identify with companies that implement CSR activities. We use this 

theory to explain how the firm’s CSR activities affect employer reputation by aligning the company and 

individual values associated with CSR. 

If we combine signaling theory and social identity theory, we can understand CSR activities as signals 

that firms send to the talent market to improve current employees’ and potential applicants’ identification 

of their CSR values, thus improving employer reputation. Social media capability can affect signaling of 

CSR activities and individuals’ identification with the company because these signals acquire greater 

visibility and exposure to current employees and potential applicants. These theories form the main 

theoretical grounding for this study’s primary argument.  

2.2. Conceptualization of key concepts 

The key concepts examined in this organization-level study are CSR activities, employer reputation, and 
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social media capability. CSR activities are social, environmental, ethical, and philanthropic activities 

performed voluntarily by the firm to meet the expectations of individuals and society (Lai et al., 2010; 

Shum & Yam, 2011). The societal rationale underlying why companies should implement CSR activities 

is that, since companies benefit from society, they should give something back, something other than 

provision of products, labor, and capital payment. CSR activities are a way for companies to build their 

identity and the image they wish their internal and external stakeholders to perceive (Bravo et al., 2011; 

Martinez et al., 2014). For instance, although Fortune considered Wal-Mart as the "most admired company 

in America" in 2003 and 2004, its reputation was damaged by its low score in the ethical dimension. To 

solve this problem, Wal-Mart developed a strategy based on CSR activities that combined social, political, 

and legal components to avoid jeopardizing its future growth and financial success (Hemphill, 2005). 

Overall, we believe that companies usually invest in CSR activities to improve corporate reputation. 

Employer reputation refers to the firm’s image as employer, as perceived by potential applicants and 

current employees, that is, to the firm’s reputation as a (good) place to work. Employer reputation is the 

job seeker’s perceived proficiency of the firm in advanced and superior human resources management 

practices (Benitez et al., 2018b; Stahl et al., 2012). Firms are aware that they must strengthen their 

employer reputation due to intense market competition to attract the most talented employees. For 

example, being ranked the best firm in which to work in Spain by Actualidad Económica’s Great Place to 

Work 2017 will enable Mutua Madrileña (a leading insurance company in Spain) to attract the best 

employees in the short and middle term (Oleo et al., 2017). 

Social media capability is the firm’s ability to use and leverage social media to develop business 

activities (Benitez et al., 2018a). Drawing on Benitez et al. (2018a), this study focuses on the firm’s 

proficiency in using and leveraging three external social media: Facebook, Twitter, and corporate blogs. 

Organizations’ social media usage is top-of-mind for IT, business executives, and organizations. Although 

most companies worldwide try to learn, use, and exploit social media, firms’ proficiency in using and 

leveraging social media varies greatly. Social media capability is the firm-level capability to lead, explore, 

and capitalize on external social media to develop business activities.  
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2.3. Hypothesis development 

2.3.1. CSR activities and employer reputation 

We hypothesize a positive relationship between CSR activities and employer reputation. The firm’s CSR 

activities serve as a signal of job conditions at the firm (Turban & Greening, 1997). Current employees 

may use this signal when deciding to stay in a company. Similarly, potential applicants can reduce 

information asymmetry by using CSR signals to decide whether to apply for a job. As signals that 

companies provide to employees and the talent market (Spence, 1974), CSR activities may affect 

employer reputation (Aguilera et al., 2007). 

CSR activities can improve employer reputation due to better firm-person fit, organizational 

identification, employee’s self-concept, and self-esteem. We argue these relationships using the literature 

on social identity theory. Both firms and individuals seek good firm-person fit (Chatman, 1989). Firms 

with CSR activities will recruit and select potential candidates who share CSR values and help the 

company to implement these CSR activities. For example, Baylor University recruits and hires world-class 

faculty members that share the university’s Christian and social values to help it to accomplish its 

Christian mission. Employees and potential talent with CSR values will select socially responsible 

companies (Jones et al., 2014), improving their organizational identification and in turn the employee’s 

self-concept, and self-esteem (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Williamson et al., 2010). This argument also 

applies to the Baylor example. Better firm-person fit, organizational identification, employee self-concept, 

and self-esteem lead to a better employer reputation (Deephouse & Jaskiewicz, 2013). Prior research 

supports some of these arguments. For example, Ng and Burke (2005) demonstrate that women and 

minorities find firms with diversity management practices (CSR activities) to be great places to work. 

Therefore, we hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): A positive relationship exists between CSR activities and employer reputation. 
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2.3.2. The amplifier role of social media capability in the impact of CSR activities on employer 

reputation 

This study hypothesizes that social media capability performs an amplifier role in the relationship between 

CSR activities and employer reputation. That is, the relationship between CSR activities and employer 

reputation may be stronger in the presence of social media capability. This is the key thesis our study aims 

to explain and test empirically. Social media capability may positively amplify the impact of CSR 

activities on employer reputation due to the higher social visibility and greater exposure/credibility of 

social media-enabled posts of the firm’s CSR activities. The firm’s proficiency in using, handling, and 

leveraging social media may allow the firm to give its CSR activities more social visibility to build 

stronger employer branding, thus maximizing business value from CSR activities. Posts on social media 

may amplify the CSR signals companies send to the talent market to improve their employer reputation 

(Balaji et al., 2016; Oh et al., 2017). In addition, we expect that social media positively amplify the impact 

of CSR signals on organizational affiliation (social identity) of employees and potential talent, thus 

improving employer reputation.  

Moreover, social media may amplify the impact of CSR activities on employer reputation because the 

firm’s posts on CSR activities will be more credible. Social media enable open dialogue, criticism, and 

interactivity in companies’ communication with employees and potential applicants, generating greater 

credibility through the greater impression of trust (Eberle et al., 2013; Korschun & Du, 2013). For 

instance, Santander Group (a global leading bank) leverages Facebook to announce scholarships, 

sponsorship, funding, and job openings to university students (CSR activities). Based on the greater 

exposure/social visibility, credibility, and trust of these social media posts, Santander capitalizes better on 

CSR activities to build a good employer reputation. As we expect CSR activities and social media 

capability to interact to improve employer reputation, we hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Social media capability positively amplifies the relationship between CSR activities 

and employer reputation. 
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Figure 1: Research model (CV = Control variable) 

 
 

3. Research methodology 

3.1. Sample 

We tested the theoretical model empirically using a sample composed of the 100 firms from Actualidad 

Economica’s “Great Place to Work 2015” database. Actualidad Economica 

(http://www.actualidadeconomica.com/) is a top business magazine that provides several databases every 

year with information on “sales, innovation effort, employer brand value, and executive compensation for 

the most admired firms in Spain” (Benitez et al., 2018d, p. 512). These databases have been used in prior 

IS research (e.g., Benitez & Walczuch, 2012). Actualidad Economica’s “Great Place to Work 2015” 

database (hereafter, the Actualidad Economica database) includes the 100 best firms in which to work in 

Spain in 2015, based on fine-grained evaluation conducted by independent human resources experts and 

consultants. This evaluation was based on a survey and multiple interviews that measured and evaluated 

compensation, talent management, work environment, training, and employee opinion for each firm. All 

firms included in the Actualidad Economica database were used in this study. The firms come from 19 

different industries: food (14, 14%), IT (14, 14%), insurance (12, 12%), consulting (11, 11%), energy (9, 

9%), finance (9, 9%), pharmaceuticals (6, 6%), tourism and transport (5, 5%), and others (11 industries) 

(20, 20%). The firms in the sample had more than 100 employees and had run the business for at least five 
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years in Spain. Our method of sample selection is sound. Prior IS research focuses on samples of firms 

included in reputable rankings like the one employed in the present study (Benitez & Walczuch, 2012; 

Bharadwaj, 2000; Joshi et al., 2010). We used convenience sampling due to the rich data available. The 

firms in the sample averaged 84164 employees [standard deviation (S.D.) = 111768.020]. As a context of 

study, Spain is particularly interesting because Spanish companies have a high maturity level and social 

media usage. In 2017, 49.6% Spanish firms used social media for business activities. Specifically, 94.4% 

firms used Facebook or LinkedIn, and 40.6% microblogs (e.g., Twitter) and corporate blogs (INE, 2017). 

Conversely, 83% of users in Spain interact with firms via social media (IAB Spain, 2017). 

3.2. Data and measures 

The dataset used in this study was captured from several databases. We first gathered data from the 

Actualidad Economica database. Once we obtained a list of firm names, we collected the rest of the data 

from the other databases. Next, we provide a fine-grained description of the data collection method and 

measures for each of the study variables. 

3.2.1. Composite model 

IS research includes complex research questions that can be answered by conceptualizing, 

operationalizing, and estimating constructs. Two main types of constructs exist: latent variables and 

artifacts (Benitez et al., forthcoming). Latent variables cannot be observed directly and must thus be 

inferred from observable variables through a measurement model (Borsboom et al., 2003). They can be 

operationalized as reflective and causal-formative (Henseler, 2017) and are usually used to operationalize 

behavioral concepts (individual behavior, attitude, and personality traits) (Henseler, 2015). In reflective 

measurement models, the latent variable reflects/causes the indicators. The causal-formative measurement 

model changes the direction of causality between the construct and the indicators. In contrast to the 

reflective measurement model, the causal-formative model’s indicators cause the latent variable. Artifacts 

or design constructs refer to a combination of ingredients in which the indicators compose the construct 

(not cause the artifact) (Benitez et al., forthcoming; Henseler, 2015, 2017). Artifacts are usually 

considered as objects created by top managers that represent “emergent, strong, complex, and man-made 
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concepts” (Lokuge et al., 2019, p. 448). Composite modeling is the usual way to model artifacts (Benitez 

et al., forthcoming). This study assumes that all constructs included in the conceptual model are artifacts 

(composite constructs). 

3.2.2. CSR activities 

The CSR activities construct was measured as the natural logarithm of the firm’s score of CSR activities, 

with information collected from the “Monitor Empresarial de Reputacion Corporativa” (MERCO) 

database (http://www.merco.info/es/) in 2014. MERCO is one of the best-known databases and tools 

worldwide to evaluate the reputation of Spanish and Latin American firms based on a multi-source 

methodology composed of 5 evaluations and 12 information sources. This database assigns CSR activities 

scores from 1 to 10000 based on careful examination of CSR activities in the firm. The MERCO database 

adopts a multidimensional approach, constructing the CSR activities score from five dimensions: ethical 

commitment, transparency and good governance, employee relations, commitment to environmental and 

climate change, and community contribution. Our measure of CSR activities is consistent with that used 

by Lee et al. (2013) and Tang et al. (2018), which has seven domains: “community, corporate governance, 

diversity, employee relations, environment, human rights, and product” (Lee et al., 2013, p. 797). 

MERCO includes information from a large number of firm stakeholders (steering committees, financial 

analysts, non-governmental organization agents, union members, customer association members, business 

and IT professors, chief communication officers, and CSR experts). Our unique manipulation was to 

estimate the natural logarithm of the CSR activities score. The construct CSR activities refers to the social, 

environmental, ethical, and philanthropic activities performed voluntarily by the firm. We measure CSR 

activities through natural logarithm of each firm’s score for CSR activities from MERCO database. The 

MERCO database determines this score by evaluating employee relations (social activity), ethical 

commitment, transparency, and good governance (ethical activities), environmental and climate change 
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commitment (environmental activities), and community contribution (philanthropic activities) for each 

firm. Conceptualization and measurement of the construct CSR activities thus align well.1 

3.2.3. Employer reputation 

Employer reputation is the key endogenous variable in the proposed model. It is a single-measure 

construct calculated as the natural logarithm of the firm’s score for employer reputation, collected from 

the Actualidad Economica database in 2015. Because CSR activities can take time to affect employer 

reputation, we lagged the measure for CSR activities one year.2 The Actualidad Economica database 

includes the 100 best firms in which to work in Spain in 2015, based on a fine-grained examination of 

overall employer reputation for each firm. The database assigns the firm an employer reputation score 

ranging from 0 to 1000, determined by examining compensation, talent management, work environment, 

training, and employee opinion. In our sample, the firm’s employer reputation score ranged from 662 to 

865. This methodology is one of the most accepted ways to measure employer branding among business 

executives in Spain. Our unique manipulation was to estimate the natural logarithm of the employer 

reputation score. Since our employer reputation score was constructed by ranking the firm’s practices on 

compensation, talent management, work environment, training, and employee’s opinion, we believe the 

measure represents conceptualization of employer reputation in a highly rational and appropriate way.3 

3.2.4. Social media capability 

Social media capability was operationalized as a composite second-order construct composed of three 

dimensions (Facebook capability, Twitter capability, and blog capability [Benitez et al., 2018a; Culnan et 

                                                           

1 We also measured CSR activities through the environmental, social, and governance performance score (alternative 

measure) with information collected from the KLD database in 2014. We evaluated the relationship between the two 

measures (i.e., our original measure and the alternative measure). The results show that both measures correlate 

significantly (β = 0.296, pone-tailed < 0.010), adding legitimacy to our original measure. 
2  We also controlled for endogeneity in the relationship between CSR activities and employer reputation, and 

between CSR activities and social media capability. Although we used CSR activities in 2013 as the instrument for 

CSR activities (measured in 2014), a series of Hausman tests did not show endogeneity problems either between 

CSR activities and employer reputation (χ² = 0.202, d.f. = 1, p = 0.653) or between CSR activities and social media 

capability (χ² = 1.328, d.f. = 1, p = 0.249). We thank anonymous Reviewer 1 for this suggestion. 
3 We measured employer reputation with another alternative measure through employer reputation score in 2015, 

using information from the MERCO Talento database, and evaluated the relationship between the original and 

alternative measures. The results show that both measures correlate significantly (β = 0.232, pone-tailed < 0.001), 

providing additional validity and consistency to our original measure. 
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al., 2010]) using data collected in 2015, and as composite at first-order level (Benitez et al., forthcoming; 

Henseler et al., 2016).  

We measured social media capability based on the validated measurement scheme developed by 

Benitez et al. (2018a) and Braojos et al. (2019). We thus measured Facebook capability as a composite 

first-order construct built from number of events (both past and future), experience, and updates with data 

gathered from the Facebook profile of the firm. We measured Facebook experience by average number of 

months the firm had had presence on this social platform. Updates were measured with scores from “1: 

Low” to “5: High” level of content updating on the Facebook page, assigning the firm a value of 1 if it had 

commented on Facebook more than one month ago, 2 if in the last month, 3 if two weeks ago, 4 if in the 

last week, and 5 if in the last two days (Benitez et al., 2018a; Braojos et al., 2019). 

We measured Twitter capability as a composite first-order construct through time spent posting tweets, 

experience, and updates using information collected from firm’s Twitter site and the Twopcharts database 

(http://twopcharts.com/). Time spent posting tweets was measured as the average number of hours the firm 

spent posting tweets. The other two indicators (i.e., experience and updates) were measured following the 

process used for the Facebook capability indicators on experience and updates (Benitez et al., 2018a). 

Blog capability is a composite first-order construct determined by firm’s experience and updates on its 

corporate blogs (Braojos et al., 2019). Blog experience and updates were assessed following the same 

process as Facebook and Twitter, using data gathered from the firm’s blog site(s).  

Social media capability indicates the firm’s proficiency in selecting, using, and leveraging Facebook, 

Twitter, and corporate blogs to implement business activities (Benitez et al., 2018a; Braojos et al., 2019). 

Our measures of social media capability have been proposed and validated in prior IS research (Benitez et 

al., 2018a; Braojos et al., 2019), and are consistent with conceptualization of social media capability. 

Facebook, Twitter, and blogs are three very important external social media that companies use and 

leverage for implementing business initiatives (Culnan et al., 2010; Braojos et al., 2015). Similarly, at 

first-order construct level, we measured Facebook, Twitter, and blog capabilities through number of 

events, time invested in using social media, degree of experience, and firm’s update capabilities—all very 
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plausible ingredients of companies’ Facebook, Twitter, and blog capabilities (Benitez et al., 2018a). Table 

1 presents the conceptualization and measures of the constructs. 

3.2.5. Control variables 

We controlled for the following variables: firm size, industry, firm age, and advertising spending on 

employer reputation. Since larger firms are more likely to have more financial resources to invest in 

employer reputation activities (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990), employer reputation may depend on firm size. 

Because larger firms tend to be better known, their practices usually also have higher impact and spread 

faster in society. Thus, best-in-class human resources management practices tend to be more developed 

and to have a higher impact on employer reputation in large firms than in small ones. We therefore 

controlled for firm size in employer reputation, computing firm size as the natural logarithm of number of 

employees per firm (Benitez & Walczuch, 2012), using information collected in 2015 from the 

COMPUSTAT database. 

We also controlled for industry on employer reputation, measured through a dummy variable where 0 

corresponds to “Manufacturing firm”, and 1 to “Service firm” (Liu et al., 2013), using data gathered from 

the firm’s website. We controlled for firm age on employer reputation. Older firms have more experience 

designing, executing, and leveraging human resources management practices to build employer reputation 

than do younger firms, and time and experience can be critical in building trust and reliability among firms 

and their environment (Rhee & Valdez, 2009). Firm age was measured as the natural logarithm of the 

number of years the firm had operated in its industry in 2015 (Thornhill & Amit, 2003), using data 

collected from the SABI (https://sabi.bvdinfo.com/) database, which provides information on financial 

characteristics of Spanish and Portuguese firms (Benitez et al., 2018b, 2018c). 

It is reasonable to think that firms that spend more money on advertising improve their employer 

reputation through better brand image and corporate reputation. We thus controlled for advertising 

spending on employer reputation, measured through expenditure per employee on advertising, using data 

gathered from SABI and COMPUSTAT databases (Benitez et al., 2018b). 
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Table 1: Construct conceptualization and measures 

Construct 

name 

Conceptualization Measure Source 

CSR activities 

 

 

CSR activities are social, 

environmental, ethical, 

and philanthropic 

activities that the firm 

performs voluntarily to 

meet the expectations of 

individuals and society 

(Lai et al., 2010; Shum & 

Yam, 2011) 

Natural logarithm of the 

firm’s score for CSR 

activities, based on ethical 

commitment, transparency 

and good governance, 

employee relations, 

environmental and climate 

change commitment, and 

community contribution 

MERCO 

database 

Employer 

reputation 

 

 

Employer reputation is the 

firm’s image as perceived 

by potential applicants and 

current employees 

(Benitez et al., 2018b; 

Stahl et al., 2012) 

Natural logarithm of the 

firm’s score for employer 

reputation, based on 

compensation, talent 

management, work 

environment, training, and 

employee opinion  

Actualidad 

Economica 

database 

Social media 

capability 

Social media capability 

refers to the firm’s ability 

to use and leverage social 

media to develop business 

activities (Benitez et al., 

2018a) 

Second-order construct 

composed by Facebook 

capability, Twitter 

capability, and blog 

capability 

 

Facebook 

capability 

Facebook capability refers 

to the firm’s ability to use 

and leverage Facebook to 

develop business activities 

(Benitez et al., 2018a) 

Construct composed of 

number of events, 

experience, and updates 

Firm’s 

Facebook 

site 

Twitter 

capability 

Twitter capability refers to 

the firm’s ability to use 

and leverage Twitter to 

develop business activities 

(Benitez et al., 2018a) 

Construct composed of 

time spent posting tweets, 

experience, and updates 

Firm’s  

Twitter site 

and 

Twopcharts 

database 

Blog capability Blog capability refers to 

the firm’s ability to use 

and leverage corporate 

blog(s) to develop 

business activities 

(Benitez et al., 2018a) 

Construct composed of 

experience and updates 

Corporate 

blog 

 

4. Empirical analysis and results  

To test the research model, we ran partial least squares (PLS) path modeling (Ringle et al., 2012) with the 

statistical software “ADANCO 2.0. Professional” for Windows (http://www.composite-modeling.com) 

(Henseler & Dijkstra, 2015). PLS is suitable in this research primarily for the following reasons. First, 

PLS is a “full-fledged” structural equation modeling (SEM) approach appropriate for testing exact model 
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fit in both confirmatory and explanatory research (Benitez et al., forthcoming; Hair et al., 2012; Henseler 

et al., 2016). Second, since all constructs were specified as composite, PLS is optimal in that it produces 

consistent estimations of composite models (Henseler et al., 2014; Rigdon et al., 2014). Third, PLS obtains 

more accurate results when evaluating complex models than do covariance-based SEM techniques 

(Ajamieh et al., 2016). Fourth, PLS performs component-based SEM, which does not require data to 

follow a multivariate normal distribution (Chin et al., 2003). Finally, PLS is a well-known method and has 

been used primarily in IS (Chen et al., 2015, 2017; Ringle et al., 2012). We ran a 5000-subsample 

bootstrap analysis to assess significance of the weights, loadings, and path coefficients (Hair et al., 2011). 

A prior statistical power analysis confirmed that the proposed model has a maximum of seven 

predictors (number of links in the structural model proposed for employer reputation). Since we anticipate 

a large effect size (f2 = 0.350), this model requires a minimum sample of 48 to obtain a power of 0.800 

and a 0.05 alpha level (Cohen, 1988). As our sample is composed of 100 firms, the sample size was large 

enough to evaluate the proposed model, suggesting enough statistical power to identify the theorized 

effects (Benitez et al., forthcoming). 

4.1. Measurement model evaluation 

4.1.1. Confirmatory composite analysis 

We ran a confirmatory composite analysis to test whether the composite structure measures at first- and 

second-order levels were statistically correct in terms of overall fit of the saturated model (Benitez et al., 

forthcoming). To do so, we evaluated the inconsistency between the two correlation matrixes, the 

empirical and the model-implied matrices at both first- and second-order levels (Benitez et al., 

forthcoming; Henseler, 2015). This examination evaluates the competence of the composite structure to 

detect possible model misspecification, such as incorrect assignment of indicators to constructs, or 

incorrect number of constructs (Henseler et al., 2014). We also evaluated the standardized root mean 

squared residual (SRMR), unweighted least squares distance (dULS), and geodesic distance (dG) (Henseler 

et al., 2016). Table 2 presents the outcome of this analysis for the saturated model at first- and second-

order level. The lower the SRMR is, the more accurate the fit between the proposed measurement model 
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and the data (Henseler & Dijkstra, 2015). Overall, for good fit of the proposed measurement model 

(saturated model) to the data, the SRMR should not exceed 0.080 (Henseler et al., 2014) and the SRMR, 

dULS and dG (discrepancies) should not exceed the 95%-quantile of the bootstrap discrepancies (Henseler et 

al., 2016). The SRMR was 0.044 for the first-order constructs and 0.038 for the second-order construct—

below the recommended threshold of 0.080 (Henseler et al., 2014). The SRMR, dULS, and dG were also 

within the 95%-quantile of the bootstrap discrepancies (Benitez et al., forthcoming; Braojos et al., 2019; 

Henseler et al., 2016), indicating empirical support for the composite structure, and thus good general 

measurement properties for the proposed model. Table 3 shows the results for evaluation of the 

measurement model. We can now evaluate the measurement properties of the constructs included in the 

research model.  

Table 2: Confirmatory composite analysis results 

Discrepancy First-order  

level 

Second-order  

level 

Value HI95 Conclusion Value HI95 Conclusion 

SRMR 0.044 0.220 Supported 0.038 0.045 Supported 

dULS 0.106 2.667 Supported 0.014 0.020 Supported 

dG 0.068 14.075 Supported 0.005 0.008 Supported 

4.1.2. Evaluation of measurement properties of the constructs 

We assess content validity, multicollinearity, weights, loadings, and their level of significance for the 

constructs in the conceptual model (Ajamieh et al., 2016; Petter et al., 2007). Prior to data collection, we 

tested every variable in the model for content validity, leveraging measures validated in previous studies 

when possible (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2006). We ensured that our data did not suffer from multi-collinearity 

by evaluating the variance inflation factors (VIFs) at first- and second-order levels. The first-order VIFs 

ranged from 1.052 to 2.300, and the second-order VIFs from 1.130 to 1.526. All values are well below the 

accepted threshold of 10 (Benitez et al., 2018c; Petter et al., 2007), suggesting that our data do not suffer 

from multicollinearity. In any case, multicollinearity is not usually a problem when composite constructs 

are estimated in mode A, as in our study (Benitez et al., forthcoming). 

Based on the strategy developed by Cenfetelli and Bassellier (2009) to validate composite constructs 

(executed in important subsequent IS research, e.g., Benitez et al. [2018c]), we tested the significance 
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level of weights and loadings for both indicators and dimensions. All indicator weights were significant 

(from 0.315*** to 0.579***), as were all indicator loadings (from 0.278** to 0.935***), except the weight of 

one indicator of Facebook capability (number of events on Facebook: 0.079). Despite its nonsignificance, 

we kept this composite indicator because its loading was (0.278**) (Cenfetelli & Bassellier, 2009). All 

dimension weights (from 0.294* to 0.687***) and dimension loadings (from 0.619*** to 0.847***) were also 

significant, suggesting that our variables possess very good measurement properties. 

4.2. Structural model evaluation 

To evaluate the structural model, we assessed the beta coefficients and their significance level by 

executing a 5000-subsample bootstrap analysis. We also assessed the effect size (f2) and R2 values of the 

proposed relationships (Henseler et al., 2016), evaluating three models. To test the relationship between 

CSR activities and employer reputation (H1), we considered a baseline model that describes the direct 

effect on the relation between CSR activities and employer reputation. This baseline model also included 

the control variables but not the moderator variable (social media capability). Model 1 added social media 

capability to the baseline model, and Model 2 added the interaction effect to Model 1 to test the potential 

amplifier function of social media capability in the relationship between CSR activities and employer 

reputation (H2). The empirical analysis supported H1, suggesting that CSR activities enable employer 

reputation (β = 0.348, pone-tailed < 0.001). We also found some support for H2, suggesting a stronger 

relationship when firms leverage social media for business goals (β = 0.131, pone-tailed < 0.10). 

Figure 2 depicts the results for Model 2, and Figure 3 the interaction effect graph. The latter shows how 

social media capability moderates the relationship between CSR activities and employer reputation. The 

steepest slope—that is, the strongest positive relationship between CSR activities and employer 

reputation—occurs when firms have higher social media capability. The flattest slope—the graph with the 

weakest positive relationship—occurs when firms have lower social media capability. Social media 

capability thus strengthens the relationship between CSR activities and employer reputation, supporting 

H2. The f2 values of the hypotheses theorized were 0.147 for baseline model, 0.100 for Model 1, and 0.020 

and 0.088 for Model 2. The R2 value for employer reputation was 0.207 for the baseline model, 0.222 for 
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Model 1, and 0.238 for Model 2. Overall, the research model shows good structural results and all three 

models had very good model fit, suggesting that the proposed theory explains how part of the corporate 

world (employer reputation and social media capability) functions (Table 4). 

Table 3: Evaluation of measurement model at first- and second-order level  

Construct/indicator Mean S.D. VIF Weight Loading 

CSR activities 8.519 0.322  

Employer reputation 6.609 0.059  

Social media capability (mode A)  

Facebook capability: Firm’s Facebook activity 

in reference to (mode A): 
 1.395 0.339* 0.619*** 

Number of events 12.750 39.873 1.080 0.079 0.278** 

Experience 50.036 19.027 2.300 0.527*** 0.933*** 

Updates 4.409 1.048 2.183 0.527*** 0.923*** 

Twitter capability: Firm’s Twitter activity in 

reference to (mode A): 
 1.526 0.294* 0.708*** 

Time spent writing tweets 89.644 202.762 1.052 0.315*** 0.491*** 

Experience 58.263 17.315 1.759 0.543*** 0.893*** 

Updates 4.703 0.752 1.700 0.437*** 0.825*** 

Blog capability: Firm’s blog activity in 

reference to (mode A): 
 1.130 0.687*** 0.847*** 

Experience 38.395 25.972 2.003 0.502*** 0.912*** 

Updates 3.395 1.605 2.003 0.579*** 0.935*** 

Firm size: Number of employees, measured in 

natural logarithm 
10.669 1.302  

Industry: Manufacturing firm vs. service firm 0.630 0.485  

Firm age: Number of years operating the firm, 

measured in natural logarithm 
3.682 0.730  

Advertising spending: Advertising expenditure 

per employee 
0.384 0.690  
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Figure 2: Tests on results of hypotheses  

Note: 
†p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (one-tailed test) 

Table 4: Results of structural model evaluation 

Beta coefficient 
Baseline 

model 
Model 1 Model 2 

CSR activities → Employer reputation (H1)  0.348*** 0.302*** 0.283** 

CSR activities * Social media capability → Employer 

reputation (H2) 
  0.131† 

Social media capability → Employer reputation  0.137 0.119 

Firm size → Employer reputation (CV) 0.010 0.020 0.024 

Industry → Employer reputation (CV) 0.022 0.009 -0.008 

Firm age → Employer reputation (CV) 0.159* 0.172* 0.169* 

Advertising spending → Employer reputation (CV) 0.168* 0.147* 0.134* 

R2 employer reputation 0.207 0.222 0.238 

Discrepancy Value HI95 Value HI95 Value HI95 

SRMR 0.000 0.000 0.048 0.108 0.072 0.133 

dULS 0.000 0.000 0.105 0.526 0.409 1.383 

dG 0.000 0.000 0.036 0.207 0.093 0.482 

f2  

CSR activities → Employer reputation (H1)  0.147 0.100 0.088 

CSR activities * Social media capability → Employer 

reputation (H2) 
  0.020 

Social media capability → Employer reputation  0.020 0.015 

Firm size → Employer reputation (CV) 0.000 0.000 0.001 

Industry → Employer reputation (CV) 0.001 0.000 0.000 

Firm age → Employer reputation (CV) 0.028 0.034 0.033 

Advertising spending → Employer reputation (CV) 0.032 0.024 0.020 

Note: †p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (one-tailed test). CV = control variable 

Firm age 

Industry 

CSR 

activities 

Employer 

reputation 

(R2=0.238) 0.169* 0.283** 

0.134* 

Advertising 

spending  

Social media 

capability 
Firm size 

0.131† 

-0.008 

0.024 
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Figure 3: Interaction effect graph 

 
Note:  

 

 

PLS path modeling provides the standardized path coefficient. We obtained  by dividing its 

standardized path coefficient by its standard deviation (SD). We divided social media capability by taking 

its mean value and plus/minus its SD. We fixed the value of the control variables at the mean to prevent 

any variation in control variables from affecting the dependent variable (employer reputation). 

4.3. Multi-group analysis: Firms with less- vs. more-developed social media capability 

Since H2 was only supported at 0.10 level and was supported generally in the interaction effect graph, we 

perform an additional general multi-group analysis to re-test for potential differences (statistically 

significant) between firms with less- vs. more-developed social media capability. To divide the sample 

into these two groups, we calculated the mean value of the latent variable score for social media capability 

as benchmark.4 Firms with values below the mean were assigned to the group with less-developed social 

media capability, and firms above the mean to the high social media capability group. Analyzing whether 

the two groups were random samples from a common population indicates that these differences are 

statistically significant (Table 5), suggesting that the positive influence of CSR activities on employer 

reputation occurs only when the firm has high social media capability. For firms with low social media 

capability, the effect of CSR on employer reputation was not significant. This analysis supports H2. 

                                                           

4 This procedure for subsample analysis has been used extensively in prior IS research (e.g., Ray et al., 2005). 
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Overall, based on testing of H2, analysis of the interaction effect graph (Figure 3), and this multi-group 

analysis, we argue that the empirical analysis supports H2. 

Table 5: Multi-group analysis 

Coefficient 

Firms with less-

developed social 

media 

capability 

(n = 56) 

Firms with 

more-developed 

social media 

capability 

(n = 44) 

Are there statistically 

significant differences among 

the beta coefficients? 

CSR activities → Employer 

reputation (H1) 
0.017 0.451*** Yes (p < 0.05) 

Firm size → Employer 

reputation (control variable) 
0.181† -0.121 Yes (p < 0.10) 

Industry → Employer reputation 

(CV) 
-0.195† 0.156 Yes (p < 0.05) 

Firm age → Employer reputation 

(CV) 
0.235* 0.103 No (not significant) 

Advertising spending → 

Employer reputation (CV) 
-0.078 0.297* Yes (p < 0.05) 

 

4.4. Post-hoc comparative analysis: Social media vs. advertising spending 

Drawing on Mithas et al. (2012), we conducted a post-hoc analysis to compare the amplifier role of social 

media capability (Model 2) to the potential moderating role of advertising spending (advertising spending 

model in Table 6) in the relation between CSR activities and employer reputation. This analysis enabled us 

to compare the role of new communication media (social media) to traditional media (advertising). Model 

2 controlled for advertising spending in employer reputation. The advertising spending model controlled 

for social media capability in employer reputation. The beta coefficient of the interaction term CSR * 

Advertising spending was 0.018 and its f2 0.000, indicating that advertising spending does not amplify the 

effect of CSR activities on employer reputation. As theorized, social media capability amplifies this 

relationship. These findings constitute the paper’s key theoretical contribution and empirical evidence. 

4.5. Robustness test 

Our findings may be biased by the time chosen to measure the study constructs (Braojos et al., 2019). To 

test the robustness of time selection, we estimated an additional model (see Figure 2 and Table 4). Since 

we measured employer reputation through a construct composed of the natural logarithm of the firm’s 

score for employer reputation in 2015, 2016, 2017, and 2018, we collected information from the 
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Actualidad Economica database during these years. This robustness test confirms that the empirical 

analysis supports our theory. We also repeated the comparative sub-group analysis from subsection 4.4. 

(social media vs. advertising spending) with a composite for employer reputation for the years 2015-2018. 

The difference between the beta coefficient for firms with less-developed social media capability (β = -

0.072, pone-tailed > 0.10) and the beta coefficient for firms with more-developed social media capability (β = 

0.403, pone-tailed < 0.01) is statistically significant. The results of these additional analyses are almost 

identical to the results obtained in the base analyses (Figure 2 and Table 4, Table 6), adding robustness to 

the empirical analysis and indicating that time selection bias is not a concern in our research. 

Table 6: Post-hoc comparative analysis 

Beta coefficient Model 2 
Advertising 

spending model 

CSR activities → Employer reputation (H1)  0.283*** 0.303** 

CSR activities * Social media capability → Employer reputation 

(H2) 
0.131†  

CSR activities * Advertising spending → Employer reputation   0.018 

Social media capability → Employer reputation 0.119 0.137 

Firm size → Employer reputation (control variable) 0.024 0.021 

Industry → Employer reputation (control variable) -0.008 0.008 

Firm age → Employer reputation (control variable) 0.169* 0.172* 

Advertising spending → Employer reputation (control variable) 0.134* 0.133 

R2 employer reputation 0.238 0.222 

f2 interaction effect 0.020 0.000 

Discrepancy Value HI95 Value HI95 

SRMR 0.073 0.133 0.045 0.107 

dULS 0.355 1.164 0.113 0.630 

dG 0.070 0.366 0.047 1.277 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

How do social media affect the relationship between CSR activities and employer reputation? Social 

media can be a double-edged sword if wrongly leveraged. They may exert negative, positive, or no 

influence on the impact of CSR activities on the firm’s reputation. Motivated by controversy over the role 

of social media in the firm’s value generation from CSR activities, this study hypothesized that firms that 

perform CSR activities can improve their employer reputation, and that this positive relationship may be 

stronger when firms leverage social media. We confirmed our conceptual model on a sample of large 

firms. The empirical analysis suggests that CSR activities enable firms to build greater employer 
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reputation. CSR includes social, environmental, and ethical activities that job seekers perceive as a signal 

of better employer reputation and core values that fit well with job seekers’ and current employees’ values, 

building affiliation to the organization and social identity. Potential applicants thus perceive socially 

responsible firms as more attractive to work for and choose these firms over others. Similarly, current 

employees feel more identified with socially responsible companies and perceive them as better 

workplaces.5 The business value of employer reputation is very high because it reduces talent hiring and 

retention costs. 

We also found that social media capability behaves as an amplifier in this equation, strengthening the 

impact of CSR activities on employer reputation when the firm is proficient in using social media to 

accomplish business goals (social media capability). The firm can use social media to increase social 

visibility and credibility of its CSR activities in the market and improve its employer reputation. Social 

media capability can thus create business value for firms. Although social media capability amplifies the 

relationship between CSR activities and employer reputation, advertising spending does not. IT-enabled 

channels such as social media make reaching customers and potential employees faster, cheaper, and more 

interactive, forging stronger ties with these groups (Mithas et al., 2012). Such faster, cheaper, stronger 

engagement with customers and potential applicants gives the firm’s CSR activities and employer 

reputation higher visibility and credibility, an effect unlikely with traditional advertising spending. Social 

media capability is thus a more efficient tool than advertising to capitalize on the firm’s investment in 

CSR activities. 

This study makes four contributions to IS and Business Ethics. First, very few studies (Dogl & 

                                                           

5 One may question the usage, application, and demonstration of social identity theory in the context of this study 

whether the people involved in answering questions on employer reputation were not all believers of CSR. To 

address this concern, we measure the firm’s CSR score (ranging from 0 to 50) with information collected from the 

Actualidad Economica database (i.e., a different database that the one we use to measure CSR activities) in 2015, 

2016, and 2017. As the firm’s employer reputation includes the opinion of current and future employees, we use the 

above mentioned firm’s CSR score in 2015 as a proxy of the degree of belief in CSR (i.e., score equal or higher to 30 

out of 50) of the current employees, and we use the firm’s CSR score in 2016 and 2017 as a proxy of the degree of 

belief in CSR of the current and future employees of the companies included in the sample. Based on these 

scores/proxies, we can conclude that for the firms of the sample, 100% of the current employees were believers of 

CSR activities in 2015, and 100% of the current/future employees were believers of CSR activities in 2016 and 2017. 

In this sense, we believe the usage and application of the social identity theory seems rational in this context. We 

thank anonymous Reviewer 1 for this suggestion. 
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Holtbrugge, 2014; Turban & Greening, 1997) analyze the impact of CSR on employer reputation. Our 

study provides new empirical evidence that better employer reputation derives from the firm’s investment 

in CSR activities. Our study extends research on CSR activities and employer reputation (employee 

perspective), where understanding lags behind that of CSR’s impact on brand equity/corporate reputation 

(customer perspective). This contribution advances knowledge in Business Ethics. 

Second, we study CSR activities and employer reputation in an IS context, a field in which this topic 

remains underdeveloped. Our study pioneers in theorizing how social media capability positively increases 

the impact of CSR activities on employer reputation. The topic and problem are fresh, novel, and relevant 

to the IS community. To the extent of our knowledge, research on the firm’s use of social media platforms 

to accomplish business goals (beyond marketing purposes) is in its infancy (Aral et al., 2013; Braojos et 

al., 2019; Song et al., 2019). It lacks theoretical and empirical studies explaining how social media 

capability enables firms to generate business value (social business value). Our study sheds light on this 

gap by theoretically explaining and empirically demonstrating how social media capability generates the 

firm’s business value by amplifying the positive effect of CSR activities on employer reputation. Social 

media capability provides a more visible, trustworthy, and far-reaching (open) platform to enable CSR 

activities to impact employer reputation more strongly. Social media generate talent touchpoint capability 

used by firms to engage potential talent and by current employees to build and enhance employer 

reputation. Social media capability thus maximizes the role of CSR activities in building employer 

reputation. This conclusion is the primary contribution of our research and its first contribution to IS. 

Third, signaling theory suggests that firms signal their core values, strategic plan, and business 

activities such as CSR activities to the talent market. Social identity theory suggests that current 

employees and potential applicants use these signals to evaluate person-firm fit and their current/potential 

organizational affiliation. This study contributes to developing both theories by adding social media 

capability as a capability that strengthens the firm’s ability to amplify signals and their potential use to 

evaluate perceived organizational affiliation, which in turn affects employer reputation. This contribution 

advances the conversation on the business value of technology and constitutes the paper’s second 
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contribution to IS. 

CSR activities include social, environmental, and ethical activities. Our review of the IS literature 

shows that prior IS research on the impact of IT on environmental sustainability focuses on the following 

lines of research: 1) the role of IT as the problem and solution for environmental sustainability, and IT’s 

impact on the firm’s environmental management activities (e.g., Benitez & Walczuch, 2012; Melville, 

2010; Wang et al., 2015; Watson et al., 2010); 2) study of the influence of green IT practices on the firm’s 

environmental performance and financial performance (Hanelt et al., 2017; Teo et al., 2017; Khuntia et al., 

2018). Drawing on this prior IS research, we find that social media capability (potentially an IT capability) 

amplifies the impact of CSR activities on employer reputation. We thus advance IS research on the impact 

of IT on social and environmental activities by explaining how IT capabilities help firms to capitalize on 

investments in CSR activities to create business value (in terms of employer reputation). This is the 

paper’s third contribution to IS research. 

This study has some limitations, which can generate further research opportunities. First, since the 

concept of complementary capabilities is often framed in a particular context, we cannot conclude that this 

complementary relationship will be optimal under all contingencies (Flynn & Flynn, 2004). Future IS 

research should explore whether our theory is supported in other European countries. Second, although 

this paper focuses on the most commonly used external social media sites (Benitez et al., 2018a; Culnan et 

al., 2010), firms use other external (e.g., LinkedIn) and internal social media platforms (e.g., Microsoft 

Yammer) to execute and disseminate their business activities. Future research could extend the firm’s 

social media portfolio to LinkedIn and internal social media platforms. Third, although the sample size 

had sufficient statistical power to test the effects studied (Benitez et al., forthcoming), we recognize that is 

relatively small. Further IS research should repeat our study with a larger sample.  

The results of this study provide two critical lessons for executives. First, CSR activities enable firms 

to enhance their reputation as employers to attract and retain talent. Managers should understand that CSR 

activities serve as signals to the talent market, as a source of information for potential talent and current 

employees. This information affects the firm’s ability to attract and retain talent, thus reducing the cost of 
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hiring and retaining talent. Second, the firm’s usage, presence, and leveraging of social media gives its 

CSR activities more social visibility and credibility, and higher visibility results in stronger employer 

branding, maximizing the business value obtained from CSR activities. Moreover, perceived interactivity 

on social media strengthens behavior towards firms and increases these messages’ credibility. Because 

such messages open the firm to potential criticism, they create a greater impression of trust (Eberle et al., 

2013). Applicants and current employees feel prouder working for a socially responsible firm (Jones et al., 

2014) that communicates through social media, enabling more socially embedded and open dialogue. 

Investments in social media are more profitable than advertising spending to enhance employer reputation 

from CSR activities. These implications of our study can help IT and business managers to understand 

how investments in social media and CSR activities generate business value. 

To conclude, this study theorized that the firm’s involvement in socially responsible activities increases 

its probability of being perceived as a better employer and that this relationship is stronger when the firm 

leverages social media technologies. We can explain this strengthening role of social media through the 

greater social visibility and exposure/credibility these technologies facilitate, and empirical analysis of a 

sample of Spanish firms supports our theory. This paper contributes to IS research by theorizing and 

empirically demonstrating that ability to use social media generates business value by maximizing the 

positive impact of CSR activities on the firm’s employer reputation. Social media are one critical 

ingredient of the firm’s digital resource portfolio in the era of digital business transformation. Digital 

technology matters. Quo Vadis? 
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