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With the rise of cost of living and coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) global pandemic therewithal, finding reliable measures to reduce employees’ mental fatigue has become a great challenge. In this context, scholars have mainly focused on solutions for relieving employees’ mental fatigue from the perspective of human resource management but barely from employees’ ethical perspectives and that of internal and external corporate social responsibility (CSR) and employees’ ethics. This study uses hierarchical regression analysis and attempts to formulate and analyze the relationship between CSR, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, and employees’ mental fatigue along with the mediating role of ethical egoism and altruistic choice. It also conceptualizes models and develops various hypotheses and theoretical logic. A total of 250 questionnaires were distributed, and 176 valid responses were subsequently gathered. The results show that employees’ mental fatigue significantly reduces when either internal or external CSR has a positive impact on employees’ altruistic choice and significantly increases either internal or external CSR has a negative effect on ethical egoism. Similarly, reducing perceptions of corporate hypocrisy can enhance the positive impact of external CSR on altruistic choice, which consequently reduces employees’ mental fatigue.
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INTRODUCTION

Because of the current coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) global pandemic, medical staffs across the world have been treating confirmed cases, which appear to be increasing at an uncontrollable rate. Medical staffs have also been experiencing psychological breakdowns due to inadequate medical protection, consequently making the situation increasingly difficult. In 2020, the European Society of Medical Oncology released the results of a questionnaire survey that demonstrated that the mental fatigue suffered by medical staffs was severe, with 38% of the respondents having experienced severe mental fatigue and 66% of the respondents believing that they could not go back to the same working condition as before (Banerjee et al., 2021). Indeed, an increase of employees’ mental fatigue in the medical industry greatly lowers medical efficiency and ability to intervene in public health incidents. Therefore, organizations need to assume certain responsibilities to handle such matters, besides, corporate social responsibility (CSR) should also be required to strengthen employees commitment and engagement at work (Boutmaghzoute and Moustaghfir, 2021); this needs extensive attention for two simple reasons. On the one hand, employees bear heavy responsibility in their daily work (Collier and Esteban, 2007), and their attitudes and responses to CSR in turn encourage corporates to actively undertake social responsibility to keep employees motivated. On the other hand, employees are the most valuable resources of the corporates, and the corporate competition clearly depends on the job satisfaction, psychological strength, motivation, and well-being of employees. If a corporation provide extensive attention to CSR without corporate hypocrisy, it can obtain a competitive advantage (Karaibrahimoglu, 2010; Bahman et al., 2014).

Additionally, a good reputation for corporations that engage in CSR can help attract potential employees, keep them once hired, maintain their confidence and performance, and safeguard them from “mental fatigue” (Branco and Rodrigues, 2006). The disclosure of employees’ dissatisfaction with a corporation’s CSR would largely influence the development of the corporation’s potential resources and efficiency (Branco and Rodrigues, 2006). As a result, eliminating corporate hypocrisy, transparency, acknowledging social responsibility, and proper utilization of CSR decision-making concepts to deal with their employees’ mental fatigue could build a favorable image among employees. On the contrary, a poor reputation of corporations that engage in CSR activities result in a negative external stakeholder’s reaction, which could also have a direct or indirect influence on employees’ satisfaction with the corporation for various reasons including workload (Branco and Rodrigues, 2006). Employees observe the corporation to have a good reputation and flawless CSR decision-making. Similarly, corporations require employees to show allegiance and obedient behavior. Although employees have a considerable stake in the success of the corporation due to employment position and source of income, their dissatisfaction with either internal or external CSR will result in their quitting work. Thus, studying the relationship between CSR and employees’ mental fatigue from the ethical perspective of employees has very important theoretical and practical significance.

Furthermore, there is a phenomenon observed among some corporations where they pay more attention to work quality and efficiency based on the need of cost control. This causes employees to work harder, which leads to severe mental fatigue that in turn affects the operating conditions of corporations; thus, mental fatigue has become a concern for corporations. Research on employees’ mental fatigue began with the work of Freudenberger, who was the first to examine the concept from the perspective of clinical psychology (Freudenberger, 1975); according to this concept, employees develop negative mental states and behaviors because they exceed the limits of their work ability and cannot meet the goals and requirements set by a corporation. In addition, scholars described mental fatigue as experiencing psychological symptoms such as emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, resulting in low levels of accomplishment in individuals (Maslach et al., 2001). Similarly, emotional disorders and psychological burdens have a negative effect on work motivation and efficiency. Moreover, scholars articulated that employees’ mental fatigue directly affects the productivity and achievement of organizational goals (Wu and Wu, 2019). Therefore, this issue has attracted extensive attention from the academic community.

Early research on the causes of “mental fatigue” focused on the following two paradigms: first – exploring the causes at the individual level: age, gender, marital status, and educational background; second – investigating the causes at the situation level, such as working environment, professional characteristics, and leadership style. Since 1990s, research on the causes of employees’ mental fatigue has gained attention from the relationship perspective of employees and corporations’ micro-social responsibility, which reflects the company culture and working environment. For instance, Iverson et al. (1998) proposed that colleagues and managers’ support would mediate the relationship between role stress and mental fatigue (Iverson et al., 1998). Similarly, they found that support from colleagues lowers emotional exhaustion, while encouragement from leaders reduces depersonalization; both types of support allow employees to experience lower levels of mental fatigue and enhance personal accomplishment (Iverson et al., 1998). In addition, Maslach et al. (2001) identified a correlation between work stress and mental fatigue and observed that support from leaders is more important than support from colleagues in reducing employees’ mental fatigue. Besides internal organizational relationships that can influence employees’ mental fatigue, an increasing sense of CSR can impact employees’ mental fatigue to a certain extent (Shao et al., 2017). However, it is undeniable that several corporates are guilty of making profit at the expense of their employees (Glavas, 2016). To alleviate their operating pressure under environmental changes, these corporates frequently ignore their social responsibility and ethics and fail to utilize CSR decision-making concepts to deal with their employees’ mental fatigue as well as addressing the expectations of stakeholders and shareholders. A previous study has shown that individual ethical cognitive differences directly affect employees’ perspectives, prospects, and perceptions of organizational behavior, including the performance of CSR, and then affect employees’ work attitudes and behavioral performance (Ellis, 2009). Therefore, from the perspective of employees’ ethics, this study can more intuitively investigate and demonstrate the overall relationships between CSR and employees’ mental fatigue in the workplace.

Although corporations have concerns about employees’ welfare and demands, their main intention is to encourage employees to work harder and prioritize the corporation’s efficiency goals (Richter et al., 2020), which puts employees under pressure and makes them exhausted in fulfilling the corporation’s goals. Some scholars have noted that a corporation’s responsibility toward its stakeholders’ interests and environmental protection positively affects its employees’ sense of organizational identity, enhances employees’ self-worth and self-esteem, encourages employees to adopt positive attitudes and behaviors, and reduces their mental fatigue (Farooq et al., 2016). Besides, employees have different perceptions based on CSR orientation when facing internal and external stakeholder issues (Farooq et al., 2016). This is specifically reflected in the finding by Scheidler et al. (2019): a corporation’s excessive preference for external CSR has a negative impact on employees, while its preference for internal CSR has a positive effect on employees. The imbalance between internal and external CSR leads to different emotional responses among employees. It thus be a practical and effective way to study the antecedents of employees’ mental fatigue from a CSR perspective. To date, research on the relationship between different aspects of CSR and employees’ mental fatigue as well as the impact of CSR on employees’ well-being has remained minimal.

This study argues that employees’ personal ethics and perceptions of corporate hypocrisy are the keys to resolving the issues of employees’ mental fatigue as well as promoting the corporation’s development factors. Personal ethical ideologies can be classified into altruistic choices with the motivation to improve the welfare of others and ethical egoism with the motivation to promote personal well-being (Forsyth, 1992). Furthermore, corporations’ external pursuit for community harmony and global well-being promotes consumers’ altruistic choices, while their internal pursuit for product uniqueness and quality excellence fosters consumers’ egoism. The ethical egoism in question shows that CSR affects different aspects of customers’ ethical ideologies. When employees perceive that a corporation actively assumes CSR, they will have a stronger dedication, tend to make altruistic choices, and thus engage in less counterproductive behavior. Similarly, Kung et al. (2021) studied employees’ daily emotional exhaustion, health, positive mood, and other pro-social behaviors and concluded that employees’ health was positively associated with their positive mood and negatively related to their emotional exhaustion; they further examined the relationship between organizational behavior and employees’ ethical ideologies (Kung et al., 2021). However, relevant studies are insufficient, and there is no clear answer as to how corporations can guide employees to make different ethical choices through CSR decision-making tools to improve their behavior and reduce mental fatigue.

Regarding the study of employee behavior, scholars often conduct additional research on employees’ perceptions of corporate hypocrisy. Several studies from the literature marked that when a corporation’s values are inconsistent with its actual operation, employees perceive that as corporate hypocrisy (Argyris, 1974; Runkel et al., 1976). Moreover, when a corporate actively promotes external CSR but neglects internal CSR, or shows inconsistency between its statements and performances, employees develop an aversion toward the corporate; this in turn leads to negative emotions and counter-productive behavior (Yang and Diefendorff, 2010).

Most studies have focused on the prevention of employees’ mental fatigue, yet they lack a more comprehensive understanding concerning how and why employees’ mental fatigue sets in and the impacts of both internal and external CSR on employees’ well-being. Thus, many companies cannot find a correct way to fulfill or compensate both internal and external CSR and their overall impact on employees. This study contributes to filling that gap by exploring the relationship between internal and external CSR and employees’ mental fatigue and attempts to answer the following fundamental research questions through a series of studies and methodological approaches:

1. What is the relationship between internal and external CSR and the ethical ideology of employees?

2. Does internal or external CSR affect employees’ mental fatigue by influencing their ethical ideology?

3. How do employees’ perceptions of corporate hypocrisy affect their ethical ideology?

Furthermore, this study connects CSR, employees’ ethical ideology, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, and employees’ mental fatigue; creatively integrates cross-professional knowledge, constructs innovative models, and new theoretical logic; and lays the foundation for future scholars on related subjects.

This study uses stakeholder theory and important sociological theories to jointly analyze organizational factors and employee behavior in the workplace. The two theories lay a solid theoretical and practical foundation for the formation of research logic and frameworks, hypothesis proposals, and research development. Under the stakeholder theory, employees are important stakeholders in the company. As participants in the company’s operation, employees’ behavior, attitude, and cognition can be influenced by organizational factors. Simultaneously, employees also influence the operation and development of the company; understanding this vicious circle of process provides a sufficient theoretical and practical basis for researchers in the field. Under sociological theories, this study mentioned four important theories, which are logically interconnected and complement each other with regard to explanatory variables, in order to provide theoretical and practical support and understand the interactions and relationships among employees, the corporation, and the environment.



THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT


Stakeholder Theory

As a management concept, CSR has always been inseparable from stakeholders (Tokoro, 2007; Žukauskas et al., 2018). CSR can generally be understood as the path through which a company performs a balance of social, environmental, and economic imperatives while upholding the anticipation of stakeholders (O’Riordan and Fairbrass, 2008). In 1963, the Stanford Research Institute put forward the stakeholder theory whereby an interest group that supports the survival of a corporation divides it into stakeholders and non-stakeholders based on their impact on the survival of the corporation (Berman et al., 1999; O’Riordan and Fairbrass, 2008). Since then, the definition of stakeholders has led to much controversy (Tokoro, 2007; Žukauskas et al., 2018). Freeman’s stakeholder theory states that a corporation’s stakeholders include those that can be affected by the corporation and further classified stakeholders into internal and external stakeholders, which in turn, has different levels such as primary and secondary (Freeman, 1984). Frost defined direct and indirect stakeholders according to the market transaction relationship between stakeholders and corporations (Frost, 1995), whereas Clarkson (1994, 1995) described primary and secondary stakeholders based on the closeness of the relationship between a group and a corporation. In addition, Sheldon suggested in his book The Philosophy of Management that a corporation’s business objectives should consider not only the interests of stakeholders but also those of other shareholders (Sheldon, 2003). Compared with previous research, the current stakeholder classification affords greater flexibility, yet it is not possible to find a standard and unified clarification as well as classification. Overall, the method of dividing stakeholders by the boundary of a corporation has gradually become a mainstream subject of discussion recognized by the academic community (Farooq et al., 2016). Freeman and Dmytriyev (2017) proved the correlation between CSR research and stakeholder theory: they both have the same goal of value creation, and they also found that some disputes of CSR can be overcome by balancing stakeholders’ demands. Moreover, an increasing number of scholars have adopted this method of dividing stakeholders based on the classification of social responsibility (Miles, 2017). The application of stakeholder theory on CSR can help scholars establish a coherent and comprehensive theoretical basis in the field of social problems in management (Dmytriyev et al., 2021). Nonetheless, corporations should ensure good stakeholder management from both the inside and outside of the corporation, which prompted this study to divide CSR into internal and external based on the classification of stakeholders. As obvious, employees are fundamental internal stakeholders and have a direct stake in the corporation.



Sociological Theories

The social exchange theory is also known as the theory of reciprocity (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). According to the theory, once employees feel that a company cares about them, they will further contribute to the corporation, become proactive in their work, seek personal performance improvement, and concurrently bolster the company to achieve its organizational goals. Scholars have used social exchange theory to analyze the behavioral motivation of employees participating in CSR activities in the corporations. For example, Slack et al. (2015) pointed out that the social exchange mechanism encourages employees to return a favor to the corporations when they receive benefits from CSR activities. Social exchange theory is the basis for the conceptualization and operation of internal CSR. It has a strong connection with internal CSR between corporation and employees (Mory et al., 2016), which partially explains the relationship between internal CSR and employees’ mental fatigue.

Social comparison theory is one among the sociological theories and is alternatively called the fairness theory (Jiang, 2016). Employees’ enthusiasm toward their work is closely related to their perception of the fairness of a corporation’s distribution policy. Employees compare their treatment with the treatment of external stakeholders and use the results of the comparison to evaluate the value of their behavior. If there is a large deviation from the self-set psychological value, the deviation will be reduced by employees’ behavioral change. When employees find out that the treatment they receive is better than that of external stakeholders, the employees believe that they enjoy a higher degree of recognition and respect. In return, employees may increase their efforts and extend their working time; this simultaneously reduces mental fatigue at the workplace. Lemke and Vries (2021) pointed out that social comparison theory can tap into the potential positive or negative effects on individual behavior to explain the reasons for behavior change. This theory provides ideas and a basis for this study to deeply explore the hypothesis related to the causes of employees’ mental fatigue.

Additionally, social learning theory states that human behavior is the result of the interaction between human cognition and the environment and that human behavior will gradually become spontaneous by humans learning and imitating from role models. CSR could imperceptibly guide employees’ altruistic choices and encourage them to actively make greater efforts toward fulfilling organizational goals. In recent years, numerous scholars have used this theory to study individual antisocial and pro-social behavior, employees’ workplace deviant behavior, and interpret CSR into personal actions (Kabiri et al., 2020; Qi et al., 2020; Tekleab et al., 2020). Social learning theory provides a comprehensive social framework to explain individual motivation for this study.

Furthermore, social cognitive theory posits that the environment, cognitive factors, and human behavior constitute a continuous, dynamic, interactive, and reciprocal relationship. There is a two-way relationship between these factors, i.e., individual behavior is a combination of cognition and environmental factors (Wu and Wu, 2019). According to the social cognitive theory, the evaluation of employees’ internal and external images of their company is highly related to their behavior choices and value creation (Almeida and Coelho, 2019). When an individual’s perception clashes with existing ideas, they will experience cognitive dissonance (Dragone et al., 2019). Consequently, employees reduce the pressure caused by dissonance through behavioral change to maintain balanced perceptions. This theory provides theoretical support for explaining the possibility of corporate social responsibility and employee performance.

These four theories complement each other with regard to explanatory variables. Social learning theory emphasizes the influence of the environment on individual behavior, while social cognitive theory emphasizes the influence of individual cognition in the environment on their behavior. Thus, the two theories effectively illustrate the process of the influence of organizational factors on employees’ behavior. Besides, social exchange theory and social comparison theory are the most influential conceptual paradigms in organizational behavior, which complement the employees’ behavioral adjustment process and the factors affecting their work performance. Social exchange theory clarifies the reciprocal exchange process between a corporation and its employees, and it explains the impact of the actual economic resource development of the company and the rewards provided by the company to employees based on their attitude and behavior at work as well as their perception of organizational behavior. Social comparison theory is the concept that employees determine their own social and personal worth by evaluating their own abilities, attitudes, and traits in the corporation in comparison to others and then adjusting their behavior accordingly. These two theories also complement each other, which makes the hypothesis derivation logic of this study more rigorous and coherent.



Hypothetical Reasoning


Relationship Between CSR and Employees’ Ethical Ideology and Mental Fatigue

According to the social exchange theory and social comparison theory, if a corporation provides good salary and welfare benefits, creates a good organizational atmosphere, and broadens promotion channels, then its employees will in return make altruistic choices in favor of the corporation, such as by increasing their working time and maintaining the company’s image (Akarsu et al., 2020). This demonstrates the presence of social exchange relationship between internal CSR and individual behavior. Corporations and employees form a mutually beneficial relationship, which should allow incentives to guide employees making altruistic ethical decisions. Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H1: When internal CSR prompts employees to make altruistic choices, employees’ mental fatigue will reduce.
 

According to social learning theory, it cannot be ruled out that corporations attach great importance to internal CSR and establish an organizational culture considering the greater internal interests (Kim et al., 2020); this encourages employees to increase personal interests and form a benignly competitive relationship with their colleagues and external stakeholders. A continuous competitive relationship makes employees excessively concerned about the gain and loss of their interests and fails to secure the expected interest would affect employees’ enthusiasm for work, which increases the possibility of them developing mental fatigue. Based on this point, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H2: When internal CSR guides employees to promote ethical egoism, employees’ mental fatigue will increase.
 

According to social cognitive theory, the active undertaking of external CSR helps establish a responsible corporation, promotes a strong integration of a corporation’s values and employees’ personal values, and creates an altruistic organizational structure that encourages employees to take the initiative of assuming more work responsibility (Saleem et al., 2021). Moreover, the higher an corporation’s degree of fulfillment to external CSR, the more helpful it would be in improving employees’ work performance, learning initiatives, and altruistic behavior (Littlejohn and Foss, 2009). In other words, employees gain a sense of honor and belong to a collective family in the context of a corporation, motivating them to make more altruistic choices and their workplace engagement (Dutton et al., 1994). This will imperceptibly instigate employees’ altruistic choice, which encourages them to make greater efforts toward fulfilling organizational goals and reduces mental fatigue. Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H3: When external CSR promotes employees to make altruistic choices, employees’ mental fatigue will reduce.
 

Employees compare their remuneration with that of stakeholders outside the corporation to judge whether the corporation’s recognition of their behavior value is reasonable (Jiang, 2016). When there is a large deviation between expectation and actual perception, employees will take actions to reduce the deviation and balance the psychological gap. However, in this case, they only have the leeway of deciding to lower their job involvement, resulting in an increasing mental fatigue. Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H4: When external CSR enhances employees’ ethical egoism, employees’ mental fatigue will increase.
 



The Role of Perceptions of Corporate Hypocrisy

Corporate hypocrisy occurs when a company promise to do something in the name of corporate social responsibility but then does something quite opposite (Miao and Zhou, 2020; Chang and Cho, 2021; Tiwari et al., 2021). When a corporation prioritizes internal CSR than external CSR, employees perceive it as the corporation being more willing to bring direct benefits or allocate resources to the corporation as well as its employees (Wu et al., 2020a). Contrarily, when a corporation operates for the purpose of making a profit, employees imitate the hypocritical behavior of corporation, which could affect their feedback psychology and voluntary contributions (Kim et al., 2020) and result in egoism (Dragone et al., 2019). Besides, when employees realize that there is a dissonance between their own remuneration and the corporate’s external interests, they assume that the corporation ignores their contribution, which leads to staff turnover, egoism, and rebellion (Miller and Flores, 2007). Conversely, the greater the employees trust in the company, the more they would be committed to and focused on promoting company interests (Thau et al., 2007). In particular, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy weaken employees’ altruistic choices and tend to enhance their ethical egoism. Based on this fact, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H5: Stronger perceptions of corporate hypocrisy weaken the positive impact of internal CSR on employees’ altruistic choices and enhance the positive impact of internal CSR on employees’ ethical egoism.
 

According to social comparison theory, when a corporation pays too much attention to external social responsibility while ignoring internal social responsibility, employees will think that the corporation attaches a low value to their work, and they will thus perceive the corporation as hypocritical (Miller et al., 2015). With stronger perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, employees’ sense of identity is reduced, and they would therefore pay more attention to their own interests (ethical egoism) within the company (Sidgwick, 2011). It means that external CSR does not subtly stimulate employees’ altruistic choices (Thyer and Myers, 1998). Based on the above analysis, the following hypothesis is advanced:


H6: Stronger perceptions of corporate hypocrisy weaken the positive impact of external CSR on employees’ altruistic choices and enhance the positive impact of external CSR on employees’ ethical egoism.
 



Theoretical Model

It is assumed that the internal and/or external CSR affects employees’ mental fatigue by influencing either employees’ altruistic choice or ethical egoism (Jia et al., 2019). Corporate hypocrisy, as a moderating variable, changes the direction and degree of the relationship between CSR and employee’s ethical ideologies. The research model is shown in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1. Theoretical model.






DATA AND METHODS


Research Design and Data Collection

This study included responses of employees from different industries and corporations who are working in various employment positions in Chinese provinces, namely Henan, Gansu, Shanxi, and Fujian province. Data were gathered from randomly selected employees by adopting qualitative semi-structural interviews and questionnaires in two phases. The first stage of interview with managers laid the foundation for the design of questionnaires, whereas the second stage of interview with employees is to confirm whether the feedback of the questionnaire can be replicated in the small-scale questionnaire survey. The first stage is a small-scale pre-survey. A total of 250 questionnaires were distributed, and 176 valid responses were collected. The questionnaire was divided into six parts. The first part is to mainly understand the basic information of the respondents, and the other five parts focus on the information about employees’ mental fatigue, internal CSR, external CSR, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, ethical egoism, and altruistic choice (discussed in the section below). Based on the collected data, this study analyzed and clarified the relationship among the employees’ mental fatigue, internal CSR, external CSR, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, ethical egoism, and altruistic choice. The study utilized the SPSS software to conduct the statistical analysis of the data and to scientifically analyze the mechanism of internal CSR and external CSR on employees’ mental fatigue from a theoretical and empirical perspective. Furthermore, available literature has also been reviewed.

The responses were measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale, with the corresponding score for responses to each question survey ranging as “strongly agree” (5 points), “agree” (4 points), “uncertain” (3 points), “disagree” (2 points), and “strongly disagree” (1 point). As an ethical consideration, the respondents volunteered to participate in the study and provided written consent before answering the questionnaire. They were told that they could discontinue their participation at any time without any consequences. To ensure anonymity, personal information was kept in a master file that was separate from the dataset used for the study analysis.

We chose respondents from various levels of gender, age, working years, and working position. Regarding the respondents’ gender composition, there were more women than men by a slight margin. There were no deviations in the gender characteristics. The respondents were grouped by age, namely, 24 years and below (18.18%), 25–34 years (23.86%), 35–44 years (33.52%), and 45–54 years (22.73%). The age distributions of the surveyed employees were uniform and covered all age groups, which reduces the data bias caused by a concentration in younger age groups. For the respondents’ working years, while more than half has worked for more than 9 years, participants in the other age groups were evenly distributed, and the experienced employees have a clear understanding of the implementation of internal and external CSR, which improved the accuracy of data collection. Similarly, the proportions of respondents in different working positions were random. Conclusively, the questionnaire’s data collection could be deemed reliable and comprehensive.



Data Measurement


Scale of Internal CSR (Four Items)

Scale of internal CSR refers to the measurement of Fortune Index in Griffin and Mahon’s research (Griffin and Mahon, 1997), selecting the indicators of “talent attraction, cultivation and use” to measure the internal employee responsibility performance. We integrate scales and make final measurement indicators that include information transparency and attractive remuneration incentives for employees, the working environment and management of employees, promotion and salary adjustment, and training.



Scale of External CSR (Five Items)

Scale of external CSR refers to the reactive defensive accommodative and proactive (RDAP) model developed by Clarkson (1995) and fortune index. According to the fortune index, the evaluation of corporate community and environmental social responsibility is determined, and the indicators such as innovation, product and service quality, and community and environmental responsibility are selected to evaluate the performance of corporates’ responsibility and important external stakeholders such as industry, customers, community and society; referring to the RDAP model, selecting indicators such as environmental protection, social donation, education investment, community, and competitive relationship to supplement the assessment of corporates’ responsibility for public stakeholders and market competition participation. After comprehensive consideration, the final measurement indicators include corporate charity and education aid, products, publicity information and after-sales services, fair competition with competitors, employment opportunities and facilities for the community, and environmental protection and technological innovation for the country.



Scale of Perception of Corporate Hypocrisy (Three Items)

Scale of perception of corporate hypocrisy refers to scales developed by Wagner et al. (2009) and Fassin and Buelens (2011). Wagner et al.’s (2009) scale focuses on the individual’s perception of inconsistent information, such as inconsistent CSR behavior and ability and inconsistent matching between behavior and events. While Fassin and Buelens (2011) focus on the corporate’s own attributes, such as CSR behavior motivation, execution strength, and communication degree. We integrate scales and make final measurement indicators include employees’ attitude toward CSR, employees’ awareness of the purpose of CSR, and employees’ understanding of the motivation for CSR.



Scale of Altruistic Choices (Four Items)

According to the subscale of altruistic behavior in the Chinese organizational citizenship behavior scale, which was developed by Farh et al. (1997) and MacKenzie et al. (1991), final measurement indicators include employees’ willingness to share information with colleagues, willingness to help new colleagues, work engagement and voluntary sacrifice, and the balance between their values and interest.



Scale of Ethical Egoism (Four Items)

According to the employee self-interest behavior scale, adapted by Gkorezis and Bellou (2016), and the dimension of “personal initiative” in the organizational citizenship behavior scale, developed by MacKenzie et al. (1991), final measurement indicators include knowledge retention, pursuing personal development, giving priority to personal interests, and unwillingness to cooperate in a team.



Scale of Mental Fatigue (Five Items)

This part refers to the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) and improved version, proved by Dolan et al. (2015), final measurement indicators include employees’ work enthusiasm, recognition for the employees’ work value and significance, the possibility of employees achieving their career goals, the attitude of employees toward challenges at work, and willingness of employees to overcommit their time to a task.




Data Analysis

As illustrated in Table 1, external corporate social responsibility is significantly positively correlated with altruistic choice (p < 0.01) and negatively correlated with mental fatigue (p < 0.01). Similarly, mental fatigue was negatively correlated with altruistic choice (p < 0.01) and positively correlated with egoistic choice (p < 0.01). The correlation analysis lays a foundation for further research about the causal relationship between variables.



TABLE 1. Means, standard deviations and correlation coefficient analyses of the variables.
[image: Table1]


Reliability Analyses and Validity Test

The validity and reliability of the scales used in research are important factors that enable the research to yield healthy results (Roberts and Priest, 2006; Sürücü and Maslakci, 2020). The primary purpose is to test the accuracy of the study model and to demonstrate the rigor and trustworthiness of qualitative and quantitative research. In this case, this study used Cronbach’s α and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for reliability analyses and validity test, respectively. Cronbach’s α was developed by Lee Cronbach in 1951 to provide a measure of the internal consistency of a test or scale; it ranges between 0 and 1, with higher values indicating that the survey or questionnaire is more reliable (Tavakol and Dennick, 2011). It is a way to measure the internal consistency and reliability of a questionnaire or survey by comparing the amount of shared variance or covariance among the items (Taber, 2018). SPSS 25.0 was used to test the reliability of the collected data. Thus, Cronbach’s α coefficient for internal CSR, external CSR, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, altruistic choice, ethical egoism, and mental fatigue were 0.961, 0.953, 0.958, 0.930, 0.923, and 0.952, respectively (see Table 2).



TABLE 2. Reliability statistics for each variable of the research model.
[image: Table2]

The result clearly demonstrated that the Cronbach’s α value for each dimension are greater than the acceptable reliability, α = 0.80 (Taber, 2018), which confirmed the reliability or consistency of the study data.

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), on the contrary, is a type of factor analysis used whether the designed scale (questionnaire) is valid for data collection and to test a factor regarding unmeasured sources of variability (Hoyle, 2012). The CFA is a method for calculating structural validity and the measurement part of the models (Prudon, 2015). Therefore, by using the CFA, covariance matrixes were computed and fit indices were carried out, then the general structure of the research questionnaire content and study model validity were checked. In Table 3, the results of the CFA of the research variables were obtained by using the data science analysis platform SPSSAU.



TABLE 3. Confirmatory factor analysis.
[image: Table3]

The standard of fit indices in the structural equation modeling (SEM): GFI should be >0.95 (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003), and the study result shows 0.806, just close to the acceptable score, this is because the GFI is known to depend on the sample size (Mulaik et al., 1989). RMR should be <0.08; represents the square-root of the difference between the residuals of the sample covariance matrix and the hypothesized model (Hooper et al., 2008). CFI should be >0.90 (Fan et al., 1999). NFI/NNFI/TLI should be >0.90 (Byrne, 1994; Schumacker and Lomax, 1996), and an NFI/NNFI of 0.95 indicates the model of interest improves the fit by 95 (Hooper et al., 2008). RMSEA should be <0.08 and a value closer to 0 represent a good fit (Chen et al., 2008). IFI > 0.90 is a good fit, but the index can exceed 1 (Hooper et al., 2008). The result in the CFA table clearly demonstrated that all the mentioned values are within the standard range. Overall, the research questionnaire content and study model is well constructed.



Common Method Deviation Test

The Harman single factor test was used to determine whether there is a common method deviation in the collected data. All items on the six-variable measurement scale were included in the exploratory factor analysis. The results showed that there were six factors with a characteristic root greater than one, and the maximum factor variance interpretation rate was 39.723% (see Table 4). It indicates that there is no serious common method deviation in this study.



TABLE 4. Total variance analysis.
[image: Table4]

If the total variance extracted by one factor exceeds 50%, there is common method bias in the study. Therefore, these data indicate that there is no problem with common method bias since the total variance extracted by one factor is 39.723%, and it is less than the recommended threshold of 50%.





RESULTS


The Mediating Effect of Ethical Ideology of Employees

As demonstrated in Table 5, the results of the regression analysis for internal CSR → altruistic choice showed that internal CSR has a positive impact on altruistic choice (β = 0.508, p < 0.05). On the contrary, the results of the regression analysis of internal CSR → mental fatigue showed that internal CSR has a significant negative impact on mental fatigue (β = −0.347, p < 0.01).When internal CSR → mental fatigue (β = −0.347, p < 0.01) compared with the results of the regression analysis of internal CSR → mental fatigue after altruistic choice was added as intermediary (β = −0.235, p < 0.05), although both have a significant negative impact on employees’ mental fatigue, after adding altruistic choice as an intermediate variable, internal CSR has a reduced impact on mental fatigue. This asserted that there was a mediating effect between internal CSR and mental fatigue. The above result generally demonstrates that H1 is consistent.



TABLE 5. Mediation effects of employee ethical selection.
[image: Table5]

The results of the regression analysis of internal CSR → ethical egoism showed that internal CSR has a negative impact on ethical egoism (β = −0.250, p < 0.01). However, the result of the regression analysis of internal CSR → mental fatigue after ethical egoism was added as an intermediate variable, and internal CSR was articulately demonstrated to have an increased statistically significant negative impact on mental fatigue (β = −0.252, p < 0.01). Concurrently, employees’ tendency toward ethical egoism increases mental fatigue. The result also clarifies that ethical egoism has a partial mediating effect between internal CSR and mental fatigue. Therefore, the result indicates that H2 is logical.

The results of the regression analysis of external CSR → altruistic choice showed that external CSR has a positive impact on altruistic choice (β = 0.487, p < 0.01). On the contrary, altruistic choice → mental fatigue has an increased significant negative impact (β = −0.316, p < 0.01). When these results were compared with the regression analysis results of external CSR → mental fatigue (β = −0.234, p < 0.05) after altruistic choice was added as an intermediate variable, the result clearly indicates that external CSR has a reduced impact on mental fatigue. Therefore, we can understand that the intermediate variable (altruistic choice) has a complete mediating effect between external CSR and mental fatigue. As a result, H3 is compatible.

The result of regression analysis of external CSR → ethical egoism (β = −0.128, p < 0.1), it indicated that external CSR has a negative impact on ethical egoism. When this result compared with the result of regression analysis of external CSR → mental fatigue (β = −0.234, p < 0.05), it indicated that external CSR has a reduced significant impact on ethical egoism but increased impact on mental fatigue. Besides, ethical egoism has a significant positive impact on mental fatigue (β = 0.409, p < 0.01), and there is no mediating effect of ethical egoism existed between CSR and mental fatigue. Therefore, H4 is proved to be inconsistent.



Moderating Effect of Perceptions of Corporate Hypocrisy

From the perspective of internal CSR, by taking altruistic choice as the outcome variable and adding internal CSR, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, and the interaction between them, it can be observed that the main effect was not affected by the addition of the interaction item. However, after all three variables were added, the analysis results showed that the coefficient of perceptions of corporate hypocrisy and its interaction was insignificant. This signifies that there was no moderating effect of perceptions of corporate hypocrisy between internal CSR and altruistic choice. When taking ethical egoism as the outcome variable, it was found that “internal CSR* perception of hypocrisy” had no significant effect on ethical egoism, which signifies that perceptions of corporate hypocrisy were not associated with a significant adjustment between internal CSR and ethical egoism. Consequently, H5 is shown to be inconsistent (Table 6).



TABLE 6. Moderating effects of perception of hypocrisy.
[image: Table6]

On the contrary, from the perspective of external CSR, by taking altruistic choice as the outcome variable, external CSR, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, and their interaction item were included in the regression. The moderating variables of perceptions of corporate hypocrisy and the interaction item were significant. There was a back-moderating effect on the relationship between external CSR and altruistic choice. Additionally, when taking ethical egoism as the outcome variable, both hypocrisy perception and “external CSR* perception of hypocrisy” have significant positive effects on ethical egoism. This signifies that perceptions of corporate hypocrisy played a moderating role in the relationship between external CSR and ethical egoism, and perceptions of corporate hypocrisy moderates the relationship between external CSR and ethical egoism. Therefore, H6 is proven to be logical and sound.



Simple Slope Test of Moderating Effect

Figure 2 shows that perceptions of corporate hypocrisy positively moderated the relationship between external CSR and employees’ ethical egoism; high perceptions of corporate hypocrisy gave rise to a high tendency of ethical egoism in employees, which further proves that H6 is logical.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2. External CSR and ethical egoism: moderating effect of perceptions of corporate hypocrisy.


Incidentally, Figure 3 illustrates that perceptions of corporate hypocrisy negatively moderate the relationship between external CSR and employees’ altruistic choices. In other words, high perceptions of corporate hypocrisy influence employees to have a low tendency of making altruistic choices, which demonstrates that H6 is consistent. This study complements the theory that external CSR may affect employees’ mental fatigue due to the influence of factors such as employees’ personal morality and ethical pursuits.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3. External CSR and altruistic choice: moderating effect of perceptions of corporate hypocrisy.


Corporate hypocrisy does not moderate the relationship between internal social responsibility and ethical egoism, as well as the relationship between internal social responsibility and altruistic choice. Based on the above results, the research model of this study can be conceptualized as given in Figure 4.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4. Conceptualization and validation of the study model.





DISCUSSION


Theoretical Implications

Many studies regarding the impact of CSR on employees have mostly focused on the attitude of employees’ toward organizational identity and emotional commitment. While some scholars have also paid attention to the impact of organizational factors on employees’ mental fatigue, few have studied the impact of CSR on employees’ mental fatigue without directly analyzing CSR and mental fatigue in a conceptual model (Thompson et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2020b). However, this study focuses on the relationship between CSR and mental fatigue, analyzes the integration of CSR and employees’ mental fatigue, introduces employees’ ethical ideologies as an intermediary variable, connects the concepts of CSR and employees’ mental fatigue from different aspects, and explores how internal and external CSR affect ethical ideology.

Additionally, this study uses perceptions of corporate hypocrisy as a moderating variable, which makes the research path more accurate, and provides a reference for future research on CSR and related fields. It also analyzes the influences of CSR on employees’ mental fatigue from the perspective of employees’ ethics, aiming to enrich the research on the relationship between CSR and employee behavior, which is of great significance to theoretical and practical research innovation and development. Theoretically, this research contributed to the understanding of the multiple interactive relationships between CSR (internal and external) and mental fatigue: internal CSR → altruistic choices → mental fatigue, internal CSR → ethical egoism → mental fatigue, external CSR → altruistic choices → mental fatigue, external CSR → ethical egoism → mental fatigue, and further expanded the literature on the consequence of CSR and the antecedents of mental fatigue. Furthermore, this study found that perceptions of corporate hypocrisy strengthened the relationship between CSR and ethical egoism. Moreover, it introduces corporate hypocrisy factors that intensify the influence path of CSR on employee ethical ideology, which elevates the cross-field research on the topic related to employees’ mental fatigue, and creatively puts forward a new path of the impact of internal and external social responsibility on employees’ mental fatigue.



Managerial Implications

From a managerial perspective, this study offers various insights for corporations to reduce employees’ mental fatigue, such as closely associating with human resource management development to improve working environments. In addition, it provides a concept for corporate managers to develop their employees’ proclivity for making altruistic choices in order to reduce mental fatigue and strengthen ethical ideologies. In this regard, ethical ideologies are considered significant in the achievement of companies’ CSR practices. Moreover, managers should also strengthen the internal and external CSR framework in order to convince their employees, reduce perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, and safeguard employees’ mental health.

First, managers in corporations can improve their employees’ working conditions and mental fatigue by implementing sound human resource management (HRM) practices. In the practice of HRM, for example, managers can direct employees to voluntarily participate in social services, as well as advise and motivate other employees to make positive ethical choices as assessment indicators of job accomplishment and advancement. Similarly, this study urges corporations to reduce employees’ negative perceptions related to corporate hypocrisy by increasing transparency in information disclosure, and reducing the information gap between employees and corporations. For instance, using a social responsibility column on a corporation’s official website, documents and information related to the performance of the CSR can be shared and updated, and internal communications can be attended to using the intranet or newspapers, thus improving the performance of internal CSR, increasing employee satisfaction, establishing complaint mechanisms, and reducing mental fatigue caused by poor information can be achieved. This activity axiomatically serves to ameliorate employees’ perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, lessen the gap between employees’ personal income and salary, enhance the sense of organizational identity (Miao and Zhou, 2020), improve the working atmosphere (Almeida and Coelho, 2019), and reduce psychological fatigue (Iverson et al., 1998).

Second, this study also encourages corporations to proportionally implement internal and external CSR so as to reduce employees’ mental fatigue. Corporations should increase the influence of internal and external CSR on employees’ altruistic choices. When driven by a harmonious and friendly working environment and the unified goal of maximizing organizational interests, employees engage in altruistic choices more frequently than ethical egoism. It should be noted that CSR should not pay too much attention to external CSR or ignore internal CSR, because a corporation’s internal CSR is closely related to individual interests and development and directly affects the ethical ideologies of employees. Corporations should pay attention to the rights and requirements of employees, provide them with appropriate treatment, create safe working environments, and even guide them in career development, which will minimize their mental fatigue, improve the overall performance of the corporation, and secure long-term sustainable development.

Meanwhile, it is crucial to stress that in the implementation of CSR, corporations should consider balancing the needs of diverse beneficiary groups under internal and external social responsibility, rather than focusing solely on commercial profits. Corporations should earnestly consider the true demands of their internal and external stakeholders when carrying out their tasks. For example, although employees assist corporations in making product supply more efficient, high-quality outcomes, low-carbon emission, and so on, corporations should also see employees as key resources and consider providing corresponding incentives. Moreover, when managers in a corporation develop an internal and external social responsibility framework, it is important to aim at connecting the objectives of product improvement, business model innovation, and environmental sustainability with the needs of internal and external stakeholders.

In conclusion, the findings recommend that corporations cultivate an ethical atmosphere, pay attention to employees’ ethical ideology, enhance the consistency of the company’s values and goals, and reduce the influences, which can lead to mental fatigue. A reasonable ethical atmosphere within a corporation is an advantageous way to reduce employees’ mental fatigue as it can help employees understand common values and organizational goals, which can weaken perceptions of corporate hypocrisy, guide and improve employees to make more altruistic choices, and allow altruistic choices to become part of employees’ spontaneous ethical consciousness. Moreover, corporations should make their organizational ethical standards clear so the corporation can be quickly recognized and accepted by employees, which will be reflected in employees’ altruistic behavior and may effectively enhance employees’ pursuit of personal contributions at work.



Limitations and Future Research

This study fills the literature gaps in related fields and helps relevant organizations and corporations understand the impact of internal and external CSR on employees’ behavior, specifically mental fatigue. However, this study has several limitations. The research did not focus on a specific industry or corporation, so the results may not represent the situation in all industries. Moreover, the study did not examine whether the impact of CSR on employees’ mental fatigue was different in different cultures. In other words, the scope of the sample collection was limited; cross-border and cross-cultural comparative studies could be carried out to increase the universality and applicability of the conclusions. Therefore, the results may not be applicable to groups with different cultural backgrounds. Incidentally, future research could be based on quantitative research combined with a fuzzy set qualitative comparative analysis method (Villalba-Ríos et al., 2022) to enhance the universality and persuasiveness of the research conclusion.




CONCLUSION

In the growing field of mental health research, this study attempted to formulate and analyze the relationship between CSR and mental fatigue, along with the mediating role of ethical ideologies, as well as the moderating role of perceptions of corporate hypocrisy. The study found that internal CSR has a significant positive impact on mental fatigue when ethical egoism is evoked and a significant negative impact on mental fatigue when altruistic choice is evoked. Additionally, altruistic choice has a significant mediating effect between CSR and mental fatigue, and ethical egoism has a partial mediating effect between CSR and mental fatigue. Moreover, perceptions of corporate hypocrisy enhance the positive guiding effect of CSR on employees’ ethical egoism, while employees with egoism are more prone to mental fatigue. This study suggests that corporations should focus on employees’ ethical ideologies by balancing different dimensions of CSR with appropriate ways to make altruistic choices become a part of employees’ spontaneous ethical consciousness. Thus, employees’ mental health can be safeguarded while achieving and sustaining organizational goals, this is a strategy that could be beneficial to all parties involved.
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