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ABSTRACT
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) presents a dual nature in practice. Beyond its explicit ethical imperatives, it can be stra-
tegically instrumentalized to manage external pressures, shape public impression, and even divert attention from corporate 
misconduct. Acknowledging this complexity, this study investigates the conditions under which CSR is leveraged as a strategic 
tool and how this distinction relates to earnings management (EM). Drawing on agency theory and instrumental stakeholder 
theory, this study examines 2973 Chinese High and New Technology Firms (HNTFs) from 2017 to 2021 and clarifies the bound-
ary conditions under which a positive CSR–EM association is more plausible, namely, when CSR is predominantly symbolic/
instrumental rather than substantive/genuine. This study also tests whether media attention moderates this linkage. It finds 
a positive association between CSR and EM concentrated in the social and governance pillars, consistent with the use of CSR 
as reputational insurance and impression management; the environmental pillar shows no meaningful association. Greater 
media attention strengthens the CSR–EM association, suggesting firms increase visible CSR to meet external expectations while 
simultaneously managing reported performance. Importantly, this evidence does not dispute substantive/genuine CSR; rather, 
it highlights conditions under which CSR may be instrumentalized, underscoring the need to differentiate substantive from 
symbolic engagement.

1   |   Introduction

In the context of increasing public scrutiny and growing socie-
tal expectations, the ethical responsibilities of corporations have 
become central to how firms define their long-term legitimacy. 
Among the many mechanisms adopted to promote ethical con-
duct and stakeholder trust, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
has emerged as one of the most prominent. Initially conceptual-
ized in the mid-20th century (Carroll  1999), CSR has evolved 
into a crucial dimension of corporate governance, particularly in 
light of globalization's expanding influence on corporate behav-
ior (Carroll  2015; Orazalin et  al.  2024). CSR is fundamentally 

concerned with firms' policies, reputational standing, and their 
enduring role in society. It is widely recognized as a corner-
stone of business ethics and societal accountability, reflecting 
how organizations internalize responsibility for their social and 
environmental impact (Freeman  1984; Jamali  2008; Brahem 
et al. 2022). Companies increasingly align social and environ-
mental goals with business objectives to build lasting relation-
ships with customers, suppliers, and employees.

The ethical function of CSR has a foundational role in shap-
ing corporate integrity. By improving transparency through 
the timely disclosure of financial, social, and environmental 
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performance, CSR helps firms establish trust and promote 
cooperation with stakeholders (Ehsan et  al.  2022). It also 
serves to reduce information asymmetry, thereby reinforcing 
accountability and enhancing the quality of firm–stakeholder 
relationships (Jizi et al. 2014), if the CSR is substantive/genu-
ine. From this vantage point, a positive association between 
CSR and earnings management (EM) is theoretically incon-
gruent. However, this perspective is based on the view that 
CSR is always substantive and genuine (Alhouti et al. 2016). 
This study introduces a more nuanced theoretical perspective 
by recognizing that CSR can function not only as a substan-
tive/genuine commitment but also as a symbolic/instrumen-
tal practice (Westphal 2023; Seele and Lock 2015; García Lara 
et  al.  2025). The distinction between substantive/genuine 
and symbolic/instrumental CSR practices emerges through 
their different characteristics: substantive/genuine CSR ex-
ists within organizational systems and demonstrates external 
proof through tangible actions while lasting throughout time 
(Wickert et al. 2016; García Lara et al. 2025). A key concep-
tual difference lies in substantive/genuine CSR and symbolic/
instrumental CSR in that the latter is often communication 
intensive and easily detached from core operations, often 
scaling back when external scrutiny decreases. When CSR is 
deployed symbolically as a tool for impression management 
(Hamza and Jarboui 2022), it can serve to obfuscate underly-
ing corporate behaviors such as EM. Therefore, while a pos-
itive CSR-EM link is difficult to reconcile with substantive/
genuine CSR, it becomes a plausible outcome when CSR is 
leveraged instrumentally. This study does not directly mea-
sure the intent behind CSR but theorizes and tests the con-
ditions under which its instrumental use, and thus a positive 
association with EM, becomes more feasible and tempting for 
firms (e.g., under high visibility and short-term pressures). 
In parallel with the rise of CSR, Environmental, Social, and 
Governance (ESG) factors have become a broader, more data-
driven framework for assessing firms' ethical and environ-
mental performance (Nagy et al. 2022; Gaio et al. 2022). ESG 
frameworks extend beyond traditional CSR evaluations by 
institutionalizing sustainability assessments through quan-
tifiable metrics (Berg et  al.  2022). This structure not only 
measures corporate performance but also signals exposure 
to external pressures, which are manifested through capital 
market disincentives (e.g., higher financing costs for ESG vio-
lators) (Dhaliwal et al. 2011; Chava 2014) and regulatory com-
pliance risks (e.g., elevated penalties for poor ESG performers) 
(Cheng et al. 2014), compelling enhanced ethical accountabil-
ity in response to market and regulatory sanctions (Pedersen 
et al. 2021). In this high-stakes context, ESG performance can 
incentivize not only substantive/genuine reform but also sym-
bolic maneuvering. Firms may engage in highly visible CSR 
activities as a form of reputational shielding, using ethical ap-
pearances to deflect attention from underlying EM practices 
(Ehsan et al. 2020) that undermine transparency (Martínez-
Ferrero et  al.  2016; Jung et  al.  2018). Thus, rather than re-
flecting true intent, strong ESG visibility can make symbolic/
instrumental CSR a strategic complement to EM (Borralho 
et al. 2022), especially where external pressures are high. EM 
refers to the intentional adjustment of financial statements 
to meet earnings targets or to influence investor perceptions, 
often without breaching formal accounting rules (García-
Sánchez et  al.  2020). It involves the deliberate distortion of 

financial statements through fabricated transactions, inflated 
revenues, or understated expenses, with the intent to deceive 
stakeholders (Healy and Wahlen  1999; Dechow et  al.  2010). 
Such practices can erode the integrity of financial reporting 
and weaken corporate governance (Ehsan et al. 2022). These 
practices, including asset disposals or opportunistic acquisi-
tions, are often framed as legitimate strategies but can conceal 
fraudulent intent.

Further, this study examines how CSR impacts EM and the 
moderating role of media attention. By reducing information 
asymmetry between firms and stakeholders, media attention 
fosters operational transparency that incentivizes ethical con-
duct and alters corporate decision-making patterns (Michelon 
et al. 2015). On the other hand, high media attention has also 
undermined a company's reputation (Wu et  al.  2016) and led 
firms to use EM as a reaction to protect their public image, con-
sistent with the instrumental stakeholder theory (Jones  1995). 
Firms increase CSR efforts when they perceive that they need to 
do so to meet external expectations, and there exists a trade-off 
between CSR, EM, and media attention. This study introduces 
media attention into the CSR-EM context, whereas existing lit-
erature tends to treat it as static and fails to recognize its impact 
as a moderating factor. The study adds new depth to existing 
studies by moderating the CSR-EM link with media attention. It 
provides fresh insight into how and why CSR strategies may be 
influenced by media attention.

This study situates its inquiry within the distinctive institutional 
environment of China's HNTFs, a setting characterized by sub-
stantial policy subsidies, elevated financing needs, and height-
ened external visibility. These firms operate under exceptional 
conditions where innovation-driven industrial policies, intense 
media attention, and strong stakeholder expectations, create a 
context ripe for the strategic alignment of CSR with manage-
rial opportunism. This study employs data on 2973 HNTFs that 
are publicly traded in the A-share market over the period from 
2017 to 2021. Rather than presuming that CSR engagements are 
inherently substantive (genuine) or symbolic (instrumental), 
this research investigates whether CSR may be instrumentally 
deployed under specific situational pressures. It examines the 
emergence of a particular behavioral pattern, the co-occurrence 
of high CSR visibility and EM, by exploiting the unique insti-
tutional configuration of HNTFs, where high demand for in-
novation, high media attention, and information asymmetries 
incentivize the use of CSR as a legitimizing tool.

Moreover, this study reveals a significant finding: under con-
ditions of heightened external scrutiny, such as intense media 
attention, HNTFs exhibit a positive correlation between CSR 
and EM. This pattern suggests that in specific institutional en-
vironments characterized by high visibility and substantial per-
formance pressures, firms may strategically employ CSR as an 
instrumental tool to obscure contemporaneous EM practices. 
The study avoids determining CSR engagement motivations and 
refrains from assuming CSR activities fall under either substan-
tive/genuine or symbolic/instrumental categories. The research 
shows how HNTFs create a specific environment that leads 
organizations to increase their visible CSR activities and finan-
cial reporting flexibility at the same time. The observed pat-
tern between CSR initiatives and financial reporting discretion 
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indicates strategic organizational actions instead of proving 
CSR activities have ethical value.

This study provides several distinct contributions to the exist-
ing literature. First, this research moves beyond treating CSR 
as a monolithic construct by employing a three-dimensional 
ESG framework, which reveals heterogeneous relationships 
across ESG domains (Luo, Yan, and Yan  2023; Luo, Tian, 
et al. 2024; Zhang et al. 2023). Second, this work expands the 
CSR-EM model to include media attention, allowing for a ho-
listic understanding of CSR ethics and the signs of CSR that 
affect the link between CSR and economic interests. Third, it 
introduces a behavioral perspective that focuses on observable 
corporate conduct patterns under specific boundary condi-
tions, offering a more nuanced understanding of how CSR and 
EM may be strategically aligned in high-pressure institutional 
environments. These insights challenge simplified interpreta-
tions of CSR as either universally ethical or inherently sym-
bolic, instead positioning CSR engagements as strategically 
adaptable practices whose relationship with financial report-
ing integrity depends critically on the institutional context 
and external monitoring environment. The research clarifies 
the distinctions and challenges of these practices, provid-
ing insights for regulators and investors alike. Practically, 
Chinese HNTFs should leverage CSR strategic complemen-
tarities to increase engagement, reduce opportunism, and en-
hance market reputation and transparency by using a strong 
CSR message.

The next sections of this study are structured as follows: 
Section 2 presents theories; the study methodology is described 
in Section 3. Section 4 highlights the correlation between CSR 
and EM in practice, with media attention serving as a moder-
ator. Section  5 contains the discussion and implications, and 
Section 6 concludes.

2   |   Literature Review and Development of 
Hypotheses

Traditionally, agency theory has been employed to explain the 
potential for interests to diverge between shareholders and man-
agers, as executives may pursue self-interests over those of stake-
holders (Jensen and Meckling 1976). This misalignment leads to 
agency problems, as managers take advantage of information 
asymmetry to act opportunistically (Abner and Ferrer  2019), 
such as EM. In this study, agency theory is applied to suggest 
that corporate management may divert attention through more 
self-serving behaviors (i.e., EM practices) and align managerial 
and shareholder interests or distort firm financial performance 
through CSR initiatives. CSR can represent a powerful tool for 
building relationships with stakeholders and creating competi-
tive advantages.

The instrumental stakeholder theory focuses on how firms 
can achieve their strategic objectives and economic interests 
through engagement with stakeholders (Jones  1995; Patro 
et al.  2018; Valentinov and Hajdu  2021). Firms can secure re-
sources, mitigate risks, enhance reputation, and ultimately, as 
EM, as managers take advantage of information asymmetry 
to act opportunistically (Abner and Ferrer  2019), maximize 

economic benefits by identifying, analyzing, and managing 
stakeholder relationships. Drawing on instrumental stakeholder 
theory, the study explores the moderating role of media attention 
as a strategic motivation for firms to publicize their CSR actions. 
Media coverage may compel firms to strive to balance their pub-
lic image and financial performance, and EM may be employed 
to manage the pressure brought by media attacks. This research 
contributes to the existing literature on the ethical outcomes of 
CSR and its impacts in the context of CSR-EM associations. It in-
vestigates the firm's use of CSR to divert attention from its finan-
cial malfeasance and aims to mobilize stakeholders. This study 
finds that media attention moderates  this relationship, ensur-
ing media coverage of CSR reports the ethical behaviors of firms 
and, consequently, CSR can function as a veil for EM activities.

2.1   |   CSR, ESG and an Integrated Framework

A firm uses CSR to demonstrate its commitment to balancing 
economic objectives with its legal duties, ethical standards, and 
social responsibilities (Carroll 1999). The commitment to CSR 
creates substantial effects on its corporate image, market po-
sition, and financial sustainability through how stakeholders 
view the organization (Chollet and Sandwidi 2018). Meanwhile, 
the development of ESG metrics establishes a measurable sys-
tem to evaluate corporate sustainability alongside ethical con-
duct (Nagy et al. 2022; Gaio et al. 2022). The scores serve dual 
purposes by helping organizations monitor their CSR activities 
while providing outside investors with transparent information 
to build trust (Deng et al. 2024).

The literature conceptually distinguishes between two distinct 
modes of CSR engagement, rooted in differing organizational 
motives and implementation depths (García Lara et  al.  2025). 
Substantive (or genuine) CSR refers to the authentic integration 
of social and environmental concerns into a firm's core opera-
tions, demonstrated through verifiable actions, long-term in-
vestments, and measurable impacts that are costly to imitate 
(Wickert et al. 2016; García Lara et al. 2025). Symbolic (or in-
strumental) CSR exists mainly as a communicative practice that 
separates stated policies from actual business activities. The 
approach focuses on making public statements and choosing 
specific information to share for corporate image improvement 
instead of creating real operational transformations (Seele and 
Lock  2015; Westphal  2023). This form prioritizes promotional 
visibility and is frequently deployed as a strategic tool for im-
pression management, enabling the firm to project an image 
of social responsibility without implementing corresponding 
substantive/genuine internal changes. The potential for such 
decoupling (Velte 2025) is a critical theoretical mechanism that 
allows firms to leverage CSR symbolically, particularly under 
conditions of high external scrutiny.

This study, while acknowledging this conceptual duality, does 
not directly measure the two forms of CSR separately. The 
findings do not negate the existence or value of substantive/
genuine CSR. This study demonstrates that a positive CSR–EM 
association emerges under specific boundary conditions—such 
as heightened reputational pressure, significant information 
asymmetry, and short-term incentive structures—which ren-
der the firm's CSR engagement more susceptible to symbolic or 
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instrumental use. In such contexts, characterized by high visi-
bility and media attention, CSR is more likely to be deployed as 
a strategic tool. Conversely, this positive CSR–EM relationship 
is expected to be decreased, or even reversed, in settings where 
CSR is externally assured, persistent over time, and aligned with 
verifiable operational investments.

Crucially, a high ESG score signifies strong performance on 
measurable outcomes but does not inherently certify the under-
lying genuineness of a firm's CSR motives. It is this very visi-
bility and external validation that can incentivize the strategic, 
or symbolic, use of CSR. Consequently, this study utilizes ESG 
scores as a proxy for the visibility of a firm's CSR performance, 
not its intent. Furthermore, the distinct E, S, and G pillars pro-
vide a valuable framework for testing heterogeneity, allowing 
this study to examine whether the relationship between CSR 
visibility and corporate behaviors like EM varies across these 
different dimensions.

2.2   |   EM and Ethical Issues for Financial 
Reporting

EM encompasses managerial interventions in the financial 
reporting process to alter financial statements, thereby shap-
ing stakeholders' perceptions of firm performance (Healy and 
Wahlen  1999; Belgasem-Hussain and Hussaien  2023). From 
an ethical baseline, such interventions—even when operating 
within the flexibility of accounting standards—can bias stake-
holder inference by obfuscating the firm's underlying economic 
reality (Dechow et al. 1995; Elias 2002). These actions not only 
breach accounting principles and entail a risk of legal conse-
quences, but they also break the trust of stakeholders, where the 
fundamental ethical corporate principles of transparency, hon-
esty, and fairness are undermined (Fowler 2023).

This study examines EM actions under environments of high 
external pressure and significant visibility, where managerial 
incentives to influence stakeholder perceptions are most acute. 
The ethical breach inherent in EM lies precisely in its capacity to 
bias stakeholder inference by distorting the informational foun-
dation upon which assessments of firm performance and mana-
gerial integrity are made. It is within these high-stakes contexts 
that this study theorizes EM is unlikely to manifest in isola-
tion. Instead, this study hypothesizes a strategic co-movement 
between EM and other symbolic activities, such as symbolic/
instrumental CSR initiatives. Firms, in a multifaceted effort to 
construct and maintain a favorable public image, may engage in 
these practices concurrently, using the symbolic/instrumental 
CSR to counterbalance or obscure the informational distortions 
created by EM, thereby presenting a unified but potentially mis-
leading front to the external world.

2.3   |   Relationship Between CSR and EM

Previous research studies about CSR and EM show conflicting 
results and maintain theoretical disagreements between these 
concepts. These contradictions can be reconciled by distinguish-
ing between two fundamental forms of CSR, each underpinned 
by a distinct behavioral logic.

The observed negative relationship between CSR and EM (Hong 
and Andersen 2011; Kim et al. 2012; Gaio et al. 2022; Velte 2024) 
supports the moral track hypothesis of substantive (or genuine) 
CSR (Velte 2024). The moral track hypothesis supports genuine 
CSR because it shows how organizations merge social and en-
vironmental goals into their fundamental business operations 
and management systems (Brahem et al. 2022). A firm with eth-
ical values creates open communication with stakeholders (Sial 
et al. 2018) while building sustainable stakeholder relationships 
through its corporate culture which naturally rejects short-term 
opportunistic actions like EM (Hong and Andersen 2011; Kim 
et al. 2012).

Conversely, a positive CSR-EM association (Setiawan et al. 2019; 
Buertey et  al.  2020; Zhang et  al.  2021; Jian et  al.  2023; Deng 
et  al.  2024; Khanchel and Lassoued  2024; Alsaadi  2025; 
Alharasis 2025) is explained by the lens of symbolic (or instru-
mental) CSR, which is consistent with the moral licensing hy-
pothesis (Velte 2024) of symbolic/instrumental CSR (Seele and 
Lock 2015; García Lara et al. 2025). Here, CSR engagements are 
decoupled from actual practices and used as a strategic tool for 
impression management. These kinds of CSR actions are per-
formed for certain targets, such as enhancing legitimacy and 
reputation, not completely out of substantive/genuine intentions 
(Seele and Lock  2015; Westphal  2023). This strategic behavior 
manifests most prominently during periods of financial distress 
or external pressure (Gonçalves et  al.  2021), where managers 
exploit CSR's inherent subjectivity and low verifiability (Faisal 
et al. 2018) to construct impression management through sym-
bolic decoupling (the differences between symbolic commitment 
and substantive action) (Mahoney et  al.  2013; Alharasis  2025; 
Velte 2025). This symbolic front generates a moral covering ef-
fect, systematically lowering the perceived risk of detection and 
allowing managers to engage in opportunistic EM to secure pri-
vate benefits—such as enhanced compensation or job security—
at the expense of long-term value creation (Tan 2014; Santos-Jaén 
et  al.  2021). This positive CSR-EM association arises precisely 
because CSR engagements, under conditions of high external 
pressure and information asymmetry, function as a strategic re-
source rather than an ethical commitment. The very attributes 
that make CSR valuable for legitimacy—its narrative flexibility, 
low verifiability, and high visibility—also render it an effective 
mechanism for diverting stakeholder attention from contempora-
neous EM (Callery 2024), thereby creating a strategic alignment 
between symbolic social performance and discretionary finan-
cial reporting.

Mahrani and Soewarno  (2018) argue that CSR can increase 
operating costs, leading to a decline in profits, which may ul-
timately result in EM. Similarly, some firms use CSR to en-
hance EM practices, reduce profits, and avoid taxes (Javed and 
Ahmad 2020). CEOs may employ CSR as a cover to protect their 
positions, diverting stakeholders' attention away from unethical 
actions (Pasko et al. 2021), such as EM (Zhang et al. 2021). When 
examining the CSR-EM relationship in China, this research 
assumes a positive CSR-EM association. HNTFs often face 
greater financing requirements than ordinary A-share listed 
firms. These firms are typically in their growth phase, requir-
ing significant funding for R&D investments and rapid expan-
sion. To attract investors and secure favorable financing, they 
attempt to maintain a good image, with social responsibility 
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as a key strategy to showcase profitability and growth poten-
tial. However, management may use CSR to mask EM prac-
tices, presenting a more favorable financial performance (Prior 
et  al.  2008). Agency theory provides further insight into this 
behavior, suggesting that management may prioritize personal 
goals such as higher compensation and job security, leading 
EM to enhance financial statements (Abner and Ferrer  2019). 
In this case, CSR activities can serve as a smokescreen, divert-
ing attention from actual financial performance by promoting 
socially responsible practices, thus concealing EM (Abner and 
Ferrer 2019).

The inherent technological innovation and market volatil-
ity characterizing HNTFs subject them to elevated perfor-
mance expectations and heightened external scrutiny (Sarfraz 
et  al.  2022). Under such conditions of reputational pressure 
and significant media attention, managers face intensified 
incentives to engage in EM to signal financial stability and 
sustained growth. It is within this specific contextual bound-
ary that CSR is prone to instrumental use. Rather than re-
flecting deep ethical integration, CSR engagements can be 
strategically deployed (Seele and Lock  2015; Westphal  2023; 
Alharasis 2025; García Lara et al. 2025) as a legitimizing façade 
to divert stakeholder attention from underlying accounting 
manipulations. This symbolic/instrumental CSR–EM nexus 
is institutionally enabled by the opacity of CSR metrics (Faisal 
et al. 2018), which facilitates a decoupling of communicative 
commitments from operational practices, thereby creating rep-
utational shielding (Mahoney et al. 2013) and systematically 
lowering EM detection risk (Zhang et al. 2021). Consequently, 
this study predicts a positive CSR–EM correlation specifically 
in HNTFs, where such symbolic maneuvering is both feasible 
and incentivized.

As the ESG framework provides a more objective indicator 
of CSR engagement (Deng et al. 2024), this study utilizes the 
three ESG dimensions to explore deeper into the CSR-EM 
relationship. The ESG dimensions collectively support EM 
through distinct institutional mechanisms: environmental 
disclosure selectivity (e.g., strategic carbon reporting omis-
sions) exploits information asymmetries (Marquis et al. 2016) 
to reduce stakeholder oversight intensity, thereby expanding 
EM operational space; social initiative instrumentality (e.g., 
targeted community patronage) exchanges localized legiti-
macy for stakeholder tolerance (Hawn and Ioannou 2016; Di 
Vaio et  al.  2022), lowering EM detection risks; while gover-
nance metric fixation (e.g., quarterly EPS-linked bonuses) in-
duces threshold-driven accrual manipulation by prioritizing 
short-term agent incentives (Jensen and Meckling 1976) over 
reporting integrity (Di Vaio et al. 2024). This tripartite mech-
anism arises from systemic exploitation of stakeholder infor-
mational gaps, social reciprocity expectations, and temporal 
agency conflicts. Therefore, the positive CSR-EM association 
can be explained by examining the ethical and stakeholder im-
plications within firms. Managers may strategically use CSR 
(Seele and Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; García Lara et al. 2025) 
to enhance their personal image and career stability, aligning 
more with their own interests than those of shareholders. This 
symbolic/instrumental use of CSR can distract stakeholders 
from financial manipulation practices, including EM.

The three dimensions of ESG are considered the same as CSR 
and have a positive correlation with EM. This leads to the 
Hypotheses H1, H2a, H2b and H2c:

H1.  CSR is positively associated with EM.

H2a.  E is positively associated with EM.

H2b.  S is positively associated with EM.

H2c.  G is positively associated with EM.

2.4   |   The Impact of Media Attention on CSR 
and EM Activities

The role of the media is vital in disciplining the behavior of a 
company and influencing public perception, representing an 
important external factor that compels companies to behave 
ethically and comply with rules (Miller 2006; Guo et al. 2018). 
Media attention can play a dual role in shaping corporate 
conduct, since firms may use media as a channel to convey 
their financial performance and CSR commitment (Lewin 
and Warren 2025). On one hand, media scrutinizes corporate 
performance (Zhang et al. 2024), which may encourage firms 
to enhance CSR engagement to meet public expectations and 
maintain legitimacy (Prior et al. 2008; Tata and Prasad 2015), 
and also, enhance corporate accountability (Zhang et al. 2024; 
Di Vaio et al. 2025). On the other hand, heightened scrutiny 
can increase EM by elevating reputational pressure and regu-
latory risks (Wu et al. 2016; Liu and Xu 2025). Under greater 
information asymmetry, media attention will increase the ex-
tent to which firms perform greenwashing (Ren et al. 2024). 
By directing stakeholder attention toward CSR achievements, 
media coverage creates a shield that inadvertently distracts 
from EM practices. This diversionary effect enables firms to 
engage in EM while maintaining organizational legitimacy. 
Concurrently, the reputational pressures amplified by media 
exposure intensify managerial incentives to meet financial ex-
pectations through EM, particularly when CSR commitments 
elevate operational costs (Kang et al. 2020).

Previous studies suggest that media attention may exert a 
moderating or mediating effect between CSR and other vari-
ables, such as firm value (Li et  al.  2017; Chen et  al.  2024; 
Zhang et  al.  2024). Media attention can compensate for the 
reduction of scrutiny by financial analysts and institutional 
shareholders (Chen et  al.  2024). According to Chen et  al. 
(2024), the media can lower the level of unethical actions such 
as EM by decreasing the information asymmetry among indi-
viduals (Guldiken et al. 2017; Li et al. 2017). Such media news 
on corporate ethical activities, such as charitable donations, 
can increase a sense of social responsibility among their man-
agement (Jung et  al.  2018), motivating management to care 
more about their public image than they would during a cul-
ture of corruption, thus potentially decreasing unethical be-
havior. On the contrary, as a response to the pressures brought 
by media attention, firms may utilize their CSR activities to 
signal a socially responsible image (Borghesi et al. 2014; Wang 
and Marquis  2025) that helps them build trust and mitigate 
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1550 Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 2026

the risks associated with media attention, making EM easier 
(Prior et  al.  2008). Firms are often pressed to improve their 
CSR reputation due to media attention (Tata and Prasad 2015). 
Sometimes, companies strategically participate in CSR activi-
ties to divert attention externally, softening the media impact, 
but this practice may also cover EM behaviors (Abner and 
Ferrer 2019). This leads to firms engaging more in EM for bet-
ter financial performance and to mitigate the risks of media 
coverage (Wu et al. 2016).

According to instrumental stakeholder theory, strategic actions 
toward outside stakeholders, including the media, are taken at 
the intersection of firm goals with economic performance (Jones 
et al. 2018). Given the media attention and the risks of reputation 
and social pressure (Wu et al. 2016), firms must allocate resources 
to address the ramifications of negative news. Also, when media 
coverage highlights the excellent job of the firm, it will set higher 
expectations among stakeholders, which leads companies toward 
more CSR actions instrumentally to meet higher standards and 
promote the image of being socially responsible. This strategy 
encourages firms to hide their EM practices, as stakeholders are 
likely to emphasize CSR activities and pay less attention to the 
financial statements (Tata and Prasad 2015).

HNTFs, given their growth-phase financing needs and 
innovation-centric visibility, operate under intensified reputa-
tional pressure and media attention (Han and Gu 2021). These 
conditions create a context in which CSR is prone to instru-
mental use—not as an expression of ethical commitment, but 
as a strategic resource for impression management. When faced 
with high external expectations and financing demands, man-
agers in HNTFs are incentivized to engage in EM to project fi-
nancial stability and performance consistency (Wu et al. 2016). 
In such settings, media attention functions as a double-edged 
catalyst: it amplifies the visibility of CSR activities while si-
multaneously diverting stakeholder attention from underlying 
financial conduct. This creates a strategic opening for firms to 

deploy CSR symbolically (Seele and Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; 
García Lara et al. 2025)—building a façade of social responsibil-
ity that helps mask contemporaneous EM. Instrumental stake-
holder theory supports this view, suggesting that firms may 
adopt CSR instrumentally to shape perceptions and secure sup-
port, particularly when visibility is high and monitoring capac-
ity is strained (Jones et al. 2018). Thus, in HNTFs—where media 
exposure is elevated and reputational risks are acute—CSR can 
be tactically decoupled from operations and leveraged as a rep-
utational shield, thereby strengthening the positive CSR–EM 
link. The ESG framework, with its multi-dimensional structure 
(Di Vaio et  al.  2022), offers a useful lens to further examine 
how such instrumental behavior varies across ESG domains. 
Hypotheses H3, H4, H5 and H6 are proposed:

H3.  Media attention serves as a significant moderating factor 
in the CSR-EM association.

H4.  Media attention serves as a significant moderating factor 
in the E-EM association.

H5.  Media attention serves as a significant moderating factor 
in the S-EM association.

H6.  Media attention serves as a significant moderating factor 
in the G-EM association.

Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework of this study.

3   |   Methodology

3.1   |   Data Source and Sample Selection

Considering that most of the special policies for HNTFs, such 
as additional deductions and government subsidies, began to 
be implemented in January 2017, this study focuses on HNTFs 

FIGURE 1    |    Conceptual framework.  Source: Authors' own creation.
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1551Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 2026

publicly traded on the A-share market between 2017 and 2021. 
The selected time frame was deliberately chosen to capture the 
influence of these policies on the financial outcomes and CSR 
practices of HNTFs in the years following their implementa-
tion. However, the Ministry of Science and Technology and 
the Ministry of Finance jointly promulgated the “Action Plan 
for Enhancing Enterprise Technological Innovation Capacity 
(2022–2023),” introducing a series of inclusive policies aimed 
at encouraging corporate innovation. These include tax incen-
tives for HNTFs and initiatives to support HNTFs in making 
donations to promote basic frontier research and development 
projects. The implementation of these policies and their po-
tential to influence corporate behavior has yet to become fully 
apparent, and the relevant data are currently being assem-
bled and organized. At the same time, these new regulations 
may have a limited influence on firms’ CSR and EM actions, 
which will require some time to observe their lasting impact. 
Therefore, to ensure the accuracy and reliability of this study's 
findings, information from 2022 and 2023 has been excluded 
from this investigation.

The empirical context based on HNTFs provides an optimal 
environment to study CSR usage between symbolic and in-
strumental purposes. The combination of substantial policy 
benefits (e.g., R&D subsidies, tax deductions), and investor 
and regulatory oversight of HNTFs leads to high levels of or-
ganizational visibility. The existing conditions at HNTFs force 
organizations to preserve their reputation for competence and 
legitimacy. The combination of strong reputational stress 
with innovation activities' unclear nature drives companies 
to use symbolic/instrumental CSR practices for instrumental 
purposes (Seele and Lock  2015; Westphal  2023; García Lara 
et  al.  2025). HNTFs use social responsibility displays to en-
hance their public standing which they can use strategically to 
hide their EM practices that fulfill performance requirements. 
This study sample comprises 2973 HNTFs. Financial data are 
obtained from the China Stock Market and CSMAR (Duan 
et  al.  2022). CSR is evaluated based on ESG scores sourced 
from the Sino-Securities ESG Rating database (Luo, Yan, and 
Yan 2023; Luo, Tian, et al. 2024; Li, Wu, and Huang 2023; Li, 
Liu, and Liu  2023). Additionally, information on media at-
tention is derived from the Chinese Research Data Services 
Platform (CNRDS) (Wang et al. 2021; Li, Wu, and Huang 2023; 
Li, Liu, and Liu  2023). The initial dataset comprises 10,269 
observations. The data selection process begins by excluding 
firms under specific conditions: (i) firms listed on the Beijing 
Stock Exchange, established in 2021; (ii) firms designated as 
ST due to particular operational issues; and (iii) entities either 
newly established or suspended during the selected financial 
years (Pasko et al. 2021). Following this, missing and redun-
dant entries are removed. At the 1% and 99% levels of contin-
uous variables, a winsorization approach is applied to reduce 
the impact of outliers (Saunders et al. 2019). After this modifi-
cation, 10,000 firm-year data constitute the final sample.

3.2   |   Measurements of CSR

The ESG rating employed in this study is a composite measure 
encompassing ESG performance indicators. Given the right-
skewed distribution of ESG scores, this study uses a logarithmic 

transformation to normalize the data and reduce the impact of 
outliers. Given the rapid growth and increasing importance of 
ESG considerations, various research firms now provide com-
prehensive ESG scores based on diverse metrics. These scores 
are derived from the Sino-Securities ESG Rating database 
(Luo, Yan, and Yan  2023; Luo, Tian, et  al.  2024; Li, Wu, and 
Huang 2023; Li, Liu, and Liu 2023), which is the most compre-
hensive and frequently updated ESG rating system in China 
(Wang et al. 2022). This database is tailored to the evolving land-
scape of A-share listed firms and reflects the country's develop-
mental trajectory. The Sino-Securities Index Information (SSII) 
applies an updated weighting method to the respective diversity 
of industrial sectors that stakeholder firms belong to; this is to 
quantitatively examine and outline the real-world outcomes in 
the context of ESG metrics (Sino-Securities Index Information 
Service Company 2022). The ESG Index constructs an industry 
differentiation index system by integrating regulatory disclo-
sure, government data, and public opinion information in the 
dimensions of environment (E), society (S), and governance (G). 
The original ESG overall score is standardized by the Z-score 
method, and the weights are dynamically allocated according 
to the national policy orientation (E: 40%–45%, S: 30%–35%, G: 
20%–25%), and the comprehensive score is generated by super-
imposing the deduction mechanism of major ESG disputes. The 
ESG assessment framework comprises a multi-tiered architec-
ture of 14 thematic modules, 22 operational units, and more 
than 100 detailed metrics (Sino-Securities Index Information 
Service Company  2022). Environmentally, it quantifies corpo-
rate operational footprints and their ecological externalities, 
while diagnosing sector-specific environmental risk exposures 
and transition opportunities. Socially, it evaluates stakeholder 
capital management efficacy and responsibility fulfillment, 
identifying latent social license vulnerabilities. Corporately, it 
assesses governance strength and structural risk factors.

3.3   |   Measurements of EM

EM is measured via discretionary accruals (DA) using the mod-
ified Jones model (Sial et al. 2018; Jian et al. 2023), which better 
reflects management's intention and extent of EM information 
in financial reports (Dechow et al. 1995; Diem and Hiep 2023). 
Total accruals (TA) represent the difference between account-
ing earnings and cash flows, indicating overall accrual activ-
ity. Non-discretionary accruals (NDA) are estimated based on 
firm-specific factors and represent expected accruals, while DA, 
calculated as TA minus NDA, capture the portion subject to man-
agerial discretion. The calculation equation is provided below.

(1)

TAi,t

Ai,t−1

= �0

(

1

Ai,t−1

)

+ �1

(

ΔREVi,t

Ai,t−1

)

+ �2

(

PPEi,t

Ai,t−1

)

+ �i,t

(2)

NDAi,t

Ai,t−1

= �̂0

(

1

Ai,t−1

)

+ �̂1

(

ΔREVi,t − ΔRECi,t

Ai,t−1

)

+ �̂2

(

PPEi,t

Ai,t−1

)

(3)DAi,t =
TAi,t

Ai,t−1

− NDAi,t
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1552 Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 2026

where TAi,t = total accruals; NDAi,t = non-discretionary accru-
als in year t; DAi,t = discretionary accruals; ΔREVi,t = revenues 
in year t—revenues in year t−1 scaled by At−1; ΔRECi,t = the net 
receivables in year t—net receivables in year t−1 scaled by At−1; 
Ai,t−1 = total assets in year t−1; PPEi,t = gross property plant and 
equipment in year t scaled by total assets at t−1; �i,t = residual 
term; and β0, β1, β2 = regression coefficients.

3.4   |   Measurements of Media Attention

Media attention is operationalized through annual press coverage 
volume, quantified as the Napierian logarithm of firm-specific 
mentions in nationally circulated newspapers aggregated for each 
fiscal year (Wang et  al.  2021). This metric proxies institutional 
monitoring intensity, using newspapers' superior reliability in in-
formational transfer compared to alternative channels due to ed-
itorial rigor and fact-checking protocols (Zhang and Chen 2019). 
Primary data, retrieved from the China Research Data Service 
(CNRDS) platform (Wang et al. 2021; Li, Wu, and Huang 2023; 
Li, Liu, and Liu 2023), encompasses multi-domain reports span-
ning economic, financial, cultural, environmental, and policy 
discourse. The “media attention” index provided by the CNRDS 
database usually includes related data cleaning and processing 
(such as filtering announcements, analyst reports, etc.) The loga-
rithmic transformation mitigates right-skewness while preserving 
the construct's core interpretation as a stakeholder attention indi-
cator, where heightened values signify amplified public visibility 
and scrutiny exposure for HNTFs.

3.5   |   Measurements of Control Variables

Six variables may influence the CSR-EM correlation used as con-
trol variables, including growth rate (growth), leverage (lev), re-
turn on assets (ROA), the size of the firm (size), the type of audit 
firm (Big4), and the COVID years. GROWTH is the growth rate 
of the firm. LEVERAGE is the firm's leverage ratio. A firm with 
a higher leverage ratio sometimes tends to perform more EM ac-
tions (Le Breton-Miller et al. 2024). ROA is determined as the 
division of net operating income by total assets. If a firm shows 
a substantial ROA, there is a likelihood of it engaging in EM, 
as the entity may seek to avert financial losses (Lee 2017). SIZE 
refers to the firm size; as when a firm seeks to expand in size, it 
will receive financial and public pressure simultaneously, which 
may motivate the firm to engage in EM actions (Lee 2017).

The Big4 audit firm (PwC, EY, KPMG, and Deloitte) represents 
the quality of auditing, which may influence the degree of EM 
(Xu and Qi 2020). Finally, the COVID years (2020 and 2021) are 
employed, as firms tend to perform more EM actions under pres-
sure during the pandemic (Khanchel and Lassoued 2024) while 
increasing sustainability reporting. The assessment of control 
variables is listed below in Table 1.

3.6   |   Models of the Analysis

Several analytical methods have been utilized to ensure the reliabil-
ity of results. The testing and results include descriptive statistics, 
correlation analysis, multicollinearity analysis, serial correlation 

analysis, heteroscedasticity test, fixed effects model, and robust-
ness test. It is essential to conduct multicollinearity analysis to 
identify any high intercorrelations among independent variables 
(Kim 2019). A serial correlation analysis is applied to test the au-
tocorrelation of the residuals in the model (Wooldridge  2002). 
This helps to adjust the estimation of the standard errors of the 
regression coefficients. Tests of heteroscedasticity (the White test) 
are performed to assess the homogeneity of the variance of the 
error terms across observations. Regarding tests for model suit-
ability, both the Lagrange Multiplier—Breusch-Pagan test and 
the Hausman test are conducted. In the fixed effects approach, 
the key statistical assumptions include the OLS assumption (i.e., 
the relationship between the independent variables and the error 
term is random). Meanwhile, the Lagrange Multiplier—Breusch-
Pagan test and the Hausman test (as we will see later) can be used 
to determine whether the fixed effects or random effects model is 
more appropriate. The fixed effects model is preferred over other 

TABLE 1    |    Operational definition of variables.

Variables Symbol Measurement

Dependent variables

Earnings 
management

EM Discretionary accruals

Independent variables

Corporate social 
responsibility

CSR The natural logarithm 
of ESG score

Environmental E The natural logarithm 
of E score

Social S The natural logarithm 
of S score

Governance G The natural logarithm 
of G score

Moderating variables

Media attention Media The natural logarithm 
of the amount that 

media reported

Control variables

Growth Growth (Total sales of year 
t divided by total 

sales of yeart−1)−1

Leverage Lev Year-end total liabilities/
Year-end total assets

ROA ROA Net operating income 
over total assets

Size Size Market value of equity

Big4 audit 
company

Big4 0 for non-Big4 audit firm 
and 1 for Big4 audit firm

COVID year COOVID 0 for none-COVID-19 
period and 1 for the 
COVID-19 period 

(2020–2021)

Source: Authors' own creation from Stata.

 15353966, 2026, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/csr.70252 by N

ational Institutes O
f H

ealth M
alaysia, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [14/01/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



1553Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 2026

models, based on the decision criteria provided by the Hausman 
test. The following regression models are developed:

Model 1:

Model 2:

Model 3:

Model 4:

Model 5:

Model 6:

where EM = discretionary accruals; CSR = the natural loga-
rithm of ESG score; E = the natural logarithm of E score; S = the 
natural logarithm of the S score; G = the natural logarithm of 
G score; Media = media attention as determined by the num-
ber of news reports about the HNTFs; CONTROLS = control 
variables, including growth, leverage, ROA, firm size, Big4 
audit firm dummy, COVID year dummy; FIRM = firm dummy; 
YD = year dummy.

4   |   Findings

4.1   |   Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive analysis results are presented in Table 2. The mean 
of AEM is close to zero, indicating generally low levels of EM, but 
with considerable variability. CSR scores range from 4.029 to 
4.446, with a similar mean and median, showing a relatively high 
and consistent distribution. Among CSR dimensions, governance 
(G) scores are especially high, particularly the median (4.372). 
Media attention shows a lower mean (3.938) and median (3.258), 
reflecting a right-skewed distribution with notable variability 
(standard deviation of 2.475).

4.2   |   Correlation Analysis

The Pearson coefficients are presented in Table 3, which can be 
used to assess the relationship among the variables. All VIFs 
are below 10, and the highest VIF is 1.47, indicating that no 
multicollinearity issue exists (Kim 2019). Based on the results 
of correlation analysis, EM has a positive correlation with CSR 
(0.141***), suggesting a CSR-EM association. The correlation be-
tween CSR and Media (0.093***) shows that corporations with 
higher CSR involvement tend to receive more media coverage. 
EM is positively related to S and G at a significant level of 1%, 
while EM and E do not significantly relate, given the outcomes 
of the Pearson correlation. Regarding control variables, both 
EM and CSR are significantly related to growth, leverage, ROA, 
and size.

4.3   |   Regression

The model results are shown in Table  4. The first and sec-
ond models are the basic regression models that describe the 
CSR-EM relationship, while models that include media at-
tention are in the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth models. The 

EM = �0 + �1CSR + Σ� iCONTROLS + ΣFIRM + �YD + �

EM = �0 + �1E + �2S + �3G + Σ� iCONTROLS + ΣFIRM + �YD + �

EM=�0+�1CSR+�2Media+�3CSR
∗Media

+Σ� iCONTROLS+ΣFIRM+�YD+�

EM=�0+�1E+�2S+�3G+�4Media+�5E ∗Media

+Σ� iCONTROLS+ΣFIRM+�YD+�

EM=�0+�1E+�2S+�3G+�4Media+�5S ∗Media

+Σ� iCONTROLS+ΣFIRM+�YD+�

EM=�0+�1E+�2S+�3G+�4Media+�5G ∗Media

+Σ� iCONTROLS+ΣFIRM+�YD+�

TABLE 2    |    Descriptive analysis.

Variable N Mean p50 SD Min Max

EM 10,000 0.00500 0.00700 0.0800 −0.261 0.248

CSR 10,000 4.289 4.298 0.0830 4.029 4.446

E 10,000 4.109 4.115 0.136 3.815 4.435

S 10,000 4.323 4.335 0.133 3.868 4.571

G 10,000 4.342 4.372 0.112 3.894 4.504

Media 10,000 3.938 3.258 2.475 0 10.35

Growth 10,000 0.106 0.0730 0.436 −0.772 2.509

Lev 10,000 0.422 0.420 0.188 0.0700 0.871

ROA 10,000 0.0330 0.0370 0.0750 −0.341 0.201

Size 10,000 22.67 22.47 1.005 21.13 25.81

Big4 10,000 0.0490 0 0.216 0 1

COVID 10,000 0.458 0 0.498 0 1

Source: Authors' own creation from Stata.
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independent variable is CSR (or E, S, and G), and the dependent 
variable is EM.

4.3.1   |   The CSR-EM Relation

The findings are shown in Table  4, Column 1. The outcomes 
illustrate a positive CSR-EM relationship, indicating that a rise 
in CSR initiatives is likely to result in a rise in EM activities 
from firms. The outcomes are similar to some earlier studies 
(Setiawan et al. 2019; Buertey et al. 2020; Zhang et al. 2021; Jian 
et al. 2023; Khanchel and Lassoued 2024; Alsaadi 2025), which 
suggest that CSR is a strategy that can be employed to project a 
favorable impression of the firm. Therefore, management tends 
to use more ethical behaviors, like CSR, to cover up their EM 
actions (Zhang et al. 2021) and avoid unwanted consequences. 
Hypothesis  H1 is accepted. This study posits that a positive 
CSR–EM association emerges specifically when symbolic/in-
strumental CSR is both feasible and incentivized—conditions 
prominently embodied by the high-visibility, high-pressure 
environment of HNTFs. Within this context, characterized by 
significant financing needs, and substantial information asym-
metry (Jensen and Meckling 1976), firms are motivated to stra-
tegically elevate visible CSR engagements as a symbolic façade 
(Mahoney et  al.  2013; Westphal  2023; Alharasis  2025; García 
Lara et  al.  2025). The findings do not imply that substantive/
genuine CSR induces EM, but rather that under external pres-
sure and visibility, firms may co-elevate visible CSR initiatives 
and reporting discretion, resulting in an observable positive as-
sociation reflective of strategic alignment, not ethical causation. 
The consequent reputational shielding effect (Scholtens and 
Kang  2013) obscures EM by diverting stakeholder scrutiny 
(Zhang et al. 2021), while agency-driven prioritization of short-
term private gains over sustainable value creation (Tan  2014) 
systematically reinforces CSR's instrumentalization cycle.

Further, in Column 2, the correlation between E, S, G, and EM 
is identified, respectively. The findings indicate that S, G and 
EM have a positive association. Conversely, there exists a neg-
ligible negative correlation between E and EM. Hypothesis H2a 
is rejected, while Hypotheses H2b and H2c are accepted. The 
outcome is partially incompatible with the results of Kolsi 
et al. (2022) and Borralho et al. (2022), as they identify no dis-
cernible correlation among environmental ESG and EM, while 
there is a negative association among social and governance-
related ESG and EM. This study indicates that the difference 
might result from the distinct nature of the sample firms and 
different national systems, as the samples of Kolsi et al. (2022) 
are the US banks, while the samples of Borralho et al. (2022) are 
listed firms in France and Spain. Unlike the banking industry, 
the results show that the selected sample, HNTFs, tend to use 
social and management-related CSR to mask the firm's EM be-
havior, rather than maintaining good relations with stakehold-
ers to reduce EM behavior. Regarding the conclusions drawn 
about the correlation between environmental CSR and EM, 
the findings indicate that HNTFs' performance aligns with the 
banking sector's, which may be because their operating models 
cause minimal environmental impact (Kolsi et al. 2022).

The observed variation in the correlation between different 
CSR dimensions and EM may be attributed to their distinct T
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TABLE 4    |    The regression results.

Models

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Basic regression The moderating effect of Media attention

Independent CSR E + S + G CSR E S G

Dependent EM EM EM EM EM EM

CSR 0.0320** 0.0331**

(0.0144) (0.0144)

E −0.0156 −0.0158 −0.0156 −0.0157

(0.0106) (0.0106) (0.0106) (0.0106)

S 0.0205** 0.0203** 0.0213** 0.0200**

(0.00919) (0.00919) (0.00916) (0.00919)

G 0.0150* 0.0153* 0.0150* 0.0161*

(0.00908) (0.00906) (0.00908) (0.00909)

Growth −0.00407* −0.00414* −0.00407* −0.00413* −0.00412* −0.00413*

(0.00232) (0.00231) (0.00231) (0.00231) (0.00231) (0.00231)

Lev 0.0314** 0.0310** 0.0314** 0.0306** 0.0309** 0.0310**

(0.0145) (0.0146) (0.0145) (0.0145) (0.0146) (0.0145)

ROA 0.688*** 0.687*** 0.688*** 0.687*** 0.687*** 0.687***

(0.0158) (0.0157) (0.0158) (0.0157) (0.0157) (0.0158)

Size 0.00369 0.00354 0.00319 0.00330 0.00307 0.00312

(0.00245) (0.00245) (0.00243) (0.00243) (0.00243) (0.00243)

Big4 −0.00895 −0.00888 −0.00905 −0.00902 −0.00907 −0.00893

(0.0111) (0.0111) (0.0112) (0.0111) (0.0111) (0.0111)

COVID −0.0272*** −0.0266*** −0.0307*** −0.0301*** −0.0300*** −0.0304***

(0.00244) (0.00248) (0.00520) (0.00521) (0.00522) (0.00522)

Media 0.000811 0.000814 0.000800 0.000848

(0.00104) (0.00104) (0.00104) (0.00104)

CSR_Media 0.00726**

(0.00352)

E_Media −0.00173

(0.00217)

S_Media 0.00449*

(0.00229)

G_Media 0.00518**

(0.00241)

Constant −0.218*** −0.167** −0.214*** −0.164** −0.163** −0.163**

(0.0776) (0.0808) (0.0775) (0.0807) (0.0808) (0.0807)

N 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000

R-squared 0.375 0.376 0.376 0.376 0.376 0.376

Firm FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Note: Cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses, with ***, **, and * suggesting statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
Source: Authors' own creation from Stata.
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stakeholder structures and verification characteristics. The 
different stakeholder structures and verification characteris-
tics of CSR dimensions create the observed variations in their 
relationship with EM. The CSR activities related to social and 
governance aspects focus on addressing the needs of employees 
investors, and management personnel who directly affect busi-
ness operations. The two dimensions provide managers with 
more freedom to manipulate their reports because their results 
exist as intangible data which makes them easier to present in 
a misleading way. The environmental CSR dimension affects 
multiple stakeholders across a wide range and faces growing 
requirements for standardized measurement and external val-
idation. The environmental dimension shows no significant 
relationship with EM because it faces higher accountability 
standards and produces effects that are less direct to financial 
performance. Yet the social and governance dimensions main-
tain stronger connections because they operate within core op-
erations and lack strong verification systems.

4.3.2   |   The Moderating Impact of Media Attention

Table 4, Columns 3–6 display the regression results of the mod-
erators, media attention. In Column 3, it presents the results of 
the media acting as a moderating factor in the CSR-EM relation-
ship. Hypothesis H3 is accepted. These results demonstrate that 
media attention considerably amplifies the positive CSR-EM re-
lationship. These findings indicate that under heightened public 
attention, firms—particularly HNTFs that face higher media 
attention and reputation risks in high-visibility contexts (Wu 
et  al.  2016; Liu and Xu  2025)—tend to increase their engage-
ment in CSR as a strategic response to obfuscate concurrent EM 
activities. This pattern is consistent with the view that media at-
tention, while serving a supervisory role over corporate conduct 
(Zhang and Chen 2019), also generates reputational and perfor-
mance pressures that incentivize firms to instrumentally deploy 
CSR as a legitimizing tool (Seele and Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; 
García Lara et al. 2025). Rather than presuming the nature of 
CSR intent, this study focuses on the observable behavioral out-
come: under systemic pressures like media, firms strategically 
align visible CSR initiatives with discretionary financial report-
ing, using CSR as a shield to mitigate stakeholder skepticism 
toward EM.

The outcomes of E (S and G) and EM, separately, are shown in 
columns 4–6. The findings emphasize that the positive connec-
tion between S, G and EM is significantly enhanced by media 
attention. Conversely, the E-EM connection is not significantly 
strengthened by media attention. Hypothesis  H4 is rejected, 
while Hypotheses H5 and H6 are accepted. The results indicate 
that under media attention, sample firms will use more social 
and governance-related CSR to mask EM; however, the correla-
tion between EM and CSR related to the environment will not 
be influenced by media attention. Media attention serves as both 
an extralegal monitoring mechanism and a source of signifi-
cant external pressure for firms (Zhang and Chen 2019; Wang 
et al. 2021). The intense public examination creates strong pres-
sure for management to use symbolic/instrumental CSR prac-
tices for impression management purposes (Quan et al. 2015). 
This strategic response is particularly evident in the Social (S) 
and Governance (G) dimensions, where greater managerial 

discretion, narrative flexibility, and proximity to key stakehold-
ers facilitate their instrumental deployment. The combination of 
high visibility and financing requirements and information gaps 
in HNTFs leads companies to use S/G-related CSR activities as 
protective measures for their EM reputation. This observed pat-
tern aligns with the boundary-conditioned theoretical frame-
work: the positive CSR–EM association emerges specifically 
where symbolic/instrumental CSR is both feasible and incentiv-
ized, and is amplified by media attention in those more mallea-
ble S/G domains. It should be emphasized that these findings 
do not imply substantive/genuine CSR leads to EM, but rather 
reveal how firms under external pressure may jointly elevate 
visible CSR initiatives and reporting discretion in a strategically 
coordinated manner.

4.4   |   Robustness Check

To obtain reliable findings, this study performs a robustness 
check by adding a control variable (Luo, Yan, and Yan  2023; 
Luo, Tian, et  al.  2024), the market-to-book ratio (MTB). The 
variable MTB is also thought to influence the CSR-EM connec-
tion (Khanchel and Lassoued 2024). Better future returns for a 
firm with a greater market-to-book ratio mean that more money 
will be available for the firm to undertake CSR (Liu et al. 2017). 
The outcomes of the models' robustness check are presented in 
Table 5.

Table 5 shows that, following the addition of the control vari-
able, MTB, S, and G are positively and significantly correlated 
with EM, and that CSR is positively linked to EM. E, in con-
trast, remains negatively related to EM, but is not significant. 
Therefore, the regression results for CSR (also E, S, and G) and 
EM are considered robust. Further, Columns 3–6 display the 
robustness check results for models using media attention as a 
moderating variable. The outcomes suggest that media attention 
enhances the positive CSR-EM association. Additionally, media 
attention exerts a positive moderating effect on the CSR-EM link 
concerning social and governance issues. Regarding the E-EM 
relationship, the moderating impact of media attention is not 
significant. The results are deemed robust.

To address potential endogeneity bias arising from simultane-
ity or omitted confounders, this study employs a two-stage least 
squares (2SLS) framework, using one-period-lagged indepen-
dent variables (CSR, E, S, and G) as instrumental variables (IVs). 
Using lagged values exploits temporal asymmetry: they are pre-
determined relative to the current period and thus satisfy the 
exclusion restriction, while maintaining explanatory power for 
the current endogenous regressors (satisfying the relevance con-
dition). The lagged CSR (t−1) instrument meets the relevance 
condition due to high persistence in CSR engagement, reflecting 
sunk costs in sustainability initiatives (e.g., green supply chain 
contracts). Its exogeneity arises from temporal precedence: pre-
determined before contemporaneous EM shocks, with the exclu-
sion restriction supported by an insignificant correlation with 
second-stage residuals after accounting for prior performance.

Table 6 reports 2SLS estimates addressing endogeneity concerns. 
The results confirm a significant positive relationship between 
CSR and EM, with similar positive relationships observed for 

 15353966, 2026, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/csr.70252 by N

ational Institutes O
f H

ealth M
alaysia, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [14/01/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



1557Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 2026

TABLE 5    |    The results of robustness check (add MTB as a control variable).

Models

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Basic regression The moderating effect of Media attention

Independent CSR E + S + G CSR E S G

Dependent EM EM EM EM EM EM

CSR 0.0327** 0.0341**

(0.0144) (0.0144)

E −0.0156 −0.0158 −0.0156 −0.0157

(0.0106) (0.0106) (0.0106) (0.0106)

S 0.0208** 0.0206** 0.0217** 0.0205**

(0.00922) (0.00922) (0.00918) (0.00921)

G 0.0154* 0.0156* 0.0154* 0.0166*

(0.00909) (0.00908) (0.00910) (0.00911)

Growth −0.00403* −0.00409* −0.00400* −0.00408* −0.00406* −0.00406*

(0.00231) (0.00231) (0.00231) (0.00231) (0.00231) (0.00231)

Lev 0.0294* 0.0287* 0.0286* 0.0286* 0.0282* 0.0279*

(0.0162) (0.0163) (0.0162) (0.0162) (0.0163) (0.0162)

ROA 0.689*** 0.688*** 0.689*** 0.688*** 0.688*** 0.688***

(0.0159) (0.0159) (0.0159) (0.0159) (0.0159) (0.0159)

Size 0.00322 0.00298 0.00250 0.00281 0.00241 0.00236

(0.00293) (0.00293) (0.00293) (0.00293) (0.00292) (0.00292)

Big4 −0.00888 −0.00880 −0.00896 −0.00895 −0.00898 −0.00883

(0.0111) (0.0111) (0.0112) (0.0111) (0.0111) (0.0111)

COVID −0.0271*** −0.0266*** −0.0306*** −0.0300*** −0.0299*** −0.0302***

(0.00244) (0.00249) (0.00520) (0.00521) (0.00522) (0.00521)

MTB 0.000213 0.000253 0.000314 0.000223 0.000298 0.000344

(0.000707) (0.000707) (0.000709) (0.000706) (0.000706) (0.000709)

Media 0.000800 0.000807 0.000789 0.000836

(0.00104) (0.00104) (0.00104) (0.00104)

CSR_Media 0.00744**

(0.00354)

E_Media −0.00169

(0.00217)

S_Media 0.00454**

(0.00229)

G_Media 0.00532**

(0.00242)

Constant −0.211** −0.158* −0.203** −0.156* −0.152* −0.150*

(0.0832) (0.0868) (0.0831) (0.0868) (0.0868) (0.0869)

N 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000

(Continues)
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the social (S) and governance (G) dimensions. Subsequent mod-
eration tests indicate media attention significantly strengthens 
the CSR-EM linkage, with amplification effects differing across 
dimensions, significant for the S and G components. The 2SLS 
methodology, employing lagged instruments to reduce endoge-
nous selection bias, provides evidence supporting a causal inter-
pretation of the identified CSR-EM relationship against omitted 
variable threats.

5   |   Discussion

Despite abundant literature examining the CSR-EM connec-
tion, findings remain inconsistent. Studies that divide CSR into 
multiple aspects are especially limited. This research focuses 
on Chinese HNTFs from 2017 to 2021 to explore the CSR-EM 
relationship, incorporating media attention as a moderating fac-
tor. The findings demonstrate a positive CSR–EM association 
specifically within the Social (S) and Governance (G) dimen-
sions of ESG, while no significant relationship is observed in 
the Environmental (E) pillar—a pattern consistent with a con-
ditional framework in which CSR is leveraged instrumentally 
rather than substantively (Seele and Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; 
Alharasis  2025; García Lara et  al.  2025). This divergence un-
derscores the contextual boundaries; the high-visibility, policy-
driven setting of HNTFs fosters conditions where symbolic/
instrumental CSR in less verifiable domains (S and G) can be 
strategically deployed to obscure EM. The environmental di-
mension usually has stricter monitoring and quantification 
standards, with stronger verifiability, so it is not easily used as 
a tool.

First, the findings of positive CSR-EM correlation align with 
some previous studies (Setiawan et al. 2019; Buertey et al. 2020; 
Zhang et al. 2021; Jian et al. 2023; Khanchel and Lassoued 2024; 
Alsaadi 2025), but diverge from the negative correlation often re-
ported in Western or banking contexts (e.g., Brahem et al. 2022; 
Velte  2024). The fundamental institutional structure between 
China's state-controlled innovation system and Western market-
based economies leads to this divergence. The Chinese HNTFs 
function inside a policy-based system which receives major 
state backing and extensive media coverage. These condi-
tions—where stakeholder expectations are shaped by national 
innovation agendas to some extent and CSR oversight remains 
nascent—collectively reduce the costs of symbolic/instrumen-
tal CSR implementation while amplifying incentives for its 

instrumental use. Consequently, Chinese HNTFs face stronger 
motivations and fewer constraints for employing CSR as a stra-
tegic facade compared to Western firms operating within more 
established regulatory frameworks with greater verification in-
tensity and different stakeholder composition.

Agency theory supports these outcomes, indicating that firms 
perform CSR to act in their self-interest, covering up EM (Buertey 
et al. 2020). The findings reveal a positive CSR–EM association 
in HNTFs, diverging from the typical negative relationship doc-
umented in prior literature (Velte 2024). One possible explana-
tion is that CSR initiatives, especially when measured via ESG 
ratings, may include symbolic actions to shape stakeholder per-
ceptions (Velte 2023, 2025). Alternatively, it is conceivable that 
firms engaging in EM could increase CSR façade initiatives to 
offset reputational risks. For example, this allows firms to pres-
ent a favorable image, especially during financial distress or ex-
ternal pressure (Prior et  al.  2008; Choi et  al.  2018; Gonçalves 
et  al.  2021). Such behavior, driven by short-term interests, ex-
emplifies the principal-agent problem, where executives priori-
tize their compensation or job security over the firm's long-term 
value (Tan 2014).

To sum up, under the framework of agency theory and informa-
tion asymmetry (Jensen and Meckling 1976), CSR acts as a repu-
tation insurance mechanism (Scholtens and Kang 2013), which 
reduces the risk of opportunistic behaviors being identified by 
shifting the focus of stakeholders' supervision on financial ir-
regularities. At the same time, the subjective measurement attri-
bute and low verifiability of CSR performance (Faisal et al. 2018) 
create a moral covering effect, masking EM (Zhang et al. 2021) 
implemented by managers. In this process, the managers con-
vert moral capital accumulated by CSR into a behavioral license 
for implementing EM. Finally, a “positive CSR-EM correlation” 
is formed; that is, firms obtain moral credit through seemingly 
compliant CSR behavior and then provide operational space for 
opportunistic financial behavior.

From the ethical perspective, EM undermines the integrity of 
the financial disclosures, erodes stakeholder confidence, and 
incurs widespread legal and reputational costs for the firm. 
EM is viewed as a perverse prioritization of short-term mana-
gerial or organizational benefits in the face of ethical account-
abilities and the creation of longer-term value. This analysis 
foregrounds a critical ethical risk, the instrumental use of CSR 
(Seele and Lock  2015; Westphal  2023; Alharasis  2025; García 

Models

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Basic regression The moderating effect of Media attention

Independent CSR E + S + G CSR E S G

Dependent EM EM EM EM EM EM

R-squared 0.375 0.376 0.376 0.376 0.376 0.376

Firm FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: Cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses, with ***, **, and * suggesting statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
Source: Authors' own creation from Stata.

TABLE 5    |    (Continued)
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TABLE 6    |    The results of the endogeneity test (2sls).

Models

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Basic regression The moderating effect of Media attention

Independent CSR E + S + G CSR E S G

Dependent EM EM EM EM EM EM

CSR 0.042** 0.042**

(0.017) (0.017)

E −0.023 −0.023 −0.022 −0.023

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

S 0.029*** 0.029*** 0.029*** 0.029***

(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011)

G 0.019* 0.020* 0.019* 0.020*

(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011)

Growth −0.010*** −0.010*** −0.010*** −0.010*** −0.010*** −0.010***

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Lev 0.049*** 0.049*** 0.049*** 0.048*** 0.049*** 0.048***

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

ROA 0.688*** 0.687*** 0.688*** 0.687*** 0.688*** 0.687***

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

Size 0.008*** 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.007*** 0.007** 0.007**

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Big4 0.010 0.010 0.010 0.009 0.010 0.010

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012)

COVID 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Media 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

CSR_Media 0.006*

(0.004)

E_Media −0.001

(0.002)

S_Media 0.006**

(0.002)

G_Media 0.002*

(0.003)

Observations 6981 6981 6981 6981 6981 6981

R-squared 0.344 0.345 0.345 0.345 0.346 0.345

Code FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: Cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses, with ***, **, and * suggesting statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
Source: Authors' own creation from Stata.
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Lara et al. 2025) as a moral cover for financial misconduct. CSR 
activities may be designed to obtain a good public image for the 
managers or the organization and gain the support of stakehold-
ers to minimize external regulation or criticism. CSR is not used 
as a reflection of genuine corporate values, but rather as a mech-
anism of the ethical mask.

To address this, effective remedies should be institutionalized. 
These include mandatory independent assurance of CSR and 
sustainability reports to verify public claims. Also, develop a 
process-based key performance indicator (KPIs) that tracks the 
implementation integrity of CSR commitments rather than just 
outcomes, and the redesign of governance incentives to reward 
long-term, substantive/genuine CSR integration rather than its 
symbolic visibility. The research results confirm that substan-
tive/genuine CSR maintains its value and existence, but they 
show that positive CSR–EM relationships occur under partic-
ular circumstances, such as high performance, reputational 
demands, information gaps and short-term performance tar-
gets that encourage symbolic or instrumental CSR practices. 
Conversely, when CSR is externally assured, persistent over 
time, and aligned with verifiable operational investments, this 
association is expected to attenuate or even turn negative.

This study further examines the ESG dimensions of CSR. It finds 
an insignificant relationship between environmental CSR and 
EM, but a positive association between social and governance-
related CSR and EM, which contradicts the findings of Kolsi 
et  al.  (2022) and Borralho et  al.  (2022), based on differences 
between industry specificities and national systems. The study 
suggests that HNTFs focus on social and governance-related 
CSR to overshadow EM, which may relate to the principal-agent 
problem, as these dimensions could directly influence compen-
sation and firm reputation. In contrast, environmental CSR, 
which has more indirect and broader impacts, receives less pub-
lic attention and is less likely to be a focus of EM strategies. The 
insignificance of the environmental (E) dimension is consistent 
with the idea that domains with greater verifiability and third-
party scrutiny may be less amenable to instrumental use. By 
contrast, the social (S) and governance (G) dimensions—often 
characterized by higher managerial discretion and narrative 
elasticity—appear more susceptible to strategic deployment 
when firms face external pressure. This pattern supports the in-
terpretation that heterogeneity in measurability and verification 
conditions shapes the observed CSR–EM relationship.

Thirdly, media attention poses a positive impact on the CSR-EM 
relationship, consistent with instrumental stakeholder theory 
(Jones et al. 2018; Patro et al. 2018). It is suggested that firms en-
gage in CSR to obtain economic benefits (Tata and Prasad 2015). 
The results indicate that media attention incites HNTFs to en-
gage in CSR as a cover for EM (Zhang and Chen 2019). Although 
media attention prompts attention, it acts as stress, making 
firms utilize CSR efforts to fulfill stakeholder expectations and 
disguise unethical financial practices (Quan et  al.  2015; Wu 
et  al.  2016). Explaining the protection shield, media attention 
acts as a conduit for corporate information, which improves 
public trust and impacts a firm's profile, hence diverting focus 
from EM (Abner and Ferrer 2019). Under circumstances of ris-
ing external pressure (such as media attention), HNTFs with ex-
cessive growth expectations are more willing to use symbolic/

instrumental CSR to cover up EM to relieve the pressure of 
high growth expectations and achieve pre-established financial 
goals. Decomposing CSR into ESG dimensions further shows 
that media coverage moderates the relationship between social 
and governance CSR and EM, but not between environmental 
CSR and EM. It further indicates that HNTFs under media at-
tention emphasize social and governance CSR for disguising 
EM. The findings highlight the ‘double-edged sword’ effect of 
the media. Although it encourages ethical corporate behavior, 
this can also be used by firms to conceal improper actions such 
as EM by shifting attention to CSR initiatives (Wu et al. 2016). 
It suggests an ethical dilemma: firms can exploit CSR issuances 
strategically to advance their interests, hiding in the process 
unethical practices such as EM, which compromise CSR's true 
intent.

The findings of this study demonstrate that the relationship be-
tween CSR and EM is fundamentally conditional. The positive 
relationship between CSR and EM exists only when organiza-
tions can perform symbolic/instrumental CSR activities and 
receive corresponding incentives which Chinese HNTFs under 
high-pressure conditions can achieve. The firms face dual chal-
lenges of meeting growth targets and innovation demands while 
receiving policy support. Media attention in this environment 
boosts reputational stress which pushes firms toward adopting 
symbolic/instrumental CSR practices to create a legitimizing 
appearance (Seele and Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; García Lara 
et al. 2025). This strategic posture, in turn, creates a perceived 
“moral cover” under which EM becomes a more likely manage-
rial recourse to meet market expectations and sustain external 
financing access.

5.1   |   A Comparative Analysis With Previous 
Studies

Hence, this comparative review of prior studies on CSR and EM 
reveals that the CSR-EM relationship is complex and context-
dependent. It is governed by various internal and external fac-
tors, such as the legal and institutional environment (Anderson 
et  al.  2024; De Pilla et  al.  2025). These contextual factors de-
termine whether CSR is employed as a genuine expression of 
corporate ethics or as a strategic façade to conceal manipulative 
practices. On one hand, the positive CSR-EM association high-
lights the possibility for executives to use CSR actions opportu-
nistically to hide earnings EM practices and thereby increase 
reputation or achieve short-term economic goals (Khanchel and 
Lassoued  2024). For instance, managers are likely to increase 
CSR spending to improve the firm's public image, casting a 
more favorable image from the perspective of financial report-
ing that can be influenced by CEO characteristics (age, reli-
gion, knowledge, and gender) (Chu et al. 2024; Le Breton-Miller 
et al. 2024; Lee et al. 2024; Lu et al. 2025). Conversely, a neg-
ative CSR-EM connection also exists, especially among firms 
that adopt CSR as an ethical commitment toward stakeholder 
engagement and transparency (Chih et al. 2008). Furthermore, 
CSR actions are associated with lower EM, suggesting an ethical 
viewpoint whereby establishing trust with stakeholders makes 
financial fraud less appealing. It shows that by doing good, one 
can achieve success for the company and the team (Kluijtmans 
et al. 2024; Tyan et al. 2025).
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This study extends previous research by examining CSR, EM, 
and external scrutiny, especially media attention, in assembled 
HNTFs. Due to the unique characteristics of HNTFs, the results 
indicate that such a relationship is moderated by media atten-
tion, as firms experiencing more scrutiny may seek to improve 
their ethical image through CSR and engage in EM to achieve 
financial performance. Because the media often disseminates 
contradictory information, stakeholders perceive firms as hyp-
ocritical (Lewin and Warren 2025). This phenomenon is both a 
strategic response to, and an ethically compromised reaction to, 
stakeholder pressure (Long et al. 2025).

This study investigates EM, which refers to using accepted ac-
counting measures to manipulate reported earnings, by ana-
lyzing the correlation in the context of HNTFs. Under intense 
attention and pressure, firms may engage in more EM actions 
that present unclear financial performance to mislead stake-
holders. Such manipulation severely undermines principles of 
accountability and transparency and ultimately erodes stake-
holder trust. The findings highlight a complex balance among 
corporate behavior, stakeholder expectations, and financial 
strategies, raising ethical concerns.

5.2   |   Theoretical, Methodological, and Practical 
Implications

5.2.1   |   Theoretical Implications

This study makes several distinct theoretical contributions. 
By integrating agency theory with instrumental stakeholder 
theory, this study provides a theoretical framework explaining 
why and under what conditions CSR becomes positively asso-
ciated with EM—specifically answering the concern that the 
nature of the CSR-EM relationship in HNTFs. The theoretical 
synthesis reveals how external pressures may cause CSR to 
become a symbolic/instrumental tool for legitimizing finan-
cial reporting discretion (Seele and Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; 
García Lara et  al.  2025), apart from a potential substantive/
genuine purpose. Using agency and instrumental stakeholder 
theories, this study frames the ethical issues of the CSR-EM 
relationship. CSR will not fix EM; instead, it will be used to ob-
scure it, violating principles of transparency that undermine 
the trust supporting the corporate-social contract. From both 
an ethical/stakeholder and an economic/managerial stand-
point, this study highlights the importance of governance and 
ethical CSR practices, emphasizing the connection between 
CSR and economic self-interest (Greenwood and Islam 2025). 
Further, this study advances instrumental stakeholder theory 
by demonstrating how media attention—theorized as a mod-
erating variable—paradoxically amplifies rather than con-
strains the symbolic/instrumental use of CSR. This challenges 
conventional views of media as a purely disciplinary force and 
establishes its dual role as both monitor and motivator of stra-
tegic impression management.

5.2.2   |   Methodological Implications

The research design offers significant methodological ad-
vancements for studying the complex CSR-EM relationship. 

By focusing on HNTFs, a policy-sensitive, innovation-driven 
sector previously overlooked in CSR-EM literature, this study 
establishes an empirical context that magnifies the visibility of 
strategic corporate behaviors. This sampling approach enables 
clearer observation of how institutional pressures influence the 
CSR-EM relationship. Also, this study introduces a multidimen-
sional ESG framework, providing theoretical precision by re-
vealing that the CSR-EM relationship manifests primarily in the 
Social and Governance dimensions. This theoretical refinement 
moves beyond treating CSR as a monolithic construct and spec-
ifies the boundary conditions under which instrumentalization 
occurs.

5.2.3   |   Practical Implications

By analyzing the connection between the ESG aspects of CSR 
and EM in HNTFs, this study emphasizes the necessity to inte-
grate ESG oversight into financial control systems. This study 
reveals a serious risk.

To achieve short-term financial profits without a commitment 
to ethical or sustainable development, firms may exploit CSR 
measures to conceal opportunistic actions, such as EM, when 
public scrutiny increases. The misuse of CSR breaches its core 
ethical principles of transparency, accountability, and stake-
holder engagement, which can undermine stakeholder trust and 
firm value.

Therefore, for HNTF executives, this study highlights the 
need to integrate ESG oversight into financial control systems. 
To promote substantive/genuine CSR and reduce ethical risks, 
managers should establish specialized CSR training programs 
for employees. These programs clarify the firm's ethical ob-
jectives and sustainability commitments, helping to prevent 
opportunistic conduct and encourage a culture of ethical re-
sponsibility. Consistent and credible CSR disclosures improve 
organizational transparency and stakeholder trust. Formal 
reporting procedures enhance ethical accountability, reduce 
information asymmetries, and limit unnoticed EM. Active 
stakeholder dialogue helps develop focused CSR strategies 
that meet actual social expectations. Ethical CSR engagement 
is more probable when stakeholder concerns are meaningfully 
incorporated into decision-making, rather than treated super-
ficially for image purposes. Dedicated CSR disclosure units 
can systematically and ethically manage sustainable commu-
nication, aligning CSR narratives with real performance and 
reducing the risk of CSR being used as a pretense. This study 
highlights the importance of ethical media management, 
which ensures media coverage incentivizes substantive/gen-
uine CSR rather than permitting image-driven manipulation. 
Firms should adopt ethical media strategies that emphasize 
substance over appearance. Investors should critically eval-
uate CSR claims and avoid the ‘herding effect’ from media 
narratives, making ethical investment choices that reward au-
thentic CSR (Jiang and Kim 2015).

Also, corporate governance faces dual effects from media at-
tention because it functions as both an outside regulatory force 
and a tool for managers to achieve strategic goals. The increased 
transparency requirements from media scrutiny help prevent 
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obvious misconduct but companies in visible sectors such as 
technology might use this to present fake compliance efforts. 
For practitioners and investors, this study suggests that practical 
red flags of symbolic/instrumental CSR include: (i) CSR surges 
around periods of earnings pressure/media attention; (ii) dis-
closure emphasis not matched by operational KPIs; (iii) KPI de-
signs with high discretion/low auditability. Conversely, assured, 
persistent, and capex-anchored CSR is more likely to be genuine.

For scholars, when interpreting CSR–EM links, distinguish sub-
stantive/genuine vs. symbolic/instrumental CSR using observ-
able proxies: (i) multi-year persistence of CSR investments; (ii) 
external assurance of ESG disclosures; (iii) alignment between 
narrative claims and hard operational metrics/capex; (iv) ab-
sence of severe controversies. Additionally, scholars are encour-
aged to explore under-examined moderators—such as board 
characteristics, regional institutional differences, and executive 
compensation structures—and to conduct cross-country com-
parative analyzes to further clarify the boundary conditions of 
this relationship.

The implications enable better clarification of CSR's dual role 
as a mechanism for sustainable value creation and, if misused, 
a potential cover for unethical financial practices. Therefore, 
ethical integrity must be central to CSR strategy formulation, 
especially in high-visibility contexts. By implementing the 
recommended managerial practices, firms can strengthen the 
alignment between ethical conduct, financial reporting, and 
sustained stakeholder benefits.

5.3   |   Limitations of the Study

This study is not without its limitations.

First, there are limitations of variable measurement. The only 
way EM is assessed in this study is through DA. Real EM can 
be applied in future studies to quantify EM and examine the 
connections between accrual-based, real EM, and CSR, to ex-
pand the body of existing literature. This study acknowledges 
the conceptual and empirical boundaries of using ESG scores 
as a proxy for CSR engagement. The research recognizes that 
ESG scores function as a limited tool for measuring CSR en-
gagement because they represent only external reporting and 
visibility of corporate social performance. The metrics success-
fully measure CSR disclosure but they fail to identify between 
substantive/genuine commitment and symbolic portrayal. The 
study demonstrates that researchers need to develop specific 
definitions and measurement approaches for substantive (gen-
uine) and symbolic (instrumental) CSR in their future investi-
gations. A particularly promising direction lies in disentangling 
two distinct manifestations of CSR decoupling: greenwashing, 
which involves overstating environmental stewardship, and 
brownwashing, which refers to obscuring social or ethical fail-
ures (Velte 2025). Although both phenomena originate from a 
symbolic-substantive decoupling logic (Mahoney et  al.  2013), 
their distinct motivational antecedents, stakeholder target-
ing mechanisms, and potential differential effects on corpo-
rate behaviors such as EM remain empirically unexamined in 
our framework and represent a critical avenue for subsequent 
inquiry.

Second, during the 2022–2023 period, the Chinese government 
enacted a suite of supportive policies aimed at HNTFs. However, 
the full extent of the effectiveness and long-term influence of 
these strategies on corporate behavior remains to be deter-
mined, as the pertinent data is still in the process of compila-
tion. It is expected that these measures will have a measurable 
impact on the areas of CSR and EM. Further temporal observa-
tion is required to assess these developments comprehensively. 
Consequently, this study elects to exclude data from the 2022–
2023 period from its analytical scope. This choice is motivated 
by the need to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the study's 
outcomes. Subsequent research could extend the data analysis 
beyond 2022 to evaluate the continuous effects of these policies.

Third, this investigation focuses on Chinese HNTFs as a case 
study to explore the CSR-EM link. Future studies can investi-
gate the differences between HNTFs and other listed firms or 
examine the differences in CSR-EM between HNTFs within 
both emerging and advanced economies. In this study, HNTFs 
are regarded as a homogeneous category, and their industry at-
tributes have not been distinguished yet, such as the possible 
heterogeneity between biotechnology firms and software firms 
in CSR selection and EM mode, which can be further analyzed 
in future research.

Fourth, the empirical design deliberately limits the analysis 
to the unidirectional effect of CSR on EM practices. This di-
rectional focus stems from both theoretical precedence and 
methodological prioritization. Contemporary scholarship pre-
dominantly conceptualizes CSR as a strategic antecedent influ-
encing managerial financial reporting decisions (e.g., Buertey 
et al. 2020; Khanchel and Lassoued 2024; Alsaadi 2025), while 
our IVs approach specifically addresses endogeneity in this 
causal pathway. Consequently, the potential reverse causality, 
whereby EM behaviors subsequently shape CSR initiatives, 
remains outside the scope of the current investigation. Future 
research would benefit significantly from exploring the reverse 
relationship between EM and CSR.

Finally, the present investigation is confined to examining 
CSR-EM, with media attention incorporated solely as a mod-
erating factor. While this study focuses on media attention, 
future research could include governance-related moderators 
to capture internal dynamics. Although prior research has ex-
amined the influence of CEO traits on corporate social behav-
ior (Lee 2017; Chu et al. 2024; Le Breton-Miller et al. 2024; Lee 
et al. 2024; Lu et al. 2025), a comparative analysis between ex-
ternal factors (e.g., media attention) and internal governance 
mechanisms remains underexplored. Future research could 
substantially extend the theoretical framework by compara-
tively examining moderators such as ownership concentration 
(e.g., state vs. private holdings), CEO characteristics (e.g., over-
confidence, tenure), or governance quality (e.g., board indepen-
dence, audit committee effectiveness).

The research investigates CSR's instrumental application 
through theoretical frameworks to determine when firms 
would find it more attractive to link their CSR activities with 
EM under specific conditions (e.g., high visibility and short-term 
pressures). Future work could operationalize “substantive/gen-
uine CSR” via assurance indicators, controversy indices, and 
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multi-year persistence, and jointly test accrual-based and real 
EM to sharpen causal interpretation.

6   |   Conclusion

This study examines the instrumental use of CSR in specific 
institutional contexts by analyzing the relationship between 
CSR and EM among HNTFs. Rather than presuming the in-
herent nature of CSR engagements, it investigates whether 
observable behavioral patterns emerge under distinct insti-
tutional pressures—including heightened financing needs, 
intense media scrutiny, and significant policy visibility. The 
empirical analysis reveals a robust positive association be-
tween CSR (proxied by ESG scores) and EM within this set-
ting. This relationship is theoretically consistent with the 
“moral covering” hypothesis, wherein CSR serves as a reputa-
tional shield. The observed heterogeneity across ESG dimen-
sions further reinforces this interpretation: the significant 
positive correlation in the more subjective and less verifiable 
Social (S) and Governance (G) domains—coupled with the 
null result in the typically more quantifiable Environmental 
(E) dimension—supports the view that firms strategically 
leverage discretionary CSR domains.

The findings are interpreted through the lens of agency theory, 
which posits that managers may prioritize short-term personal 
or organizational gains at the expense of long-term shareholder 
interests (Abner and Ferrer 2019). In the high-pressure context 
of HNTFs, CSR is frequently instrumentalized as a strategic tool 
(Seele and Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; García Lara et al. 2025) 
to enhance public image and divert stakeholder attention 
from financial reporting quality (Setiawan et al. 2019; Buertey 
et al. 2020; Zhang et al. 2021). Given their acute financing con-
straints, HNTFs exhibit heightened incentives to deploy highly 
visible CSR as a means of securing reputational capital, which 
can subsequently be used to mask EM activities (Prior et al. 2008; 
Abner and Ferrer 2019) aimed at meeting performance expecta-
tions (Tan 2014; Santos-Jaén et al. 2021; Zhang et al. 2021). The 
results delineate a bounded contingency: the CSR-EM relation-
ship is not universally positive but emerges distinctly in insti-
tutional environments where external pressure exists. Taken 
together, the results should be read as context-contingent: while 
substantive/genuine CSR can deter opportunism, CSR may also 
be symbolic/instrumental repurposed under pressure (Seele and 
Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; García Lara et al. 2025), reinforcing 
the importance of verification, persistence, and alignment with 
real performance.

Instrumental stakeholder theory (Jones et al. 2018) further elu-
cidates how media attention amplifies this relationship. While 
media attention can elevate reputational risks and perfor-
mance pressures (Wu et al.  2016; Liu and Xu 2025)—prompt-
ing firms to engage in EM for impression management (Lewin 
and Warren  2025)—it also incentivizes symbolic CSR as a 
mechanism to maintain stakeholder support and legitimacy. 
This is particularly salient in HNTFs, where high visibility and 
innovation-driven risks intensify the temptation to adopt de-
coupled CSR as a strategic façade. This study demonstrates the 
necessarily complex relationship between CSR and economic 
interests.

The research shows that CSR functions as an impression man-
agement tool and financial concealment method when organi-
zations use it strategically (Seele and Lock 2015; Westphal 2023; 
García Lara et  al.  2025) under particular institutional frame-
works, especially under high media attention. From an ethical 
viewpoint, it relates to dilemmas where CSR acts as a shield 
rather than a direct commitment, leading to harm to stake-
holders and further trust violations. This highlights the need 
to examine CSR for both performance impact and ethical con-
sequences. The research results demand increased focus from 
both academics and practitioners to monitor CSR practice verifi-
cation and operational consistency, and long-term sustainability 
as CSR should maintain its ethical value instead of becoming a 
deceptive facade.
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