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The Power of Purpose:
Using Internal Marketing to Drive Employee Sustainability Engagement

Abstract: Given the sustainability challenges humanity faces, companies need to go beyond
sustainability rhetoric to motivate and enable all their employees to incorporate sustainability into
their jobs. Taking an internal marketing perspective, we propose a novel conceptual framework
that establishes the key role of corporate purpose in driving employees’ sustainability behaviors,
via the mediating role of the psychological ownership of sustainability (SO) among employees.
Through five studies, two of which are conducted in collaboration with partner companies, and
responses from more than 1,600 employees, we establish a company’s articulated purpose, the
autonomy employees feel, and the self-importance of their moral identity as interactive drivers of
SO and sustainability behaviors. Specifically, these are highest when employees (a) perceive their
employer to have a purpose beyond profit maximization, (b) perceive high autonomy, and (c)
morality is an important part of their sense of who they are.

Keywords: empowerment; sustainability-related behaviors; sustainability ownership; corporate
purpose; job autonomy; moral identity centrality; internal marketing, employee marketing.
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As humanity, the pressure to transform our production and consumption behaviors in
ways that sustain, rather than endanger, planet earth and our future on it has never been more
urgent. At the heart of this global imperative are companies, who in recent years have made
unprecedented commitments to integrate environmental and social concerns and opportunities
into their business models and thereby be more sustainable: 78% of S&P 500 Index companies
now produce annual sustainability reports detailing their efforts (Lukomnik 2018), and, according
to a recent analysis of a global sample of 100 blue chips (Schatz 2017), 82% of companies
committed to the U.N.’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) in 2016. Yet, relatively few
companies have actually embedded those sustainability (i.e., environmental and social) goals into
their business strategies (McKinsey 2017); an analysis by Bain & Company concluded that only
2% of companies actually meet their sustainability goals (Davis-Peccoud, Stone, and Tovey
2016). In short, despite best intentions, few companies, even today, are truly sustainable.
So how can more companies become more sustainable? Convergent thinking across a
variety of disciplines, from ethics (Steingard and Clark 2016) to law (Snierson 2009) to
management (Gartenberg, Prat and Serafeim 2019), traces a company’s ability to be sustainable
to how it views its purpose. Using Milton Friedman’s (1962) famous articulation of a company’s
purpose as solely to “increase profits so long as it… engages in open and free competition
without deception or fraud” (p. 46) as a counterpoint, there is widespread consensus that a clearly
articulated corporate purpose (i.e., a company’s raison d’etre) that goes beyond mere shareholder
value maximization to state the main business of the firm is an essential starting point for a
company’s true transformation towards sustainability. This link between corporate purpose and
sustainability is increasingly reflected in the popular business press (e.g., Shearman 2020) as well
as the rhetoric of business leaders (e.g., Fink 2019), culminating in the recent adoption of a new
statement of purpose, focused on creating benefits for key stakeholders (customers, employees,
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suppliers, community, shareholders), by a consortium of influential US CEOs (Business
Roundtable 2019). If anything, the COVID-19 pandemic, with its vivid implications for people
and planet has strongly amplified the need for companies to lead with purpose (e.g., Polman
2020).
This burgeoning implication of corporate purpose as a driver of company sustainability
begs an important but largely unanswered question: How (i.e., in what specific ways) does having
a corporate purpose make a company more sustainable? While there are no doubt multiple ways
in which purpose can drive sustainability through an organization, this research draws on
discussions in the business press (Shared Value Initiative 2020) and some recent qualitative
research (Polman and Bhattacharya 2016) to argue for and investigate one key way in which
purpose operates: by making employees behave more sustainably. In particular, we take an
internal marketing perspective (Wieseke et al. 2009) to argue, based on a breadth of research
pertaining to employee needs, motivation, and performance (Liu et al. 2012) as well as that on
corporate sustainability (Bhattacharya and Polman 2017; Tollin and Christensen 2019), that
corporate purpose – which some have called the 5th P of marketing (Barrett 2018; The Purpose
Project 2017) – is a key part of employees’ job product that encourages employees’ psychological
ownership of sustainability (i.e., sustainability ownership, or SO), producing, in turn, sustainable
workplace behaviors.
As well, we argue that this purpose-ownership link is positively reinforced by another key
aspect of the job-product (Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen 2015): the amount of independence and
flexibility employees have in enacting sustainability (i.e., sustainability autonomy or SA).
Finally, we suggest that these two aspects of internal marketing are likely to be more effective for
those employees for whom it is particularly important to “do the right thing”; the joint effect of
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purpose and sustainability autonomy is likely to be stronger for employees for whom being moral
is more central to their sense of self (i.e., higher morality identity centrality or MIC).
Five studies, two of which involve actual employees of partner companies, provide
support for our basic assertions regarding the interactive effects of purpose, SA and MIC on
employees’ SO and sustainability behaviors. In doing so, our paper makes several contributions.
First, in light of the unprecedented prominence of corporate purpose in the business world (e.g.,
Morris 2019; Seidman 2016), our work is the first, to the best of our knowledge, to demonstrate
the driving role of purpose in employees’ sustainability ownership and actions, adding not only to
our understanding of how purpose might make a firm more sustainable but also to the incipient
body of scholarly work on the salubrious effects of purpose on employee-related outcomes (e.g.,
Gartenberg, Prat, and Serafeim 2019; Parmar, Keevil, and Wicks 2019). Second, we add to the
internal marketing literature (e.g., Ahmed and Rafiq 2003; Wieseke et al. 2009) by documenting
the effects of certain job-product related perceptions of employees on their sustainability
behaviors. Third, we contribute to the literature on psychological ownership (e.g., Liu et al. 2012;
Van Dyne and Pierce 2004) by establishing SO as the key psychological substrate underlying the
relationship between the sustainability behaviors of employees and their key internal marketing
drivers. Finally, we contribute to the sustainability literature (Carmeli et al. 2017; Peck et al.
2020) by suggesting that, in contrast to the behaviors of consumers, that of employees hinges on
not just their own individual-level tendencies towards sustainability (i.e., MIC) but also on how
these interact with key job-level (i.e., SA) and organization-level (i.e., purpose) factors.
Next, we develop our conceptual framework based on the literatures on psychological
ownership, company purpose, autonomy, and moral identity centrality, leading up to our
predictions (summarized in Figure 1). We then present five studies that test our predictions. We
end with a discussion of the conceptual and practical implications of our findings.
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-Figure 1 here-

Conceptual Framework

Purpose and Employee Sustainability Behaviors
This study examines the key determinants of employee sustainability behaviors, generally defined
as efforts by employees to improve the environmental and/or social footprint of their organization
(Carmeli et al. 2017; Kim et al. 2017; Lamm, Tosti-Kharas, and Williams 2013). This definition

encompasses a variety of behaviors, undertaken all across the organization – from the mailroom
(e.g., recycling paper) to the boardroom (e.g., allocating resources to sustainability). Given their
importance to company sustainability, research on the sustainability behaviors of employees is
surprisingly scant. Whatever little there is, is restricted to the domain of the environment, linking
employees’ pro-environmental actions to drivers such as human resource management, perceived
organizational support, or peer support (Paillé et al. 2016). Notably, this paucity of insight into
employee sustainability behaviors is paralleled by the relatively low and sporadic engagement of
employees with sustainability in most companies, as revealed by a recent qualitative study
spanning 25 global companies and 100+ interviews (Bhattacharya 2020). There are a few select
companies, such as Unilever, however, wherein employee engagement in sustainability is
pervasive, starting from the CEO down to the factory workers. Interestingly, research reveals that
these are the same companies that have a clearly articulated purpose (Galpin, Whittington, and
Bell 2012), widely communicated throughout the organization. In the words of Paul Polman, exCEO of Unilever, “Sustainability is totally driven by purpose. It starts with the overall firm belief
that we are here to serve society and that you’re not here for yourself nor for your shareholders”
(Bhattacharya 2020, 29).
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Corporate purpose is the reason why a business exists, i.e., its raison de etre (Ellsworth
2002; Springett 2004) and answers the fundamental question “why do we do what we do” for its
leadership and employees. Importantly, purpose does not preclude the pursuit of profits; rather, it
situates them within its broader aspirations – if a company is successful in creating value for key
stakeholders, profits will follow. Note that a company’s purpose is fundamentally different from
its mission, vision, and values in that it is more outward-focused: purpose asks what the company
does for others, rather than how it sees itself and where it wishes to be in relation to its
competitors (Kenny 2014). To further illustrate the nature of purpose, Web Appendix A provides
several examples of contemporary purpose statements.
A company’s purpose helps it to, among other things, differentiate itself in a meaningful
way from its competition, the goal of positioning. While most allusions to this positioning
function of purpose has been restricted to consumers (Cone/Porter Novelli 2018), we suggest that
purpose can be a powerful way to position the company in the minds of employees as well,
serving as a potent instrument of a company’s internal marketing strategy. In that sense, while
purpose is, at face value, a formal public statement of a company’s motivation for being, Bartlett
and Ghoshal (1994) assert that “in the end, every individual extracts the most basic sense of
purpose from the personal fulfillment he or she derives from being part of an organization” (p.
86). Thus, like product positioning in the case of consumers, we assert that purpose resides
ultimately in the mind of the employee.

The Role of Sustainability Ownership
How, then, might purpose affect the sustainability behaviors of employees? We draw on growing
scholarly attention to the notion of psychological ownership (e.g., Wang et al. 2019) to assert that
the effect of purpose on the adoption of sustainability behaviors by employees hinges on their
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psychological ownership of sustainability (i.e., SO), defined as a state in which employees feel as
though sustainability or a piece of it is their ‘own’ (Pierce, Kostova, and Dirks 2001). SO likely
comprises both a cognitive state of ownership, including awareness, thoughts, and beliefs about
sustainability, and accompanying affect, such as the pride associated with ownership (Pierce,
Jussila, and Cummings 2009). Our claim is supported by Peck et al. (2020), who suggest that
psychological ownership is not necessarily restricted to objects, organizations or even issues but
can occur even for public goods, such as the environment and other targets of sustainability,
triggering feelings of possessiveness and protectiveness and producing stewardship behaviors.
This is underscored by Süssenbach and Kamleitner’s (2018) assertion that people actually seem
to have feelings of ownership for the environment, making them likely to engage in not only just
one but any kind of behavior that protects or benefits the environment. By being directed toward
an intangible object (i.e., sustainability) as the target of ownership, rather than a particular
organization, set of tasks, or work role, SO is conceptually different from other work-related
psychological states such as organizational identification (Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail 1994),
psychological empowerment (Spreitzer 1995), and work engagement (Schaufeli et al. 2002).
Much of the work on psychological ownership (e.g., Van Dyne and Pierce 2004) is united
in the implication that SO is likely to be a strong driver of employees’ sustainability behaviors.
SO is likely to make employees feel positively about sustainability, view it as part of their
extended self (Belk 1988), and trigger a sense of responsibility towards it, making them more
likely to commit to sustainability, both affectively and cognitively (Liu et al. 2012), and engage
in discretionary sustainability-related behaviors that help the company even when these are not
necessarily part of the formal job expectations (Organ 1988).
Why might purpose be an effective internal marketing tool to enhance SO? Research on
psychological ownership coalesces on three basic human needs that motivate the link: (a)
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efficacy, or the human need to feel competent and in control, (b) self-identity, or the need to
define, express and feel good about ourselves, and (c) belongingness, or the need for personal
meaning through connections. The routes through which psychological ownership develops are
people’s sense of control over the target of ownership, their intimate knowledge of the target, and
the investment of their selves into the target (Pierce, Kostova, and Dirks 2001).
A company’s purpose explicating the very reason for its existence and revealing its role in
the service of society – is the foundational impetus for its sustainability endeavors. In that, a
firm’s purpose confers on its sustainability efforts a credibility, a logic, a realness and,
consequently, a significance (Pierce, Jussila, and Cummings 2009) that it lacks when it is
articulated in the face of a profit-maximization goal. In other words, purpose renders
sustainability an issue that employees are likely to view as worthier of ownership, with the
promise of greater job and even life meaningfulness. Such purpose statements (e.g., “we enhance
quality of life and contribute to a healthier future”; www.nestle.com) offer a unique opportunity
for employees to fulfill their self-identity needs at work; employees can identify as being part of
the solution. Similarly, by reminding us that we are helping to find solutions to some of the
world’s most pressing problems through our jobs, purpose statements also remind us that we
belong to something larger than ourselves. This is entirely consistent with recent research on
corporate purpose (Gartenberg, Prat, and Serafeim 2019; Henderson and Van den Steen 2015)
which argues for a conceptualization that goes beyond a formal announcement, with attendant
concerns of hypocrisy and cheap talk, to comprise its lived interpretation, as the collective beliefs
of employees that their work is meaningful beyond just helping maximize their firm’s financial
performance. In sum, we assert that stronger perceptions of purpose by employees will strengthen
their SO.
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More specifically, when employees perceive a meaningful company purpose, its clear tie
to sustainability is likely to make the latter more salient in their minds on an ongoing basis,
causing them to be more likely to want to own it over other competing ownership targets. As
well, a clear purpose, with its links to sustainability, is more likely to render the latter as a source
of desirable identity definition and belonging, both drivers of SO, which in turn, drives
sustainability behaviors as elaborated above. In sum, purpose confers the necessary “why” to
sustainability in employees’ quest for meaning in the workplace.
H1:

Awareness of the company’s purpose increases employees’ sustainability behaviors. This
effect of employees’ perceptions of purpose on sustainability behaviors is mediated by
sustainability ownership (SO).

The Moderating Role of Sustainability Autonomy
A key feature of the job-product that companies offer their employees is the degree to which the
latter have autonomy over decisions pertaining to their job responsibilities (Zhang and Bartol
2010). We proffer the more specific notion of sustainability autonomy (i.e., SA), defined as the
degree to which a company allows its employees substantial freedom, independence, and
discretion in incorporating sustainability into their jobs, as a key job-product based enabler of the
purpose-sustainability behavior link.
Why might this be so? First, research in organizational behavior points to specific aspects
of the job-product, such as autonomy and participative decision making, as drivers of a perceived
sense of control, producing, in turn, greater job and organizational ownership (Pierce, Jussila, and
Cummings 2009). Perceived control is the perception that one is able - through ability, resources,
and opportunities - to realize desirable outcomes through one’s own actions (Liu et al. 2012).
Thus, allowing employees significant freedom or autonomy in terms of how they can incorporate
sustainability into their jobs is likely to empower them and enhance their feelings of control over
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sustainability. Since the effect of purpose on employees’ sustainability behaviors is theorized to
occur through the fulfilment of two (i.e., self-identity and belongingness) of the three needs
guiding sustainability ownership, we argue that allowing the fulfillment of the remaining need –
control –will allow a fuller expression of purpose on SO to manifest. Put differently, we expect
the three needs to act synergistically in driving SO, with the effects of the two needs underlying
the purpose – SO link amplified when the third need is also satisfied.
Our assertion is supported by a recent strand within the psychological ownership literature
which posits that rather than being an antecedent of ownership, control performs a moderating
role between self-investment or knowledge on the one hand and psychological ownership on the
other. For example, in their conceptual study on entrepreneurial ownership, Townsend et al. argue
that “the three determinants of psychological ownership are complementary (rather than just
additive), and, therefore, interact to produce the state of psychological ownership” (2009, p. 8).
Building on this, we posit that the extent to which a company’s purpose affects employees’
knowledge of and self-investment in sustainability (thereby fostering sustainability ownership) is
contingent on the degree to which they feel control (i.e., autonomy) over their company’s
sustainability efforts.
More generally, we can think of a company’s purpose as providing the motivation for its
employees to engage in sustainability behaviors. One of the most fundamental insights to emerge
from employee psychology (see Kellner, Cafferkey, and Townsend 2019 for a recent review) is
that for effective individual behavior, performance, or goal achievement, employees need to not
only be motivated, but to also have the ability and opportunity to perform a behavior or achieve a
goal. Given that SA grants employees both the ability and opportunity to perform the
sustainability behaviors that their company’s purpose motivates them to engage in, we can expect
the effect of purpose on SO to be stronger in the presence of greater SA (i.e., a positive
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interaction between employees’ perceptions of purpose and SA on sustainability behaviors,
mediated by ownership). In other words, while purpose helps employees to understand that
sustainability is explicitly tied to, and in fact emanates from, their company’s raison d’etre (i.e.,
the “why” of sustainability), this motivating impetus is likely to be greater when job autonomy
enables ownership by giving employees control over the way in which they integrate
sustainability into their daily jobs (i.e., the “how to” of sustainability).
H2:

The effect of employees’ perception of purpose on their sustainability behaviors is
moderated by their perceptions of SA. Specifically, the mediated link between perceived
purpose and sustainability behaviors via sustainability ownership is stronger for
employees with higher levels of perceived SA than for those with lower levels.

Individual Differences in Responsiveness: The Role of Moral Identity Centrality
It is likely that not all employees will respond alike to sustainability-related aspects of their job
product. Specifically, the extent to which company-related aspects, such as its purpose, and jobrelated aspects, such as SO, produce sustainability behaviors among employees will depend on
their personal proclivities towards such, arguably, moral actions (Flannery and May 2000). Some
pertinent research (Moore et al. 2019) suggests that employees are likely to vary in the extent to
which being a moral person (e.g., caring, compassionate, fair, generous) is central to their overall
sense of self, or identity (Edinger et al. 2019). Moreover, the more central being a moral person is
to an employee’s identity (i.e., high moral identity centrality or MIC), the more likely it is this
aspect of their identity will be salient at work and, thus, interact with the contextual influences in
the workplace to influence their morally imbued behaviors. Not surprisingly, recent studies
document a positive link between MIC and sustainability behaviors, at least in the consumer
domain (e.g., green products; see Wu and Yang 2018) due to the greater feelings of responsibility
for environmental damage among high MIC consumers.
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Building on this research, we propose a three-way interaction between employees’
perceptions of the company’s purpose, SA, and MIC such that the interactive effects of purpose
and SA on sustainability behaviors via SO will be stronger for employees who are higher on MIC
than those who are lower. This is because higher MIC employees will not only be more aware
and attuned to aspects of their jobs that allow and encourage them to be more moral, by engaging
in sustainability behaviors, but also be more sensitive to internal marketing efforts pertaining to
sustainability, such as SA and company purpose. Specifically, when such employees perceive
their company to have a purpose beyond profit maximization (i.e., the motivation) and feel that
they have the necessary autonomy to incorporate sustainability into their work life (i.e., the
opportunity and ability), they will be especially likely to take ownership and action, relative to
their counterparts for whom being moral is less central to their sense of self. Thus, formally:
H3:

The interactive relationship of employees’ perceptions of purpose and SA on
sustainability behaviors via SO is moderated by MIC. Specifically, the interaction is
stronger for employees with higher levels of MIC as compared to those with lower levels.

Overview of Studies

We test our theorizing through five studies including one secondary data study, one experiment,
and three survey studies collectively comprising the responses of more than 1,600 employees.
Two of these surveys were conducted in collaboration with partner companies, both from the
construction industry. In the first study, a pilot, we test our guiding premise regarding a positive
link between a company’s articulated purpose and its sustainability performance using secondary
data from the Thomson Reuters Asset4ESG Database on 3,314 firms over a period of ten years
(2002-2011). We find a significant positive relationship between a company’s purpose and its
sustainability performance. In the second study, a survey among the employees of a partner
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company (N = 364), we provide evidence for our assertion that employees’ perceptions of the
company’s purpose inspires them to take ownership of sustainability, which in turn leads to
increased sustainability behaviors. To ensure the validity of these results, study 3 replicates this
mediation model in a single-factor between-subjects scenario experiment (purpose versus profit
maximization, N = 194) using a hypothetical company. In study 4, a survey conducted in
collaboration with a second partner company (N = 241), we find support for a moderated
mediation effect (i.e., the indirect effect of employees’ perceptions of purpose on sustainability
behaviors via SO moderated by SA). Finally, in study 5, a survey with Mturk participants who
were employed by for profit-companies (N = 814), we test our full conceptual model including
the moderating effects of both SA and MIC. Given the collaborations with real partner companies
in studies 2 and 4 we had to slightly adapt the operationalization of our constructs as well as the
introductory information presented to respondents in the coordination process. In support of the
robustness of our findings, the results of these studies deliver a consistent picture. Figure 1
provides an overview of our studies.

Study 1

The goal of this study is to confirm quantitatively the largely anecdotal purpose – sustainability
link that motivates our research using a large secondary dataset that is rich in both cross-sectional
and temporal variation.

Data and Variable Definitions
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We use the Asset4 ESG (“Environmental, Social, and Governance”) dataset from Thomson
Reuters, which contains information on 3,314 companies from 67 countries over a period of ten
years (2002-2011). These firms are not chosen at random; rather, the sample is comprised of
large, public companies that are traded on major stock market indices such as the S&P 500 Index,
the Swiss Market Index (SMI), and MSCI World. Taken together, the 3,000+ firms in the Asset4
ESG database account for almost three-fourths of the global market cap. Asset4 ESG includes
more than 400 individual ESG measures, which are created by expert coders using publicly
available information on the 3,000+ sample firms. A subset of these measures is aggregated into
13 so-called “categories”, which in turn are combined into four overall performance scores
(environmental, social, governance, and financial). For a complete list of all variables as well as
their respective measures that we use in this study, please see Table 1. The descriptive statistics
and correlations for study 1 are available in Web Appendices B and C, respectively.
-insert Table 1To measure our dependent variable, sustainability performance, we rely on two separate
indicators. The first is environmental performance, which is defined as a firm’s “impact on living
and non-living natural systems, including the air, land and water”. It is made up of three
categories: resource use, emissions, and environmental product innovation. The second is social
performance, which Asset4 ESG describes as a firm’s “capacity to generate trust and loyalty with
its workforce, customers and society, through its use of best management practices”. It consists of
four categories: workforce, human rights, community, and product responsibility.1 Both of these
variables range from 0 to 100, with higher values indicating better performance.

1

Definitions of the categories for both dependent variables are provided in Web Appendix D.
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Our primary independent variable, company purpose, is measured via a binary variable
coded 1 if a company has a “policy for maintaining an overarching vision and strategy that
integrates both financial and extra-financial aspects of its business”, and 0 otherwise. In other
words, it “reflects a company’s capacity to integrate the economic (financial), social, and
environmental dimensions into its day-to-day decision-making processes”. This operational
measure fits well with our own conceptualization of purpose as well as those of previous studies,
which stress that purpose goes beyond financial performance (e.g., Gartenberg, Pratt and
Serafeim 2019; Henderson and Van den Steen 2015).
We also control for several factors commonly accounted for in research on the
determinants of sustainability performance. Specifically, previous studies have pointed to the
importance of corporate governance for sustainability performance (e.g., Hussain, Rigoni, and
Orij 2018); therefore, we control for several governance variables: whether or not the company
has an independent sustainability committee, board size, CEO duality (i.e. whether or not the
CEO is also a board member), percentage of women on board, and average board tenure. In
addition, we account for firm size (net revenue) and profitability (return on assets), which have
also been shown to influence corporate sustainability performance (Artiach et al. 2010).

Results
The fact that some of the firms in our panel adopted a purpose at some point during the sample
period while others did not allows us to use a difference-in-differences (DID) approach (Imbens
and Wooldridge 2009). Specifically, we estimate our models using OLS regression with yearfixed and firm-fixed effects (Angrist and Pischke 2015, 191-196). Standard errors are robust and
clustered by firm, and all independent variables are lagged by one year. Detailed results for these
analyses are available in Web Appendix E. The results show that company purpose has a
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significant and positive relationship with sustainability performance (all p-values < .01). Based
on Models 2 and 4, companies with a purpose score 7.20 and 4.98 points higher on the Asset4
environmental and social performance index, respectively, than firms without. These effects are
quite sizeable, given that having a purpose increases a firm’s environmental and social
performance by 14.41% and 9.92%, respectively, relative to the variable means. These results
support our basic premise that company purpose is significantly linked to sustainability
performance.
We undertake two robustness checks to ensure that our findings are not sensitive to
alternative model specifications. First, we control for firms’ baseline level of sustainability
performance by estimating lagged dependent variable (LDV) models instead. Note that in the
LDV models, we do not include firm-fixed effects to avoid Nickell bias (Nickell 1981). Second,
to mitigate concerns about reverse causality, we estimate a cross-lagged panel model. The results
for these robustness checks, which are available in Web Appendices F and G, respectively,
further support our premise that company purpose improves sustainability performance. Next, we
investigate why and how this happens.

Study 2

The goal of this study is to test the mediating role of SO in the link between purpose and
employees’ sustainability behaviors in a real-world context, with the employees of a partner
company. This company produces heavy machinery used in construction, farming and other
industries. It has revenues exceeding $4 billion, a global workforce of 10,000+ and operations in
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35+ countries. We were able to obtain the cooperation of the Indian subsidiary of the company,
which consists of multiple factories employing nearly half of the company’s global workforce.

Procedure and Sampling
Our partner company agreed to send the survey to those employees for whom there was an email
address on file. We distributed our online survey, which was positioned as a research
collaboration between the company and one of our universities, in early 2019, by email to 1,877
(i.e., those with email addresses) out of the roughly 5,000 employees; a couple of reminders were
sent within two weeks of the launch. The survey closed three weeks after the initial mailing; 573
employees had taken the survey (response rate = 30.53%). From these 573 respondents, we
excluded 55 because they did not provide consent to participate in the survey. An additional 154
respondents dropped out due to listwise deletion, leaving an effective sample size of 364.
To test for nonresponse bias, we compared the demographics of early and late respondents
(Tollin and Christensen 2019). If nonresponse bias is present, later respondents should be more
similar to non-respondents and less similar to early respondents. Dividing the sample into early
and late respondents, we found that the first 182 respondents are on average slightly younger than
the second 182 respondents (m1 = 35.67, m2 = 37.70, p = .03), and the proportion of women
among early respondents is somewhat higher among early respondents than it is among late
respondents (m1 = .09, m2 = .03, p = .02). However, nonresponse bias does likely not pose a
serious concern for our study, for two reasons. First, while the age and gender differences
between early and late respondents are statistically significant, they are rather small in absolute
terms. Second, there are no significant differences between these two groups in terms of
education level.
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At the beginning of the survey, we explained the purpose of the study and how the data
would be handled, in order to obtain participants’ informed consent. Then, respondents were told
that this is a survey about sustainability and what it is. After this introduction, participants were
asked to answer a series of questions about their sustainability behaviors at work, followed by a
series of items intended to measure their level of SO. Subsequently, the respondents provided
their perceptions of their company’s purpose. At the end of the survey, we asked respondents
about their age, gender, and education level.

Measurement and Scale Evaluation2
Purpose is measured via three items (e.g., “[COMPANY NAME] has a higher purpose beyond
profit maximization”, Cronbach’s alpha = .86). The questionnaire included three SO items (5point measure: 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree, e.g., “I feel a sense of ownership of
[COMPANY NAME]'s sustainability efforts”, Cronbach’s alpha = .85). Please see Table 1 for the
full list of items and Table 2 for an overview of the descriptive statistics and correlations.
-insert Table 2We measured sustainability behaviors by asking respondents to report up to five
sustainability behaviors they engage in at work using open text boxes. We then counted how
many valid behaviors each respondent reported (0 – 5; Mean = 1.49; S.D. = 1.70), excluding
those responses that did not qualify as sustainability-related behaviors.3 Specifically, 47.80% of
respondents reported no sustainability-related behaviors, 7.97% reported one, 14.56% reported

2

The scales in our studies are based on previous studies, our own conceptual/qualitative work, and a pretest we
conducted with the goal of assessing the measurement scales. For more detailed information on the pretest and scale
development, please see Web Appendix H.
3
We excluded behaviors that did not relate to sustainability as defined at the beginning of the survey as well as
behaviors that were named more than once by the same respondent. Examples of behaviors we excluded are “I
respect each and every decision taken by management”, “to hear customer problems and resolve”, and “cost
reduction in all possible areas”.
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two, 14.56% reported three, 7.42% reported four, and 7.69% reported five. Note that since our
interest here is more with employees’ participation in sustainability rather than the significance
of the task completed, all qualified behaviors are treated the same (and assigned 1 point). In
general, the behaviors reported in the open text boxes reveal that employees find manifold ways
to make their organizations more sustainable, as shown in the examples below:
•

•
•
•
•

Job-related behaviors: “Operator training for maximum fuel savings,” “whenever
meeting customer using very old machine, suggested and advised for scraping the old
machine and purchasing of new machine to save fuel,” “advising dealer engineers for
proper handling and disposal of all waste material including metals, plastics and fluids;”
Office supplies/printing: “Less use of papers, print-outs,” “digital dashboards, rather than
printed,” “use one sided unused paper;”
Reducing waste: “Use of returnable metallic pallets instead of wooden packaging,”
“working on elimination of one-time plastic packaging,” “eliminated use of plastics in all
office as a sustained drive;”
Transportation/commuting: “Use pooled car to commute to work,” “commute via public
transport,” “Always share a car for commute to reduce expenses and pollution;”
Saving water/electricity/energy: “Water conservation and recycling,” “monitoring and
controlling the water consumption per machine,” “switch off lights and air conditioners
when not required.”

A formal test of the heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT) attests to the
discriminant validity of the measures, as the HTMT between company purpose and sustainability
ownership is .52, which is well below the threshold of .85 (Henseler, Ringle, and Sarstedt 2015;
Vorhees et al. 2016). Common method bias is likely not a concern, as the variables in the model
are measured differently: two multi-item measures and one count variable. Nevertheless, we
conducted a Harman’s single-factor test (Harman 1967) of all individual items included in the
model. The results show that 43% of the variance is explained by a single factor, which is below
the threshold of 50%. We also conducted a common latent factor test, introducing a new latent
variable that is related to all manifest variables. Those paths are constrained to be equal and the
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variance of the common factor is constrained to be 1. The unstandardized coefficient for the
common latent factor is .46, which is below the threshold of .50 (Hair et al 2009).

Hypothesis Testing
We used SPSS Process (Version 3.3, Model 4; 5,000 bootstrap samples, 95% confidence
intervals) to estimate a mediation model (i.e., test of H1).4 Company purpose is the independent
variable X, sustainability behaviors is the dependent variable Y, and SO is the mediator M. While
company purpose and sustainability behaviors are significantly correlated (r = .11; p = .03), the
direct effect of purpose on sustainability behaviors becomes insignificant (β = .07; p = .47) when
SO is included in the model. Company purpose has a significant, positive effect on SO (β = .38; p
= .04), which in turn has a significantly positive effect (β = .31; p = .01) on sustainability
behaviors.5 Further, the indirect effect of purpose on sustainability behaviors via SO is positive
and significant (β = .12 [.03; .22]), thus providing support for the mediation proposed in H1.
In sum, this study uses a sample of real employees to show, in line with our theorizing,
that when employees perceive their company to have a purpose, they engage in more
sustainability behaviors through an increase in their SO. To ensure the validity of these results,
the next study uses an experimental design to test the mediating role of SO in the link between
purpose and sustainability behaviors.

Study 3

4

In studies 2 and 3, we also used structural equation modeling (SEM) to test our hypothesized mediation effect. We
found that SEM and SPSS Process lead to virtually identical results in these two studies, which is why we opted to
use Process to estimate the moderated mediation models in studies 4 and 5 instead of SEM, as Process is more
intuitive in handling such complex models.
5
These results remain substantively unchanged when we use Poisson regression instead of SPSS Process.
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The goal of this study is to provide a causal replication of our study 2 findings.

Procedure and Sampling
We used Prolific to recruit 194 survey respondents and, similar to other experimental studies in
this research area (e.g., Parmar, Keevil, and Wicks 2019), randomly assigned them to one of two
experimental conditions (profits vs. purpose). Respondents are evenly distributed across the two
conditions, and the experimental groups are well-balanced with respect to respondent
characteristics (age, sex, and sustainability importance).
After providing their consent, respondents were asked to imagine themselves as the
Director of Product Innovation at Sarion, a fictitious company in the food industry. They were
then provided with background information on the company as well as their specific daily work
tasks (see Web Appendix I). To maximize external validity, we copied this information from an
actual job advertisement for the position of Director of Product Innovation posted by a large food
manufacturer. In addition, to ensure that respondents can fully immerse themselves in this
scenario, we limited survey participation to full-time employees with a completed college degree
in the United States. Following the background information, respondents were presented with the
company’s purpose statement; one half of them read a statement about the company’s purpose
while the other half read that the company was focused on profit maximization:
[ PURPOSE] “Sarion defines its purpose as "Nourishing families so they can flourish
and thrive." The CEO regularly highlights the importance of Sarion’s purpose in his
internal and external communication. This purpose guides all of the company's policies
and procedures, from procurement to marketing to packaging.”
[PROFITS] “Sarion emphasizes the importance of making as much money as possible.
The CEO regularly highlights the importance of maximizing profits for shareholders in
his internal and external communication. The pursuit of corporate profits guides all of the
company's policies and procedures, from procurement to marketing to packaging.”
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After this experimental manipulation, respondents were asked a series of questions about
sustainability behaviors, followed by items measuring their level of sustainability ownership.
Subsequently, we presented respondents with a series of questions about their perceptions of
Sarion’s purpose, which served as a manipulation check. Lastly, we included survey items
pertaining to respondent characteristics (age, gender, sustainability importance).

Measurement and Scale Evaluation
To measure sustainability behaviors, we asked respondents how likely (5-point scale: 1 = very
unlikely, 5 = very likely) they would be to engage in five different sustainability behaviors
germane to the position of Director of Product Innovation (e.g., “procuring sustainably sourced
ingredients that are 10% more expensive than regular ingredients”; Cronbach’s alpha = .72).
Second, we measured sustainability ownership by asking respondents to indicate the extent of
their agreement (5-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) with five statements
relating to SO (e.g., “sustainability at Sarion is something that belongs to me”, Cronbach’s alpha
= .85). For a complete list of all variables as well as their respective measures please see Table 1,
and refer to Table 2 for an overview of the descriptive statistics and correlations.
A formal test of the heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT) further attests to
the discriminant validity of the measures, as the HTMT between sustainability-related behavior
and sustainability ownership is .52, which is well below the threshold of .85 (Henseler, Ringle,
and Sarstedt 2015; Vorhees et al. 2016).

Manipulation Check
To test whether our treatment worked as intended, we included three manipulation check items in
our survey. The first is a binary measure asking respondents what they think Sarion’s purpose is,
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“to nourish families so they can flourish and thrive” or “to make as much money as possible”.
The other two manipulation checks ask respondents about the extent to which Sarion’s purpose is
appealing and inspiring, respectively (5-point scales: 1 = not at all, 5 = to a great extent). Using
ANOVAs, we find that the means for the manipulation check items are significantly higher in the
purpose group than in the profit maximization group. Thus, our treatment worked as intended.

Hypothesis Testing
In a first step, we used an ANOVA to test whether SO and sustainability behaviors are
significantly different across the experimental groups. Indeed, we find significantly higher means
for both SO (meanh purpose = 3.89; meanprofit maximization = 3.55, F = 10.48, p = .00) and sustainability
behaviors (mean purpose = 4.04; meanprofit maximization = 3.55, F = 34.21, p = .00) in the purpose group
as compared to the profit maximization group. To specifically test for the mediating effect of SO,
we used SPSS Process Macro Version 3.3, model 4. In this model, X is the purpose factor, Y is
sustainability-related behaviors, and M is sustainability ownership. In line with our theorizing,
the purpose manipulation has a significant positive effect on SO (β = .33; p = .00). SO, in turn,
has a positive and significant effect on sustainability behaviors (β = .30; p = .00). The direct
effect of the treatment on behaviors is significant and positive (β = .44; p = .00), as is the indirect
effect of the treatment via SO on sustainability behaviors (β = .10; [.03; .19]).6 Based on these
results, H1 is supported. Figure 2 illustrates the means of SO and sustainability behaviors by
experimental group.
-Figure 2 here-

The indirect effect of purpose on sustainability behaviors via SO remains statistically significant (β = .09; [.03; .16])
when we control for respondents’ age, gender, and sustainability importance. To measure sustainability importance,
we use a modified version of Turker’s (2009) “importance of CSR scale”.
6
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Study 4

In this study, we collaborated with a company from the construction sector to test H2. The partner
company is one of the largest manufacturers and suppliers of formwork and scaffolding systems
in the world, with around 9,500 employees in 70 subsidiaries and 160 warehouse locations. The
company, headquartered in Germany, generated sales of more than 1.5 billion euros in 2018.

Procedure and Sampling
The study was conducted as an anonymous survey in which the link to the survey was posted in
the company’s intranet for 4 weeks. We received 241 responses (which implies a 2.54% response
rate if we assume, most conservatively, that everyone went to the intranet and saw the link during
the 4-week period). As in study 2, we tested for nonresponse bias by examining the demographics
of early versus late respondents (Tollin and Christensen 2019). Dividing the sample into early
versus late respondents, we do not find any differences on education, income, and gender.
Therefore, we conclude that nonresponse bias is not a serious issue.
The survey was presented as a collaboration of the company with one of our universities
with the goal of understanding employees’ sustainability behaviors. At the beginning of the
survey, similar to study 2, we explained that this was a survey about sustainability, how the data
would be handled, and obtained respondents’ informed consent. Then, respondents were asked to
rate a set of statements on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). We first
asked respondents about their sustainability behaviors at work, followed by items intended to
measure their level of SO. Subsequently, we elicited respondents’ perceptions of their company’s
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purpose, followed by questions about their level of SA at work. At the end of the survey, we
again asked questions about respondents’ demographic backgrounds.

Measurement and Scale Evaluation
Due to the company’s concern about the length of the questionnaire, we had to shorten some of
our measures. We measured company purpose via a single item, “[COMPANY NAME] is
inspired by the problems facing our planet”. We used two items to measure autonomy,
“[COMPANY NAME] gives me a chance to use my personal initiative or judgment in carrying
out sustainability initiatives” and “[COMPANY NAME] provides me with significant autonomy
in making sustainability-related decisions”, Cronbach’s alpha = .90. To measure SO, we construct
an index consisting of three individual items (e.g., “I feel a sense of ownership of [COMPANY
NAME]’s sustainability efforts”, Cronbach’s alpha = .86). Lastly, to measure sustainability
behaviors, we use a three-item scale (e.g., “I take initiatives to act in environmentally friendly
ways at work”, Cronbach’s alpha = .85). A full list of all items can be found in Table 1, and
descriptive statistics and correlations are in Table 2.
A formal test of the heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT) further attests to
the discriminant validity of the scales used, as the HTMT between sustainability-related behavior
and sustainability ownership is .80, which is below the threshold of .85 (Henseler, Ringle, and
Sarstedt 2015; Vorhees et al. 2016). Common method bias is likely not a major concern for this
study because we examine a moderating effect, which respondents are less likely to be able to
anticipate (Wilden and Gudergan 2015). We also conducted a Harman’s single-factor test
(Harman 1967) of all individual items that are part of the model, and again found that the
variance explained by a single factor (43%) is below the threshold. As well, we used a common
latent factor to estimate the loadings on every item in the path model, in addition to each item’s
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loading on its theoretical construct. Comparing the estimated path model relationships with and
without the common latent factor, there are no notable differences; all conceptualized paths
maintain their statistical significance when the common latent factor is introduced into the model
(Wilden and Gudergan 2015). This suggests that common method bias is not a problem.

Hypothesis Testing
We used SPSS Process (Version 3.3, Model 7, 5,000 bootstrap samples, 95% confidence
intervals) to test the model. Purpose is the independent variable X, sustainability behaviors is the
dependent variable Y, SO is the mediator M, and SA is the moderator W. As expected, we find a
significant interaction between purpose and SA on SO (β = .10; p = .00). In terms of simple
slopes, the effect of purpose on SO is non-significant at low levels of SA (β = -.05; p = .48), turns
significantly positive at medium levels (β = .14; p = .01) and is even stronger at high levels of SA
(β = .24; p = .00). Figure 3 illustrates the simple slopes for the two-way interaction on SO as well
as sustainability behaviors. We also find support for the moderated mediation hypothesized in H2.
The index of moderated mediation is significant (β = .07; [.03; .11]). The indirect effect of
purpose on sustainability behavior via SO is non-significant for low levels of SA (β = -.04; [-.14;
.07]), turns significant and positive for medium levels (β = .09; [.03; .16]), and is even stronger
for higher levels (β = .16; [.08; .24]).
-Figure 3 here-

Study 5
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The goal of our final study is to replicate the findings from our previous studies with a large
cross-industry sample and test H3. To do so, we conducted an online survey among full-time
employees in the U.S., who came from various types of jobs and industries.

Procedure and Sampling
We collected the data through an online survey of 1,000 respondents (the actual sample size
turned out to be 1,019) that was distributed via the platform Amazon Mturk. Of those 1,019
respondents, 205 respondents dropped out of the model due to listwise deletion, leaving an
effective sample size of 814. We decided to collect such a large sample to better represent the
different industries and types of jobs real world respondents come from. We screened
respondents to include only those who were currently employed by a for-profit company. At the
beginning of the survey, we explained the purpose of the study and how the data would be
handled, and sought respondents’ informed consent to participate.
After giving consent, participants were asked to rate a set of statements on 7-point scales
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). We elicited respondents’ sustainability behaviors,
level of SO, perceptions of their employer’s purpose, SA, and finally moral identity centrality
(MIC), in that order. Towards the end of the questionnaire we included a section measuring
demographics and controls (age, gender, education, industry of the company they work for, and
size of the company).

Measurement and Scale Evaluation
To measure purpose, we use a three-item measure similar to the one we used in study 2
(Cronbach’s alpha = .91). SA is measured via six items (e.g., “my company gives me a chance to
use my personal initiative or judgment in carrying out sustainability initiatives”, Cronbach’s
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alpha = .97). We measure SO using a six-item measure similar to those used in previous studies
(e.g., “I feel ownership of my company’s sustainability efforts”, Cronbach’s alpha = .93). To
measure sustainability behaviors, we use three items (e.g., “I take initiatives to act in
environmentally friendly ways at work”, Cronbach’s alpha = .85). Lastly, to measure MIC, based
on Aquino and Reed (2002), participants were asked to read a list of nine characteristics that
might describe a person; these characteristics are: caring, compassionate, fair, friendly, generous,
helpful, hardworking, honest, and kind. We then use a four-item measure, using the positively
worded items based on Aquino and Reed’s (2002) moral identity centrality internalization factor
(e.g., “I strongly desire to have these characteristics”, Cronbach’s alpha = .88).7 This reduced
version of the MIC measure has been used and validated in previous research (Edinger et al.
2019). A full list of all items can be found in Table 1, and descriptive statistics and correlations
are available in Table 2.
A formal test of the heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT) attests to the
discriminant validity of the measures: the HTMT between sustainability-related behavior and
sustainability ownership is .79, and the one between sustainability autonomy and sustainability
ownership is .78; both of these values are below the threshold of .85 (Henseler, Ringle, and
Sarstedt 2015; Vorhees et al. 2016). As in the previous study, common method bias is unlikely to
pose a serious problem, since we investigate a moderating effect (Wilden and Gudergan 2015).
Nevertheless, we again conducted a Harman’s single-factor test (Harman 1967) of all the
individual items included in the model and find that the amount of variance explained by a single
factor (48%) is below the threshold of 50%. Similar to our previous studies, we also used a

7

Recent studies have chosen to use only the internalization subscale to represent moral identity centrality while
ignoring the self-importance subscale (e.g., Aquino et al., 2009). While the internalization subscale consists of five
items, we opted to exclude one of them, as it is negatively worded and thus can pose a problem in terms of reliability
and validity when combined with positively worded survey items (e.g., Chyung, Barkin, and Shamsy 2018).

29

common latent factor to estimate the loadings on every item in the path model, in addition to each
item’s loading on its theoretical construct. Comparing the estimated path model relationships
with and without the common latent factor, there are no notable differences; all conceptualized
paths maintain their statistical significance when the common latent factor is introduced into the
model (Wilden and Gudergan 2015). Thus, common method variance is not a serious concern.

Hypothesis Testing
We used SPSS Process (Version 3.3, MODEL 11, 5,000 bootstrap samples, 95% confidence
intervals) to test a moderated moderated mediation model. Purpose is the independent variable X,
sustainability behaviors is the dependent variable Y, SO is the mediator M, SA is the moderator
W, and MIC is the second moderator Z. All four interaction terms are included as predictors of
SO (i.e., SA*purpose, SA*MIC, purpose*MIC, and SA*purpose*MIC). In line with H3, we find
a significant three-way interaction between purpose, SA, and MIC (β = .03; p = .00). The index of
moderated moderated mediation is significant (β = .02; [.00; .03]). Further, the indices of
conditional moderated mediation are insignificant for low levels of MIC (β = -.01; [-.04; .03]),
significant for medium levels of MIC (β = .02; [.01; .04]) and significant for high levels of MIC
(β = .04; [.02; .06]). Figure 4 illustrates the simple slopes for the three-way interaction on SO as
well as sustainability behaviors. H3 is thus supported.
To ensure that our hypothesized model is superior to other alternative models (as, e.g.,
other possible configurations of the constructs like a model in which ownership is the
independent variable, purpose the mediator, and behaviors the dependent variable), we conducted
comprehensive alternative model checks which we report in Web Appendix J. Our hypothesized
model fits the data better than all other plausible model alternatives.
-Figure 4 here-
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General Discussion

The five studies in this paper deliver convergent support for our theorizing, establishing not only
the driving role of purpose in employees’ sustainable workplace behaviors, via sustainability
ownership, but also the conceptually intriguing moderating roles of sustainability autonomy and
moral identity centrality. It is worth noting that these findings are robust across study type
(surveys, experiment), respondent type (online panels, employees of two companies, one in
Germany and one in India), and the operationalization of the focal constructs. We find that the
purpose employees perceive in their companies is a key driver of their sustainability behaviors at
work, due at least in part to their greater psychological ownership of sustainability. This positive
sequence is (positively) reinforced further by both employees’ perception of autonomy to
implement sustainability initiatives as well as their individual predispositions to be moral. It is
indeed encouraging that these drivers together seem to produce a significant positive shift in the
sustainability behaviors of employees, not just statistically but also substantively. To provide
some sense, albeit non-model, for the magnitude of these effects, we divide the sample of study 4
into respondents below the median for the independent variables (company purpose and SA) and
those above the median. Respondents who score low on the independent variables have a mean
value of 3.79 and 4.39 on our ownership and behavior scales, respectively, whereas respondents
who score high on these variables score an average of 5.04 and 5.33 (p < .00 for both). Similarly,
we divide the sample in study 5 into respondents below the median for the independent variables
(company purpose, SA, and MIC) and those above the median. Respondents who score low on
the independent variables have a mean value of 3.11 and 3.45 on our ownership and behavior
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scales, respectively, compared to 5.76 and 5.92 (p < .00 for both) among those who score high on
these variables.

Theoretical Implications
Our findings contribute to three streams of research. First, and most fundamentally, our research
adds to the literature on corporate purpose and sustainability in two key ways. First, and most
newsworthy, our studies underscore the important and previously unexamined role of company
purpose in the sustainability behaviors of a company’s internal customers: its employees. The
notion of purpose has captured the imagination of the business world of late, but the scholarship
on it and its effects on employee- and firm-related outcomes is thus far scant. Our research adds
to this incipient body of work by demonstrating the driving role of employees’ sense that their
company has a purpose in their SO and, importantly, sustainability-related behaviors. A key
premise of our work is that a company’s purpose serves to position it in the minds of stakeholders
much like brand positioning does in the minds of, more specifically, consumers. Interestingly,
prior research (Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen 2007) in the consumption domain points to the
advantages of a brand being positioned on sustainability, rather than merely engaging in it, in
terms of enhancing consumers’ pro-brand behaviors. Our work dovetails with this advantageconferring role of positioning in the sustainability domain, demonstrating the value of a clear
company positioning to internal stakeholders, moving them towards greater devotion to achieving
the triple bottom line.
Second, while more is known about how to get consumers to behave more sustainably
(Chen et al. 2019; White, Habib and Hardisty 2019), far less is known about how marketing can
be used to encourage sustainability-related behaviors among employees. Our research responds to
Kotler’s (2011) call to reinvent marketing for sustainability by starting to document how

32

companies can use marketing internally, through certain aspects of positioning, product and
communication to get employees – a vital group in our battle for a better world - to take
ownership of sustainability. Clearly, further research is needed to articulate more
comprehensively how the 5 Ps (including purpose), can be deployed to maximally shift employee
behaviors towards sustainability.
Moreover, our articulation of the notion of SO and its nomological network adds to our
extant understanding of psychological ownership in two key ways (Van Dyne and Pierce 2004;
Wang et al. 2019). First, while prior research has pointed to the validity of the ownership notion
in the context of public goods such as the environment, we are the first, to the best of our
knowledge, to demonstrate the ownership of sustainability per se, documenting empirically its
importance to sustainability-related behaviors in the workplace. In doing so, our work also
broadens the scope of psychological ownership in organizational contexts. Specifically, prior
research in this domain has focused exclusively, and understandably, on organizational and job
ownership as drivers of pro-employee and pro-company outcomes (Pierce, Kostova, and Dirks
2001). Our research shows that employees can also take ownership of business and society
relevant issues such as sustainability, yet producing outcomes similar to those wrought by the
more basic organizational and job-related ones. Second, while prior organizational research has
focused predominantly on the control-conferring drivers of ownership (e.g., Liu et al 2012), our
findings show that the effect of such drivers can be enhanced when self-identity or meaningconferring drivers of ownership – in our case, company purpose– are also operative. In other
words, the different needs guiding ownership can actually interact in the context of sustainability.
Finally, our findings also advance our understanding of effective internal marketing.
While the notion that employees, like customers, have needs and wants that companies can and
need to respond to has intuitive appeal, it has, curiously, never quite caught on in our discipline.
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While this may be, in part, due to the fact that “internal marketing is an unusually slippery
concept, easy to visualize and yet exasperatingly difficult to operationalize (Ahmed and Rafiq
2003; p. 1186),” our research does point to the advantages, in terms of changing employee
behaviors, of a coherence between different elements of the job product and communications
companies direct at their employees, pointing to the value of an integrated internal marketing
strategy, something Ahmed and Rafiq (2003) argue is particularly difficult to achieve within the
often siloed organizations that many companies are. In that, our research represents a very
preliminary step towards empirically establishing the utility of marketing principles for the
welfare of employees, their employers, and the planet.

Managerial Implications
The results of this paper offer guidance for managers as well. In light of the strong and consistent
link between sustainability ownership and sustainability behaviors noted in all of our empirical
studies, companies must understand the value of investing in building sustainability ownership.
Why is ownership such a powerful concept in the context of sustainability? All of us – regardless
of our place in the organizational hierarchy – can in some way, be part of the solution to the
environmental and social challenges facing us. Being able to contribute fulfills our need for
efficacy. Second, given the lack of meaning in the current work environment, affiliating with
sustainability provides identity and meaning. Finally, taking ownership of sustainability also
convinces us that we are doing something to help our families, our children and grandchildren,
fulfilling our belongingness needs. Thus, if a company wants to transition to a sustainable
business model, building sustainability ownership among its employees is a key first step.
How do we build sustainability ownership? Defining a corporate purpose – the allimportant question of “why do we do what we do” – that goes beyond profit maximization to
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articulate the company’s role in society is a necessary step. Note that articulating a purpose is
consistent with better financial performance (Gartenberg, Prat and Serafeim 2019); “profits and
purpose are inextricably linked” (Fink 2019). Yet, most companies have not moved in this
direction – while 79% of business leaders surveyed by PwC in 2016 believe that an
organization’s purpose is central to business success, 68% said that purpose is not used as a
guidepost in leadership decision making processes within their organization (Bulgarella 2018).
Companies can adopt a range of strategies for defining their purpose. The CEO can work
together with his top leadership team to define the company’s purpose, and cascade it to the entire
organization. Yet another possible approach is to solicit employee input and define corporate
purpose collectively. Regardless of the actual approach, in the current landscape, it is imperative
to undertake the purpose defining exercise as quickly as possible and use the articulated purpose
as an internal positioning tool for employees.
However, as our results suggest, purpose alone does not build ownership, it works in
conjunction with autonomy to do so. Providing autonomy is particularly important in the context
of sustainability because challenges are often context specific. Take food waste for example. In
some countries it is primarily on the farm, in others at the table (Bhattacharya and Polman 2017).
The same is true for carbon, water and other major challenges, rendering scripted solutions
suboptimal. In other words, firms should set specific sustainability targets, but leave the
achievement mechanisms to individual business units and/or geographies. More generally,
companies must create the structural and cultural conditions for employees to feel empowered to
undertake sustainability–related actions on their own. While certain behaviors such as two-sided
printing or recycling waste may not require technical expertise or much creativity, it does take a
certain supportive culture to undertake such activities routinely. Leadership by example,
voluntary sustainability ambassadors who fire up the work force through personal communication
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and celebration of corporate achievements in the sustainability arena all help in this regard
(Polman and Bhattacharya 2016). On the other hand, conducting materiality analyses, lifecycle
analyses or eco-efficiency tests requires technical knowledge making it incumbent on the
company to also invest in training and development in this area for autonomy to be leveraged.
Although it was beyond the scope of this paper to assess the role of sustainability training in
building ownership, future studies can look into this important lever.
Third, our results point to the important, interactive role of each employee’s moral
compass in the efficacy of purpose and autonomy in encouraging sustainability behaviors.
Importantly, past research has provided evidence for the fact that moral identity centrality is both,
a predispositional trait as well as a factor which can be activated by situational cues (Leavitt, Zhu,
and Aquino 2016). This suggests that companies truly serious about engaging their employees in
the pursuit of sustainability might want to actively prime their employees’ moral identity when
issuing calls to action concerning sustainability. While purpose and autonomy would work well
for that segment of employees which is already strongly predisposed to care more about being
moral, other efforts, including more mundane nudges, may be required to orient the segment that
cares less about being moral towards sustainability behaviors. More generally, when trying to
build sustainability ownership, companies should emphasize the moral imperative and link
sustainability to the purpose of the firm. Signage, dashboards, webcasts, and of course
sustainability ambassadors work together to keep sustainability salient in employees’ minds.

Limitations and Future Research Directions
As with virtually all research, our paper has some limitations that future research ought to
address. First, although our experiment establishes the causal link between a company’s purpose
and employees’ corresponding behaviors, our results would be more externally valid if we had

36

independent experimental data from the two companies we worked with, corroborating the selfreported measures as well as objective behaviors they engage in. Such data was not available to
us, and we hope future research can continue this line of investigation. Second, there may be
other drivers and moderators of sustainability ownership (e.g., firm culture) – that we were not
able to explore in this study. We hope future researchers develop more fleshed-out versions of the
model presented here. Third, we could not capture the longitudinal nature of the transformation of
a company towards sustainability and the evolution sustainability ownership of employees; this
would be a worthwhile future research endeavor.
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Table 1. Measurement and Scale Evaluation

Concept
Environmental
performance

Social performance

Company purpose
Firm size
CSR committee
Financial
performance
Board size
CEO duality
Female board
representation
Board tenure
Construct/Scale
Purpose
(5-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
5=strongly agree)
Ownership
(5-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
5=strongly agree)
Behavior
(count; 0-5)
Construct/Scale
Purpose
Ownership
(5-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
5=strongly agree)

Study 1
Operationalization
This variable measures a company's impact on living and non-living natural
systems, including the air, land and water, as well as complete ecosystems. It
reflects how well a company uses best practices to avoid environmental risks
and capitalize on environmental opportunities in order to generate long term
shareholder value.
This variable measures a company's capacity to generate trust and loyalty with
its workforce, customers and society, through its use of best management
practices. It is a reflection of the company's reputation and the health of its
license to operate, which are key factors in determining its ability to generate
long term shareholder value.
Does the company have a policy for maintaining an overarching vision and
strategy that integrates financial and extra-financial aspects of its business?
Net sales or revenue in billions of US dollars.
Does the company have a policy to maintain an effective and independent CSR
committee?
Return on assets (ROA).
Total number of board members at the end of the fiscal year.
Is the CEO a board member?
Percentage of women on the board of directors.
Average number of years each board member has been on the board.
Study 2
Survey Items

α

[COMPANY NAME] has a higher purpose beyond profit maximization.
[COMPANY NAME] is inspired by the problems facing our planet.
[COMPANY NAME] wants to make a difference in people’s lives, not
just make profits.
I feel a sense of ownership of [COMPANY NAME]'s sustainability
efforts.
I view every business decision which I make through the sustainability
lens.
[COMPANY NAME]'s sustainability is MY responsibility.
Coded
Study 3
Survey Items
Experimental manipulation (see text)
I feel a sense of ownership of Sarion's sustainability efforts.
Sustainability at Sarion is MY topic.
Sarion's sustainability is MY responsibility.
Sustainability at Sarion is something that belongs to me.
I feel that I own Sarion's sustainability efforts.

.86

.86

n/a
α
n/a

.85
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Behavior
(5-point scale;
1=very unlikely;
5=very likely)

Purpose
(binary)
Purpose
(5-point scale; 1=not
at all; 5=to a great
extent)

Procuring sustainably sourced ingredients that are 10% more expensive
than regular ingredients.
Prioritizing the development of healthy foods that are high in nutritional
value.
Educating consumers about the environmental and health impacts of
different food products.
Approaching the packaging department with ideas on how to reduce the
plastic waste caused by new food products.
Pushing back against a superior who is critical of your environmentally
and socially conscious product strategy.
What do you think Sarion’s purpose is: “nourishing families so they can
flourish and thrive” or “making as much money as possible”?

.72

n/a

To what extent is Sarion’s stated purpose appealing?
n/a
To what extent is Sarion’s stated purpose inspiring?
Being sustainable is the most important thing a firm can do.

Sustainability
importance
(5-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
5=strongly agree)

Construct/Scale
Purpose
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)
Autonomy
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)
Ownership
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)
Behavior
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)
Construct/Scale
Purpose
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)

Sustainability of a firm is essential to its long-term profitability.
The overall effectiveness of a business can be determined to a great extent
by the degree to which it is sustainable.
Sustainability is critical to the survival of a business enterprise.
Businesses have social and environmental responsibilities beyond making
profits.
Study 4
Survey Items
[COMPANY NAME] is inspired by the problems facing our planet.
[COMPANY NAME] gives me a chance to use my personal initiative or
judgment in carrying out sustainability initiatives.
[COMPANY NAME] provides me with significant autonomy in making
sustainability-related decisions.
I feel a sense of ownership of [COMPANY NAME]'s sustainability
efforts.
I view every business decision which I make through the sustainability
lens.
[COMPANY NAME]'s sustainability is MY responsibility.
I take initiatives to act in environmentally friendly ways at work.
I consider the wellbeing of our planet and its people in every business
decision I make.
I constantly think about how to make [COMPANY NAME] more
sustainable.
Study 5
Survey Items
My company has a higher purpose beyond profit maximization.
My company is inspired by the problems facing our planet.
My company wants to make a difference in people’s lives, not just make
profits.

.71

α
n/a

.90

.86

.85

α
.91
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Autonomy
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)

Ownership
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)

Behavior
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)
Moral identity
centrality
(7-point scale;
1=strongly disagree;
7=strongly agree)

My company gives me a chance to use my personal initiative or judgment
in carrying out sustainability initiatives.
My company allows me to make a lot of sustainability-related decisions
on my own.
My company provides me with significant autonomy in making
sustainability-related decisions.
My company allows me to make decisions about what methods I use to
make it more sustainable.
My company gives me considerable opportunity for independence and
freedom in how I make it more sustainable.
My company allows me to decide on my own how to go about doing
achieving its sustainability goals.
I feel that I can contribute to making my company more sustainable.
I have a complete understanding of my company's sustainability efforts.
I have invested ideas and creativity to help my company be more
sustainable.
I feel ownership of my company's sustainability efforts.
Sustainability is MY topic.
I view every business decision which I make through the sustainability
lens.
I adequately complete assigned duties in environmentally friendly ways.
I take initiatives to act in environmentally friendly ways at work.
I get involved in social and volunteer work that benefits my community.
It would make me feel good to be a person who has these characteristics.
Being a person who has these characteristics is an important part of who I
am.
I am actively involved in activities that communicate to others that I have
these characteristics.
I strongly desire to have these characteristics.

.97

.93

.85

.88
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Studies 2 - 5

Variable
Purpose
Ownership
Behavior

N
364
364
364

Min
1
1
0

Variable
Purpose
Ownership
Behavior

N
194
194
194

Min
0
1
1.2

Variable
Purpose
Autonomy
Ownership
Behavior

N
238
240
241
241

Min
1
1
1
1

Variable
Purpose
Autonomy
Ownership
Behavior
Morality

N
814
814
814
814
814

Min
1
1
1
1
1

Study 2
Max
5
5
5
Study 3
Max
1
5
5
Study 4
Max
7
7
7
7
Study 5
Max
7
7
7
7
7

M
3.92
4.41
1.49

SD
1.01
.80
1.70

M
.49
3.72
3.77

SD
.50
.73
.70

M
3.62
3.67
4.36
4.79

SD
1.59
1.47
1.39
1.39

M
4.39
4.48
4.27
4.71
5.68

SD
1.77
1.69
1.56
1.46
1.19

1

2

3

4

.48
.11

.17

1

2

3

4

.23
.39

.39

1

2

3

4

.32
.29
.29

.42
.31

.68

1

2

3

4

.52
.57
.48
.23

.74
.49
.20

.70
.23

.42
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FIGURE 1
Overview of Studies
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FIGURE 2
Study 3: Means by Experimental Group

Sustainability Ownership

5
4.5
4

3.89
3.55

3.5
3
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1.5
1

Sustainability Behaviors
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FIGURE 3
Study 4: Simple Slopes
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FIGURE 4
Study 5: Simple Slopes
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Web Appendix A. Examples of Purpose Statements
Industry
Beauty and
Fashion

Company/Brand
Dove
L’Oreal
Nike
Disney
Hulu

Entertainment
Lego
Barclays
Finance

BlackRock
ING Group

Food and
Beverages

Health and
Pharmaceuticals

Retail

Nestle
Kellogg’s
Starbucks
CVS
Merck
Pfizer
Ikea
Target
Walmart
Facebook

Technology

Google
Microsoft
Ford

Transportation

Lyft
Tesla

Purpose
Helping women reconsider and redefine what beauty is.
To create the beauty that moves the world.
To bring inspiration and innovation to every athlete in the
world (if you have a body, you are an athlete).
To create happiness for people of all ages, everywhere.
To captivate and connect people with stories they love by
creating amazing experiences.
To inspire and develop children to think creatively, reason
systematically and release their potential to shape their
own future - experiencing the endless human possibility.
To help people achieve their ambitions.
To help more and more people experience financial wellbeing.
Empowering people to stay a step ahead in life and in
business.
Enhancing quality of life and contributing to a healthier
future.
To nourish families so they can flourish and thrive.
To inspire and nurture the human spirit.
Helping people on their path to better health.
To discover, develop and provide innovative products and
services that save and improve lives around the world.
Working together for a healthier world.
To create a better everyday life for the many.
To help all families discover the joy of everyday life.
Saving people money so they can live better.
To give people the power to build community so that we
can bring the world closer together.
To organize the world’s information and make it
universally accessible and useful.
To empower every person and organization on the planet
to achieve more.
To make people's lives better by making mobility
accessible and affordable.
Improving people's lives with the world's best
transportation.
To accelerate the world's transition to sustainable energy.
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Web Appendix B. Descriptive Statistics for Study 1
Variable

N

Mean

SD

Min

Max

Environmental performance

22,643

49.940

31.909

8.86

97.18

Social performance

22,643

50.194

30.758

3.37

98.95

Company purpose

21,339

.497

.500

0

1

Firm size

21,219

11.155

27.362

0

999.52

CSR committee

21,340

.340

.474

0

1

Return on assets

21,309

.061

.102

-2.74

3.02

Board size

21,103

10.638

3.847

1

44

CEO duality

20,772

.856

.351

0

1

% female directors

21,134

8.790

9.925

0

66.67

Board tenure

17,307

7.322

3.781

0

37.35

All variables are defined in Table 1. The sample spans from 2002 to 2011.
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Web Appendix C. Correlation Matrix for Study 1
Variable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Environmental performance
Social performance

.76***

Company purpose

.56***

.54***

Firm size

.28***

.28***

.18***

CSR committee

.47***

.45***

.42***

.17***

Return on assets

-.02**

.04***

-.01

-.01

-.03***

Board size

.24***

.25***

.11***

.24***

.10***

-.07***

CEO duality

-.08***

-.08***

-.10***

-.03***

.04***

.00

.01

% female directors

.06***

.16***

.07***

.07***

.09***

.05***

.03***

-.02***

Board tenure

-.14***

-.14***

-.14***

-.04***

-.10***

.04***

.07***

.14***

.03***

This table displays the pairwise correlation coefficients for the variables of interest. All variables are defined in Table 1. The sample spans from 2002
to 2011.
***, ** and * denote statistical significance at the 1, 5, and 10 % levels, respectively.
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Web Appendix D. Definition of Categories for Study 1
Category

Definition

Resource Use Score

The Resource Use Score reflects a company’s performance and capacity
to reduce the use of materials, energy or water, and to find more ecoefficient solutions by improving supply chain management.

Emissions Score

The Emission Reduction Score measures a company’s commitment and
effectiveness towards reducing environmental emission in the production
and operational processes.

Innovation Score

The Innovation Score reflects a company’s capacity to reduce the
environmental costs and burdens for its customers, and thereby creating
new market opportunities through new environmental technologies and
processes or eco-designed products.

Workforce Score

The Workforce Score measures a company’s effectiveness towards job
satisfaction, a healthy and safe workplace, maintaining diversity and
equal opportunities, and development opportunities for its workforce.

Human Rights Score

The Human rights category score measures a company’s effectiveness
towards respecting the fundamental human rights conventions.

Community Score

The Community Score measures the company’s commitment towards
being a good citizen, protecting public health and respecting business
ethics.

Product
Responsibility Score

The Product Responsibility Score reflects a company’s capacity to
produce quality goods and services integrating the customer’s health and
safety, integrity and data privacy.
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Web Appendix E. Company Purpose and Sustainability Performance

Company purpose

(1) Env.

(2) Env.

(3) Soc.

(4) Soc.

Performance

Performance

Performance

Performance

7.024***

7.196***

5.251***

4.984***

(.585)

(.684)

(.538)

(.630)

Firm size

CSR committee

Return on assets

Board size

CEO duality

% female directors

Board tenure

-.005

-.028

(.014)

(.017)

4.057***

3.095***

(.575)

(.557)

2.793

3.001

(1.709)

(1.871)

.321***

.399***

(.122)

(.127)

.175

1.407

(.921)

(1.048)

.032

-.002

(.038)

(.039)

.047

.036

(.130)

(.124)

36.911***

30.474***

36.321***

31.276***

(.736)

(1.883)

(0.731)

(1.951)

Year-fixed effects

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Firm-fixed effects

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

N

19,009

14,993

19,009

14,993

R2

.095

.194

.064

.123

Constant

This table displays the unstandardized coefficients and the robust standard errors clustered by firm for the
variables of interest. All variables are defined in Table 1. The sample spans from 2002 to 2011.
***, ** and * denote statistical significance at the 1, 5, and 10 % levels, respectively.
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Web Appendix F. LDV Models for Study 1

Company purpose

(1) Env.

(2) Env.

(3) Soc.

(4) Soc.

Performance

Performance

Performance

Performance

3.250***

3.138***

3.262***

3.023***

(.273)

(.321)

(.260)

(.289)

Firm size

CSR committee

Return on assets

Board size

CEO duality

% female directors

Board tenure

.016***

.013***

(.004)

(.003)

2.218***

2.929***

(.291)

(.271)

1.201

4.123***

(.974)

(1.202)

.214***

.234***

(.035)

(.035)

-.823**

-.838***

(.331)

(.315)

.044***

.031***

(.011)

(.011)

-.099***

-.177***

(.030)

(.030)

.872***

.846***

.855***

.812***

(.004)

(.005)

(.004)

(.005)

5.675***

4.795***

6.347***

6.185***

(.566)

(.759)

(.592)

(.760)

Year-fixed effects

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Firm-fixed effects

No

No

No

No

N

18,952

14,993

18,952

14,993

R2

.805

.810

.793

.798

Lagged DV (1 Year)

Constant

This table displays the unstandardized coefficients and the robust standard errors clustered by firm for the
variables of interest. All variables are defined in Table 1. The sample spans from 2002 to 2011.
***, ** and * denote statistical significance at the 1, 5, and 10 % levels, respectively.
The positive effect of purpose is robust to different lag specifications, such that it holds whether the
dependent variable is lagged by one year, two years, or three years.
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Web Appendix G. Cross-Lagged Panel Model for Study 1
We estimate a cross-lagged panel model, which offers reasonable protection against bias arising
from reverse causality (Little 2013). To estimate this model, we average firms’ environmental
performance and social performance to create a single indicator. We then drop all variables other
than purpose and sustainability performance, and reshape the data into “wide format” such that
the unit of analysis switches from the firm-year to the firm. The two remaining variables are split
into ten variables each, one for each sample year (2002-2011). The cross-lagged model is a type
of path model which estimates the effect of purpose at time t, on sustainability performance at
time t+1, while simultaneously estimating the effects of purpose and sustainability performance
at time t-1 on purpose at time t.
The figure below illustrates that the effect of purpose is consistently positive, and it is
statistically significant at the .05-level for six of the nine paths leading from higher purpose to
sustainability performance. Therefore, even when we account for reverse causality, purpose
remains a significant predictor of firms’ sustainability performance. We also ran a version of the
cross-lagged model where we constrain all paths leading from purpose to sustainability
performance to be equal (Little 2013). The findings show a positive, significant, and sizeable
effect (β = 2.97, p < .00) of purpose on sustainability performance, which provides additional
evidence for our assertion that purpose is a significant predictor of sustainability performance
even when we account for reverse causality.

Reference:
Little, Todd D. (2013), Longitudinal Structural Equation Modeling. New York: The Guilford
Press.
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Web Appendix H. Pretest
Procedure and Sampling
We collected the data through an online survey that was distributed via the platform Prolific.
The sample size is 297. We screened respondents to include only those who were currently
employed by a for-profit company. At the beginning of the survey, we explained the purpose of the
study and how the data would be handled, followed by a question on respondents’ informed consent
to participate.

After the informed consent, participants responded to several questions, all on 7-point Likert
scales (1 = I do not agree; 7 = I fully agree). We first elicited respondents’ sustainability-related
behaviors, followed by their perceptions of SO and sustainability autonomy. At the end of the
questionnaire, we included a section measuring demographics and controls (age, gender, education,
industry of the company they work for, and size of the company).
Measurement and Scale Evaluation
We relied on established scales to the extent possible to measure our constructs, adapting
them to fit our context where necessary. For instance, to measure sustainability-related behaviors,
we relied on a measure developed and used by de Roeck and Farooq (2018) which we slightly
altered. To capture sustainability autonomy, we drew inspiration from the “controlling the object”
measure reported in Brown, Pierce, and Crossley (2014) as well as the “perceived control” measure
reported in Menon (2001). Finally, we developed our SO scale based on existing measures capturing
psychological ownership (e.g., Brown, Pierce, and Crossley 2014) as well as on the conceptual work
on sustainability ownership described in Bhattacharya (2020).
In support of content validity, factor analyses reveal that all items have high factor loadings
on the factors that they intend to measure (all loadings are above .76) and low cross-loadings on
other factors. A formal test of the Fornell-Larcker criterion (Fornell and Larcker 1981) further
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attests to the discriminant validity of the scales used; the average variance extracted of the constructs
is higher than the highest squared correlation between the constructs. Finally, the Cronbach alpha
values for all scales are above .85, indicating requisite internal consistency.

References
Bhattacharya, CB (2020), Small Actions, Big Difference: Leveraging Corporate Sustainability to
Drive Business and Societal Value. New York: Routledge.
Brown, Graham, Jon L. Pierce, and Craig Crossley (2014), “Toward an Understanding of the
Development of Ownership Feelings,” Journal of Organizational Behavior, 35 (3), 318338.
De Roeck, Kenneth, and Omer Farooq (2018), “Corporate Social Responsibility and Ethical
Leadership: Investigating Their Interactive Effect on Employees’ Socially Responsible
Behaviors,” Journal of Business Ethics, 151 (4), 923-939.
Fornell, Claes, and David F. Larcker (1981), “Structural Equation Models with Unobservable
Variables and Measurement Error: Algebra and Statistics,” Journal of Marketing Research,
18 (3), 375-381.
Menon, Sanjay (2001), “Employee Empowerment: An Integrative Psychological Approach,”
Applied Psychology, 50 (1), 153-180.
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Web Appendix I. Experimental Scenario
Imagine you are the Director of Product Innovation within the Research & Development unit of
Sarion, a large food manufacturing company. You have been with the company for several years.
As Director of Product Innovation, you are responsible for gathering, analyzing, and interpreting
market data to identify emerging trends in the food industry. In addition, your tasks include evaluating
the feasibility of new product ideas (timelines, budget, etc.) and making the case for new products to
Sarion's leadership team. Moreover, you are in charge of overseeing the development of new products
by food scientists, which includes creating prototypes for marketing, testing new recipes, and
assessing the nutritional content of new products. Lastly, you are tasked with managing project
budgets and preparing financial analysis reports for senior executives.
Founded in the United States 30 years ago, Sarion prides itself with producing quality products at
affordable prices. Today it operates in seven countries across North America and Europe, employing
more than 10,000 people. The company produces a variety of food products, including canned goods,
dairy substitutes, and baby foods.
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Web Appendix J. Study 5 Alternative Models
Our fifth study tested our full moderated, moderated mediation model as displayed in Figure
1. To make sure that this model is actually superior to alternative, theoretically possible models, we
computed comprehensive additional analyses of such possible model alternatives which we will
report in the following.
First, to ensure that the order of the constructs in our basic mediation model which we tested
in studies 2, 3, 4, and 5 fits the data better than alternative orders, we tested our initial model of the
moderated, moderated mediation (with purpose as IV, ownership as mediator, and behaviors as DV)
against three alternative models with altered orders of these constructs, i.e.:
1. Alternative model 1: ownership as IV, purpose as mediator, behaviors as DV
2. Alternative model 2: behaviors as IV, ownership as mediator, purpose as DV
3. Alternative model 3: Purpose as IV, behaviors as mediator, ownership as DV
Because the models which we compare are non-nested, as suggested in extant research, we
relied on Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) comparisons for our alternative model testing (Li,
Huang, and Weng 2017), whereby a low BIC value indicates a better fit of the model. Results of our
additional analyses indicate that our initial model (BIC= 32147.738) outperforms all alternative
models considered (indicated by a lower BIC value of the initial model):
4. Alternative model 1: BIC= 32534.350; ΔBIC=386.612
5. Alternative model 2: BIC= 32916.623; ΔBIC= 768.885
6. Alternative model 3: BIC= 32584.772; ΔBIC= 437.034

Reference
Lin, Li C., Po H. Huang, and Li J. Weng (2017), “Selecting Path Models in SEM: A Comparison of
Model Selection Criteria,” Structural Equation Modeling: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 24 (6), 855869.

