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Abstract 
In this study, U.S. resident’s perceptions of social responsibility of prominent fast food restaurants 
were investigated. A survey conducted in April 2015 collected information from a sample targeted 
to be representative of the U.S. population. In total, 302 completed participant’s responses were 
analyzed (n = 302). Using a best-worst choice experiment question, participant’s choices for “most” 
and “least” socially responsible fast food restaurants were analyzed, resulting in individual’s rela-
tive perceptions of social responsibility amongst the restaurants studied. Results indicate that of 
the fast food restaurants studied, Panera Bread was perceived to be the most socially responsible 
restaurant, followed by Subway and Chick-fil-A. In contrast, McDonald’s, KFC, and Taco Bell were 
perceived to be the least socially responsible of the fast food restaurants studied. Additionally, re-
lationships amongst participant’s perceptions of social responsibility in fast food, demographic 
factors, consumption practices, and knowledge of fast food business practices were analyzed. Sig-
nificant relationships were found amongst “being female” and “self-reported knowledge of fast 
food business practices” with “perceptions of the social responsibility of fast food restaurants”. 
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1. Introduction 
Keeping focus on the consumer is critical for the fast food industry as well as other customer service firms. In 
2014, the average U.S. consumer spent $2,390 on food [1]. Consumers are increasingly demanding more from 
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their food, and fast food companies in particular have been trying to meet customers’ growing demands for so-
cial responsibility. McDonald’s [2] is claiming to make sustainable practices the “new normal” for their business 
while Panera Bread [3] is focusing on “food as it should be” with clean ingredients, menu transparency, and an 
initiative to make a positive impact on the food system. Despite the efforts of these companies, to our know-
ledge, no studies have thoroughly examined consumers’ perceptions of the social responsibility of fast food 
companies. 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is not a new topic of discussion. Yet a consistent, objective definition 
and set of corresponding public expectations remain elusive. Corporate Social Performance (CSP) and the ele-
ment that is the social responsibility of firms have been examined since the mid-1950’s [4]. However, some 
suggest that it has been practiced in the U.S. since the late 1890’s [5]. One early definition of CSR is “the firm’s 
consideration of, and response to, issues beyond the narrow economic, technical, and legal requirements of the 
firm (to) accomplish social benefits along with the traditional economic gains which the firm seeks” ([6], pp. 
312-313). [4] breaks CSR into three principles: legitimacy, public responsibility, and managerial discretion ap-
plied at the institutional, organizational, and individual level.  

The current movement towards CSR may be influenced by the belief that companies can be more influential 
and effective in addressing social and environmental issues and the general argument that “good corporate citi-
zenship is also good business” ([7], p. 11). The impact of CSR in the fast food sector may be tied to the ability 
of restaurants to further differentiate themselves through cause-related marketing [8]. Despite differences in cui-
sine, the overall quality, price, and service offered by fast food restaurants is often similar. Thus, Bronn and 
Vrioni [8] warn firms pursuing cause-related marketing as a means of promoting their CSR initiatives that they 
must first ensure that they are genuine and have a full understanding of their consumers’ knowledge, under-
standing, and potential skepticism. 

The customer-perceived value is comprised of tangible attributes and is related to product quality and 
processing. However, this is increasingly related to less tangible attributes, like brand image and CSR [9] [10]. 
Key aspects of these intangible attributes (i.e. animal welfare and ethically sourced ingredients) are often im-
portant to consumers although they cannot be verified through consumption of the food. Schroeder and Mc Ea-
chern [10] therefore argue that there then become two audiences for CSR initiatives: the consumer of the prod-
uct and the broader public.  

One mixed-methods study from the UK examined the awareness and perceptions of CSR for McDonald’s and 
KFC [10], focusing on students from an English and Scottish university. The majority of fast food purchasing 
decisions were made on impulse. Exploratory factor analysis was used to identify four central attitudes towards 
fast food purchase behavior: brand value, nutritional value, ethical value, and food quality [10]. General findings 
were a high level of awareness of McDonald’s CSR initiatives and expectation of the majority of respondents that 
fast food companies should be involved in healthy eating initiatives, animal welfare, and community activities [10]. 

The aim of this study was to contribute to knowledge on perceptions of CSR by investigating U.S. resident’s 
perceptions of the “most” and “least” socially responsible of prominent fast food restaurants. The present situa-
tion in the U.S. with regard to perceptions of CSR for fast food restaurants is largely unstudied. Nearly all food 
service establishments portray to their customers aspects of their business which may be interpreted as related to 
CSR. Information shared can range from nutritional information to procurement strategies (i.e., local or from 
farms using certain practices) and treatment of employees. However, the presentation of CSR information is 
such that comparisons across restaurants can be difficult. For example, the language used to describe different 
aspects of CSR may differ significantly. Further, there is not a central source of information that summarizes 
CSR activities for all restaurants in an accessible way. The objective of this study was to examine the tradeoffs 
amongst perceptions of social responsibility of prominent fast food restaurants by utilizing a best-worst scaling 
estimation of consumer perceptions of CSR of fast food restaurants. Previous studies have used best-worst anal-
ysis to investigate perceptions; Cummins et al. [11] sought to understand consumer preferences for “most” and 
“least” important pork attributes, while Wolf and Tonsor [12] investigated producer’s preferences for “most” 
and “least” important dairy policies. Erdem et al. [13] also used this methodology to examine tradeoffs made by 
both consumers and producers for relative responsibility in ensuring food safety in the food supply chain. This 
study sought to investigate the relationships amongst individual preferences for social responsibility of promi-
nent fast food restaurants, participant demographic factors, and consumption practices. 
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2. Materials and Methods 
An online survey was distributed to collect information from 1201 U.S. residents from March 31st through April 
4th, 2015. The sample was targeted to be representative of the U.S. national population according to the 2012 
U.S. Census. Researchers at Purdue University created the survey, and then Light speed GMI distributed a link 
to potential respondents in their large proprietary opt-in panel. The questionnaire was designed to collect basic 
demographic information (gender, age, pre-tax income, education, region of residence) in addition to informa-
tion about monthly food expenditures, fast food consumption habits, and the nature and frequency of their res-
taurant visits. Respondents were required to be at least 18 years of age to participate in the survey.  

Within the survey, a randomly selected subset of participants, n = 302, was shown a best-worst choice expe-
riment in which they indicated their preference for the “most” and “least” socially responsible fast food restau-
rants over a series of best-worst scaling (BWS) choice scenarios. Preferences of those respondents (n = 302), 
elicited through the BWS choice experiment were analyzed. All analyses were completed using the sample of 
respondents who completed the BWS questions (n = 302). 

In addition to the BWS, this analysis used cross-tabulations to investigate relationships between monthly fast 
food consumption and demographic factors, including gender, households with/without children, age, household 
income, and education level. 

Econometric Methodology 
In BWS methodology, participants are forced to make tradeoffs over a series of choice scenarios offering mul-
tiple options [14]. Developed by Jordan Louviere in the late 1980’s, BWS originated in random utility theory 
[15]. Also called maximum-difference scaling, BWS outcomes represent the maximum difference between a 
respondent’s most and least preferred options [16]. This study investigated individual perceptions of the “most” 
and “least” socially responsible fast food restaurants. The eleven fast food restaurants that were presented in this 
study were (in no particular order): McDonald’s, Subway, Panera Bread, Starbucks, Wendy’s, Burger King, 
Taco Bell, Dunkin’ Donuts, KFC, Chick-fil-A, and Chipotle. 

In this experiment, participants could choose any one fast food restaurant up to five times. Given that eleven 
attributes (fast food restaurants) were presented (j), J = 11 in the experiment, the total possible choice combina-
tions were calculated as: J(J − 1) = 110. In short, there were 110 aggregate possible best-worst choice combina-
tions. Participant selections of the “most” and “least” socially responsible fast food restaurants were used to de-
termine the relative social responsibility of each fast food restaurant presented in this study. These two selec-
tions represent the maximum difference between two attributes on the underlying continuum of importance [17]. 
Similar in form to Lusk and Briggeman’s [17] study, participant’s latent unobservable level of importance is 
denoted as: Iij = λj + εij, in which λj is used to represent the location of importance for each attribute, j on the 
continuum of importance, in which the random error term is εij. 

The probability that a respondent chooses j and k, respectively, as the best and worst, or “most” and “least,” 
socially responsible fast food restaurants, is the probability that the difference between Iij and Iik is larger than all 
other J(J − 1) − 1 possible choice combinations [17], thus represented by the maximum difference between a 
respondent’s two chosen attributes. As in the experiment outlined by Lusk and Briggeman [17], the error term is 
assumed to be independently and identically distributed. The probability of choosing one attribute as most so-
cially responsible and another attribute as least socially responsible was represented in the multinomial log it 
(MNL) form: 
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However, the MNL model was hypothesized to not accurately represent participant preferences as it assumes 
homogenous preferences across attributes. Participant’s perceptions of CSR amongst fast food restaurants were 
hypothesized to be heterogeneous. Studies such as Shwartz [18] and Auger et al. [19], have shown that individ-
ual people, even within the same society, can have unique preferences. Therefore, the random parameter logit 
(RPL) model, which assumes heterogeneous preferences amongst respondents for the presented attributes, was 
estimated in addition to the MNL. Adjustments from (1) for the RPL model include the unobservable level of 
importance for respondent i and attribute j in population λj, in which the mean is represented as jλ , the standard 
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deviation jσ , and the random term μi. Adjustments for the RPL model were then specified as: ij j j ijλ µλ σ= +  . 
The random term, within the RPL model, was normally distributed with mean zero and unit standard deviation; 
thus the level of importance of CSR attribute j is distributed according to a normal distribution curve [17].  

The probability that each fast food restaurant was picked as most important across all eleven restaurants nec-
essarily sums to one. Shares of preference represent the probabilities and were calculated as: 
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Shares of preference for all eleven fast food restaurants were calculated using the RPL model. The perceived 
CSR (relative to all other fast food restaurants presented) for individual-specific RPL parameter estimates were 
found through maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) using the individual-specific coefficients from the RPL 
model. Normalizing MLE to 0 prevents the dummy variable trap [17]. Relative perceived importance or indi-
vidual-specific preference shares were estimated for each of the eleven fast food restaurants for each respondent 
(using individual-specific parameter estimates). The individual-specific parameter estimates equipped further 
analysis, specifically correlations between preferences shares and demographic or consumption factors. 

3. Results and Discussion 
Summary demographics for the sample are displayed in Table 1. Also shown in Table 1 are the census figures, 
which were targeted proportions for the sample obtained. Thirteen percent of survey participants were between 
the ages of 18 and 24, 35% were 25 to 44, 35% were aged 45 to 64, and 17% were 65 years and older. For anal-
ysis purposes, respondent household incomes were grouped into low (less than $25,000 to $34,999), medium 
($35,000 to $99,999), and high ($100,000 to $150,000 or higher) income categories; in this sample, 33% classi-
fied as low, 46% medium, and 21% high income earning households. Information about geographic region of 
residence was also collected. In total, 18% of respondents were from Northeast, 41% from the South, 20% from 
the Midwest, and 21% from the West. In terms of age, household income, and region of residence, the propor-
tion of the sample in each bracket or category was extremely close to those targeted from the U.S. Census. 

Information was also collected from respondents with respect to their education levels, revealing that 57% of 
respondents graduated with a higher education degree (Associates, Trade, Bachelors, Masters, or PhD). The 
sample in this study was more educated than the U.S. population overall, which could be due to a number of 
factors including internet access, available time online, ability to read and/or comprehend, and interest in volun-
tary participation. The majority of respondents, 68%, did not have children in their household. The information 
regarding household composition is particularly pertinent when investigating food consumption habits, as hav-
ing children in the household is believed to influence attitudes toward food and consumption practices. Informa-
tion regarding respondent/household vegetarian and vegan dietary preferences was also collected. The majority 
of respondents claimed neither that they nor any member of their household was vegan or vegetarian (78% and 
79%, respectively). 

The knowledge of respondents with respect to fast food operations was of interest, given the focus of this 
analysis on perceptions of fast food restaurants’ perceived responsibility. Responses on questions pertaining to 
fast food, knowledge of the related business practices, and consumption habits and summary statistics are pre-
sented in Table 2. With respect to business practices in fast food, 45% of respondents self-reported being un-
knowledgeable, compared to 31% of respondents who indicated they were knowledgeable.  

In addition to an individual’s perceived level of knowledge, the consumption behaviors of respondents were 
of interest, specifically, individual perceptions of fast food with respect to food consumption practices. Respon-
dents were asked about average household weekly food expenditures; 23% spent less than $50/week, 34% spent 
$51 - 100/week, 30% spent $101 - $200/week, while the remaining 12% spent more than $200/week. On aver-
age, respondents indicated spending 75.8% of their food budget on food consumed at home and the remaining 
24.2% on food consumed away from home. To gain further insight into spending on food away from home, 
respondents were asked the average number of times they visited different restaurant types (Figure 1). Restau-
rant types presented to respondents were: fast food/sit down in restaurant, fast food/take out or drive through, fast 
casual, casual dining, and fine dining. Most pertinent to this study was people’s fast food consumption habits. With 
respect to fast food/sit down in restaurant eating, the largest portion of respondents, 39%, claimed they did not eat 
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Table 1. Sample demographics (n = 302).                                                        

Variable Description Survey (% of respondents) Census (% of population) 
Female 47 51 

Age   
18 to 24 years 13 13 
25 to 44 years 35 35 
45 to 64 years 35 35 

65 years and over 17 17 
Household Income   
Less than $25,000 24 23 

$25,000 - $34,999 9 11 

$35,000 - $49,999 11 14 
$50,000 - $74,999 20 18 
$75,000 - $99,999 15 12 

$100,000 - $149,999 12 13 
$150,000 or more 9 9 

Region   

Northeast 18 18 

South 41 38 

Midwest 20 22 

West 21 22 
Education   

Did not graduate from high school 2  
Graduated from high school 

did not attend college 17  

Attended college, no degree earned 22  

Attended college, associate 
or trade degree earned 14  

Attended college, bachelor’s 
(B.S. or B.A.) degree earned 27  

Attended college, advanced 
(M.S., Ph.D., Law School) degree earned 16  

Other 2  
Children   

Households with 32  

Households without 68  
Vegetarian (% of responses)   

I or a member of my household is 14  

A close friend or family member is 14  

No, neither I nor anyone I know is 78  
Vegan (% of responses)   

I or a member of my household is 8  
A close friend or family member is 11  
No, neither I nor anyone I know is 79  

Self-reported knowledge of 
business practices in fast food   

Unknowledgeable 45  
Neutral 24  

Knowledgeable 31  
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Table 2. Participant spending on food (n = 302).                                                   

 Percent of sample Average dollars 
Average weekly spending on food (percentage of sample respondents)   

$1 - 50 23 36.42 
$51 - 100 34 88.92 
$101 - 200 30 164.08 

$201 - 1000 12 374.19 
All categories 100 134.36 

Percent of spending (sample average)   
On food consumed at home 75.8 - 

On food consumed “away from home” 24.2 - 
 

 
Figure 1. Percent of participants eating at different restaurant types at given frequencies (per month) (n = 302).    

 
at any such establishments in a given month, while 32% claimed to eat at such restaurants 1 - 3 times monthly, 
12% claimed 4 - 6 monthly visits, 3% indicated 7 - 9 visits, and 9% ate fast food more than 10 times per month. 
Fast food/take out or drive through figures were not practically different as 31% claimed not to eat any take out 
fast food in a given month, 34% ate take out fast food 1 - 3 times per month, 19% ate takeout fast food 4 - 6 
times per month, 4% ate take out 7 - 9 times per month, and 12% ate at such establishments more than 10 times 
per month. Nearly half of participants, 47%, claimed to eat at fast casual restaurants 1 - 3 times per month, while 
35% did not do so at all, 12% ate at such restaurants 4 - 6 times monthly, 2% partook 7 - 9 times per month, and 
4% ate fast casual food more than 10 times per month. 

Few differences were observed between males and females for monthly restaurant visits (Table 3). A signifi-
cantly larger percentage of women visited a fast food restaurant for take-out or went through the drive through 1 
- 3 times per month compared to men, who had a larger percentage of fast food restaurant or drive through visits 
for take-out 4 - 6 times per month. Not surprisingly, households with children frequented fast food take out or 
drive through options more frequently than households without children. The percentage of respondents who 
reported no visits in a month was 37.1% for households without children compared to 18.6% with children. The 
percentage of those that frequented 10 or more times was 7.8% for households without children and 19.6% for 
those with children. Respondents of different ages (which was often related to having children at home or not) 
also varied in their visits to fast food restaurants. Over 52% of respondents 65 years and older had no monthly 
visits to a fast food restaurant to sit down, for takeout or drive through, or a fast casual restaurant, and less than 2% 
of respondents frequented a fast food restaurant 10 or more times in a month. Comparatively, approximately 20% 
of respondents in the 25 - 44 year age group reported no visits to a fast food restaurant and almost 20% of these 
respondents had 10 or more visits. 
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Table 3. Cross-tabulations of participant monthly restaurant visits and sample demographics (% of respondents; n = 302).     

 Gender1 Children2 Age3 Income4 Education5 
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Fast food 
-sit down  

in restaurant 
             

0 times 37.1 41.3 48.3II 19.6I 41.0 23.1c,d 47.7b 52.9b 55.0B,C 30.9A 31.7A 46.2β 33.7α 

1 - 3 times 34.6 39.2 34.6 41.2 28.2 43.3 31.8 41.2 33.0 41.0 33.3 35.4 37.8 
4 - 6 times 13.8 9.8 10.2 15.5 20.5 14.4 10.3 3.9 7.0 14.4 14.3 10.8 12.8 
7 - 9 times 5.0** 0.7* 1.0II 7.2I 2.6 4.8 2.8 0.0 0.0C 3.6 6.3A 0.8β 4.7α 
10+ times 9.4 9.1 5.9II 16.5I 7.7 14.4 7.5 2.0 5.0 10.1 14.3 6.9 11.0 
Fast food 

-take out or  
drive through 

             

0 times 32.1 30.1 37.1II 18.6I 30.8 17.3c,d 34.6b 52.9b 46.0b 20.1a 31.7 32.3 30.2 
1 - 3 times 27.7** 41.3* 34.6 33.0 28.2 35.6 34.6 35.3 36.0 33.8 31.7 35.4 33.1 
4 - 6 times 23.3** 14.0* 17.1 22.7 17.9 22.1 20.6 7.8 9.0b 25.2a 20.6 17.7 19.8 
7 - 9 times 4.4 4.2 3.4 6.2 5.1 5.8 3.7 2.0 1.0 6.5 4.8 2.3 5.8 
10 + times 12.6 10.5 7.8II 19.6I 17.9d 19.2c,d 6.5b 2.0a,b 8.0 14.4 11.1 12.3 11.0 
Fast casual              

0 times 34.0 35.7 42.0II 19.6I 41.0 23.1d 34.6 52.9b 64.0B,C 20.9A 19.0A 40.8 30.2 
1 - 3 times 45.9 47.6 45.4 49.5 30.8 51.9 49.5 43.1 26.0B,C 59.0A 52.4A 43.8 48.8 
4 - 6 times 11.3 13.3 9.8 17.5 20.5 16.3 9.3 3.9 6.0 14.4 17.5 12.3 12.2 
7 - 9 times 3.1 1.4 2.0 3.1 2.6 1.9 3.7 0.0 3.0 1.4 3.2 2.3 2.3 
10 + times 5.7 2.1 1.0II 10.3I 5.1 6.7 2.8 0.0 1.0 4.3 7.9 0.8β 6.4α 

Casual dining              
0 times 25.8 29.4 31.2II 19.6I 35.9 18.3 29.0 35.3 52.0B,C 15.1A 15.9A 34.6β 22.1α 

1 - 3 times 52.8 54.5 52.2 56.7 38.5 61.5 53.3 51.0 39.0B 66.9A,C 47.6B 50.8 55.8 
4 - 6 times 13.8 13.3 12.7 15.5 23.1 13.5 13.1 7.8 8.0 14.4 20.6 11.5 15.1 
7 - 9 times 3.8 1.4 2.4 3.1 2.6 1.9 2.8 3.9 0.0C 1.4C 9.5A,B 1.5 3.5 
10 + times 3.8 1.4 1.5 5.2 0.0 4.8 1.9 2.0 1.0 2.2 6.3 1.5 3.5 
Fine dining              

0 times 64.8 67.8 72.2II 53.6I 66.7 56.7 70.1 76.5 86.0B,C 56.8A 55.6A 76.2β 58.7α 
1 - 3 times 25.2 26.6 23.9 29.9 20.5 30.8 24.3 23.5 11.0B,C 35.3A 28.6A 19.2β 30.8α 
4 - 6 times 5.7 4.2 3.4 8.2 12.8 4.8 4.7 0.0 2.0 5.0 9.5 3.8 5.8 
7 - 9 times 0.6 0.7 0.0II 2.1I 0.0 1.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.4 0.0 0.0 1.2 
10 + times 3.8 0.7 0.5II 6.2I 0.0 5.8 0.9 0.0 1.0 1.4 6.3 0.8 3.5 

1Significant differences are denoted by *, **, 2Significant differences are denoted by I, II, 3Significant differences are denoted by a, b, c, d, 
4Significant differences are denoted by A, B, C, 5Significant differences are denoted by α, β 

 
The experiment in this study forced participants to make tradeoffs in perceived social responsibility amongst 

the different fast food options, thus, resulting in relative rankings of CSR (Table 4). Panera Bread was selected 
as the restaurant that was most socially responsible, given its relative size of mean preference share (19.8%) 
followed by Subway (14.2%) and Chick-fil-A (12.3%). The restaurants perceived the least socially responsible 
with the lowest mean preference shares were McDonald’s (4.7%), KFC (4.6%), and Taco Bell (4.1%). While the 
specific preference share estimates are of interest for further analysis, the relative rankings of restaurants (as 
measured by preference shares) are themselves of practical significance. Given the vast array of marketing ma-
terials and consumer messaging being employed by restaurants, it is likely of interest within the fast food indus-
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try to understand the relative ranking of fast food restaurants (according to perceived CSR) by respondents. 
The relationships amongst perceived social responsibility of the different fast food restaurants are shared in 

Table 5. Amongst those relationships, generally the sizes of preference shares for restaurants perceived to be 
“most” socially responsible negatively correlated with the sizes of preference shares for those restaurants that 
were perceived to be “least” socially responsible. This was the case with the sizes of preference shares for Pane-
ra Bread, Chipotle, Chick-fil-A, and Starbucks when correlated with the sizes of preference shares for all other 
restaurants, including each other. Restaurants perceived to be least socially responsible typically positively cor-
related with each other as did the relationships amongst sizes of preference shares for McDonald’s, Wendy’s, 
Burger King, Taco Bell, Dunkin’ Donuts, and KFC.  

Responses to perceived social responsibility with respect to sample demographics are presented in Table 6. 
Being female was positively correlated with the size of preference share for Chipotle. Women more often gave 
higher preference share to Chipotle (relative to all other fast food options presented). Interestingly, respondent’s 
membership in the 18 - 24 year age group positively correlated with the sizes of preference shares for Burger 
King and Chipotle, and negatively correlated with the size of preference share for Panera Bread. Being a 

 
Table 4. Results and derived preference shares (n = 302).                                                        

Value MNL RPL Econometric Estimations RPL Mean Shares of 
Preferences  Coefficient Coefficient Standard Deviation 

Subway 0.7664*** (0.0569) 1.1139*** (0.0848) 1.2005*** (0.0824) 0.1420 
Panera Bread 0.9400*** (0.0571) 1.4454*** (0.0934) 1.6578*** (0.0859) 0.1978 

Starbucks 0.5192*** (0.0565) 0.7468*** (0.1034) 1.9549*** (0.0950) 0.0984 
Wendy’s 0.4859*** (0.0564) 0.6606*** (0.0679) 0.4282*** (0.0690) 0.0902 

Burger King 0.1456*** (0.0561) 0.1976*** (0.0688) 0.6346*** (0.0697) 0.0568 
Taco Bell −0.0990* (0.0562) −0.1400** (0.0649) 0.0541* (0.0851) 0.0405 

Dunkin’ Donuts 0.2616*** (0.0562) 0.3714 (0.0671) 0.2549** (0.1085) 0.0676 
KFC 0.0151 (0.0563) −0.0018* (0.0652) 0.2189** (0.1111) 0.0465 

Chick-fil-A 0.6064*** (0.0566) 0.9715*** (0.0973) 2.1151*** (0.1040) 0.1232 
Chipotle 0.4365*** (0.0565) 0.6615*** (0.0928) 1.7015*** (0.0786) 0.0903 

McDonald’s 0.00 0.00  0.0467 

Statistical significance to the 1%***, 5%**, and 10%* levels. 
 
Table 5. Correlations amongst perceived fast food restaurant social responsibility preference shares (n = 302).              
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McDonald’s            

Subway 0.1584***           
Panera Bread −0.3053*** −0.0439          

Starbucks −0.2327*** −0.0455 −0.1513***         
Wendy’s 0.8286*** 0.0740 −0.3088*** −0.2065***        

Burger King 0.7906*** 0.1422** −0.2690*** −0.1692*** 0.7076***       

Taco Bell 0.9958*** 0.1632*** −0.3094*** −0.2291*** 0.8267*** 0.7829***      
Dunkin’ 
Donuts 0.9394*** 0.1062* −0.3012*** −0.2225*** 0.7891*** 0.7526*** 0.9272***     

KFC 0.9570*** 0.1780*** −0.2944*** −0.2312*** 0.7800*** 0.7156*** 0.9611*** 0.8653***    
Chick-fil-A −0.3074*** −0.0307 −0.2553*** −0.2745*** −0.2842*** −0.2761*** −0.2993*** −0.3120*** −0.2711***   

Chipotle −0.2899*** −0.0431 −0.1535*** −0.0119 −0.2596*** −0.2472*** −0.2865*** −0.2599*** −0.2899*** −0.1706***  

Statistical significance are indicated as 1%***, 5%**, and 10%* levels. 
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respondent aged 65 years or older was negatively correlated with the size of preference share for Chipotle. 
Respondent membership in the high household income bracket positively correlated with the size of prefe-

rence share (perceived social responsibility) for Starbucks, and negatively correlated with the size of preference 
share for Chick-fil-A, whereas, membership in the medium household income bracket was positively correlated 
However, knowledge of business practices was negatively correlated with the size of preference share for Panera 
Bread, which is surprising given that Panera Bread communicates about ethical sourcing, nutrition, and health in 
its advertisements and websites. It is possible that the finding may reflect lower national visibility, airing of 
commercials, or attention to Panera Bread’s communications about its business practices relative to the other 
fast food restaurants for which a positive correlation was found between knowledge of practices and preference  
share for social responsibility. It is also possible that Panera Bread has sufficiently positive general reputation as 
to have high perceived CSR even when respondents admit unfamiliarity with fast food business practices in 
general. 

Finally, the relationships amongst fast food restaurant visits, in terms of frequency, and perceived CSR of the 
prominent fast food restaurants were investigated (Table 7). Surprisingly few statistically significant correla-
tions between frequency of visiting fast food restaurants and perceptions of CSR were found. Those results, tho-  
ugh few, indicated that for respondents who indicated consuming fast food via take out or drive through there 
was a positively correlated relationship with the sizes of preference shares for Subway, Burger King, and KFC. 
Potentially, the lack of significance found between perceptions of CSR and frequency of consuming fast food 
would be due, at least in part, to the vast fast food options available in the U.S. marketplace. Reporting con-
sumption of fast food, even frequent consumption, does not necessitate frequenting any of the restaurants stu-
died here since many regional and local options exist in the marketplace. It is also entirely possible that given 
the level of impulse consumption of fast food that was observed in this study, social responsibility may not be 
foremost in the minds of those visiting such establishments or may be more of an after-thought. 

4. Conclusions 
While the frequency of eating out at fast food restaurants differed for respondents with or without children in the 
home, the correlation amongst this demographic factor and the relative perceptions of CSR of fast food restau-
rants was not significant. Participant knowledge of fast food business practices was significantly related to indi-
viduals’ perceptions of CSR for the fast food restaurants investigated. This implies that marketing programs 
geared toward educating consumers may be valuable and have the potential to impact views of the restaurant if 
consumers feel more knowledgeable. This also supports Bronn and Vrioni’s [8] finding that marketers must be 
genuine in their efforts and have a thorough understanding of their consumers’ knowledge of the company and 
their products to be effective at using CSR or cause-related marketing. In the current era of high social media 
usage and availability of technology and information that can inform consumers, attaining and maintaining posi-
tive CSR remain both a challenge and opportunity for food corporations. 

This analysis has several limitations which preclude the ability to determine specific reasons for respondents’ 
perceived relative corporate social responsibility for different restaurants (beyond correlation relationships with 
basic demographics and fast food consumption). Consumption data, which is specific to each individual restau- 

 
Table 7. Correlations amongst eating out frequency and food restaurant social responsibility preference shares (n = 302).    
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Fast food-sit 
down in 

restaurant 
0.0113 −0.0257 −0.0002 0.0328 0.0018 0.0093 0.0096 0.0284 0.0230 0.0139 −0.0092 

Fast food-take 
out or drive 

through 
0.0941 0.3974*** −0.0804 0.0103 0.0324 0.0969* 0.0912 0.0779 0.1087* 0.0092 −0.0538 

Statistical significance are indicated as 1%***, 5%**, and 10%* levels. 
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rant studied, if collected in future studies, would allow more in-depth analysis of whether an individual’s fami-
liarity with specific restaurant chains is a significant determinant in consumers’ perceptions of CSR for fast food 
restaurants. 
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