[bookmark: _Hlk165374034]Pre-analysis plan

Social initiatives and stakeholder perceptions


Extended title:
Reversals of social initiatives, political pressure and stakeholder perceptions




Joel Berge,
Lars Ivar Oppedal Berge,
and
Ivar Kolstad


23 March 2026



1. Introduction
After a number of years in which corporations have increased their use of social initiatives and internal diversity policies, corporations are now facing pressure to discontinue such policies, in particular in the United States. This paper will study how reversals of CSR policies (in particular, diversity and inclusion practices in companies) affect stakeholder perceptions of a company. 

The main research questions are: 1) Does a reversal negatively affect stakeholder perceptions, and if so, does the reversal lead to worse stakeholder perceptions of the company than if these policies had never been introduced? 2) Is the effect of a reversal more negative when it is done for political rather than non-political reasons?

In addition, we aim to study mechanisms behind these effects, and heterogeneity, including in the dimensions of respondent social and political attitudes. To address these questions, we will conduct a randomized experiment using vignettes describing hypothetical companies, recruiting respondents on an online survey platform.

Our study focuses on employee reactions to CSR discontinuation, complementing a limited literature that has examined the impact of discontinuation on investment returns (Briscoe-Tran, 2024; Bhatterai et al, 2025; Evans and Nochebuena-Evans, 2025), investor reactions (Garavaglia et al., 2024) and consumer reactions (Li et al., 2017; Blank et al., 2024).

2. Research strategy
We plan on recruiting about 400 participants via Prolific in each treatment arm for this experiment. In total, this amounts to 1600 participants after implementing the below prespecified exclusion criteria. The study will be programmed in Qualtrics and distributed via a Qualtrics link. We will use a representative United States sample from Prolific based on the factors political affiliation, sex and age.

Exclusion criteria include:
· Failing basic attention checks: After the first vignette (see below), we have four true/false questions on the contents of the vignette. Respondents have two chances to answer all of them correctly. Failure to do so means the respondent will be excluded from the study.
· Submitting non-sensical answers to an open-ended question: After the second vignette (see below), we have an open-ended question asking for the reason for their response to the main outcome question (see Section 3.2). Non-sensical answers to this question will be flagged, and reviewed for exclusion by a colleague not involved in the study.
· Spending very little time on completing the survey. The minimum time spent on the survey in the pilot was 4 minutes 20 seconds, the median time 8 minutes 45 seconds. We exclude any respondent using less than 3 minutes 30 seconds on the survey.

We also use an exclusion criterion based on reCAPTCHA scores. We employ Qualtrics’s version of reCAPTCHA v3, which assigns participants a score between 0 and 1, with lower scores indicating likely bot activity. Following Köbis et al. (2025), we exclude participants with reCAPTCHA scores below 0.7.

3. Research design
The vignette study presents participants with a fictional company and provides general background information about the firm. We employ a 1×4 experimental design to randomize information regarding a corporate programme aimed at ensuring diversity and inclusion in the companies hiring, promotions, and work culture. Specifically, we manipulate the status of this programme across four distinct conditions: one where the company has never implemented such a programme, another where they started and continued it despite political controversy, a third where they started but discontinued it for economic/non-political reasons, and a final condition where the programme was discontinued due to political pressure .

The survey instrument has the following sections:

1. Information and consent
2. Treatment part 1: First vignette
3. Outcome questions
4. Treatment part 2: Second vignette
5. Outcome questions
6. Post-experiment survey

The survey instrument was piloted on 11 March 2026. Below, we explain the contents of the survey sections in more detail.

3.1 Treatments
Participants are randomized into four conditions. In all conditions, they are presented with a hypothetical company in the retail sector. The treatments are then administered through two successive vignettes where the first varies the introduction of a diversity and inclusion (DEI) programme in the company across conditions, and the second its discontinuation. Specifically, the conditions are as follows:

· Never DEI condition (T0 – control): The first vignette states that the company considered introducing a DEI programme, but decided not to. The second vignette states that the company reviewed its employee policies and decided to continue without a DEI programme.
· Start and maintain DEI condition (T1): The first vignette states that the company considered introducing a DEI programme, and decided to do so. The second vignette states that the company reviewed its employee policies and decided to continue its DEI programme.
· Non-political DEI reversal condition (T2): The first vignette is identical to condition T1. The second vignette states that the company reviewed its employee policies and decided to discontinue its DEI programme for economic (non-political) reasons.
· Political DEI reversal condition (T3): The first vignette is identical to condition T1. The second vignette states that the company reviewed its employee policies and decided to discontinue its DEI programme due to political pressure.

3.2 Outcome variable
After each of the two vignettes, respondents are asked the following question:

· In this situation, how willing would you be to work for [company name]?

Responses are recorded on a 7-point Likert scale: Extremely unwilling (0), Moderately unwilling (1), Slightly unwilling (2), Neither unwilling nor willing (3), Slightly willing (4), Moderately willing (5) and Extremely willing (6).

We use response   for respondent i to this question after the first vignette as our first outcome variable for testing the effect of introducing a DEI programme. We also use this variable to test for balance across treatment groups T1, T2 and T3. As the first part of their treatment is the same, their average responses should be the same.

We use response  to this question after the second vignette as our second outcome variable for testing the effects of reversal of a DEI programme.

3.3 Independent variables
To test for balance across conditions, and as covariates for our analyses, we use the following variables:

· Age (count variable, number of years)

· Gender (dummy variable, 1 – male, 0 – other)

· Education (dummy variable, 1 – college degree, 0 – no college degree)

· Work experience (count variable, number of years)

· Social background (dummy variable, 1 – respondent grew up in area less affluent than average, 0 – respondent did not grow up in area less affluent than average)

· Number of daughters (count variable, number of daughters)

As views of DEI policies are likely to follow political fault lines, we also construct the following variable on political preferences to test for these forms of heterogeneity. Our survey includes the following six questions on political preferences:

· The military budget should not be increased
· Environmental regulations have already gone too far
· Healthcare should primarily be provided through private markets
· Stronger border control is needed
· Existing gun laws are too restrictive
· The government should decrease the regulation of business

Respondents are asked to state their level of agreement with each of these statements on a scale: Strongly disagree (0), somewhat disagree (1), neither agree nor disagree (2), somewhat agree (3) and strongly agree (4). Reversing responses to the first question, we measure how conservative or right-wing the political preferences of a respondent are through a simple average of their responses to these six questions.

4. Empirical strategy
4.1 Effects of introducing a DEI programme
Our first hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Willingness to work is greater for companies that introduce a DEI programme.

We test this through OLS estimation (with robust standard errors) of the following equation:

									(1)

where  is the response of respondent i to the willingness to work question after the first vignette,  is an indicator variable for whether respondent i is in either of the three conditions where a DEI programme is introduced according to the first vignette (T1, T2 or T3), and  is a vector of the six covariates age, gender, education, work experience, social background and number of daughters.

We express Hypothesis 1 formally as:

												(2)

Previous studies suggest that employees favour companies with better CSR policies (Hedblom et al., 2019), so we expect the effect of DEI on willingness to work to be positive, , which we test with a one-sided test. With 400 respondents in the control group and 1200 in total across the three treatment groups, we have 97.33 per cent power to detect .2 of a standard deviation in the outcome variable at 5 per cent significance, based on means and standard deviations in the control group in the pilot data.

There is also evidence that these types of company policies can be divisive (Colonnelli et al. 2025), which may be particularly relevant in the case of DEI policies. To further understand political differences in the assessment of the introduction of DEI policies, we expand the specification in equation 1 with an interaction term between the treatments variable and our measure of how politically conservative a respondent is:

		(3)

We expect  to be positive, and  to be negative, both of which we test through one-sided tests.

4.2 Effects of a DEI programme reversal
Our second hypothesis is the following:

Hypothesis 2: A reversal of a DEI programme for economic reasons reduces the willingness to work for a company.

To address this, we use OLS (with robust standard errors) to estimate the following specification:

							(4)

where  is the response of respondent i to the willingness to work question after the second vignette, ,  and  are indicator variables for whether respondent i is in condition T1, T2 or T3, respectively, and  is a vector of the six covariates age, gender, education, work experience, social background and number of daughters .

Hypothesis 2 can be formally stated in null form as:

											(5)

In other words, we are testing whether after the second vignette, the respondents in the non-political DEI reversal condition (T2) have a lower willingness to work for the company than the respondents in the condition where the DEI programme was maintained (T1). We expect the effect of discontinuing the DEI programme to be negative, our alternative hypothesis is hence , and we test this through a one-sided test.

Our third hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 3: Willingness to work for a company that reverses a DEI programme for economic reasons is lower than for a company that never introduced a DEI programme in the first place.

In other words, this hypothesis posits that willingness to work for the company is lower in the non-political DEI reversal conditions (T2) than in the condition where the company never introduced a DEI programme (T0). Formally, this can be expressed as:

												(6)

In this case, we are agnostic about the direction of the effect. A reversal may be worse than never having introduced the programme, however, having had the programme for a period may be perceived as positive compared to never having introduced it. We formulate the alternative hypothesis as , to be tested through a two-sided test.

Finally, we are interested in whether the reason for discontinuing a DEI programme matters for how a company is perceived. We formulate a fourth hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: A reversal of a DEI programme leads to a greater reduction in the willingness to work for a company if it is done due to political pressure rather than for economic reasons.

Our interest here is in testing whether the effect of a DEI reversal is more negative if it is a result of political pressure (as in condition T3) rather than economic arguments (as in condition T2), formally:

											(7)

The direction of the effect here is not obvious, as bowing to political pressure can be seen to reflect a lack of agency vis-à-vis a powerful state, or as a lack of courage in the face of political pressure. Our alternative hypothesis is , which we test with a two-sided test.

With 400 respondents in each treatment arm, our power to detect .2 of a control group standard deviation in the outcome variable at 5 per cent significance is 88.12 per cent for the one-sided tests and 80.65 per cent for the two-sided tests in this section.

In addition to the above analyses, we will conduct additional ones to shed light on mechanisms behind our results and heterogeneities in effects. We do not pre-specify these additional analyses, due to the trade-off between credibility from pre-specification and the complexity involved in extensive pre-specification as well as the resulting constraints on learning from the data collected (Olken, 2015).
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