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Abstract. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has aroused increasing interests from academic 

field and corporations. While pursuing profits, corporations should also fulfill social responsibilities 

to advance social well-being, which can in turn contribute to the success of business. The purpose 

of this study is to systematically assort definitions on CSR, sort out dimensions of CSR used in 

empirical studies, and analyze studies on outcomes of CSR based on foreign and domestic literature. 
Limitations of existing studies are discussed and future research directions are suggested.  

Introduction 

CSR has gained prominence in academic literature and business community in recent years; 

because businesses are increasingly aware of the role they should perform in the society, in addition 

to pursue profits. A number of studies have manifested the benefits generated by fulfilling social 

responsibilities. Positive brand image and reputation can be created through corporate social 

activities [1]. CSR represent an integral part for adopting differentiation strategy [2,3]. It is also an 

innovative means for companies to enhance relationship with customers [4]. Under the 

circumstances, it is of great theoretical and practical significance to examine and review existing 

literature on CSR. The purpose of this study is to show how CSR has been defined, what 

dimensions of CSR has been empirically tested and what outcomes can be yielded from fulfilling 

CSR based on the content analysis of existing CSR literature. 

Definitions on CSR 

Plenty of studies have defined CSR from diverse perspectives. Mohr [5] divides definitions on 

CSR into two types: multi-dimensional definitions and definitions based on social marketing. 

Multi-dimensional definitions list main social responsibilities for corporations, while social 

marketing concept views CSR according its impacts on society. Dahlsrud [6] conducts 

comprehensive analysis on 37 definitions of CSR according to relevant literature from 1980 to 2003, 

and then groups definitions on CSR into five dimensions, including: the environmental dimension, 

the social dimension, the economic dimension, the stakeholder dimension and the voluntariness 

dimension. In this paper, definitions on CSR are categorized into two perspectives based on 

previous studies: the stakeholder perspective and the social perspective. 

The representative of the stakeholder perspective is Freeman, he asserts that businesses have 

responsibilities for groups and individuals who can both influence and be influenced by business 

operation [7]. Khoury, Rostami [8] state that CSR encompasses relationship between a company 

and all of its stakeholders, such as customers, employees, communities, owners/ investors, 

government, suppliers and competitors.  According to them, the major social responsibilities of 

corporations consist of community service, the improvement of relationship with employees, job 

creation, environmental protection and financial returns. Hopkins [9] also defined CSR from the 

stakeholder perspective. He points out that CSR is to treat a company’s stakeholders in a moral and 

responsible way in an effort to attain the two-fold goal of maintaining profit and improving the 

living standard of stakeholders inside and outside the company. According to Basu and Palazzo [10], 

CSR is a firm’s response to stakeholders’ concerns about business operation and social affairs, these 
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stakeholders include government, non-governmental organization and consumers. 

Davis and Blomstrom [11]define CSR from social perspective, they state that CSR refers to 

actions taken by a corporation to protect and improve social well-being and corporate interests. 

According to Kotler [12], CSR means running the firm in a way which can maintain and improve 

social well-being. McWilliams and Siegel [13] regard CSR as a firm’s responsibility to enhance 

social interests, this responsibility goes beyond laws and the firm’s interests. Mohr, Webb [14] 

further point out that CSR is the commitment made by a company to remove or reduce its adverse 

impacts on the society, and meanwhile boost the long-term beneficial influences on the society. 

Matten and Moon [15] define CSR as policies and actions adopt by a corporation to reflect its 

responsibilities to advance social interests. 

Dimensions of CSR Used in Empirical Studies 

Waddock and Graves [16] investigate the relationship between a corporation’s social performance 

and financial performance. They draw upon the 8 index constructed by the firm KLD to measure 

corporate social performance, 5 of the 8 attributes stress relations with stakeholders, including 

community relations, environmental protection, relations with employees, treatment of women and 

minorities, and product attributes. Sen and Bhattacharya [17] empirically study the role of CSR on 

consumer purchasing behavior, they measure CSR from five dimensions, namely, community 

involvement, diversity, environment protection, social cause and treatment of overseas employees. 

Pivato, Misani [18] conduct research on the impact of corporate social performance on consumer 

trust and brand loyalty. They employ environment dimension, consumer dimension and employee 

dimension to measure corporate social performance. Abdullah and Rashid [19] assess the impact of 

CSR implementation on organizational citizenship behavior. Dimensions of CSR adopted in their 

study encompass CSR to government, CSR to employee, CSR to society, CSR to environmental 

protection and CSR to customer. 

With regard to domestic literature, Wen and Fang [20] carry out empirical study on the 

relationship between CSR and financial performance based on data from 46 publicly listed 

companies in China from 2003 to 2007. They measure CSR according to the variety of capital, 

including responsibilities towards stakeholders of financial capital, human resources capital, social 

capital and ecological capital. Xie and Zhou [21] investigate the impact of CSR on consumer 

purchase intention. They measure CSR from five dimensions: the protection of consumer rights and 

interests, involvement in philanthropy and charitable donation, environment protection, and concern 

for employee interests. Jin [22] construct a scale to measure CSR from consumer perspective, the 

scale consists of five dimensions: participation into charitable activities that can benefit society, 

public welfare undertakings, protection for consumer rights and interests, environmental protection 

and economic responsibilities. Wang and Li [23] study the influence of different dimensions of CSR 

on organizational citizenship behavior, and evaluate CSR by three dimensions, including: market 

responsibility, employee responsibility and public responsibility. 

Studies on Outcomes of CSR  

Research on the Impact of CSR on Corporate Financial Performance 

Studies conducted on the correlation between CSR and financial performance have shown 

divergent results. Roman, Hayibor [24]review 55 articles concerning the relationship between 

corporate social performance and corporate financial performance, among which, 51 papers are 

found in the research done by Griffin and Mahon [25], and four articles are newly added. They find 

that 33 studies indicate a positive relationship between CSP and CFP, 5 studies show a negative 

relationship, and 14 studies demonstrate no relationship. With regard to studies after 1999,Simpson 

and Kohers [26] attest to the positive relationship between CSR and financial performance through 

empirical study. The research conducted by Jo and Harjoto [27] further supports this result. 

However, according to McWilliams and Siegel [28],CSR exerts a neutral influence on financial 
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performance after controlling investment in R&D as another determinant for financial performance. 

A number of domestic studies investigate the relationship between CSR and financial performance 

by taking into consideration of time. Wen and Fang [20]carry out an in-depth analysis on the 5-year 

data of 46 Chinese firms and prove that CSR has a negative impact on financial performance in the 

short run, and exerts a positive effect on financial performance in the long run.  Zhang, Jin [29] 

examine the data of non-financial companies listed in Shanghai Stock Exchange from 2007 to 2011 

and demonstrate that the fulfillment of CSR over previous years has a positive influence on 

financial performance at present. 

Research on the Influence of CSR on Consumer Response 

An increasing number of studies have been devoted to exploring the relationship between CSR 

and consumer response. The research carried out by Murray and Vogel [30] shows that consumers 

are more willing to purchase products from a firm after they learn about the firm’s involvement in 

social activities.Brown and Dacin [31] study two types of corporate associations, one is corporate 

ability associations and the other one is CSR associations. They point out that different corporate 

associations reflect different strategic positioning, and a growing number of firms begin to focus 

their attention on strategies that can display CSR, such as the efforts made by a firm to protect 

environment, enhance employee diversity, engage in community service and sponsor cultural 

activities. The results from their research show that CSR associations can indirectly affect 

consumers’ evaluation of products offered by a firm through their assessment of the firm.  Following 

this study, an empirical test presented in the work of Sen and Bhattacharya [17] indicates that the 

association between CSR and consumers’ responses is moderated by consumers’ personal support 

of CSR. They also mention that under certain circumstances, a firm’s social activities may 

undermine consumer purchase intention. Mohr, Webb [14] conduct 48 in-depth interviews with 

consumers in a metropolis. They find that some consumers behave in a socially responsible way, 

because they are of the view that their purchase decisions not only influence their families and 

themselves, but also affect the environment. Therefore, these socially responsible consumers take 

into account a firm’s social activities when making purchase decisions. A number of studies also 

indicate that consumers could appreciate and reward corporations that have made donations to 

charities, they hope that corporations can operate in a ethical way in which environment can be 

protected and sometimes their purchase decisions are based on these factors [32-34]. 

Strategic Implications of CSR  

According to Hall [35], consumers’ cognitive association of a company can become a source of 

sustainable competitive advantage. This view is further supported by Hart [36], he find that for 

certain types of companies, fulfillment of CSR in environment can contribute to sustainable 

competitive advantage. Porter and Kramer [37] examine corporate philanthropy and challenge the 

view held by Friedman [38] that managers are not supposed to use CSR as a tool to serve their own 

interests, corporate resources invested in CSR should be used to improve efficiency of the 

corporation.  Porter and Kramer [37] further explain that one implicit assumption of Friedman’s 

argument is that a corporation’s social goals and economic goals are separate, thus increasing 

spending on social activities will undermine economic benefits. However, Porter and Kramer [37] 

are of the view that competitive context is integral to the success of a corporation, and the context 

can be improved through charitable causes carried out by the corporation, which can contribute to 

the integration of the corporation’s economic goals and social goals. Meanwhile, they remind 

corporations to choose charitable causes that are related to their business operation. Otherwise, it 

can only generate social benefits without bringing economic benefits. 

Conclusion and Discussion on Existing Literature on CSR 

On the whole, a substantial number of existing literature on CSR focus on the effects it produce. 

More empirical tests are needed to investigate determinants of CSR and resources utilized in the 

provision of CSR. Furthermore, the selection of dimensions of CSR in domestic empirical studies is 
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primarily based on foreign literature, and choose dimensions such as community relations, 

employee relations, diversity, protection of consumer rights and interests, environment protection, 

product attributes and treatment of women and minority groups [16, 17]. However, the dimension 

like community relations may not be as influential in China as it is in the U.S. and other European 

countries, because the concept of community and community relations have not received adequate 

attention in China. Moreover, different stakeholders show interests to different dimensions of CSR. 

For instance, consumers may care more about protection of consumer rights and interests, whereas 

employees might be more interested in employee relations. Thus, future research can develop 

dimensions and scales that are congruent with the reality in China and examine the effect of 

different dimensions on different stakeholders. 
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