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Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a concept that has brought about both progress and controversy. Under the 

banner of CSR, we have made progress in addressing some of the world’s most pressing challenges, yet corporations still 

struggle to figure out where, how, and when to devote their social efforts, and doubts abound as to whether corporate 

efforts are truly in the public’s best interest. Scholarly interest in CSR research has also flourished. As a pervasive topic 

in the business literature, CSR is being addressed not only in the management field but also in the domains of economics, 

finance, marketing, operations, and sociology. Accordingly, various theoretical perspectives, including stakeholder 

theory, resource-based theory, upper echelons theory, institutional theory, behavioral theory, economic theories of 

information and incentives, and so on, have been adopted in CSR research, examining both the antecedents and 

consequences of CSR, as well as some unique firm behaviors associated with it (Wang, Tong, Takeuchi, & George, 

2016). Moreover, at a more micro level, studies have utilized psychological theories of motivation, social exchange, 

justice, and learning to understand the involvement of employees, both current and prospective, in CSR activities (e.g., 

Caligiuri, Mencin, & Jiang, 2013; Lee, Song, Lee, Lee, & Bernhard, 2013; Lin, Lyau, Tsai, Chen, & Chiu, 2010; 

Mueller, Hattrup, Spiess, & Lin-Hi, 2012; Rupp, Shao, Thornton, & Skarlicki, 2013; Slack, Corlett, & Morris, 2015). 

Despite the application of diverse theoretical perspectives, the field has often been criticized for a lack of coherent theory 

(Friedman & Miles, 2002; Hilliard, 2019; Jones, Harrison, & Felps, 2018) and for theory not sufficiently developed to 

inform practice (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). Here we briefly review current criticisms of CSR research and practice and 

then offer a way forward. 

UNDERTHEORIZATION OF CSR RESEARCH 

Lack of Theoretical Foundation and Coherence 

We can see at least three reasons behind the criticism that CSR research lacks theoretical foundation and coherence. First, 

in its many manifestations, CSR represents a broad and diverse area of study. CSR is also rather complex to address 

theoretically, given that it can be considered both as a firm behavior that potentially affects the bottom line (viewed 

instrumentally) and as a goal in and of itself that exists simultaneously with financial goals. Accordingly, the various 

theories, mostly generated in other fields and for other purposes, may not fit well within the CSR context without 

substantial advancement or adaptations. For example, theories in the tradition of economics and finance are developed 

mostly based on the shareholder primacy model and are more suitable for situations that require the single objective of 

shareholder value maximization, but they may not always be in line with CSR that attends to multiple stakeholders. With 

the increasing recognition that economic, social, and environmental interests are highly intertwined and that achieving all 

three requires an understanding of their intersection (Hilliard, 2019), the application of these singular-focus theories is 

constraining. 

Second, several theories applied in this area have yet to be further developed. Take as an example stakeholder theory, 

which is still under development and rich in debate, and which has been criticized as not having a strong theoretical base 

(Laplume, Sonpar, & Litz, 2008; Sundaram & Inkpen, 2004). Accordingly, because stakeholder theory is constrained by 

its own limitations, applying it to CSR is challenging and results in the criticism that CSR has a weak theoretical 

foundation. 

Finally, CSR has phenomenological origins and at the outset was practice oriented. This alone is not a reason for lack of 

theory development (indeed, such characteristics can be fruitful for theory generation), but the implication of these 

origins is that, initially, CSR was not viewed as an arena for serious intellectual inquiry for theory development. In fact, 

much of the earlier research focused primarily on empirically examining the relationship between CSR and corporate 

financial performance, which was intended to inform practice rather than to provide theoretical insights. More generally, 

it was often the case that in earlier research, theories were applied loosely, without careful consideration of the 

underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions (for notable exceptions see Hawn & Ioannou, 2016; Kaul & Luo, 2018; 

Luo, Wang, Raithel, & Zheng, 2015). 

To improve CSR theorizing, we have pointed to the importance of an increased focus on coherence, conscientious 

consideration of mechanisms, and boundary conditions. A primary aim should be to tell a more precise story about why 
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ideas, acts, events, and structures related to CSR occur, and the theoretical foundation will eventually have to include 

details on the nature of causal relationships and the underlying processes (Sutton & Staw, 1995). 

Lack of Implications for Practice 

Despite phenomenological origin and practice orientation, CSR research has unfortunately fallen short in effectively 

informing managerial practice. Indeed, empirical findings without appropriate theoretical foundation and guidance are 

destined to be limited, causing confusion in practical applications. The criticisms in this regard are twofold. 

First, critics assert that CSR research is often too general: it seldom addresses what firms should do specifically and the 

potential trade-offs across different social activities and stakeholders. For example, the theory of shared value (Porter & 

Kramer, 2011) suggests that when business leaders decide to invest firm resources in activities addressing a social cause, 

they can potentially create a win-win situation for both the firm and society. Yet theory such as this falls short of helping 

to align a firm’s purpose with specific CSR programs and to evaluate the potential trade-offs among different programs. 

Enabling a coherent strategy for CSR initiatives involves recognizing that CSR can take many forms, including, for 

example, corporate volunteering, environmental programs, or responsible investing; each of these may influence different 

stakeholder groups and produce differential outcomes. As with human resources, product development, or marketing, 

firms’ strategy should guide the specific initiatives they engage in, but unlike these other areas, current CSR theory lacks 

the specificity to inform such strategic decisions and often fails to take into consideration potential trade-offs. 

Second, while scholars have focused much research attention on the financial impact of CSR and its mechanisms, they 

have paid limited attention to the social outcomes of CSR and its underlying mechanisms, which clearly need to be 

addressed for practical purposes. For example, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), used by thousands of companies 

around the world, provides a system by which companies report on their economic, environmental, and social impacts. 

Organizations are expected to provide information on the defined objectives they seek to achieve for beneficiaries and on 

the mechanisms for impact achieved. However, because of a lack of both a clear understanding of these mechanisms and 

a clearly guided evaluation system, such information is seldom included in the reporting (Ebrahim & Rangan, 2010). In 

general, critics maintain that existing CSR theory provides little guidance as to how firms’ social activities lead to certain 

social outcomes and how to evaluate these outcomes. More complex, multilevel theoretical models that substantiate the 

logic chain linking social inputs and activities to impacts are sorely needed. 

WAYS TO IMPROVE THEORY IN CSR: ILLUSTRATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 

In view of these issues, we identify two categories of theoretical approaches for future research advancement as a step 

toward addressing the undertheorization of CSR research. The first category involves strengthening the theoretical 

foundation of CSR research by building and extending theory regarding traditional topics in CSR that have drawn 

research attention for decades. These topics may include, for example, the application of stakeholder theory in CSR and 

CSR as a reputation insurance mechanism. The second category consists of promising arenas for theory development 

regarding CSR topics that are important but have yet to draw sufficient attention and, thus, are still understudied. These 

may include issues related to the social outcomes of CSR and the motivation behind CSR. While we include these as 

representative topics, they by no means exhaust the possibilities for future theory development in the CSR field. 

Strengthening the Theoretical Foundation of CSR Research 

Stakeholder theory and CSR. 

From the field’s very starting point, stakeholder theory has often been applied to examine CSR issues (Agle et al., 2008; 

Flammer 2015; McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). The theory thus has become a dominant paradigm in CSR research and has 

evolved largely with the development of CSR-related topics. Stakeholder theory itself has developed over time. While in 

one stream of research on stakeholders scholars have often adopted a normative or descriptive perspective (Agle, 

Mitchell, & Sonnenfeld, 1999; Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Jawahar & McLaughlin, 2001), since the mid-1990s, other 

scholars have focused more on the instrumental perspective (Harrison, Bosse, & Phillips, 2010; Jones, 1995; Jones et al., 

2018), emphasizing how a firm that manages for stakeholders may create greater value for both the firm and its 

stakeholders. 

These studies either implicitly consider all nonshareholding stakeholders as in one group or, even if different stakeholder 

groups are treated differently (e.g., Agle et al., 1999), do not explicitly take into consideration the interactions among 

different groups. Accordingly, while applying stakeholder theory in the CSR domain, little research has considered the 
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potential conflicts among different stakeholders, nor has it considered the different CSR pressures asserted by 

stakeholder groups and their respective reactions to the varying social actions of firms, as well as the implications of 

these reactions. In reality, critical CSR issues are often complex and require collective actions, which likely involve 

complex conflicts and interdependencies in stakeholder claims (Howard-Grenville, Buckle, Hoskins, & George, 2014; 

Wang et al., 2016). 

Toward that end, it would be interesting to explore theoretically how one group of stakeholders, active in driving CSR 

action or not, reacts when a firm treats another stakeholder group differently, especially when the focal stakeholder group 

perceives it is being treated worse in comparison. For example, would doing well in one stakeholder dimension affect 

firm social performance in some other dimensions? Would underpaid employees react negatively to social actions more 

favorably geared toward the community or customers? In sum, to enhance the theoretical foundation for CSR research, 

future studies can go beyond examining CSR with an assumption of unified stakeholder groups, or examining specific 

dimensions of CSR and their interactions with firms, to instead directly account for interdependencies among different, 

sometimes rival stakeholders. 

CSR as a reputation insurance mechanism. 

Another fundamental building block of CSR research is the mechanism through which CSR affects firm outcomes. 

Building a strong theoretical foundation for the underlying mechanism of the CSR-performance relationship is therefore 

critical for the advancement of CSR research. Existing research in CSR has acknowledged that CSR may bring benefits 

to firms through enhanced image and reputation among various stakeholders, which can be considered intangible assets 

or moral capital that serves as “reputation insurance,” protecting loss in firm value in the aftermath of adverse events 

(Godfrey, 2005; Godfrey, Merrill, & Hansen, 2009). 

While this work has helped stimulate and advance CSR research, it has yet to provide a full understanding of the core 

nature of CSR as reputational or moral capital and its potential limitations as an insurance mechanism. Some recent 

studies have begun to explore this issue from different angles. For example, Shiu and Yang (2017) have argued that CSR 

as moral capital becomes less effective in buffering against negative events following the occurrence of more than one 

negative event. Other studies (e.g., Wernicke, 2016) suggest that the extent to which CSR has insurance value depends 

on whether the adverse events are in the same domain as a firm’s social reputation. If they are in the same domain, CSR 

doesn’t provide effective “insurance” and can actually lead to a perception of hypocrisy, resulting in detrimental effects 

(Carlos & Lewis, 2018; Wernicke, 2016). Luo, Kaul, and Seo (2018) explored the contingencies underlying the 

insurance-like benefits of philanthropy by developing a formal model. An interesting finding of their study was that using 

CSR as insurance for firms may simultaneously lead to potential negative implications for social welfare (Barnett, 2019; 

Luo et al., 2018). 

These studies, from various angles, enrich our understanding of situations where CSR may fail as an insurance 

mechanism or may produce unexpected consequences. Yet management scholars do not have a rigorous and more 

integrated theory of CSR as a reputation insurance mechanism. Toward that end, we need theoretical efforts that either 

provide precision by being narrowly focused with clearly defined constructs and assumptions (such as Asmussen & 

Fosfuri, 2019, and Luo et al., 2018) or offer an integration of various contingencies and perspectives, providing a 

comprehensive understanding of CSR as an insurance mechanism under one unifying framework. 

Exploring Promising New Domains 

A second category of CSR theory development is composed of areas that are currently understudied but deserve further 

theoretical advancement. Again, although there are multiple remaining issues in CSR in need of theorization, we include 

two of these that we feel are especially promising for illustration: the multilevel influence of CSR and the authenticity of 

CSR. First, CSR by its nature is geared toward social and other noneconomic impacts. However, the field has focused on 

CSR’s financial influences, overlooking its social impacts at multiple levels. Second, because CSR is becoming a more 

institutionalized corporate practice, focus has been mainly placed on the social actions themselves, while the authenticity 

or sincerity behind the social acts is often overlooked. As we highlight below, these are important omissions in the CSR 

field that deserve more theory building and development. 

The multilevel influence of CSR. 

Over a decade ago, Margolis and Walsh criticized the CSR field for its “preoccupation with instrumental consequences,” 

therefore overlooking the social impacts of CSR and the “underlying tensions between the social and economic 
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imperatives that confront organizations” (2003: 280). They called upon future researchers to move away from the sole 

focus on the instrumental value of CSR and to examine the conditions and processes through which society benefits from 

CSR. This echoes the recent call for welfare consequences of nonmarket strategies more generally (Barnett, 2019; Kaul 

& Luo, 2018) and for theory development in the context of hybrid organizations (e.g., Almandoz, 2012; Pache & Santos, 

2013). Unfortunately, after over a decade of research, we are still not able to claim confidently that we have a fairly good 

understanding of the processes and multilevel consequences of CSR (Seivwright & Unsworth, 2016). Meanwhile, 

corporations are in desperate need of guidance in these regards more than ever. In many parts of the world, it is not 

unusual for firms to invest hundreds of millions in CSR each year, yet they are often at a loss or unsatisfied with the 

outcomes they achieve. Furthermore, social and psychological pathways for creating impact are left undertheorized, 

seldom included in empirical studies, and not measured in practice (Gibson, 2019; Glavas, 2016). These pathways 

constitute shorter-term impacts, which can subsequently result in major societal advancements, but are not currently 

captured in theory, research, or practice. The consequence of this is that firms may discontinue programs that have great 

promise, or they may fail to invest in programs that can bring about change because they do not understand the shorter-

term impacts. 

Thus, we continue to call for theoretical efforts directed toward the nonfinancial impacts of CSR, including its 

psychological, relational, and other social outcomes. Further toward that end, we encourage the development of a 

normative theory of CSR (e.g., Laplume et al., 2008; Margolis & Walsh, 2003) through a descriptive research agenda 

investigating how and why corporations actually engage in CSR, and then deriving a better understanding of how they 

should engage in CSR. Along these lines, editors and reviewers of AMR and other journals must demonstrate increased 

appreciation of this type of work. 

Authenticity in CSR. 

While examining the effect of CSR on firms, most earlier studies focused on the CSR act itself but little on the 

authenticity or sincerity behind CSR actions. However, to the extent that CSR creates value often through increased 

stakeholders’ cooperation and support, how firm stakeholders perceive CSR acts is important. Along these lines, some 

recent studies suggest that CSR creates greater value for firms when actions are perceived as authentic rather than as 

driven by self-interest (e.g., Cuypers, Koh, & Wang, 2015). In gauging the authenticity of CSR, researchers largely focus 

on observable attributes of CSR, including, for example, whether firms profit from social initiatives (Makov & Newman, 

2016), consistency in CSR actions (Wang & Choi, 2013), or the industry in which the firm operates, such as whether it is 

a “sin” industry (e.g., Koh, Qian, & Wang, 2014). 

Although these studies generally have found evidence that authenticity matters, management scholars do not yet have a 

rigorous theory explaining when stakeholders perceive CSR investments as authentic, nor do we understand 

systematically when and to what extent stakeholder responses are affected by their perception of CSR authenticity. This 

suggests that there are ample opportunities to advance theory development in this area—for example, by integrating 

organizational behavior or psychological theories to develop a better understanding of the motivation behind CSR and 

the social and psychological processes that occur when engaging in or observing CSR in action (Gibson, 2011, 2019). 

We also suggest that how firms’ social initiatives are communicated to the stakeholders and the general public may be of 

central importance. Theories related to signaling and communications and the effects of these on stakeholder perceptions 

and actions would also be helpful for theoretical advancement in this area. 

CONCLUSION 

Our claim that CSR is undertheorized points to a need for new theoretical development for dominant issues in the field. 

Examples include advancement of stakeholder theory and a further exploration of CSR as an insurance mechanism. In 

existing areas of research, we call for more in-depth theory building and theoretical integration to consider various 

boundary conditions more comprehensively. We also highlight new domains, calling for new theory development on the 

nonfinancial drivers and outcomes of CSR, as well as the authenticity or sincerity behind corporate social actions. Not 

only will management studies benefit from these efforts, but such work will also provide long-needed guidelines for 

policy and practice to answer the pressing question of when, how, and what CSR efforts are most impactful. 
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