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ABSTRACT 

 

A systematic review of the corporate philanthropy literature is conducted. 

A sample of 60 academic articles was created and analyzed. The sample was 

examined to (1) develop a definition of corporate philanthropy contrasting it with 

related concepts; (2) review how corporate philanthropy has been examined 

theoretically; (3) review how it has been operationalized and determine commonly 

examined control, independent and dependent variables; (4) the societal 

implications of corporate philanthropy and (5) identify gaps in the literature and 

areas for future research. Findings suggest there is little cohesion in the literature 

regarding a standard definition, wide use of theories to situate corporate 

philanthropy, and several narrow conceptualizations with opportunities for an 

empirical and theoretical investigation to enhance the understanding of corporate 

philanthropy. The gaps identified in the literature review consist of (1) the further 

study of corporate philanthropy as an independent variable to determine the 

impacts of corporate action; (2) whether there is a certain amount of optimality 

associated with corporate donations; (3) whether there are cultural limitations to 

the findings of attitude towards corporate philanthropy, and (4) a fuller study of the 

risks and/or benefits posed by corporate philanthropy to society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Corporate philanthropy bridges business functions and societal well-being 

(Ricks Jr & Williams, 2005). As a result, it is a widely studied concept because of 

the importance of understanding the societal implications and business 

implications of the philanthropic investment of resources (Gao & Hafsi, 2015).  It 

is an important corporate concept that has been positively related to firm 

performance, employee retention, firm reputation, and financial performance (Gao 

& Hafsi, 2015).  

Firms have an interconnected relationship with society, and as a result, 

responsiveness to social matters can impact firm performance, internal functions, 

and investor reactions (Brammer & Millington, 2015). Firms can also be affected 

by their environment and industry, influencing corporate philanthropic decisions 

(Brammer & Millington, 2015). Understanding the motivations for corporate 

philanthropy, benefits, and consequences discussed in current literature is 

important to comprehend the intersectionality and relationship between 

corporations and society. This paper creates a sample of highly cited articles to 

develop a definition of corporate philanthropy, delineate the theories and variables 

used to examine it, and identify areas for future research.   

The paper will proceed as follows. In Chapter 1, the development of the 

sample and its description is provided. In Chapter 2, corporate philanthropy is 

defined and differentiated from other related concepts. In Chapter 3, the most 

frequent theories used in the sample to evaluate corporate philanthropy are 
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discussed. In Chapter 4, the various control, independent, and dependent variables 

are identified and related to our understanding of corporate philanthropy. In 

Chapter 5, the implications of corporate philanthropy on society are discussed. In 

Chapter 6, areas for future research to better conceptualize corporate philanthropy 

are reviewed. Finally, Chapter 7 provides a conclusion and summary of the 

findings discussed in this paper. 
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CHAPTER 1 

METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE 

 

 In this chapter, the development of the sample, as well as its description, is 

provided. A sample of 60 highly cited academic papers was created. The search for 

the term ‘corporate philanthropy’ in the title yielded 265 results on the Web of 

Science database. The term ‘corporate philanthropy’ was decided on after 

searching variations that did not provide research specific to corporate 

philanthropic action. Moreover, the search of the term ‘corporate philanthropy’ 

was limited to the title to filter for articles focused on corporate philanthropy. Web 

of Science was used because it permits the researcher to keep track of the quality 

of the paper assessed through the number of citations. Using a minimum of 20 

citations as the cutoff point, 60 papers were identified. A 20-citation cutoff point 

was necessary to make the sample manageable yet comprehensive.  

 

Quality Assessment 

In the development of the sample size, the articles were filtered and 

assessed to determine a sample of high quality and relevance. The articles were 

filtered for relevant business, management, and ethics fields, reducing the original 

number of articles from 265 to 153 results. This paper offers insights across all 

three; however, the sample heavily reflects articles from the Journal of Business 

Ethics (57%), and as a result, may contribute primarily to future research in ethics. 

The sample was further reduced to include the highest cited articles to increase the 
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quality of the study. The 153 results were sorted to list the most to the least cited. 

Papers with over 20 citations were included in the study for a total of 60 academic 

papers under the search term ‘corporate philanthropy’ in the title. Twenty citations 

were considered a high citation count within the philanthropy literature and a 

reasonable cutoff to establish a large but manageable sample of 60 papers. 

Citations ranged from 20 to 1194, with a mean of 129.21 citations and a median of 

47 citations and a mode of 32.  

 

Sample 

Table 1 shows the journals and the papers’ published. Of note is that 57% 

of the papers reviewed were published in the Journal of Business Ethics. The 

concentration of research published to the Journal of Business Ethics, shows the 

specialization and compartmentalization of the research on corporate philanthropy. 

The trends in philanthropic research are reflected in a citation report from Web of 

Science for the 153 articles. This report showed that research in corporate 

philanthropy began around the early 1980s and peaked in 2015 with 17 

publications that year. This indicated that there was a recent shift towards 

researching corporate philanthropy.  

Data Extraction  

 During the review of the articles, specific data were searched and recorded. 

Data such as the year of publication, title, the journal of publication, abstract, 

theories used, definitions of corporate philanthropy and related terms, method of 

research, and all variables used (independent, dependent, and control variables) 
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were recorded. The initial data review resulted in 70 pages of raw research data 

that contained the key findings, research gaps if specified, and methods and/or 

measurements. A second data review screened for definitions, applied theories, 

measurements, independent, dependent and control variables. This resulted in 45 

pages of condensed data, which was analyzed extensively and provided the main 

data for the findings from this systematic review.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 6 

CHAPTER 2 

DEFINING CORPORATE PHILANTHROPY 

 

 To fully define corporate philanthropy, it is vital to understand its 

orientation in a business context. Corporate philanthropy is oriented as a function 

of larger, overarching business activities and behaviours. Of the 60 papers in the 

sample, 35 gave definitions of corporate philanthropy (see Table 2). A definition 

of corporate philanthropy was repeated in two articles as “an unconditional transfer 

of cash or other assets by private firms for public purpose” (Gautier & Pache, 

2015, p. 343; Godfrey, 2005, p. 778). Overarchingly, concepts of ‘voluntariness,’ 

‘discretion,’ ‘public,’ ‘promote’ were mentioned six, eight, six and six times, 

respectively, in given definitions.  

Through the review of 60 academic articles, it became clear that it was 

important to differentiate corporate philanthropy from the related terms Corporate 

Social Performance (“CSP”), Corporate Social Responsibility (“CSR”), and 

specific types of corporate philanthropy, including strategic and non-strategic. 

Each is reviewed, defined, and differentiated in the following section. 

 

How Corporate Philanthropy is Oriented 

 

Corporate Social Performance 

Corporate Social Performance is an inclusive, global concept (Carroll, 

1991). It is defined as a focus on corporate action where social goals and programs 
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are integrated into the decision-making and policies of a company (Carroll, 1991). 

Social goals in this definition include attention to the businesses’ relationships 

with stakeholders because of their deliberate and unintentional results on the 

business (Wood, 2018)

Within corporate social performance, social responsiveness consists of 

multidimensional action. It consists of a large array of corporate behaviour concerning 

corporate resources, processes, and outputs as a reaction to the corporation’s community 

(Brammer & Millington, 2005). Therefore, where corporate social performance is the 

socially driven decision-making process and actions of companies, responsiveness refers 

to the nature of the decision regarding both resources and external motivating factors 

(Brammer & Millington, 2005).  

In sum, corporate social performance is a broad concept that includes corporate 

action beyond and including philanthropy. Therefore, philanthropy cannot be equated to 

corporate social performance but rather a small, niche function.  

 

Corporate Social Responsibility 

Carroll introduced a widely accepted framework, cited in 15 papers used in this 

study, called the ‘four-part definitional framework for Corporate Social Responsibility’ 

(Carroll, 1991). It is defined as the consideration of “social and environmental impacts 

(negative and positive) in [business] actions on both the internal and external 

stakeholders of the firm {e.g., employees, customers, suppliers, local community, the 

government) and behave accordingly” (Amaeshi et al., 2016, p. 386).  



 

 8 

Corporate social responsibility can be differentiated from corporate social 

performance through the requirement of not only an economic action, as in corporate 

social performance, but additional legal, ethical, and discretionary responsibilities to 

reconcile the firms’ economic orientation with its social orientation (Carroll, 1991). As a 

result, the framework has four levels; economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary (Wang 

et al., 2008). These levels are expectations of companies that are held by society (Carroll, 

1991).  In sum, and like CSP, CSR is a broad concept that includes corporate action 

beyond and including philanthropy.  

 

Corporate Philanthropy 

Corporate philanthropy is adequately situated under the ‘discretionary’ branch of 

the CSR four-part definitional framework (Wang et al., 2008). This is because corporate 

participation in philanthropy is often described as voluntary or discretionary (Wang et al., 

2008).  For example, Muller et al., (2014, p.1), define corporate philanthropy as “a type 

of organizational social engagement that involves the allocation of time, money, or goods 

aimed at addressing a social need.” Corporate philanthropy entails the discretionary 

actions made by a business in response to societal expectations of corporations (Carroll, 

1991).  

Authors Bruch and Walter (2005), a study cited 69 times, state that the different 

forms of corporate philanthropy can be categorized according to the relationship between 

market orientation and core competencies of the firm. The following definitions of 

‘market orientation’ and ‘core competencies’ are provided to understand how corporate 

philanthropy is situated in this framework. As defined by authors Jaworski and Ajay 
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(1993), market orientation is the company’s ability to meet and respond to customer 

needs, in the form of products and services, as they change according to the market. 

Therefore, it is the business’ awareness of market development and its adaptability of 

offered products and services to meet those needs across the organization (Jaworski & 

Ajay, 1993). Market competency, however, refers to the strategic consolidation of 

corporate actions throughout departments, employed technology, and cost-efficient 

practices to deliver core company products and services competitively in the market 

(Prahalad & Hamel, 1990). It is, therefore, how the company is organized to deliver its 

products and respond to changing opportunities (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990). As a result, 

an ideal market awareness or market orientation and strong core competencies generate a 

competitive advantage through the organization and responsiveness of the company 

within, and to, the market.  

To draw clear distinctions between the different levels of corporate philanthropic 

action, the authors Bruch and Walter (2005) categorized core competences and market 

orientation through a spectrum of non-strategic and strategic philanthropy, which will be 

discussed next. 

 

Non-Strategic Philanthropy 

Non-strategic philanthropy operates on a lower and less optimally aligned core 

competency and market orientation than strategic philanthropy. One extreme of this 

spectrum occurs when companies engage philanthropic decisions without engaging 

business values and detracts from corporate growth (Bruch & Walter, 2005). In this form, 

corporate charitable initiatives are inspired by external stakeholders, influences, and 
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demands (Bruch & Walter, 2005). In its most extreme form, non-strategic philanthropy 

has no relationship between corporate philanthropic action and business strategy (Bruch 

& Walter, 2005). Managers do not have criteria for allocating corporate resources to 

charities, and there can be further internal confusion surrounding the business strategy 

(Bruch & Walter, 2005).  

A form of non-strategic philanthropy repeatedly mentioned in the sample was 

altruistically motivated philanthropy. The altruistic model was discussed in nine of the 60 

articles as a theoretical framework for donations. Five of those mentions occurred 

directly in the definition of corporate philanthropy, and the remaining mentions consisted 

of a theoretical foundation for corporate philanthropy. This theoretical explanation for 

corporate philanthropy states that firms use social checkpoints to determine the morality 

of their actions for a just society (Sanchez, 2000). The corporate goal is to voluntarily aid 

society free from the obligation to generate increased profitability (Sanchez, 2000). 

Accordingly, this model operates under the non-strategic approach to philanthropy. This 

model approaches corporate philanthropic action as addressing the ethical question of 

“what is right for society” and, as a result, is more of a social contract than a duty (Moir 

& Taffler, 2004). 

 

Strategic Philanthropy  

This form of corporate philanthropy was highly cited and appeared in 13 different 

academic papers within the sample. Of the 35 papers within the sample that defined 

corporate philanthropy, eight (23%) mentioned strategic philanthropy. Through a 

combination of market orientation-based decision making and an alignment between a 
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company’s core competencies with its philanthropic action, strategic philanthropy is the 

most effective approach to philanthropy for the firm (Bruch & Walter, 2005). 

Strategic philanthropy aimed to increase the value of a company’s bottom line, 

competitive advantage, or both (Seifert et al., 2003). Any corporate philanthropy that 

shows an even minimal connection “between the charitable contribution and the 

company’s business” is strategic philanthropy (Porter & Kramer, 2002, p. 1). By 

extension, any charitable contribution with a goal, theme, or focus may also be included 

under a strategic approach to philanthropy (Porter & Kramer, 2002). This is considered a 

practical approach to corporate philanthropy because it caters to both an internal and 

external aspect of the business (Bruch & Walter, 2005). Internally, there is a chance to 

improve firm performance. Externally, there may be “political and institutional pressures 

imposed by the environment,” stakeholders or other actors that create space for strategic 

philanthropy (Dennis et al., 2009, p. 362).  Dennis et al., (2009) state that philanthropy is 

a strategic process where managers are motivated by the advancement of firm strategy in 

their pursuit of philanthropic action. The motivation for philanthropy, as discussed above, 

is to improve the bottom line and advance a strategic goal or business interest (Dennis et 

al., 2009).  

 

What Corporate Philanthropy is Not 

 As we have seen, corporate philanthropy is not an interchangeable term with CSR 

or CSP. Rather, it is one component of these broader concepts. Corporate philanthropy is 

not considered an economic, legal, or ethical obligation of a business, but more so a 

discretionary aspect of business expenditure (Carroll, 1991). This expenditure is 
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measured through donations of time, resources, or items of monetary value. Corporate 

philanthropy can take many forms depending on the managerial decision process for 

engaging in such activity. Therefore, corporate philanthropy is a broad activity that can 

occur at the intentional discretion of managers with different business intentions and may 

or may not align with corporate strategy.  

 

Defining Corporate Philanthropy 

There were 35 definitions in the sample for corporate philanthropy, and only one 

used the same source. Therefore, the literature suggests a lack of uniformity in the 

definitions given for corporate philanthropy. Definitions in the sample demonstrated that 

the direction of the study can influence the definition, such as the theory and 

measurement used.  

 The only repeated definition came from the Financial Accounting Standards 

Board (FASB, 1993: 2), which defined it as "an unconditional transfer of cash or other 

assets to an entity or a settlement or cancellation of its liabilities in a voluntary 

nonreciprocal transfer by another entity acting other than as an owner" (Godfrey, 2005, p. 

778). The definition specifies a “transfer of wealth” rather than an exchange of goods, 

services, or benefits (Godfrey, 2005, p. 778). The second article that referenced this same 

FASB definition stated that it is a “voluntary and unconditional transfer of cash or other 

assets by private firms for public purposes” (Gautier & Pache, 2015, p. 343). Even 

though this definition was referenced twice, there were still variations in the 

interpretation of the FASB definition.  
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Despite the variation in definitions, a common theme within them was the 

motivation for the donation. The spectrum ranged from altruistically motivated donations 

for public purposes to strategically motivated donations where the impact was 

instrumental (Gautier & Pache, 2015). The differentiation between an advancement of 

business interest or public purpose influenced the definition given. The sample showed 

that the term ‘altruistic’ was cited in nine different articles, where ‘strategic’ was cited in 

13 different articles. Strategically motivated philanthropy engages dependent variables 

like marketing, advertising, and reputation to gauge the impact of charitable donations 

(Porter & Kramer, 2002). Altruistically motivated philanthropy tended to have dependent 

variables related to the amount of donations (Campbell et al., 2002; Gan, 2006). Where 

altruism was referenced in nine articles, the definition of corporate philanthropy widely 

recognized voluntary donations. Therefore, an important point of differentiation in any 

definition of corporate philanthropy is between non-strategic (or altruistic) and strategic 

philanthropy, and the chosen definition should link directly to the empirical measure of 

philanthropy. 

 

Constructing a Definition 

Definitions within the sample had common themes of a “voluntary, unconditional 

transfer” (Gautier & Pache, 2015, p. 343) of goods, or “voluntary nonreciprocal transfer 

by another entity” (Godfrey, 2005, p. 778) or “voluntary business giving.” (Liket & 

Simaens, 2015 p. 285). The purpose of corporate philanthropy included: for the “public,”( 

Chen et al., 2018, p. 136); Gautier & Pache, 2015, p. 343; Hogarth et al., 2018, p. 524; 

Porter & Kramer, 2002, p. 1; Shaw & Post, 1993, p. 745; Van Cranenburgh & Arenas, 
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2014), “to benefit the community’s welfare,” (Liket & Simaens, 2015 p. 286), or any 

purpose “promoting commerce, art, science, religion, charity or [an]other useful object” 

(Mithani, 2017, p. 949) (see Table 2). Specific firm resources included cash donations, 

in-kind, time and volunteering, and liability cancellation (Gautier & Pache, 2015, p. 343; 

Godfrey, 2005, p. 778; Liket & Simaens, 2015 p. 285).  

Accordingly, corporate philanthropy can be defined as a strategic or non-

strategic, voluntary transfer of firm resources (e.g., cash, assets, volunteering, etc.) to 

benefit society. Depending on how the construct is measured within studies, authors can 

specify whether the philanthropy is strategic or non-strategic and which firm resources 

and social benefits are examined. Therefore, a definition of corporate philanthropy should 

include: (1) that it is discretionary/voluntary, (2) the purpose of the donation, and (3) 

whether it is strategic or non-strategic. The above definition is meant to be inclusive, but 

future research should be specific about what is being analyzed and measured.  

 Theoretical frameworks were also important to frame the definitions given in the 

research. For example, they helped identify whether the purpose of corporate 

philanthropy was solely to benefit the well-being of society, increase firm value, or a 

combination of the two (i.e., strategic or non-strategic). Chapter three examines these 

theories in detail.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORIES USED TO EXAMINE CORPORATE PHILANTHROPY 

 

Chapter 3 will delineate the theories used to understand corporate philanthropy. 

Specifically, 32 theories were used across the 60 papers. The most prominent theories 

included stakeholder theory cited in 11 academic papers, agency theory cited in nine, 

institutional theory cited in six, and economic theory cited in three. All other theories 

were cited two times or below in the reviewed academic articles. For parsimony, only the 

prominent theories are discussed, including how they were applied to the study and 

understanding of corporate philanthropy. 

 

Stakeholder Theory 

Stakeholder theory was mentioned in 11 of the reviewed 60 articles. Stakeholder 

theory, as it relates to corporate philanthropy, suggests that stakeholders, those who have 

a relationship to the company and its business activities, have accepted corporate 

philanthropy as a legitimate business activity (Wang & Qian, 2011). This theory further 

suggests that stakeholders' expectations regarding the extent of a business’s involvement 

in corporate philanthropy may impact how stakeholders relate to the firm (Wang et al., 

2008). The increase in corporate philanthropy results in a positively correlated change in 

firm image among stakeholders (Wang et al., 2008). This is because stakeholder theory 

evaluates the influence of the stakeholders on the company’s selected business activities 

and the company’s ability to influence stakeholders (Moir & Taffler, 2004). 
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This theoretical framework encompasses the different motivations for corporate 

philanthropy along the spectrum ranging from non-strategic (or altruistic) to strategic 

intentions (Moir & Taffler, 2004). Within stakeholder theory, where a company engages 

both internal and external interests, it is accepted that a firm is “a complex entity that 

affects, and is affected by, multiple stakeholders” (Moir & Taffler, 2004, p. 151). 

 

Agency Theory 

Agency theory was reviewed in nine of the reviewed academic articles. “Agency 

theorists consider corporate philanthropy as an undesirable but probable result of 

managerial discretion” (Seifert et al., 2003, p. 197). According to the theory, firms exist 

with the sole purpose of maximizing the wealth of owners (Seifert et al., 2003). Agents of 

a corporation are known as executives in charge of making decisions (Seifert et al., 

2003). Charities or third-party recipients of firm funds are stakeholders who only have 

donative value should the action result in an increased or maximized shareholder value 

(Seifert et al., 2003).  

Specific to the research conducted, CEOs or corporate agents will act contrary to 

the best interest of the shareholders by donating corporate funds, which may have instead 

been used to increase returns, dividends, or company value (Seifert et al., 2003). Where 

the shareholders are owners of the company, a manager as an agent is suggested to 

operate under profit maximization (Gautier & Pache, 2015). When the corporation 

engages in philanthropy that does not directly increase its value to a greater amount than 

donated, its agents act contrary to agency theory (Seifert et al., 2003). There is a 

suggested need for a separation of ownership and control which posits that the more 
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dispersed ownership is in a company, the greater control there is over firm resources held 

by managers (Gautier & Pache, 2015). The research indicated a relationship between the 

existing influence of shareholders and the amount of managerial discretion or agency 

experienced in a firm (Gautier & Pache, 2015). Different agents, or the influence of 

women/minorities on a board of directors or in a position of decision-making authority, 

can increase the amount of corporate philanthropy because of an argued heightened 

empathy (Wang & Coffey, 1992). However, a company that engages an increased 

positive image by virtue of its donations may indirectly increase the company's value 

(Choi & Wang, 2007). Therefore, performance-enhancing activity may counter the 

presumed ‘ill-use’ of corporate funds donated, resources used, or time invested in 

philanthropic activity (Choi & Wang, 2007). 

 

Institutional Theory 

 Institutional theory was mentioned as a theoretical foundation for corporate 

philanthropy in six of the reviewed 60 academic papers. This theoretical framework 

positions corporate philanthropy in relation to public opinion (Gao & Hafsi, 2015). 

Institutional theory focuses on externally exerted pressures from various established or 

non-established groups that influence and exert pressure on corporate actions (Gao & 

Hafsi, 2015). These institutions may exist in different contexts; first, the immediate 

industry environment, and second, the geographical location and community the 

company is headquartered in (Marquis & Tilcsik, 2016).  

Institutional theory includes government actors affecting corporate philanthropic 

decisions. Where there are political pressures exerted through legal, regulatory, and other 
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business rules, there are incentives to appeal to these bodies to favourably navigate 

regulations (Gao & Hafsi, 2015). One way of appealing to the government is to assist 

social or public purposes through philanthropy (Gao & Hafsi, 2015). There may be other 

equivalent institutions exerting pressure that may influence the corporate behaviour and 

structures of the firm (Marquis & Tilcsik, 2016). Gao and Hafsi (2015) state that the 

large-scale uptake of industry or community action, where there is sufficient repetition of 

an act to the point that it becomes standard practice, results in “obligatory action” for 

others (Gao & Hafsi, 2015, p. 435).  

This theory is strategically motivated because it intends to further maximize a 

business interest, function and/or benefit (Sanchez, 2000). This sought-out interest is 

more often in the form of political capital or legitimacy and a positive symbiotic 

relationship with an external, institutionalized stakeholder (Sanchez, 2000), but at its root 

seeks to increase firm performance.  

 

Economic Theory 

 Economic theory was referenced three times in the sample. Economic theory is 

synonymous in the literature with profit maximization. This theory suggests that 

managers engage the act of corporate philanthropy with the intent to increase profits 

(Gautier & Pache, 2015). Gautier & Pache (2015) refer to economic theory as a 

responsibility to be profitable. Economic theory is different than agency theory in that it 

focuses more so on profit maximation and the cost effects or tradeoffs of engaging 

corporate philanthropy. Agency theory focuses on the managers’ or agent’s responsibility 
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to shareholders and how firm resources are being used to support shareholder interests 

(Gautier & Pache, 2015).  

  One article added that economic theory suggests profit maximization is associated 

with the business life cycle stages (Cuypers et al., 2016). This results from various 

changes to the firm’s financial and resource access, which can influence the stakeholder 

perceptions of philanthropic activity (Cuypers et al., 2016).  

Sanchez (2000) also discusses profit maximization as a function of corporate 

strategy to mean there is a direct increase to a company’s economic value. This method 

includes the pursuit of tax benefits but more so speaks to any form of philanthropy that 

generates positive financial value (Sanchez, 2000).   

Given the wide variety of theories that can frame corporate philanthropy, the 

consideration of theories for the purpose of the definition suggests reviewing whether the 

theory is rooted in non-strategic motivations or strategic motivations. The theories 

reviewed above suggest that research predominantly supports a strategic framework to 

explain and study corporate philanthropy.  

 

Theoretical and Practical Articles’ Variables and Measurements 

 The sample produced 16 theoretical and practical studies. Of this sample, the most 

reviewed concepts were motives for corporate philanthropy, such as increasing 

competitive advantage (Porter & Kramer, 2002), evaluated different motivations; 

strategic (or profit-maximization) and non-strategic (or altruistic) (Sanchez, 2000), and a 

moral basis for corporate philanthropy (Shaw & Post, 1993). Another group of variables 

examined theoretically were strategic aspects, such as cause-related marketing 
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(Varadarajan & Menon, 1988), and strategic impacts on the bottom-line (Mescon & 

Tilson, 1987). 

 

Motives of Corporate Philanthropy 

 The motives of corporate philanthropy were reviewed in three theoretical and 

practical articles. Companies were incentivized to participate in corporate philanthropy 

because, in doing so, there were direct benefits, such as improving employee morale and 

generating positive corporate publicity (Porter & Kramer, 2002). Discretionary 

participation in corporate philanthropy had cultural benefits by gaining employee 

commitment, trust, and reputational capital (Godfrey, 2005). Furthermore, one paper 

found that motives for corporate philanthropy were related to geography (Sanchez, 2000). 

In El Salvador, motives for corporate philanthropy were implied to be a combination of 

strategic and altruistic motivations, which, while visibly competing, were not mutually 

exclusive (Sanchez, 2000). 

Moreover, globalization can impact companies' market share, which may impact 

an industry’s standard of donations (Sanchez, 2000). In a study by Li et al. (2015) on the 

practicality of corporate philanthropy in China, it was found that geopolitical factors 

incentivized or disincentivized philanthropic action. For example, in China, the presence 

of increased political control can positively affect firm philanthropy decisions if they are 

seeking out political legitimacy (Li et al., 2015).  

 The implications of the theoretical review of corporate philanthropy suggest that 

motivations can be sourced from industry peers (Sanchez, 2000), geopolitical factors (Li 

et al., 2015), internal benefits as discussed by Porter & Kramer (2002), as well as having 
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a combined impact by benefiting both external stakeholders and internal stakeholders and 

operations. This is consistent with existing theories used to frame corporate philanthropy, 

such as institutional theory and stakeholder theory.  

 

Strategic Impacts on the Bottom-Line  

  Three articles theoretically evaluated strategic approaches, implications, and the 

practicality of corporate philanthropy. Companies are moving towards a heavier 

engagement of marketing techniques of their philanthropy (Mescon & Tilson, 1987). This 

affects how consumers perceive the brand and their purchasing decisions. As a result, an 

increase in the marketing of corporate charitable activity impacts purchase decisions and 

can increase the company’s bottom-line (Mescon & Tilson, 1987). At the same time, 

there are direct benefits to the company’s success; trends can be set in an industry or for a 

cause that will also see increased charitable activity (Mescon & Tilson, 1987). This 

article reiterates that the theoretical separation of corporate profit and donation is not 

practically sound (Mescon & Tilson, 1987). This was supported in an approach to 

corporate philanthropy called cause-related marketing (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988). 

Cause-related marketing is a form of sales promotion focused on corporate philanthropic 

action and relationships with charitable causes (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988). It further 

examines whether cause-related marketing, in practice, exploits causes to increase the 

bottom line (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988). This is because the focus of the marketing 

initiative is to sell the brand, the cause, and the partnership or sponsorship to consumers 

rather than encourage charitable contributions (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988). There is a 

lack of research regarding the objectives and limitations of cause-related marketing, the 
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optimal amount of philanthropy, understanding decision criteria, and antecedents to its 

success, such as the impact of the external environment and front-line workers 

(Varadarajan & Menon, 1988).  

 These considerations show that theoretically there is a shift from the 

understanding that corporate philanthropy is purely an altruistic act, mutually exclusive 

from strategic motives. Engaging in a philanthropic activity can have a strategic impact 

as well as a societal benefit. Studies indicate that corporate philanthropy should only be 

engaged to an optimal level (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988; Godfrey, 2005). It may not be 

beneficial to invest further in philanthropic activity at the expense of more effective 

brand marketing (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988). Another study substantiated optimality 

through the theoretical analysis of firm risk management  (Godfrey, 2005), and generated 

an optimality equation that generated an optimal amount of moral capital in relation to 

corporate philanthropic activity (Godfrey, 2005). The foundation of such an equation is 

most appropriately suited to economic theory to increase the benefits and rationality of 

managers’ discretionary expenses. More research is needed to determine when the 

overlap between altruism and strategic motives is most effective for philanthropic action 

and whether such optimality exists.  
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CHAPTER 4 

OPERATIONALIZATION OF CORPORATE PHILANTHROPY 

 

 This chapter discusses the operationalization of corporate philanthropy. Within 

the sample, 44 papers were empirical. Of these, 28 were quantitative, and 16 were 

qualitative. Furthermore, 14 were longitudinal. Empirical research accounted for 73 

percent of the articles, and 26 percent examined theoretical or practical aspects of 

corporate philanthropy. Highly referenced variables throughout the study included 

charitable donations (referenced 18 times in the sample), firm performance and/or 

profitability (referenced five times) and motivations for corporate philanthropy 

(referenced three times) and strategic impacts (referenced three times).  

The following characteristics of the data were observed. First, the empirical 

literature is mostly quantitative as only 22.8 percent were qualitative. The empirical 

literature is largely longitudinal, where only 17.5 percent of the sample was cross-

sectional. This indicates that research on corporate philanthropy was widely 

quantitatively studied, implying that numerical findings best interpret the relationship 

between corporate philanthropy and other variables.  

Second, 57% of the literature reviewed was published in the Journal of Business 

Ethics, and the second highest (at 5%) was published in Organization Science. This 

suggests a gap in the literature for more empirical examination of philanthropy outside of 

an ethics framework.  

Third, many of the papers were sampled specifically in the United States (32).  

Other geographic areas included 11 papers within China, four in the United Kingdom, 

three in Australia, one in Tanzania and Nigeria, Sub-Sahara Africa, India, El-Salvador, 
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South Korea, and one cross-cultural study in Austria and Egypt. Considering the high 

concentration of research conducted in the US, future research may engage cross-cultural 

analyses of corporate philanthropy and attempt to understand different geographical 

implications more thoroughly.  

Figures 2, 3 and 4 outline the frequency of the independent, dependent, and 

control variables evaluated across the 60 articles, respectively. Further, the figures only 

show dependent, independent, and control variables used more than once across the 

sample. 

 

Figure 1: Study Type Frequency  
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Figure 2: Independent Variables Used in Sample 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Control Variables Used in Sample 
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Figure 4: Dependent Variables Used in Sample  

  

 

Control Variables 
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Quantitative Variables and Measurements 

 The most frequent variables (independent and dependent) used in the 28 

quantitative studies were: corporate philanthropic donations (20) and firm financial 

performance (six).  

 

Corporate Philanthropic Donations  

Corporate philanthropy was operationalized as ‘Charitable donations.’ Charitable 

donations were a common measure for quantitative studies, appearing 15 times as a 

dependent variable, four times as an independent variable, and once as a moderating 

variable. Charitable donations were measured through the amount donated and expensed 

by companies. Two studies specified that the amount included only cash contributions 

(Dennis et al., 2009; Campbell et al., (2002)); one study specified the method of donation 

to charities through either foundations or direct donations (Marquis & Tilcsik, 2016); one 

study excluded in-kind donations (Patten, 2008); and two studies used a ratio where the 

amount of the donation was divided by operating revenue and then compared as a percent 

(Luo et al., 2017; Campbell & Slack, 2008); scaled the donated amount to proportionally 

reflect against the total assets (Qiane et al., 2015). Additionally, Cuypers et al., (2016) 

and Kabongo et al., (2013) measured corporate philanthropy as the consistent donation of 

1.5% over the trailing three-year net earnings before taxes. This variable was used largely 

to understand the amount of donations and the relationship to the internal decision-

making process or external pressures.  

Highly cited independent variables used to assess corporate philanthropy were the 

level of political or economic influence (Dennis et al., 2009) and industry peers as a 
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standard of donations of all industry-proximate firms (Gao & Hafsi, 2015). One study 

found that CEO self-identity as a philanthropist significantly increased a firm’s 

philanthropy (Dennis et al., 2009). This finding suggests that independent factors such as 

CEO beliefs and values will impact corporate decisions (Dennis et al., 2009). Other 

studies concluded that government intervention and industry peers can influence the 

amount given (Gao & Hafsi, 2015), and that diversity (the presence of women, 

minorities, people with disabilities, reviewed as an independent variable) in decision-

making roles positively influenced corporate philanthropy (Kabongo et al., 2013).  

Corporate philanthropy was most often studied as a dependent variable. This 

means that the research predominately focused on factors that drive corporate 

philanthropy. The impacts of corporate philanthropy, however, was less frequently 

studied in the sample. Future research should evaluate the effects of corporate 

philanthropy because it is likely that donative value ends with the impact made on 

society, and not only with a firm’s bottom-line. 

 

Firm Financial Performance 

 Within the sample, six quantitative articles discussed firm financial performance: 

as an independent variable (Marquis & Tilcsik, 2016; Campbell et al., 2008; Seifert et al., 

2003; Brammer & Millington, 2005) and as a dependent variable (Wang & Qian, 2011; 

Wang et al., 2008). Firm financial performance was measured as the ratio of earnings 

before taxes to total assets (Brammer & Millington, 2005), return on assets (Marquis & 

Tilcsik, 2016; Wang & Qian, 2011; Wang et al., 2008), and return on sales (Campbell et 

al., 2008). The use of accounting returns and marketing returns, as done by both Seifert et 
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al., (2003) and Wang et al., (2008), enables a view of the financial implications of 

corporate action as well as market responses over a short-term.  

 The findings in such articles showed that, when financial performance was a 

dependent variable, there was a positive relationship between charitable donations and 

firm performance (Wang et al., 2008). However, other studies also state that the 

relationship between firm performance and corporate philanthropy is not conclusive 

(Chen et al., 2018); (Wang et al., 2008). When financial performance was reviewed as an 

independent variable, studies indicated that further research surrounding peer groups and 

industries was necessary (Marquis & Tilcsik, 2016). This is especially relevant in an 

increasingly global market where industry peers are more prevalent (Marquis & Tilcsik, 

2016).  

 Regarding future research, Wang et al., (2008, p. 146) suggested that a positive, 

linear correlation was a simplistic classification of the relationship between firm financial 

performance and corporate philanthropy. In contrast, a curvilinear relationship may more 

realistically reflect the relationship of costs, trends, and other benefits with financial yield 

from corporate philanthropic action (Wang et al., 2008). However, further research is 

needed to substantiate and indicate which strategic motivations will reduce optimality or 

increase optimality (Wang et al., 2008).  

 

Qualitative Variables and Measurements 

The most frequent variables (independent and dependent) used in the 16 

quantitative studies were attitudes towards corporate philanthropy (Lee et al., 2013; La 
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Cour & Kromann, 2011; Dennis et al., 2009; Szocs et al., 2016); and managerial 

composition (Choi & Wang, 2007).  

 

Attitudes Towards Corporate Philanthropy 

 Attitudes towards corporate philanthropy were reviewed in four of the 16 

qualitative papers. Variables that studied attitude towards corporations and reputation 

were measured through questionnaires (Szocs et al., 2016; Dennis et al., 2009; Lee et al., 

2009) and the review of corporate social responsibility reports (La Cour & Kromman, 

2011). A common theme that arose in papers that reviewed attitude was whether 

stakeholders, such as consumers, were able to envision their values in the company to 

avoid dissonance between individually held views and corporate action (Szocs et al., 

2016). Szocs et al., (2016, p. 377) stated firm reputation is “the collective opinion of an 

organization held by its stakeholders”. Szocs et al., (2016) proposed that individual 

attitudes towards corporate philanthropic action caused changes in firm reputation. 

However, personal values are contextual and culturally specific (Szocs et al., 2016). 

Dennis et al., (2009, p. 366) identified that a key factor in positive attitudes developed 

towards corporations and the philanthropy engaged was whether the consequences of 

such action were also positive.  

In communicating firm values of corporate philanthropy, language was 

strategically used to convey a positive association of the firm’s values, actions, and 

association with causes (La Cour & Kromman, 2011). Corporate philanthropy can 

influence how stakeholders, such as employees, relate to the firm if corporate social 

responsibility documents refer to them as more than employees (La Cour & Kromman, 
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2011). Moreover, Lee et al., (2009, p. 945) suggested that the most positively received 

corporate philanthropic action was done under a “public-serving” motive.  

Future research would benefit from studying the theoretical orientation, the 

impact of cultural differences in an increasingly globalized market, and studying, to a 

greater degree, the differences between consumer and non-consumer attitudes (Lee et al., 

2009).  

 

Management Composition 

 Two qualitative articles reviewed management values (Choi & Wang, 2007) and 

self-identity in CEOs (Dennis et al., 2009), as independent variables. Top managers with 

increased or heightened value for benevolence had higher firm participation in corporate 

philanthropy (Choi & Wang, 2007). Dennis et al., (2009) corroborated the findings of 

Choi & Wang (2007) through its conclusion that CEOs who self-identified as 

philanthropists had greater involvement in donations, thereby demonstrating the mutual 

relationship between values expressed by the firm and the individual.  

There was a divide between quantitative and qualitative research on the 

implications of this variable. Further studied quantitatively by Kabongo et al.’s (2013), 

the sample used diversity (both gender and racialized groups) in decision-making roles as 

an independent variable to assess the effects on corporate philanthropy. Kabongo et al., 

(2013) found no significant impact on corporate philanthropy through the presence of 

minorities. However, another quantitative study suggested that the proportion of female 

board of director members positively affected corporate philanthropy due to an increased 

“sensitivity to CSR” (Wang & Coffey, 1992). This implies that more research is required 
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to review the specific impacts of racialized groups and gender in management positions 

to create specific findings. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE SOCIAL BENEFIT OF CORPORATE PHILANTHROPY 

 

Society was discussed in three qualitative studies (Brammer & Millington, 2005; 

Dennis et al., 2009; Liket & Simaens, 2015), one theoretical study (Shaw & Post, 1993), 

and one practical paper (Porter & Kramer, 2002). However, these studies frame the 

impact of corporate philanthropy in relation to the firm rather than society. For example, 

authors Brammer and Millington (2005) found that firms who participated in 

philanthropy experienced increased reputation. Porter and Kramer (2002) discussed the 

strategic benefits of corporate philanthropy, such as the positive and recent increase of 

companies sponsorships.  

Increasing demands on corporations to support societal issues have also increased 

the need for corporations to become more strategic in investments (Porter & Kramer, 

2002). As a result, the papers in the sample focused on the strategic side of corporate 

philanthropy, such as reputation and advertising (Porter and Kramer, 2002; Gao & Hafsi, 

2015), and cause-related marketing (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988).  

Three articles discussed specific gaps in research regarding corporate 

philanthropy and its impact on society. First, businesses have a moral connection to 

society (Shaw & Post, 1993). Many government facilities and institutions are 

overburdened with societal needs, and thus, companies that can offer support in the form 

of resources have a positive impact on society (Shaw & Post, 1993). Research shows that 

societal benefits are not necessarily at odds with business interests (Sanchez, 2000). 

Altruistically motivated philanthropy suggests that managers have a moral obligation to 
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contribute to society regardless of a positive impact on firm performance or value 

(Dennis et al., 2009). Paradoxically, strategic motivations encourage corporate 

involvement in corporate philanthropy because of the ability to pursue business interests.  

La Cour and Kromann (2011) found that the consequences of corporate 

philanthropy to the business were contrary to its function as a profit-maximizing entity. 

The freedom to respond to societal interests costs resources, time, and firm value, which 

creates competing objectives (La Cour & Kromann, 2011). However, as noted in Sanchez 

(2000); Mescon and Tilson (1987); and Varadarajan and Menon (1988), engaging 

corporate philanthropy and serving a business interest are not competing objectives so 

long as its engagement is, as concluded by Varadarajan and Menon (1988), optimal.  

Liket and Simaens (2015, p. 285) stated the “effects of [corporate philanthropy] 

on society are severely under-researched, and there is a lack of multilevel analysis.” More 

insight into the risks posed to society by engaging in corporate philanthropy is necessary 

(Liket & Simaens, 2015). The specific concerns that require further research are (1) 

falsely framed altruistic, philanthropic action, and (2) paternalistic action in corporations 

(Liket & Simaens, 2015, p. 285). Mescon and Tilson (1987) and Sanchez (2000) affirmed 

the sentiment that more research was necessary regarding societal implications.  To their 

point, none of the 60 articles reviewed in this paper examined the risks to society posed 

by corporate philanthropy. Future research may benefit from studying corporate 

philanthropy as an independent variable and conducting a review of the impact on aspects 

of society (using population demographics, the distribution of resources post-donation, 

and the full use of the extended aid) will help quantify or explain whether a positive, 

curvilinear, or negative relationship exists for societal benefits.  
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

 

The research shows an increased corporate inclination to review, act on, and 

promote strategic corporate philanthropy. The reviewed research suggests that strategic 

philanthropy is more ideal than non-strategic philanthropy. Further, non-strategic 

philanthropy often tended to ignore certain stakeholders, as a demonstration of its short-

sightedness. Strategically engaged philanthropy encourages a greater value for many 

stakeholders. As will be discussed in the implications of corporate philanthropy, 

managers should consider the internal firm benefits, the value of a strong market-

orientation and core competency alignment prior to engaging philanthropy, as well as the 

importance of an optimally engaged form of philanthropy for all stakeholders. 

An identified research gap was the type of corporate philanthropy. The sample did 

not discuss the disbursement of corporate donations, or the type of corporate philanthropy 

engaged except as enumerated in their respective financial statements under ‘cash 

donations’. The variable ‘firm financial performance’ outlines that some firms stated 

‘cash donations’ only where others included all donations or removed ‘in-kind’ 

donations. However, besides controlling the type of resource donated, the causes donated 

to were rarely mentioned, where only one study reviewed donations to the performing 

arts (Varandarajan & Menon, 1988), and another two discussed donations to natural 

disasters (Mithani, 2017; Tilcsik & Marquis, 2013). Understanding the type of donations 

and its disbursement is another factor that can improve our understanding of corproate 

philanthropy.  
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Implications 

 

Managerial Implications 

This literature review indicated that there were three practical benefits to 

corporate philanthropy. The benefits included increased employee morale (Gao & Hafsi, 

2015), reputational capital (Godfrey, 2005), and profitability (Porter & Kramer, 2002; 

Brammer & Millington, 2015; Mescon & Tilson, 1987).  

First, engaging corporate philanthropy builds firm culture if done so in 

accordance with the following: (1) the company has a strong market orientation and core 

competencies from which the philanthropy is founded (Mescon & Tilson, 1987); and, (2) 

demonstrates a clear involvement of a company’s core values, which is authentically 

communicated (La Cour & Kromman, 2011). By using philanthropy that aligns with the 

core, authentic values of the firm, holistic benefits to firm culture, such as increased trust 

in management by stakeholders, like employees, can arise (Choi & Wang, 2007).  

Second, corporate philanthropy can increase reputational capital (Godfrey, 2005). 

This is because the public attitude towards corporate philanthropy considers the 

consequences of corporate action (Dennis et al.,2009; Lee et al., 2009). When engaging 

in corporate philanthropy, managers may benefit from considering the consequences of 

the philanthropy. The benefits include maintaining or increased firm value through brand 

loyalty and/or increased positive attitudes towards the company. 

Third, financial performance and profitability can increase because of corporate 

philanthropy through the symbiotic relationship engaged in partnerships and the strategic 

engagement of firm resources (Porter & Kramer, 2002). The existence of a curvilinear 

relationship, or optimally engaged philanthropy, has significant managerial implications. 
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Suppose managers can better understand their core competencies, leverage their market 

orientation, and strategically advertise their corporate action. In that case, they may be 

able to maximize the value of their investment in corporate philanthropy (Varadarajan & 

Menon, 1988).  

In conclusion, further research is needed to better interpret the drivers of 

successful corporate philanthropy for both the bottom line and firm culture. 

 

Other Stakeholders 

This section will review how other stakeholders may benefit from or interact with 

the business implications of corporate philanthropy such as employees, consumers, and 

government institutions. 

First, research has found that employee trust may increase through the 

engagement of corporate philanthropy (Choi & Wang, 2007), while also increasing 

productivity (Tonin & Vlassopoulos, 2015). The existence of such social incentives 

motivates employees’ connection to firm values.  

Second, consumers are important stakeholders not only as the buyers of the 

service or good, but also because they shape public opinion and the reputation of the 

firm. Companies will often engage marketing, and various media to present their 

corporate actions, such as philanthropy, in a positive way (Dennis et al., 2009). Future 

research would benefit from learning, quantitatively, how much consumer’s care about 

the consequences of specific fund disbursements and how effective those are at 

supporting corporate goals (Dennis et al., 2009).  



 

 38 

Third, learning the impacts of lobbying efforts and how institutional theory 

frames corporate philanthropy to encourage the reciprocal benefit of political legitimacy 

is an area for further study (Sanchez, 2000). Corporate philanthropy for the purpose of 

assisting a public need can both reduce the burden on an institution and further a business 

strategy. Whether the trends that are leading corporate action to support more societal and 

public needs has resulted in a culture of lobbying or is rather motivated by the 

intersection of business and society, is an area for future study. 

 

Future Research 

Taken together, this systematic review of the corporate philanthropy literature 

found that while the research was diverse and comprehensive, there was little cohesion in 

how it has been studied. This was because many independent conceptualizations 

influenced the definition, framework, and variables used to study corporate philanthropy.  

 

The Definition of Corporate Philanthropy 

 While common themes were identified across the listed definitions in the sample, 

the lack of consistency in the definition of corporate philanthropy was an area that 

requires further research. Gautier and Pache (2015) suggested that it was important to 

understand what factors or variables influenced the definition to better determine its 

limitations.  

This literature review drafted an inclusive definition of corporate philanthropy: 

the strategic or non-strategic, voluntary transfer of corporate resources (e.g., cash, assets, 
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volunteering, etc.) to benefit society. This definition was contingent on the variable 

measured by the authors. The authors must determine whether (1) the philanthropy was 

strategic or non-strategic and (2) which firm resources and/or social benefits were 

examined.  

 

Theoretical Research Gaps 

 There were four theories used repeatedly in the reviewed papers: stakeholder 

theory, agency theory, institutional theory, and economic theory. These theories 

presented a range of frameworks that situate corporate philanthropic action along the 

spectrum of strategic and non-strategic (or altruistic) philanthropy (Moir & Taffler, 

2004). As noted in this study, the theories reviewed in the sample were heavily based on 

strategic motivations for corporate philanthropy. This was different than the definitions 

given in that they predominately stated that corporate philanthropy was only for the 

benefit of society. As a result, further research should be conducted to understand the 

relationship between motivations of philanthropy and theories used to situate it.  

From the research, it is known that strategic vs. non-strategic motivation is a 

heavily debated concept with respect to corporate philanthropy. Future research should 

consider the importance of the motivations as it has a theoretical foundation that impacts 

how it is defined, how it is operationalized, and assists how it is measured for financial 

performance through strategically and optimally engaged philanthropy. Theoretical 

considerations would further include whether the definition of corporate philanthropy and 

motivation has changed over time from solely being non-strategic (or altruistic) and has 

transitioned to having a greater strategic foundation in practice.  
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Operationalization Research Gaps 

An analysis of the sample indicated that there was a lack of overlap in 

individually reviewed variables. There were over 60 independent variables reviewed 

throughout this sample. Future research should evaluate the effects of individual variables 

more frequently to substantiate the findings of less frequently studied independent 

variables.  

The following four research gaps were identified regarding operationalization: 

First, corporate philanthropy was not reviewed frequently as an independent variable. 

This means the effects of corporate philanthropy were not widely studied, and as a result, 

future academic research should consider the impacts, disbursement, and development of 

corporate philanthropy, post-donation.  

Second, the optimality of corporate philanthropy and the existence of a curvilinear 

relationship regarding firm financial performance have significant managerial 

implications (Wang et al., 2008). Future research should determine which variables 

increase optimal firm performance through charitable action, and which factors detract 

from it, to more effectively understand and efficiently put corporate philanthropy into 

practice.   

Third, the research in this sample was spread across different geographical 

locations but predominantly clustered in the United States (32), China (11), and the 

United Kingdom (4). As a result, when reviewing the attitudes towards and drivers of 

corporate philanthropy, future research would benefit from considering cultural 

limitations and values attributed towards wealth and/or societal aid, especially in an 
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increasingly globalized market. Future research may better be able to account for 

globalized industry and community views with these considerations. 

Fourth, more research is required to review the specific impacts of racialized 

groups and gender in management positions to create specific, cross-sectional and cross-

cultural findings. While studies that reviewed changes in managerial composition found 

that certain groups, such as women, would increase corporate philanthropic action, there 

was little that discussed the marginal and incremental increase of women in managerial 

composition that generates the positive increase. Future research could explore how the 

number of women on a board or on a top management team impact philanthropy, how 

board composition and philanthropy changes across cultures, as well as similar research 

questions for minority, or disabled, board members and management.  

 

Societal Research Gaps 

 In the sample, the articles that discussed society did not review the impacts of 

corporate philanthropy. Two conclusions can be drawn; (1) to review societal impacts, 

corporate philanthropy should be studied as an independent variable; and, (2) a cross-

sectional and longitudinal analysis is required to comprehensively review impacts on 

society. Liket and Simaens (2015) stated that future research should include the impact of 

corporate philanthropy when it is (1) falsely framed altruistic philanthropic action, and 

(2) what was the paternalistic action in corporations.  
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 

Academic Contributions 

This systematic literature review presented the findings of a systematic review of 

60 academic articles discussing corporate philanthropy. The papers were examined in 

search of (1) a definition of corporate philanthropy, (2) the variables and theories used to 

study and understand corporate philanthropy, (3) the review of societal implications 

found in the research, and (4) the gaps in research.  

The studies reviewed showed a lack of consistency when defining corporate 

philanthropy. This lack of consistency continued throughout the research, where there 

were many conceptualizations, theoretical frameworks, and variables that influenced the 

definition.  

First, the literature review indicated a lack of an accepted and widely used 

definition for corporate philanthropy. This paper contributes to the literature by providing 

an inclusive definition by analyzing the most cited definition (Gautier & Pache, 2015, p. 

343); (Godfrey, 2005, p. 778) and themes arising in the definitions through frequently 

used words. The constructed definition states that researchers must focus on identifying 

the (1) motivation for corporate philanthropy (strategic or non-strategic) and (2) the 

specific purpose of the donation. However, further research should be conducted to 

substantiate the identified criteria and themes.  

Second, this academic paper further contributes to existing literature through the 

identification of gaps in the literature. The identified gaps present key factors future 

research can address. The gaps in research call for explanations regarding (1) the further 
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study of corporate philanthropy as an independent variable to determine the impacts of 

corporate action; (2) whether there is a certain amount of optimality associated with 

corporate donations; (3) whether there are cultural limitations to the findings of attitude 

towards corporate philanthropy, and (4) a fuller study of the risks and/or benefits posed 

by corporate philanthropy to society. 

 

Summary 

In summation, this paper found that corporate philanthropy was a widely studied 

concept that would benefit from a consolidated definition and the closing of identified 

research gaps. This paper noted the contrast in how corporate philanthropy was defined, 

theorized, and operationalization, as being either strategic or non-strategic. The sampled 

research indicated that strategic philanthropy does not compete with the businesses’ 

ability to benefit financially and societally. Future research should review how strategic 

philanthropy can engage firm performance optimally, the impacts of diversity in 

managerial composition based on different demographics, and implications of geography 

and globalization in cross-cultural studies. Moreover, future researcher can dig deeper not 

only into the benefits, how they are increased and felt across stakeholders, but also 

potential risks to various stakeholder groups.   
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Table 1 

Rank Order of Journals Publishing Quality Corporate Philanthropy and Related 

Philanthropy Papers  

Journal # Publications Cumulative Percent 

Journal of Business Ethics 34 34 57% 

Harvard Business Review 2 36 3% 

Academy of Management Review 2 38 3% 

Journal of Marketing 1 39 2% 

Administrative Science Quarterly 2 41 3% 

Academy of Management Journal 1 42 2% 

Organization Science 3 45 5% 

California Management Review 1 46 2% 

MIT Sloan Management Review 1 47 2% 

Journal Business Research 1 48 2% 

Management Science 1 49 2% 

Business & Society 2 51 3% 

Journal of Business 1 52 2% 

Business Ethics – A European Review  1 53 2% 

Business History 1 54 2% 

Asia Pacific Journal of Management  2 56 3% 

Journal of Management Studies 1 57 2% 

Journal of International Business 

Studies  
1 58 2% 

Journal of the Academy of Marketing 

Science 
1 59 2% 

Business Horizons  1 60 2% 
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Table 2 
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ch

?
 U

n
ta

n
g
li

n
g
 t

h
e 

R
el

a
ti

o
n
sh

ip
 b

et
w

ee
n
 C

o
rp

o
ra

te
 P

h
il

a
n

th
ro

p
y 

a
n
d
 F

ir
m

 F
in

a
n
ci

a
l 

P
er

fo
rm

a
n
ce

, 
2
0
0
8

 

W
an

g
;C

h
o
i;

 L
i 

 O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
 S

ci
en

ce
 

2
5
6
 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 i

s 
g
en

er
al

ly
 

co
n
si

d
er

ed
 a

 c
o
m

p
o
n
en

t 
o
f 

th
e 

la
rg

er
 d

o
m

ai
n
 

o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 s

o
c
ia

l 
re

sp
o
n
si

b
il

it
y
. 
It

 i
s,

 b
y
 

d
ef

in
it

io
n
, 
g
if

ts
 g

iv
en

 b
y
 c

o
rp

o
ra

ti
o
n
s 

to
 

so
ci

al
 a

n
d
 c

h
ar

it
ab

le
 c

au
se

s,
 s

u
ch

 a
s 

su
p
p
o
rt

 

fo
r 

ed
u
ca

ti
o
n
, 
cu

lt
u
re

 o
r 

th
e 

ar
ts

; 
m

in
o
ri

ti
es

 o
r 

h
ea

lt
h

ca
re

; 
o
r 

fo
r 

re
li

ef
 f

u
n
d
s 

fo
r 

v
ic

ti
m

s 
o
f 

n
at

u
ra

l 
d

is
as

te
rs

 (
G

o
d
fr

ey
 2

0
0
5
).

 C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 

p
h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 o

ft
en

 e
x

te
n
d
s 

b
ey

o
n
d
 a

re
as

 t
h
at

 

ar
e 

d
ir

e
ct

ly
 a

ss
o
ci

at
ed

 w
it

h
 a

 c
o
rp

o
ra

ti
o

n
’

s 

ec
o
n
o
m

ic
 a

c
ti

v
it

ie
s 

o
r 

le
g

al
 r

eq
u

ir
em

en
ts

. 
A

s 

id
en

ti
fi

ed
 b

y
 C

ar
ro

ll
…

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 

fi
ts

 w
it

h
in

 t
h

e 
d
is

cr
e
ti

o
n
ar

y
 c

at
eg

o
ry

 

T
h
e 

N
ew

 C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 

P
h
il

a
n
th

ro
p
y,

 1
9
9
4

 

S
m

it
h

 

H
ar

v
ar

d
 B

u
si

n
es

s 
R

ev
ie

w
 

1
7
0
 

B
u
si

n
es

se
s 

ar
e 

b
ac

k
in

g
 

p
h
il

an
th

ro
p

ic
 i

n
it

ia
ti

v
es

 w
it

h
 

re
al

 c
o
rp

o
ra

te
 m

u
sc

le
. 
In

 

ad
d
it

io
n
 t

o
 c

as
h
, 
th

ey
 a

re
 

p
ro

v
id

in
g
 n

o
n
p
ro

fi
ts

 w
it

h
 

m
an

ag
er

ia
l 

ad
v
ic

e,
 

te
ch

n
o
lo

g
ic

a
l 

an
d
 

co
m

m
u
n
ic

at
io

n
s 

su
p
p
o
rt

, 
an

d
 

te
am

s 
o
f 

e
m

p
lo

y
e
e 

v
o
lu

n
te

er
s.

 

In
 o

th
er

 w
o
rd

s,
 t

h
es

e 

co
m

p
an

ie
s 

h
av

e 
b
ec

o
m

e 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 c

it
iz

en
s.

  



 

 54 

C
o
m

p
a
ri

n
g
 B

ig
 g

iv
er

s 

a
n
d
 s

m
a
ll

 g
iv
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s:

 

F
in

a
n
ci

a
l 

co
rr

el
a
te

 o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

a
n
th

ro
p
y.

 

2
0
0
3

 

S
ei

fe
rt

; 
M

o
rr

is
; 

B
ar

tk
u
s 

Jo
u
rn

al
 o

f 
B

u
si

n
es

s 

E
th

ic
s 

 

1
5
4

 

T
h
e 

p
ri

m
ar

y
 f

o
rm

s 
o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 

ar
e 

ca
sh

 d
o
n
a
ti

o
n
s 

g
iv

en
 

to
 c

h
ar

it
ie

s 
in

-k
in

d
 g

if
ts

 

o
f 

a 
fi

rm
’

s 
p
ro

d
u
ct

s,
 

se
rv

ic
es

, 
u
se

 o
f 

fa
ci

li
ti

es
, 

o
r 

m
an

ag
er

ia
l 

ex
p
er

ti
se

; 

an
d
 c

as
h
 d

o
n
at

io
n
s 

g
iv

en
 

in
d
ir

ec
tl

y
 t

o
 c

h
ar

it
ie

s 

th
ro

u
g
h
 a

 c
o
rp

o
ra

te
-

sp
o
n
so

re
d
 f

o
u
n
d

at
io

n
, 

w
h
ic

h
 i

s 
a 

le
g

al
 e

n
ti

ty
 

se
p
ar

at
e 

fr
o

m
 t

h
e 

fi
rm

. 
 

 

R
es

ea
rc

h
 o

n
 C

o
rp

o
ra

te
 P

h
il

a
n
th

ro
p
y:

 A
 R

ev
ie

w
 a

n
d
 A

ss
es

sm
en

t 

G
au

ti
er

; 
P

a
ch

e
 

Jo
u
rn

al
 o

f 
B

u
si

n
es

s 
E

th
ic

s 
 

1
4
3

 

D
ef

in
ed

 a
s 

v
o

lu
n
ta

ry
 a

n
d
 u

n
co

n
d
it

io
n
a
l 

tr
an

sf
er

s 
o
f 

c
as

h
 o

r 
o
th

er
 a

ss
et

s 
b
y
 

p
ri

v
at

e 
fi

rm
s 

fo
r 

p
u
b
li

c 
p
u
rp

o
se

s 
(F

A
S

B
,1

9
9
3
).

  

S
ta

te
s 

th
a
t 

th
e 

d
ef

in
it

io
n
s 

in
 t

h
e 

p
as

t 
fe

a
tu

re
 d

if
fe

re
n
t 

ra
ti

o
n
a
le

s.
 A

lt
ru

is
ti

c 
an

d
 

fo
r-

p
ro

fi
t 

re
p
re

se
n
t 

tw
o
 e

n
d
s 

o
f 

a 
co

n
ti

n
u
u
m

 a
lo

n
g
 w

h
ic

h
 i

t 
is

 p
o
ss

ib
le

 t
o
 s

o
rt

 

d
if

fe
re

n
t 

v
ar

ia
ti

o
n
s 

o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
. 

 

E
x
am

in
es

 c
o
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 a

cr
o
ss

 t
h
is

 s
p
ec

tr
u

m
 i

n
 t

h
re

e 
fo

rm
s:

  

1
. 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 a

s 
co

m
m

it
m

en
t 

to
 t

h
e 

co
m

m
o
n
 g

o
o
d
 (

v
o
lu

n
ta

ry
) 

 

2
. 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 a

s 
co

m
m

u
n

it
y

 i
n
v

es
tm

en
t 

(v
o
lu

n
ta

ry
 a

n
d
 l

o
n
g

-

te
rm

) 
 

3
. 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 a

s 
m

ar
k
et

in
g
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M
o
ti

ve
s 

fo
r 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 P

h
il

a
n
th

ro
p
y 

in
 E

l 

S
a
lv

a
d

o
r:

 A
lt

ru
is

m
 a

n
d
 P

o
li

ti
ca

l 
L

eg
it

im
a
cy

, 

2
0
0
0
 

S
an

ch
ez

 

Jo
u
rn

al
 o

f 
B

u
si

n
es

s 
E

th
ic

s 
 

1
0
3
 

A
 c

la
ss

ic
 d

ef
in

it
io

n
 o

f 
co

rp
o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 

is
 t

h
e 

“
ch

ar
it

ab
le

 t
ra

n
sf

er
 o

f 
fi

rm
 r

es
o
u
rc

es
 a

t 

b
el

o
w

 m
ar

k
e
t 

p
ri

c
es

 (
L

eh
m

an
 a

n
d
 J

o
h
n
so

n
, 

1
9
7
0
).

  

In
 a

n
 a

tt
em

p
t 

to
 c

la
ri

fy
 t

h
e 

d
ef

in
it

io
n
, 
Jo

n
es

 

(1
9

9
4

) 
h

as
 n

o
te

d
 t

h
a
t 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p

y
 

fi
ts

 w
el

l 
w

it
h
 t

h
e 

n
o
ti

o
n
 o

f 
th

e 
d

is
cr

et
io

n
ar

y
 

re
sp

o
n
si

b
il

it
y
 o

f 
b
u
si

n
es

s.
 T

h
is

 d
is

cr
et

io
n
ar

y
 

re
sp

o
n
si

b
il

it
y
 i

n
v
o
lv

es
 a

 f
ir

m
’

s 
ch

o
o
si

n
g
 h

o
w

 

it
 w

il
l 

v
o

lu
n
ta

ri
ly

 a
ll

o
c
at

e 
it

s 
sl

ac
k
 r

es
o
u
rc

es
 t

o
 

ch
ar

it
ab

le
 o

r 
so

c
ia

l 
se

rv
ic

e 
a
ct

iv
it

ie
s 

th
at

 a
re

 

n
o
t 

b
u
si

n
es

s 
re

la
te

d
 a

n
d
 f

o
r 

w
h
ic

h
 t

h
er

e 
ar

e 
n
o
 

cl
ea

r 
so

c
ia

l 
ex

p
ec

ta
ti

o
n
s 

as
 t

o
 h

o
w

 t
h

e 
fi

rm
 

sh
o
u
ld

 p
er

fo
rm

. 
 

A
 T

h
eo

ry
 o

f 

C
o
ll

ec
ti

v
e 

E
m

p
a
th

y 
in

 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 

P
h
il

a
n
th

ro
p
y,

 

2
0
1
4
  

M
u
ll

er
; 

P
fa

rr
er

; 
L

it
tl

e
 

A
ca

d
em

y
 o

f 

M
an

ag
em

en
t 

R
ev

ie
w

 
7
3
 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 

p
h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 i

s 

a 
ty

p
e 

o
f 

o
rg

an
iz

a
ti

o
n
a
l 

so
ci

al
 

en
g
ag

em
en

t 

th
at

 i
n
v
o

lv
es

 

th
e 

al
lo

ca
ti

o
n
 

o
f 

ti
m

e,
 

m
o
n
ey

, 
o
r 

g
o
o
d
s 

ai
m

ed
 

at
 a

d
d
re

ss
in

g
 a

 

so
ci

al
 n

e
ed

. 
 

 

T
h
e 

K
ey

s 
to

 R
e
th

in
k
in

g
 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 P

h
il

a
n
th

ro
p
y,

 

2
0
0
5

 

B
ru

ch
; 

W
a
lt

er
 

M
IT

 S
lo

an
 M

an
ag

em
en

t 

R
ev

ie
w

 

6
9
 

T
h
e 

en
g
ag

em
en

t 
o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 i

s 

p
ar

t 
o
f 

a 
la

rg
er

 

fr
am

ew
o
rk

 o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 

so
ci

al
 r

es
p
o
n
si

b
il

it
y
 t

h
at

 

al
so

 c
o
v
er

s 
is

su
es

 s
u
ch

 a
s 

et
h
ic

al
 b

u
si

n
es

s 
co

n
d
u
c
t,

 

d
iv

er
si

ty
, 
an

d
 p

ro
te

c
ti

o
n
 

o
f 

th
e 

en
v
ir

o
n

m
en

t.
  

T
h
er

e 
ar

e 
fo

u
r 

ty
p
es

 o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
: 

p
er

ip
h
er

a
l,

 s
tr

at
eg

ic
, 

d
is

p
er

se
d
, 
co

n
st

ri
c
te

d
 

p
h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
. 

 

T
h
e 

P
ro

m
is

e 
o
f 

a
 

M
a
n
a
g
er

ia
l 

V
a
lu

es
 

A
p
p
ro

a
ch

 t
o
 C

o
rp

o
ra

te
 

P
h
il

a
n
th

ro
p
y,

 2
0
0
7

 

C
h
o
il

; 
W

an
g

 

Jo
u
rn

al
 o

f 
B

u
si

n
es

s 

E
th

ic
s 

6
6
 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 

is
, 
b
y
 d

ef
in

it
io

n
, 
g
if

ts
 

g
iv

en
 b

y
 c

o
rp

o
ra

ti
o
n
s 

to
 

so
ci

al
 c

h
ar

it
ab

le
 c

au
se

s.
 

It
 i

s 
g
en

er
a
ll

y
 c

o
n
si

d
er

ed
 

as
 a

 c
o
m

p
o
n
en

t 
o
f 

th
e 

la
rg

er
 d

o
m

ai
n
 o

f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 s

o
c
ia

l 

re
sp

o
n
si

b
il

it
y
. 
C

ar
ro

ll
 

id
en

ti
fi

es
 f

o
u
r 

le
v

el
s 

o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 s

o
c
ia

l 

re
sp

o
n
si

b
il

it
y

: 
ec

o
n
o

m
ic

, 

le
g
al

, 
et

h
ic

al
, 

an
d
 

d
is

cr
et

io
n

ar
y
. 
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A
 M

o
ra

l 
B

a
si

s 
fo

r 
C

o
rp

o
ra

te
 P

h
il

a
n

th
ro

p
y,

 1
9
9
3
  

S
h
aw

; 
P

o
st

 

Jo
u
rn

al
 o

f 
B

u
si

n
es

s 
E

th
ic

s 
 

6
6

 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 g

iv
in

g
 i

s 
an

 e
x

te
n
si

o
n
 o

f 
p
er

so
n
al

 g
iv

in
g
, 

b
u
t 

th
er

e 
is

 a
n
 i

m
p
o
rt

an
t 

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

 –
 i

t 
is

 r
o
u
g
h
ly

 t
h
e 

d
if

fe
re

n
c
e 

b
et

w
ee

n
 y

o
u
 g

iv
in

g
 a

w
ay

 t
o
u
r 

m
o
n
ey

 a
n
d

 y
o
u
 

g
iv

in
g
 a

w
ay

 m
in

e 
(F

ri
ed

m
an

, 
1
9
7
0
).

  

A
ft

er
 r

ev
ie

w
in

g
 s

ev
er

al
 w

el
l-

p
u
b
li

ci
z
ed

 e
x
a
m

p
le

s 
o
f 

co
rp

o
ra

te
 p

h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
…

a 
th

ir
d
 l

eg
a
l 

co
m

m
en

ta
to

r 

co
n
cl

u
d
ed

 t
h
at

 “
tw

o
 p

ro
p
o
si

ti
o
n
s 

se
em

 v
al

id
: 

(1
) 

an
y
 

g
if

t 
ca

n
 b

e 
co

u
ch

ed
 i

n
 s

u
ch

 t
er

m
s 

(e
n
h
an

c
in

g
 t

h
e 

o
v

e
ra

ll
 

g
o
o
d
 w

il
l 

o
f 

th
e 

co
rp

o
ra

ti
o
n
 b

y
 i

m
p
ro

v
in

g
 t

h
e 

co
rp

o
ra

ti
o
n
’

s 
re

p
u
ta

ti
o
n
 a

n
d
 p

ro
m

o
ti

n
g
 f

av
o
ra

b
le

 p
u
b
li

c 

at
ti

tu
d
es

 t
o
w

ar
d
 i

t)
 a

s 
to

 p
ro

m
is

e 
th

e 
k

in
d
s 

o
f 

in
ta

n
g
ib

le
, 

lo
n
g

-r
u
n
 b

en
ef

it
s 

h
el

d
 b

y
 t

h
e 

co
u
rt

s 
as

 l
eg

al
ly

 s
u
ff

ic
ie

n
t;

 

an
d
 (

2
) 

an
y
 c

h
ar

it
ab

le
 c

o
n
tr

ib
u
ti

o
n
 t

o
 t

h
e 

g
en

er
a
ll

y
 

re
co

g
n
iz

ed
 s

o
ci

a
l 

ca
u
se

s 
th

u
s 

b
en

ef
it

 t
h

e 
co

rp
o
ra

ti
o
n

”
 

(g
re

en
, 
1
9
9
0
).

  

T
h
e 

Im
p
a
ct

 o
f 

P
u
b
li

c 
S
cr

u
ti

n
y 

o
n
 

C
o
rp

o
ra

te
 P

h
il

a
n
th

ro
p
y,

 2
0
0
6

 

G
an

 

Jo
u
rn

al
 o

f 
B

u
si

n
es

s 
E

th
ic

s 
 

5
8
 

A
s 

it
 e

x
is

ts
 t

o
d
ay

, 
co

rp
o
ra

te
 

p
h
il

an
th

ro
p
y
 i

s 
in

 m
an

y
 w

ay
s 

a 

co
m

p
ro

m
is

e 
o
r,

 p
er

h
ap

s 
m

o
re

 

ac
cu

ra
te

ly
, 
a 

co
n
fl

ic
te

d
 s

y
n
th

es
is

 o
f 

th
e 
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o
 p

o
in

ts
 o

f 
v
ie

w
. 
C

o
m

p
an

ie
s 

m
ay

 m
ak

e 
ch

ar
it

ab
le

 d
o
n
at

io
n
s,

 b
u
t 

th
ey

 d
o
 s

o
 u

n
d
er

 p
ro

fi
t-

m
ax

im
iz

in
g
 

co
n
st

ra
in

ts
. 
T

h
is

 i
m

p
u
re

ly
 a

lt
ru

is
ti

c 

d
o
n
at

io
n
 o

f 
co

rp
o
ra

te
 r

es
o
u
rc

es
 

“
to

 a
d
d
re

ss
 n

o
n

-b
u
si

n
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