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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) motivations and actions in
twenty-five selected teaching cases. We develop a literature-based research framework used
to classify the research findings of our study and enable a direct and easier identification of the
resulting patterns emerging from our sample. A cross-case analysis enables us to point out
evidence on the behavioral practices adopted by firms and on the causal link between CSR
motivations and CSR actions, identifying four main emerging patterns in the behavior of firms
investing in corporate social responsibility. Then we reconsider these patterns in light of the
distinction between family and non-family enterprises.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, CSR Motivations, CSR Actions, Teaching case
studies, Family business.

1.  INTRODUCTION

Corporate Social Responsibility is currently at the center of the debate among scholars from
all over the world. A long debate took place on the definition of what is meant by corporate
social responsibility; Carroll (1999) traces back the evolution of the concept and definition of
CSR since the early fifties. According to Friedman (1970), the only social responsibility of
business is to increase profits by legal means, since only people can have responsibilities, not
businesses. Adopting organizational resources for the larger good (for example donations to
charities) may therefore be dangerous to companies, leading to decreasing profitability,
increasing prices or both (Snider, Hill, & Martin, 2003).

International Journal of Business and Society, Vol. 13 No. 3, 2012, 391 - 425

business vol 13 no3 2012_Layout 1  2/7/13  11:00 AM  Page 391



An alternative perspective conceptualizes CSR with reference to the relationships between the
firm and its stakeholders–any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the
achievement of the organization’s objectives (Freeman, 1984). Campbell (2007) asserts that,
first, corporations must not knowingly do anything that could harm their stakeholders; second,
if corporations do cause harm, they must then rectify it whenever the harm is discovered. Thus
he sets the minimum behavioral standard with respect to the firm’s relationship to its
stakeholders, arguing that the more is done in this direction, the more responsible is the firm.
Corporate social responsibility can therefore refer to all situations where the firm goes beyond
compliance and engages in actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests
of the firm and the social obligations required by law (Székely & Knirsch, 2005; McWilliams
& Siegel, 2001). These situations lead the firm to reach sustainability, defined as the attempt
to satisfy the needs of current generations without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their demands and aspirations (Brønn & Vidaver-Cohen, 2009).

In summary, CSR incorporates two main elements, that is the relationship with the firm’s
stakeholders, whose trust the company would gain (Freeman, 1984), and the contribution of
the enterprise to the welfare of the society not only through economic value creation, but also
concerning the people, the social dimension, and the planet, the ecological one (Graafland &
van de Ven, 2006). An additional interesting framework to describe the dimensions of social
responsibility is the one proposed by Carroll (1979) and Wartick and Cochran (1985), that
consider CSR as composed of economic, legal, ethical and discretionary responsibilities.
Economic responsibility is defined as the company’s profitability over five years; a company
fulfills its legal responsibility if it has no environmental or safety judicial problems; ethical
responsibility is defined as the set of expectations that the society has towards business over
and above legal requirements; and discretionary responsibilities are defined in terms of
philanthropic activities and the nature of the firm’s involvement in the communities in which
it operates (Clarkson, 1995). Finally, one of the most crucial points in CSR literature relates to
the importance of CSR for business. The so-called business case for CSR (Carroll & Shabana,
2010) has been only recently discussed. On the one hand, an argument in favor of the
engagement of firms in CSR activities deals with the idea that “proacting” is better than
“reacting”, because anticipating, planning and initiating is less costly than simply reacting to
social problems (Carroll & Buchholtz, 2009); on the other hand, public supports business to
engage in CSR, because it should be responsible for its workers, communities and other
stakeholders (Bernstein, 2000).

However, in spite of the large amount of literature on the topic of CSR, there is no ultimate
agreement among researchers on the reasons that lead a firm to embrace socially responsible
initiatives (Campbell, 2007).

The purpose of this exploratory study is to shed some light on the corporate motivations that
lead a firm to undertake a socially responsible behavior. Specifically, this research is focused
on the relationship between CSR motivations and CSR actions, with a particular attention to
understand the differences that may arise between family and non-family firms, given that the
topic of CSR among family enterprises has been investigated only in a very few studies (e.g.,
Campopiano, De Massis, & Cassia, in press; Niehm, Swinney, & Miller, 2008; Dyer & Whetten,
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2006; De la Crus Déniz-Déniz & Cabrera Suarez, 2005; Uhlaner, van Goor-Balk, & Masurel,
2004).

The objective of the present study can be framed around three main research questions: (i)
which are the motivations driving the CSR behavior of firms?; (ii) which are the consequent

CSR actions undertaken by firms to pursue these motivations?; and (iii) what is the causal

relationship between the motivations and the actions of firms engaged in CSR? What drives
this research is the conjecture about a relationship between the motivations and the actions
characterizing the corporate behavior in social responsibility; indeed, to fully understand the
firm’s adopted practices labeled as CSR, it is necessary to examine the motivations for the
adoption (Baron, 2001). The findings of our study help to explain this phenomenon by
providing evidence on the causal relationship between the motivations driving CSR decisions
and the subsequent actions undertaken by firms. The investigation of the innate motivations
that lead firms to embrace CSR initiatives is a very important issue because, although the
ultimate goal of profit and shareholder value maximization may apparently be contrasting with
a socially responsible behavior (Vogel, 1992), the real corporate practice shows that an
increasing number of firms are undertaking CSR activities, and the analysis of CSR motivations
and actions deserves further attention (Campbell, 2007).

This ambitious aim is pursued by investigating cases of firms that accomplish CSR initiatives
through the in-depth analysis of the rich body of information reported in the teaching case
studies describing the behavior of these firms towards CSR. This is why we relied on the most
important case studies databases to set our sample and uniquely identify the object of our study.

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section two reviews the relevant literature on CSR
motivations and actions, at the end of which two research frameworks, respectively on CSR
motivations and CSR actions, are developed to inform the ensuing analysis of the evidence
emerged from the study. Section three illustrates the research methodology and section four
presents and discusses the results of the analyzed cases. Finally, section five draws some
conclusions and discusses the limitations of the study and its implications for theory and
practice, outlining directions for future research.

2.  MOTIVATIONS AND ACTIONS IN CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Several scholars suggest that different motivations may lead to socially responsible activities
accomplished by firms. Buehler and Shetty (1974) investigated the motivations for social
action, through a questionnaire proposed to 144 large corporations appearing in Fortune’s list.
They asked the firms’ preferences among five choices of motivations: image creation,
enlightened self-interest, legal compliance, forestall violence, and profit. According to Murillo
and Lozano (2006), there are on the one hand moral or ideological motivations to engage in
CSR, and on the other hand more pragmatic reasons which result from pressure by the part of
stakeholders. Brønn and Vidaver-Cohen (2009) provide a review of the existing literature
identifying economic motivations and moral explanations as key motives to engage in social
initiatives. They base their discussion upon the foundation findings by Davis (1973), who shows
that long-run self interest, pressure from legal system and socio-cultural norms, and the
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opportunity to identify and exploit profits from problems are the key motives to engage in
social responsibility. In addition, Brønn and Vidaver-Cohen (2009), in their review of the
scientific literature, find that CSR motivations can be classified into ethical vs. instrumental
and internally vs. externally pushed, underlying the difficulties to understand whether corporate
social initiatives are driven by moral values or by strategic concerns. In particular, they argue
that the existing literature has not shown univocal findings about the motives for social
initiatives. They contribute to the literature on the antecedents of corporate social practices by
providing the results of a survey, conducted among a sample of Norwegian companies, that
shows as top-three CSR motivations the following: (i) to improve the firm image; (ii) to be
recognized for moral leadership; and (iii) to serve long-term company interests. This survey
has been developed from a critical distinction of CSR motivations according to two different
perspectives. On the one hand, there is the strategic perspective, according to which a company
perceives a strong commitment to undertake social activities. This perspective includes two
typologies of motivations:(i) the instrumental motives, that deal with managers who believe
that socially responsible initiatives can provide competitive advantage (McWilliams, Siegel,
and Wright, 2006), new business opportunities, and support for the firm’s satisfaction of
shareholders’ interests or avoidance of costly regulation (Graafland & van de Ven, 2006); and
(ii) the institutional motives, that see an increase in reputation as a function of changes in the
institutional environment. On the other hand, the moral perspective deals with the idea that the
business has an ethical duty to pay back to society, a sort of philanthropy, something that
overcomes the concept of personal ethics and reaches the broader one of sustainability.

Graafland and van de Ven (2006) investigate the link between what managers declare to do
about corporate social responsibility and what they actually do in this direction. They propose
two dimensions of corporate social responsibility: (i) the strategic motive, concerning a win-
win relationship between CSR and the financial performance of the firm; and (ii) the moral
motive, interpreted by firms as a moral obligation to behave in a definite way. According to
the first dimension, CSR is considered to affect profitability by improving the reputation among
consumers and employees, actual and potential; conversely, the moral dimension refers to the
moral duty of businesses towards society. In a more recent work, Graafland, Kaptein, and
Mazereeuw (2010) assume that several motivations may drive executives in their acting in a
socially responsible way. There may be extrinsic explanations, such as financial motives, and
intrinsic ones, such as private enjoyment from CSR or the perception of CSR as a moral duty.

Finally, the relationship between motives and actual CSR initiatives is analyzed by Baron
(2001),that finds, in his empirical study, that the motivation is an important factor that deeply
affects the CSR decisions made by managers. The belief to increase profits, altruistic reasons
and the avoidance of external pressures are the main factors acknowledged as motivations for
the adoption of CSR policies. However, since it is hard to collect empirical evidence on
corporate social responsibility, the author infers motivation by studying the relationship between
corporate social performance and corporate financial performance, finding different correlation
signs between these variables, according to the various motivations driving CSR. In particular
he assumes that the motivation may be modeled in terms of the preferences of the firm, that
can be profit maximizer or driven by altruistic preferences; in the first case, corporate social
responsibility is called strategic CSR, in the second one, the initiative may be actually labeled
as CSR.
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If we shift our attention from the motivations to CSR actions, we can define a social initiative
as any program, policy or practice undertaken by a firm in order to benefit the society (Brønn
& Vidaver-Cohen, 2009). For instance, companies may share resources with non-profit
organizations, sponsor social initiatives in less developed countries or take proactive steps to
protect the environment (Dees, 1998).

Social initiatives are addressed to different players within the society. According to the
stakeholder theory, the firms have to balance the shareholders’ interests to be fulfilled and the
multiple stakeholders’ needs and interests, since also the latter actors affect or are affected by
the firm’s operations (Freeman, 1984). Thus, socially responsible practices are carried out with
respect to various stakeholders; in particular, five different stakeholder groups – employees,
suppliers, customers, competitors and society in more general terms – may be addressed,
focusing on the value creation in the social and ecological dimensions of CSR (Graafland &
van de Ven, 2006). An example is provided by Campbell (2007), that shows the different CSR
actions that may be conducted in the interest of the five aforementioned categories of
stakeholders, that is the CSR initiatives through which the firm treats:(i) its employees with
respect to wages, benefits and workplace safety; (ii) its customers by caring about product
quality, pricing and truth in advertising; (iii) its suppliers in terms of willingness to fulfill
contracts and more informal commitments; (iv) the government by operating within the law;
and (v) the community, for example by making charitable contributions or protecting the
environment.

The categorization of the social initiatives introduced by Graafland and van de Ven (2006) is
useful to identify the key investment areas of firms involved in social responsibility, but is not
the most suitable to link these actions to their antecedents. In fact, for our purpose some
stakeholder groups may be included in the same cluster, for example customers, competitors
and government may be included in a single group labeled as society, since, although different,
their interests and needs may be met by the firm’s social initiatives as driven by the same
purpose. In addition, we wish to consider also the shareholders in our analysis. The investigation
of CSR actions may be pursued by adopting a framework that describes CSR as an integral
part of the operational activities of the firm, voluntarily contributing to society in terms of
economic, environmental, ethical and social investments (Kanji and Chopra, 2010). According
to this framework, operating a business in a socially responsible manner means conducting
initiatives that: (i) contribute to economic development; (ii) undertake ethical practices in
employment and labor by improving workplaces; (iii) are involved in building local
communities and social infrastructure, including customers, competitors and government; and
(iv) contribute to a cleaner environment, its protection and sustainability.

By investigating the interplay between motivations and actions characterizing a socially
responsible behavior, this study attempts to fill an important gap in the existing literature. It
aims at providing an exploratory understanding of how the motivations driving the initiatives
in the corporate social responsibility context are related to the CSR initiatives themselves.

In order to study the CSR motivations and their relationship with CSR actions, we developed
a literature-based research framework to be used to classify the research findings of our
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empirical study and enable a direct and easier identification of the resulting patterns emerging
from our sample firms. This framework is developed starting from the findings of the literature
review previously conducted. CSR motivations have been classified into two main categories,
namely economic and ethical motivations. A detailed classification of each category is provided
in order to give a wider understanding of the studied phenomenon. As shown in Figure 1,
economic motivations can be divided into:(i) increase of profit, related to the increase of
reputation and improvement of image; and (ii) recovery of the image previously damaged.
Conversely, ethical motivations disregard profit expectations and can be divided into: (i)
contribution to the community welfare; and (ii) protection of the environment.
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Figure 1: Research Framework to investigate CSR motivations 

1a - Increase of profit - derived from

the increase in reputation

1b - Recovery of the image

previously damaged

2a - Contribution to the community

welfare

2b - Protection of the environment

1 Economic

2 Ethical

CSR Motivations

Similarly, we organized the actions implemented by a firm to behave in a socially responsible
way into a framework composed of four main categories that are used to obtain a positive and
appropriate impact on both the society and the organization (Kanji & Chopra, 2010): (i)
Enterprise; (ii) Employees; (iii) Society; and (iv) Environment. This classification enables us
to study the firm’s CSR actions according to the class of recipients to which they have been
addressed.

3.  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The analysis of CSR motivations (and subsequent CSR actions) has been carried out by
extensively reviewing the teaching case studies on companies dealing with corporate social
responsibility issues. Teaching case studies are typically very rich in details and provide in-
depth information on the CSR motivations and actions related to the studied companies, thus
allowing to build a thorough understanding of the complex phenomenon of corporate social
responsibility. The strength of case studies is in that they are extremely suitable for answering
“how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2003), they provide explanations rather than statistical
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information, causality can be investigated, and theory can be tested and generated (Eisenhardt,
1989; Wolcott, 1994).

The sample of teaching case studies has been extracted from the main case databases (that is,
Babson College, Darden School of Business, European Case Clearing House, Harvard Business
School Cases, Ivey School of Business, Social Enterprise Knowledge Network, University of
Hong Kong and the Case Research Journal), searching for cases with the following keywords:
“corporate social responsibility”, “business ethics”, “social entrepreneurship”. Furthermore,
for Harvard Business School Cases we completely reviewed all the cases in the area called
“Social enterprise and ethics”.

After an in-depth reading of all the collected cases, we first weeded out all the cases related to
nonprofit organizations, since our research aims at investigating CSR motivations and actions
within the for profit domain. Then, we excluded the cases that did not explicitly refer to a firm’s
CSR initiatives, for example cases discussing how to deal with some ethical topics, such as
HIV, and cases adopting a socio-institutional perspective rather than a firm-level one.

This procedure led us to select twenty-five teaching case studies on the corporate social
responsibility initiatives undertaken by twenty-five companies from different countries and
industries (see Table 1). We then complemented and corroborated the information collected
from case-studies with secondary information collected from Internet and the companies’
website, in accordance with a triangulation logic (Yin, 2003).

Data and information gathered through the studied cases were manipulated before being
analyzed. In particular, we applied the following techniques (Miles & Huberman, 1984): (i)
data categorization, that requires the decomposition and aggregation of data in order to highlight
some characteristics (for example, type of CSR motivations and actions) and to facilitate
comparisons; (ii) data contextualization, that implies for the analysis of contextual factors, not
included in the conceptual model, that may reveal unforeseen relationships between events and
circumstances. Moreover, each case study firm was classified as either a family or a non-family
business. While a precise operational definition of the term “family business” remains a topic
of discussion (De Massis, 2012; Westhead, Cowling, & Howorth, 2001), in this study it refers
to firms in which the family plays a significant ownership and managerial role (Beer et al.,
1997; Cassia et al., 2012; De Massis et al., 2012, 2013a, 2013b, in press; Mahto et al., 2010).
Accordingly, we have considered as family businesses the firms where the case studies
explicitly described a family involvement in the firm’s ownership and/or management.
Furthermore, we also considered as family business all the firms whose family status was
explicitly declared in the corporate website, according to a self-identification definitional
criterion of family business (Westhead, Cowling, & Howorth, 2001).

Then, a preliminary within-case analysis was performed; the purpose was to consider each case
study as a separate one and to systematically document the CSR motivations and actions
adopted by each firm. The careful reading of the text of each case allowed us to collect reliable
and comprehensive information on CSR motivations since most of the cases clearly and
explicitly explained the reasons that caused the manager of the company to conduct social
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initiatives. The accurate description of the cases also allowed to gather information on the
socially responsible initiatives and activities executed by each firm. For each case study, the
manipulated information was aggregated according to the research frameworks presented in
the previous section in order to obtain a systematic description of the motivations pursued by
the studied firms and the type of subsequent CSR actions undertaken. Then, explanation-
building procedures were applied so that the relationships between the CSR motivation and
the CSR actions were identified.

Finally, a cross-case analysis was conducted for comparing the patterns emerged in each
teaching case study in order to reach a general explanation of the observed phenomenon. The
aim was to detect the existence of groups of enterprises that share similar socially responsible
behavior and discover some recurrent patterns among enterprises that undertake CSR initiatives
driven by the same motivations. In particular, special attention was paid to the differences
between family and non-family firms, identified from the results of the cross-case analysis.
These structured procedures for data collection and analysis helped enhance the reliability of
the research (Yin, 2003).

4.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The evidence on the motivations and actions regarding corporate social responsibility emerged
from the analysis of case studies is synthesized in Appendix A. Table 2 provides a synoptic
view of this information to allow a more straightforward comparison and analysis. An in-depth
discussion of this empirical evidence is reported in this section.

We found the case studies rich in details with respect to both the economic and the ethical
motivations that lead to a social responsible behavior of the firms under investigation.

The Relationship between Motivations and Actions in Corporate Social Responsibility: An Exploratory Study400

Table 2: Synoptic Representation of the case studies evidence

Family statusCSR ActionsCSR MotivationsFirm

Ben & Jerry’s - 1a Society Non-family
- 2a Employees

Environment

The Body Shop -  1a Society Non-family
-  2a Employees
-  2b Environment

CANTV -  1a Society Non-family
-  2a

Coronilla -  2a Society Family
Employees

Environment
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Table 2: Synoptic Representation of the case studies evidence (cont)

Family statusCSR ActionsCSR MotivationsFirm

CSU-CCA Group -  1a Society Non-family
-  2a Employees
-  2b Environment

Dannon Company Inc. -  1a Society Family
-  2a Environment

Esquel Group -  1a Enterprise Family
-  2a Society
-  2b Environment

ExxonMobil -  1a Society Non-family
Corporation -  1b Environment

Ford -  1a Environment Family
-  2b

Grupo Bimbo -  2a Society Family
Employees

Environment

HP -  1a Society Non-family
-  2a Environment
-  2b

Kimberly-Clark -  1a Society Non-family
-  1b Environment
-  2a
-  2b

MAS Holdings -  1a Society Family
-  2a Environment

Miguel Torres -  1a Society Family
-  2b Environment

Nike -  1a Employees Non-family
-  1b
-  2a

business vol 13 no3 2012_Layout 1  2/7/13  11:00 AM  Page 401



The Relationship between Motivations and Actions in Corporate Social Responsibility: An Exploratory Study402

Table 2: Synoptic Representation of the case studies evidence (cont)

Family statusCSR ActionsCSR MotivationsFirm

Pantaleon -  1a Enterprise Family
-  2a Society

Employees
Environment

Polartec -  2a Employees Family

Shaklee -  1a Enterprise Non-family
-  2a Society
-  2b Environment

Shell -  1a Society Non-family
-  2a Environment
-  2b

SK Telecom -  1a Society Family
-  2a Environment
-  2b

Starbucks Corporation -  1a Enterprise Non-family
-  2a Environment
-  2b

Swire Beverages -  1a Society Non-family
-  2a Environment
-  2b

Tata Group -  1a Society Family
-  2a Employees
-  2b Environment

Timberland -  1a Society Family
Environment

White Dog Café -  1a Society Non-family
-  2a Employees

Environment

Notes: The information on CSR motivations and actions is schematically reported according to the

research frameworks presented in the previous section.
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All the enterprises, with the exception of Coronilla, Grupo Bimbo, and Polartec, present a
socially responsible behavior led by the economic motivation to improve the image of the firm,
its reputation or even its economic performance (1a). This is consistent with the argument by
Friedman (1970), who asserts that the only social responsibility of a corporation is to increase
profit, according to the legal rules. Furthermore, the importance of the economic motivation
to pursue corporate social responsibility has already been shown in previous empirical studies;
for example, Ditlev-Simonsen and Midttun (2011) surveyed, among key external stakeholders,
the factors motivating managers to engage in CSR, finding the factors belonging to the
reputational perspective, namely branding and value maximization, as the most important ones.
Weber (2008) also stated that CSR positively affects the corporate image and reputation, and
increases revenues from higher sales and market share.

According to the information gathered from the analysis of our case studies, the stakeholders’
welfare (2a) is found as important as the economic motivation related to the improvement of
image and reputation (1a), and this is consistent with the CSR definition by Campbell (2007).
The evidence shows that most of the sample cases consider social welfare as a key aspect of a
socially responsible behavior towards the whole community as well as towards single
stakeholders. Some instances of this behavior consist in causing better living conditions, being
agent of social change and improving education, but also improving safety and working
conditions for employees, fulfilling the consumers’ needs and supporting the government in
case of natural disasters.

With regard to the ethical motivation leading to the protection of the environment (2b), most
of the studied firms appear to be seriously committed. They were engaged, for example, in the
conservation of natural resources, the solution of the problem of energy shortage and the
protection of land, water and coastal areas.

It is worthwhile to consider that in only three cases the focus is mostly placed on the motivation
dealing with the recovery of the corporate image previously damaged (1b). If the reputation of
a firm is compromised, indeed, it is difficult for the firm to continue doing business with its
customers and suppliers (Campbell, 2007).The engagement in social initiatives is therefore led
by the intention to be again regarded as ethical, in order to avoid losing market shares among
those consumers that regard corporate image as a driver for the supplier’s choice.

In addition to the CSR motivations identified in each firm, the cross-case analysis suggests a
number of important considerations on the behavior of the analyzed companies. First, it is
interesting to note that only in four cases there is an explicit mention of the actions aimed to
benefit the firm. Specifically, Esquel group declares to implement social actions to improve
the efficiency of the production process, to adopt new production techniques and to invest in
new technologies; Pantaleon states it has introduced a new socially responsible technology in
order to improve the industrial productivity; Shaklee Corporation has started a “social
marketing” initiative in order to save advertising expenses and make the brand known through
the product sale directly to the distributors; and Starbucks underlines the social improvement
made for a better product quality, e.g. the inspection and certification of raw materials and the
construction of roasting company-owned. This remark brings to the conclusion that, even if
the economic motivation leading to better reputation and profit has emerged as relevant from
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almost all the cases, this is not translated into explicit social initiatives that respond to the stated
commitment. This apparent incongruity may be due to the unvoiced awareness of the owners
that their firm’s image, reputation and economic performance are affected not only by direct
actions realized for this aim, but also indirectly gained as rewards that the stakeholders assign
to firms that act in a socially responsible way. However, the CSR actions directed towards the
enterprise often lead to develop a product embedding socially responsible attributes, thus
positively affecting the economic performance of the firm even if the firm does not explicitly
undertake CSR actions for this purpose. In fact, there is strong evidence that many consumers
recognize value in the product’s CSR attributes, so that a growing number of companies stress
the social attributes of the production in their marketing campaigns (McWilliams & Siegel,
2001). An example is Ben & Jerry’s, that differentiates its products by promoting the use of
high-quality and healthy ingredients, the support to the local community and the encouragement
of diversity in the workplace.

Similar findings emerge regarding the CSR actions of the firm towards employees. Eleven out
of twenty-five cases in the sample highlight the presence of social initiatives specifically
addressed to workers, such as insurance and health assistance, microcredit, ceiling for working
hours and minimum wage, but also collaborative and friendly work environment and education
for workers’ children. Moreover, eight of these cases explicitly declare also in the intentions
the great attention paid to the employees’ needs and the willingness to increase their welfare.
Employees are an important source of stakeholder demand for CSR. For example, they tend to
support progressive labor relations policies, safety, financial security and workplace amenities,
such as child care (McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). This is consistent also with those scholars
that have found positive effects in the relationship between CSR and employee motivation and
recruitment (e.g., Weber, 2008). In addition, the social actions towards employees answer also
to the economic motivation, since investing in social policies that improve the living and
working conditions of the firm’s workers, may also be a stimulus to improve the image and
reputation of the company and thus its economic development. In fact, when the attention to
the safety of employees is motivated by the profit motive, a company is interested in its
employees just as a means for gaining a higher profit (Graafland, Eijffinger, & Smid, 2004). In
the sample there is evidence of the simultaneous presence of both economic and ethical
motivations leading to social actions to benefit employees. For instance, in the case of
Pantaleon, it is clearly expressed that the protection of workers’ needs leads to grow the
company.

Within the category of CSR actions addressed to society, we consider the initiatives that have
both an implication on the community as a whole and on single stakeholders, such as
consumers, competitors or the government. Twenty-one out of twenty-five cases show this
category of CSR actions. Among them are recurring initiatives implemented in order to impact
health, nutrition, education, culture through the creation of dedicated foundations, donations
and scholarships or support for volunteering. Among the cases referring to specific social
initiatives towards other stakeholders, in particular, it is worthwhile noting that Grupo Bimbo
explicitly adopt policies to support suppliers and retailers, Ben & Jerry’s supports small farmers
purchasing raw materials directly from the local family businesses, Body Shop supports the
small independent growers, creating for example “The Body Shop’s boys town”, Coronilla
purchases raw materials from the poor Andean farmers at a higher price, Dannon organizes
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information campaigns for consumers to make them aware of the various social initiatives, and
White Dog Cafè implements educational programs for its customers. These findings, if coupled
with the analysis of the corresponding CSR motivations, show that social initiatives towards
the society are implemented when enterprises declare ethical motivations contributing to the
community wellness (2a).

Finally, if we consider CSR actions addressed to the environment, almost all the studied cases
appear to be characterized by a strong effort in environmental actions. The attention is focused
on CSR initiatives aiming at saving resources, energy and water, protecting natural areas,
reducing polluting emissions, recycling and using renewable materials, and investing in
reforestation. Twenty-one out of twenty-five firms highlight their investments in green projects;
thirteen of them also declare their commitment to the environment, as emerged from the
analysis of the motivations (2b). The remaining eight companies of the sample implement
actions towards the environment without any direct expression of this intention through the
motivations, thus considering the environment as an additional stakeholder or as a way to
improve the corporate image.

Finally, a factor that affects the choice of the CSR actions is the industry and the geographical
area in which the firm operates. For example, Shell, that has drilling sites in Nigeria, is
committed to reclaim the Niger Delta area; the Mexican Grupo Bimbo is committed to develop
Mexico; and Shaklee Corporation, which operates in the nutritional products industry, is
committed to spread the culture of good nutrition. Furthermore, working in either the
automotive or oil industry, for example, leads to have a serious impact on the nature, so that
the firm itself significantly worries and cares about the environmental effects of its activity,
since this may affect the future of the firm also in terms of damages to the corporate image.
This is the case of Exxonmobil and Shell, that direct their CSR efforts on the ecological
development and soil conservation, especially in the less developed countries in which they
operate. Also Ford Motor and Tata Group are excellent examples of adopters of this policy;
the former significantly invests on new technologies and innovations, such as the use of
hydrogen combustion engine and renewable energy sources or the adoption of a new painting
technique for its cars; the latter introduces new production processes and procedures. Kimberly-
Clark is a good example too, since this paper producer has invested in biosphere protection,
recycling, reducing wastes and emissions, pointing out its commitment to reduce its
environmental impact (1b). This motivation is considered as an economic one, since the
continuous and uncontrolled use of the natural resources would have lowered the company
reputation, with the risk of worse performance in the long run. Exxonmobil and Nike are also
cases where CSR actions are mainly driven by the desire to recover a declined reputation.
Through these cases the motivations that are labeled as (1b) in our research framework clearly
emerge; Exxonmobil is directly considered responsible for the serious damages to the
environment and the community, Nike is mentioned as the responsible of previously occurred
crises. The consequent CSR actions implemented are directed to solve the social concerns
directly caused by their activity. For example, among the social investments of Nike, we can
find social initiatives to fight child labor exploitation, to reduce air pollution in factories and
to ensure a minimum wage and a ceiling for daily working hours.
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The evidence emerged from our study allowed us to identify four main patterns of CSR
behavior, as reported in Figure 2: (i) the explicit declaration of economic motivations leading
to the increase in profit and improvement of corporate image is directly linked to the actions
implemented in order to benefit the enterprise; (ii) the investments in social initiatives towards
employees are caused by the commitment of the firm to improve corporate image, to retrieve
the previously damaged reputation or even to satisfy the workers’ needs as key stakeholders;
(iii) the society may be the recipient of social actions either when the company expresses the
intention to take care of its stakeholders in the community or when the firm’s previous activities
have damages its stakeholders; and (iv) the firm directs its CSR efforts towards the environment
when it explicitly asserts the intention to take care of the environment or in order to recover its
image after former problems.

The Relationship between Motivations and Actions in Corporate Social Responsibility: An Exploratory Study406

Figure 2: Emerging Patterns Linking CSR Motivations and CSR Actions
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A further contribution of this study is that we considered the presence of a family involved in
the ownership and management of a firm in order to find out idiosyncratic characteristics in
the socially responsible behavior of the firms. Twelve out of twenty-five cases in our sample
are family businesses. They are: Coronilla, Dannon, Esquel Group, Ford, Grupo Bimbo, MAS
Holdings, Miguel Torres, Pantaleon, Polartec, SK Telecom, TATA Group and Timberland. Great
importance is paid by family businesses to the actions affecting the reputation of the firm, that
is usually almost confused with the family itself, since the company name often includes the
name of family members and is driven by them. This is consistent with previous research
showing that family firms tend to raise high their visibility and family reputation with
customers, suppliers, and the whole community (Dunn, 1996). Our observed evidence shows
that family firms share goals and values and tend to be characterized by higher motivation,
cohesiveness and commitment of the workforce (Dunn, 1996; Fukuyama, 1995). For instance,
the firm Polartec explicitly considers its employees as worth assets to be safeguarded, and thus
the main stakeholders to be satisfied. The typical long-term orientation that characterizes family
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firms (Zellweger, 2007; Dyer, 2003) emerges to be influencing the CSR actions undertaken by
the firms. Specifically, CSR initiatives are consistent through generation, and the values
inspiring CSR motivations are transferred from one generation to the other. The third generation
owner of Timberland, for instance, states that he learned the relevance of some initiatives from
his father and grandfather; a family business simplifies the long-range planning and aims at
perpetuating specific values through generations.

5.  CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

This paper adopts a systemic perspective to investigate the problem of antecedents of the
socially responsible behavior of corporations. In particular, it explores the interplay between
the motivations, identified and categorized from a selected set of case studies, that lead a firm
to behave in a socially responsible way and the subsequent actions implemented in order to
achieve these objectives. With this aim, we first developed a research framework to analyze
CSR motivations and a second one to study CSR actions; the former categorizes CSR
motivations according to their purpose, economic or ethical; the latter classifies CSR actions
according to the recipient of the social initiative. These frameworks have then been used for
the empirical analysis that involved 25 firms actively engaged in CSR activities. A cross-case
analysis enabled us to point out evidence on the behavioral practices adopted by firms and on
the causal link between the CSR motivations and actions. We were therefore able to identify
four main emerging patterns in the behavior of the firm investing in corporate social
responsibility: (i) the explicit declaration of economic motivations leading to the increase in
profit and improvement of corporate reputation is directly linked to the actions implemented
in order to benefit the enterprise; (ii) the investments in social initiatives towards employees
are caused by the commitment of the firm to improve the corporate image, to retrieve the
previously damaged reputation or even to satisfy the workers’ needs as key stakeholders; (iii)
the society may be the recipient of social actions either when the company expresses the
intention to take care of its stakeholders in the community or when the firm’s previous activities
have damaged its stakeholders; and (iv) the firm directs its CSR efforts towards the environment
when it explicitly asserts the intention to take care of the environment or in order to recover its
image after former problems. This study offers, to our best knowledge, the first attempt to
model the relationship between the motivations and the subsequent actions in the context of
CSR, thus contributing to the CSR literature with a different approach to investigate the
corporate behavior regarding social responsibility. In particular, the adoption of case studies,
rigorously identified among the most important case studies databases, is an innovative way to
collect the sample firms and thus have at disposal all the information necessary to exploit the
research-based frameworks and detect the relationship between CSR motivations and CSR
actions, by comparing the results emerged from each single case. In this vein, the CSR literature
can benefit from this kind of analysis, based on such a rich body of information. Moreover, the
patterns of behavior that we found with our analysis confirm how important is the business
case for CSR (e.g., Porter and Kramer, 2006; Kurucz, Colbert, and Wheeler, 2008). Only
recently scholars have focused on this aspect, which is so relevant in order to match the different
goals that firms want to pursue, and our evidence on the widespread declaration of engagement
in CSR for economic reasons is confirmatory as regards the business case for CSR. Finally,
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we reconsidered the identified relationships between CSR motivations and actions in the light
of the classification between family and non-family firms. A number of characteristics have
emerged from the analysis of the cases, concerning the family attitude and values driving the
choices of the entrepreneurs. Family firms pay particular attention to CSR issues, especially
those addressed to the external community and the employees, and this is strongly linked to
the reputational effect of such behavior.

The paper contributes to the stream of research on CSR also because this is one of the first
contributions, to our knowledge, that systematically studies the motivations that drive a firm
to decide to invest in social initiatives and identifies patterns of behavior in this field. Moreover,
the approach used in the paper encourages researchers to investigate whether and how other
variables may affect the studied relationship. The behavior toward CSR between family and
non-family enterprises may be studied, for example, by improving the analysis and focusing it
to make the selected cases as comparable as possible, for example choosing cases from the
same industry.

Although this is an exploratory study, we believe the results hold valuable implications also
for managers and policy makers. Our findings provide a number of examples about the social
initiatives that can be accomplished inside and outside the firm and illustrate the motivations
leading to these actions. This rich body of empirical evidence can provide CSR managers with
a number of useful insights to design a CSR policy that can prove to be suitable for the context
in which they operate. Moreover, some critical points emerge from the discussion of the study
findings so that policy makers may be careful and aware of the areas that can be subsidized, in
order to better deal with social issues.

However, there are a number of limitations to the generalizability of our research findings.
First, our results cannot be statistically generalized because the adopted methodology is based
on the analysis of a limited sample of case studies. A larger number of cases would allow to
gather more information in order to confirm the results. Moreover, an extensive survey may
further enhance the robustness of the analysis. Second, the choice of the sample of cases, that
involves companies of large dimension and operating mainly in an international market,
probably introduces a bias and our findings are therefore difficult to be generalized to SMEs.
Further research is required to analyze the relationship existing between CSR motivations and
actions in the domain of small and medium firms.

In addition to generalizability concerns, our study suffers from other methodological limitations.
First, the choice of the research framework, although based on the existing literature, may be
criticized and future research maybe conducted in order to identify new directions to improve
the framework of analysis. Then, other motives for corporate social initiatives may exist, beyond
those described in the literature and emerged from this study, so that further research may
investigate if other motivations may affect the current results.

The ongoing research project launched at the Center for Young and Family Enterprise (CYFE)
of the University of Bergamo aims at extending the generalizability of the finding of this
exploratory research by conducting an extensive survey on this topic.
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