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CSR Thinking Has Evolved in Three Ways
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Stakeholders: Many and of Varying Importance
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Polls: CSR Matters to Stakeholders

Purchase
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CSR Key Determinant of Reputation

60‐70% of corporate value 
tied to intangibles like 
reputation

Reptrak 07: CSR second 
biggest determinant of 
reputation

CSR tied to positive company 
evaluations

Serves as “insurance” in crises

Cone 2007
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Link to Corporate Financial Performance?

Researchers have tried to understand the CSR‐CFP link for 
35 years

Accounting based: Return on Assets, Return on Equity

Financial value: stock returns, market/book value ratio

Meta‐analysis of 167 studies shows that the link is positive 
but

rather weak
Mean correlation = .13; Median correlation = .08

of unclear causality
CFP  CSR stronger than CSR  CFP

Margolis, Elfenbein & Walsh 2008
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A Common Sentiment in Our Research

“It’s great to be socially conscious, but I have a life too, 

 and I have a house, and I have to paint it, and I have to 

 keep my bathroom clean…so I don’t really care if Q‐Tips 

 gave a million dollars to Alzheimer’s…

 
I just  need Q‐Tips. 

 So it’s all well and good, but you’re a mother with three 

 kids and a full‐time job, what do you care? You’re like 

 milk, orange juice, all right, pick the kids up, or 

 whatever…”
Linda A., 29, Boston

Focus Group Participant
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Stakeholder
Reactions

CSR
Inputs

Two Routes to CSR Value

Business 
Outcomes

Societal
Outcomes

CSR
Value?
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Perception = Reality

Bentley Green study 2008
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Understanding Stakeholder Reactions to CSR

CSR INPUTS PROCESS CSR VALUE

CONTINGENCIES
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Research
 

Insights Into Stakeholder Reactions

Depth Interviews

Focus Groups

Surveys

Experiments

Exploratory

Descriptive

Causal
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CSR Can
 

Produce Deep, Lasting Relationships

“Talk about Patagonia

 

‐

 

people would just leave the magazines at my 

 
door, leave an article about the company ‐

 

it’s really supposed to be 

 
great”

“If I saw something I didn’t like I would still give them [Good Earth 

 
Company] another chance”

“I will only buy Stonyfield

 

and I’ll only buy Tom’s of Maine

 

toothpaste no 

 
matter how cheap the other stuff is.”

“Even though their product is not unique, I am very loyal to them. If their 

 
prices went up relative to similar product, I would still buy it, even if I had 

 
to cut down on the total amount”

We have been going through some challenging times at GAP. When you 

 
ask employees why you are staying, one of the reasons…is the values of 

 
this company. And some of those...come from the [CSR] work we do”
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Based on Sense of Unity with Company
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But Hinges on Three Essential Levers

Awareness

Understanding

Usefulness
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Awareness: Often Low

16.6% 

13.9% among non‐participants

20% among category users
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Understanding: Attributions Are Critical
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Understanding: Effectiveness Mattering More
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Understanding: Expectations Growing & Diverse

“What does it mean for an 
insurance company to be socially 
responsible?”

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Product

Society

Environment

Values
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Usefulness: Key Determinant of CSR Value

CSR must benefit stakeholders

Range of benefits; vary within and across stakeholder groups
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Understand Stakeholder Reactions to CSR

Domain

Investment

Level

CSR INPUTS PROCESS CSR VALUE

Transactional
Short Term

Relational
Long Term

Stakeholder                     Company                     Competition                     Industry

Usefulness

Awareness

Understanding

Unity
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IN DEPTH
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Understanding CSR Value

McKinsey Global Survey 2009: Valuing Corporate Social Responsibility
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Competing Through CSR

with 

Shuili Du (Simmons College) 

C.B. Bhattacharya (Boston University)
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Research Questions

Can CSR create value for a challenger brand?

CSR as competitive strategy

What is the process through such value is created?

Awareness; Usefulness; Understanding; Unity
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CSR Can Build Affective Trust

Trust key to achieving and sustaining competitive 
advantage

Hunt & Morgan 1995; Vargo & Lusch 2004

Two dimensions of trust in consumer‐company 
relationships

Doney & Cannon 1997; Johnson & Grayson 2005; Rempel et al. 1985; 
Sirdeshmukh et al. 2002

Cognitive
Knowledge based; pertains to marketer’s competence and reliability

Affective
Emotions based; pertains to marketer’s care and concern
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Consumers Will React Differently

Consumer reactions will vary with

Proximity to program
Usefulness

Trust in the Leader
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Qualitative Study

Focus groups with
Program Participants

Self‐identified Hispanic race
18‐45 years old
Children completed or close to completing program 
Primary caretaker/decision‐maker for out‐of‐school activities

Non‐participants
Matched on demographics
Same zip codes as participant group
Not participating in program

Three locations 
New York, Houston, Fort Lauderdale

Conducted in Spanish



© Copyright Sankar Sen 2009. Please do not quote or circulate without permission.

Participants Make More Favorable Attributions

Participants more likely to 

ascribe both intrinsic and extrinsic motives
“It’s a form of marketing to get their products out but it also helps the 
community.”
“They want to help the community but also to make a name for themselves 
and gain popularity.”

Endorse extrinsic motives

“It’s good because they are going to help us along with themselves.”

Tied to perceived efficacy of program
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Participants Display More Affective Trust

“They worry about us. Economically it is expensive but they give it for free. You 
invest in a company but the company is also serving you.”

“They are working on not the immediate but long term results…They give us the 
trust to continue using their products.”

If the Challenger were a person…
Non‐participants: “feminine, gentle, more likeable, but not as 
famous as the Leader brand”

Participants: “friendly, caring, trustworthy, angel‐like, and Latino 
(one of us)”

Who would you leave your children with?

Who would you rather have as your friend?
Non‐participants: Leader

Participants: Challenger
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Participants more likely to support Challenger
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Conceptual Framework

Understanding

Attributions

Unity

Trust

Domain

Investment

Level

CSR INPUTS PROCESS CSR VALUE

Purchase

Advocacy

Proximity to CSR      Trust in Leader Brand
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Quantitative Study

Field experiment

Post‐test only, with a non‐equivalent control group
Participants (n=48)

Non‐participants (n=277)
Aware of program

Unaware of program

Respondents

Drawn from 6 Hispanic markets where the program was active

Telephone survey 

Administered by a marketing research firm



© Copyright Sankar Sen 2009. Please do not quote or circulate without permission.

Measures

Attributions

The maker of [Challenger/Leader] sponsors this program because it 
genuinely cares about the well‐being of children
The maker of [Challenger/Leader] sponsors this program because it wants 
to sell more products to my community

Trust 

The makers of [Challenger/Leader] have my best interests at heart
The makers of [Challenger/Leader] genuinely care about my family’s well‐
being

Purchase

How often do you buy [Challenger/Leader] when you shop for toothpaste 
for yourself?

Advocacy 

In the next 6 months, how likely are you to recommend 
[Challenger/Leader] to someone you know? 
If you heard or read a negative story about [Challenger/Leader] how would 
it affect your likelihood of buying it?
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Attributions: Intrinsic
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Trust in Challenger
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Purchase
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Advocacy: Willingness to Recommend
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Advocacy: Willingness to Forgive
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Key Lessons

Stakeholder reactions to CSR can produce long‐term value 

Source of durable competitive advantage

But only under certain conditions

Stakeholder; Company; Competition; Industry

Need to understand process underlying stakeholder 
reactions

Awareness; Understanding; Usefulness; Unity

Use insights to guide CSR strategy and management

Optimize stakeholder reactions
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