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Abstract

With the escalating climate and health crises, the relevance of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), unlike
its business benefits, is now ever more evident. Hence, the purpose of this paper is to synthesize and assess
the extant literature on the topic of the Human Resource Management (HRM) benefits of CSR so as to
provide for a better understanding of this topic. Methodology. The paper is a review of the 1. theoretical
frameworks, 2. descriptive research examining employees’ perceptions of and attitudes towards CSR,
3. empirical studies aimed at establishing a causal relationship between CSR and different organizational
benefits in the area of human resource management, as well as 4. meta-analytical studies. A range of online
databases were searched to collect research papers from various journals and market research publications.
Findings. The results show that CSR derives different desirable organizational outcomes such as employee
attraction, increased job satisfaction, increased work engagement, employee loyalty and organizational
citizenship behavior. Two broad categories are drawn, namely, external (directed towards outside the
company) and internal (directed towards the employees) CSR benefits, mainly based on the different
theoretical frameworks used to explain their link. Moreover, a lack of research in the developing countries
is identified which calls for further inquiry to account for contextual peculiarities which might impact on
the CSR practice, perceptions and/or outcomes in this region. Implications. This paper will be useful for
scholars to analyze the current nature of academic research in this area and will provide an added advantage
to managers for understanding the impact of CSR activities on employees’ attitudes and behaviors. Value/
originality. To the author’s best knowledge, this is the first literature review on different HRM benefits of
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both internal and external CSR, and it provides a bibliography of academic literature from 1977 to 2020.
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1 Introduction

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has been
increasingly gaining in importance both among
management scholars and business practitioners. However,
with everything which has been happening recently, there
is no doubt that it has never been more relevant. With the
accelerating climate crisis, on the one hand, and the health
crisis brought upon by COVID-19, on the other, business
as usual is not good enough anymore. It is no secret that
business organizations possess an enormous potential to
help make a positive change by investing in CSR. What
is more, this investment on the part of the firms is what
the public expects nowadays. According to a study by Cone
Communications (2017), 70% of those surveyed believe that
organizations have an obligation to support critical social
and environmental issues even if they are of no immediate
relevance to their businesses. This number is even higher
for the so-called Generation Z (94%), suggesting that
the interest in CSR is likely to keep an upward trend. The
study also found that the vast majority of the respondents
claimed they would reward such socio-environmentally
responsible behavior by making purchases from those firms
committed to the causes they approved of. In addition,
they are also likely to provide positive word of mouth on

the social media. A growing body of scientific literature
supports these findings suggesting that investment in
CSR can be mutually beneficial for both the businesses
and their stakeholders. In fact, CSR is claimed to lead to
desirable outcomes in different business areas. One of these
areas where benefits can be reaped is Human Resource
Management (HRM). In many cases, these benefits are
even greater for the youth segment (that is, Millennials and
Generation Z) which makes up most of the workforce today.
For example, Cone Communications (2016) found that
the majority of Millennial prospective job applicants will
not even accept a job if the company offering it is not CSR
oriented. They want a job where they can make a positive
difference. Similarly, Albinger and Freeman (2000), found
that CSR’s impact on the attractiveness of a company is
greater for the highly-qualified prospective employees with
a bigger job choice, highlighting its potential contribution
to the recruitment of highly-skilled labor. Hence, given the
importance of CSR for today’s workforce, this paper reviews
the extant literature on the CSR positive contributions to
the HR function of business organizations by looking at
the studies dealing with the organizational benefits of CSR
practices directed towards the employees (internal CSR) as
well as those dealing with the benefits of CSR initiatives
directed towards outside the company (external CSR).
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2 Internal CSR benefits

In the area of HRM, CSR can lead to benefits in
recruitment, retention and motivation. Employees are
one of the organizational stakeholders, and as such have
their particular interests regarding CSR. Nowadays, they
have a wider set of expectations that include safe working
conditions, job security, justice in treatment, democratic
organizational procedures, consultation and participation
opportunities, new skills training, work enrichment,
promotion fairness, provision of facilities for leisure and
social interaction, and so on. Meeting these expectations
is important since job satisfaction has been linked to
financial performance (Edmans, 2012). HRM scholars
argue that in a modern company it is the workforce that
drives its value creation. The employees are one of its most
valuable resources and investment in CSR can help it achieve
competitive advantage.

Edmans (2012) studied “100 Best Companies to Work
for in America” and found that they all had higher annual
stock returns than their peers from 1984 to 2011. Therefore,
he suggested that HR-directed CSR could improve corporate
financial performance. This is because, according to
organizational justice theorists, the employees’ perceptions
of fairness of their employing organizations’ actions
affect their own attitudes and behaviors (Cropanzano,
Ryrne, Bobocel, and Rupp, 2001). They rely on these very
perceptions to make judgements about how management
treats them. Organizational support theorists explain that
employees tend to personify the organization they work for
and view the actions taken by discreet organizational agents
as an indication of the overall intent of the organization
itself rather than the agent’s own personal motives.
Moreover, social exchange theorists, drawing on the recipro-
city norm, add that, on the basis of the aforementioned
personification, employees tend to reciprocate the inferred
extent of favorable treatment by their organization with
increased commitment, performance and loyalty (Rhoades
and Eisenberger, 2002). According to Organ (1977),
employees tend to take the favorable working conditions
as a “gift” and respond to it with increased work efforts,
even if these go unrewarded by an incentive scheme or
the like. What is more, job satisfaction can also lead to
organizational citizenship behavior, where the employee
contributes positively to his/her company by going the extra
mile (Organ, 1988). Similarly, meta-analytic research points
to positive organizational outcomes such as job satisfaction,
commitment, enhanced job performance and organizational
citizenship behavior from organizational justice (Colquitt et
al. 2001). Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) also found that
beneficial treatments associated with the degree to which
the employees think their employing company values their
work and has a genuine interest in their well-being (that
is, perceived organizational support) is related to favorable
organizational outcomes such as increased commitment and
performance as well as reduced withdrawal behaviors.

Social exchange theorists also add that favorable treat-
ment, such as promotion, job enrichment, fairness and so
on, is more highly valued if it results from the discretio-
nary choice of the organization itself (that is, CSR), rather
than external pressures such as governmental regulations
and union negotiations (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002).

In a study of 10 organizations’ wellness programs, the
authors found that it had helped the companies save money
on health care costs, increase the productivity by decreasing
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illness-related absenteeism and presenteeism (that is,
underperformance at work due to illness or stress), and
improve the employees’ morale (Berry, Mirabito and Baun,
2010). They also mentioned a study by Towers Watson and
the National Business Group on Health, which showed that
firms with highly effective health, fitness and wellbeing
programs (compared to those with less effective ones)
reported fewer employees voluntarily resigning their jobs.
This supports the findings of Lee, et al. (1999), Griffeth,
Hom and Gartner (2000), and Allen, Bryant and Vardaman
(2010), which provide evidence for the retention benefits of
job satisfaction.

Moreover, Cornell and Shapiro (1987) suggested that
CSR adds to the value of the claims made implicitly by the
organization in relation to its stakeholders. That is, for
example those working conditions which are harder to
specify in a contract, unlike wage which can be explicitly
stipulated.

3 External CSR benefits

The favorable outcomes of CSR involvement are not
only derived from those initiatives directed towards the
employees alone. That is because, according to fairness
theory and deontic model, justice is a universal norm and
humans tend to automatically exhibit a moral response at
the sight of injustice, even if they themselves are not at the
receiving end of such acts. This is backed up by empirical
research which has shown that humans indeed react upon
finding out about an injustice inflicted upon someone other
than themselves in emotional, attitudinal and behavioral
ways (Folger et al. 2005). Rupp et al. (2006) extend these
phenomena to the realm of CSR and posit that employees
make judgements about their firm’s social (ir)responsibility
towards those outside the firm and would react in much
the same way as they would if it happened inside the firm,
that is, with rage if irresponsibility perceived, or with
favorable attitudes towards the organization if social and/or
environmentally responsible behavior observed.

The Reputation Institute reports that the vast majority
of those polled in 25 countries would like to work for an
organization known for its CSR (cited in Mirvis, 2009).
Likewise, according to a survey by Cone (2016) 76% of
Millennials (compared to 58% U.S. average) consider the
prospective companies’ CSR involvements when choosing
where to apply. What is more, 75% (compared to 58% U.S.
average) of Millennial job applicants would prefer to work
for a company which is corporate socially responsible even
for less money. A study by Siroto Survey Intelligence found
that employees who were approving of their companies’
CSR (compared to those who were not) reported higher
job engagement and thought their employing firms cared
about their wellbeing as well as viewing in positive light
their companies in other key areas (cited in Mirvis 2012).
These phenomena are all because personal identities of the
employees to some extent get tied up in the organizations
they are employed in. Hence, the association with a socially
and/or environmentally responsible organization reflects
positively upon the employees and makes them happy
about the work they do (Stawiski, Deal, and Gentry, 2010).
This is congruent with the findings of Jia et al. (2019) that
perceived external CSR positively affects the employees’
work engagement through organizational pride. Several
other studies too imply a positive relationship between
employees’ perceptions of external CSR and their work
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engagement (Rupp et al., 2018; Chaudhary and Akhouri,
2018; Gupta, 2017; Mirvis, 2012; Chaudhary, 2017).

Similarly, others have found a strong link between
employees’ commitment to their company and how they rate
its CSR (Brammer, Millington, and Rayton, 2007; Stawiski,
Deal, and Gentry, 2010). In turn, commitment has been
linked to increased job satisfaction and involvement and
reduced intentions to leave the job (Kacmar, Carlson, and
Brymer, 1999). Nonetheless, the extent to which CSR relates
to commitment depends on different groups of employees.
The link is stronger for women than men (Brammer,
Millington, and Rayton, 2007; Stawiski, Deal, and Gentry,
2010). Besides, according to Stawiski et al. (2010) despite
the CSR contribution to commitment, it is not as important
as job satisfaction itself. This is in line with the claims of
Rupp et al. (2006) that despite the employees’ reactions to
CSR inside and outside the firm being in much the same
way, the effect sizes would be bigger for internal CSR,
given the fist-party as opposed to third-party orientation
of the experience. Nonetheless, Stawiski et al. (2010) go
on to suggest that the external CSR importance is likely to
increase in the coming years as the people’s interest in the
social and environmental impacts of organizations grows.
This is supported by the findings of the surveys conducted
by Cone Communications (2016; 2017) that the younger
generations of employees exhibit greater interest in and are
more affected by their employing companies external CSR.
That said, according to Jia et al. (2019) internal and external
CSR both improve work engagement, and hence suggest
that managers should implement them together in order to
stimulate organizational pride and satisfy the personal needs
of the employees at the same time. Notwithstanding, their
research findings also suggest that the link between CSR
and its outcomes does vary from person to person. That is,
individual differences such as employees’ value orientations
(that is, collectivism or individualism) impact the CSR
outcomes differently. For example, for the employees who
are collectivists, external CSR (community-targeted) has
a stronger effect. Therefore, the corporate cultural values
and employees’ characteristics should be considered by the
managers when deciding on the CSR strategy. They also
explain that most of the extant research has focused mainly
on the direct link between CSR and its outcomes, without
considering which mechanisms are involved.

The one CSR practice, which is both inward and outward
directed, is the involvement of employees in voluntary CSR-
related initiatives on the job. In fact, 88% of Millennials
say they find their jobs more fulfilling when provided with
opportunities to make a positive impact by taking part in
CSR initiatives (Cone Communications, 2016). Moreover,
83% (compared to 70% U.S. average) claim they would feel
more loyal to a firm that helps them make a contribution
to socio-environmental issues. This is consistent with the
arguments of Bhattacharya, Sen and Korshun (2008) that
the most effective CSR is when the company acts an enabler
while the employees act as the enactors. According to Mirvis
(2012) this practice impacts positively on the identity,
motivation, and the sense of meaning and purpose of the
employees. He also suggests three different ways in which
this employee engagement in CSR can be carried out.

Furthermore, as already mentioned earlier, many of the
respondents in several surveys expressed their desire to
work for an organization involved in CSR. These claims are
supported by studies that found that CSR is important for
the prospective job seekers while assessing organizations as
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possible future work places (Backhaus, Stone and Heiner,
2002) and that they find those companies with better CSR
reputations more attractive (Aiman-Smith and Bauer 1996;
Turban and Greening 1997; Greening and Turban, 2000;
Smith, Wokutch, Harrigton and Dennis, 2004; Evans and
Davis, 2011; Jones, Willness and Madey, 2014; Duarte,
Gomes, and das Naves; 2015). However, this is not to say
that CSR is the only or most important factor influencing
applicants’ decision to work for a particular organization.
In fact, other factors might come to play a much more
important role. Nevertheless, extant literature suggests
that CSR does also play an increasingly significant role,
especially for the younger and more qualified groups of
prospective employees.

Turban and Greening (1996) explain this link between
CSR perception and organizational attractiveness by
drawing on social identity theory and signaling theory.
According to the former theory, people aspire to have an
agreeable self-concept which they derive, in part, from
their membership in different organizations, including the
ones they work for. Therefore, if their employing company
is responsible, by association, they feel they are too and
hence experience pride.

Asfor the latter theory, it suggests that people use signals
to guide their decisions in situations where the available
information is incomplete. That is, job seekers may take
external CSR (or lack thereof) of a particular organization
as an indication of the kind of treatment (favorable or
unfavorable) they are likely to receive themselves in the
workplace as employees.

Jones, Willness and Madey (2014) use slightly different
reasons to explain this relationship. They suggest that
there are three mechanisms at play, that is, prestige,
signaling and the values fit. They found that CSR adds to
a company’s prestige which prospective employees want
to gain via affiliation. They also suggested that job seekers
also look for a fit between their own values with those of
the organization they would work for. CSR here is one way
in which organizations can convey their values so that the
applicants can assess their fit with the company.

Moreover, other scholars used reputation to explain
the link (Duarte, Gomes, and das Naves; 2015; Benitez,
et al. 2019) and some also suggested that CSR should
be effectively communicated in order to deliver optimal
recruitment results (Puncheva-Michelotti, Hudson and Jin,
2018; Simpson and Aprim, 2018; Benitez, et al. 2019).

Lastly, some authors raised issue with extant CSR
literature arguing that most of the said research is carried
out in the developed countries and/or specific industries
without considering the contextual factors in the developing
countries. As according to Tilt (2016), context is of
paramount importance for the understanding of CSR and
its outcomes. This calls for research in these countries given
they comprise the vast majority of the human population on
earth and possess their own unique socio-cultural, political
and environmental aspects which should not be ignored
(Tilt, 2016).

4 Conclusion

This article contributes to a better understanding of
the ways CSR can add value in the HR function of the
business organizations by offering a synthesis of the
studies on different HRM benefits of CSR. It reviewed the
existing literature, presenting the different theoretical,
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descriptive, empirical and meta-analytical studies
carried out by researchers to explain the relationships
between CSR and favorable organizational outcomes.
The paper was divided into two main sections, namely
‘internal CSR benefits’ and ‘external CSR benefits’ based
on the differing theoretical frameworks used to explain
their link. The different studies reviewed looked at and
identified favorable business outcomes in recruitment,
retention and motivation. It was revealed that the
internal CSR leads to job satisfaction which in turn is
linked to desirable organizational outcomes such as
improved performance, increased work engagement,
reduced turnover intention, employee loyalty, and
organizational citizenship behavior. The scholars explain
the relationship between these organizational benefits
and CSR by drawing on organizational justice theory,
organizational support theory and social exchange
theory. As for the external CSR, it leads to increased
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organizational attractiveness, increased loyalty, increased
job commitment and engagement. This link is explained
by drawing on fairness theory, deontic model, signaling
theory, social identity theory, as well as mechanisms
such as prestige, reputations and values fit. It was also
discovered that the link between the external CSR
and some of its benefits is stronger for the younger
groups of employees (Millennials and the Generation Z)
which make up more than half of the workforce today.
This together with the fact that this link is also more
prominent for the highly-qualified employees with more
job options available, points at the importance of CSR as
a HRM tool. That said, most of the studies suggesting the
aforementioned favorable outcomes were carried out in
the developed world. This presents a gap which calls for
further research in order to extend the current knowledge
about this topic so as to account for the differences which
might exist in the developing countries.
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