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Abstract 

This literature review based paper provides an understanding of the fact that communicated CSR acts provides consumer-

based positive results rather than uncommunicated CSR. The paper reveals that as much as CSR acts can be 

communicated to various stakeholders, firms need to strategically fashion and target CSR communications towards 

consumers who are a critical stakeholder to the success of the firm. With an understanding that when firms communicate 

too much of their CSR acts they can face the self-praise or self-promotion dilemna, firms still need to communicate CSR 

acts in order to achieve positive consumer behaviour or attitude outcomes. In light of the self-praise dilemna, firms are 

allowed to adequately use their channels and maximise on other or third party channels to heighten the credibility of their 

CSR acts and CSR communications. CSR achieves numerous benefits to various internal and external stakeholders, and 

most importantly with respect to this paper and the consumer behaviour perspectives, firms also benefit by achieving 

positive consumer corporate image evaluation, attitude, purchase intention, actual purchase and loyalty. 
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1.0 Introduction to Corporate Social Responsibility communications 

Bennett and Kottasz (2000) say that a major challenge that most managers face is the question of whether it is correct to 

make known all the social responsibility activities and how to do that. In some management schools of thought, 

management considers it enough when the corporate makes social projects known only inside the company and business 

partners (Militaru, 2006). This means that consumers are excluded from CSR communications. The reason these schools 

of thought hold this view is that literature on CSR communication tends to suggest that brands that communicate CSR so 

much are susceptible to consumer scepticism (Heidinger, 2012). Although this view is valid to some extent, 

communicating CSR has benefits for corporates that carry out these initiatives. CSR communication tends to foster 

positive consumer reaction and purchase intention. That being the case, it is important for CSR initiatives to be 

communicated to stakeholders. Utilising the stakeholder theory perspective, Friedman (1970) suggests that all entities 

concerned and affected by the firm, its products and operations exist as stakeholders and these should know about a 

corpoate’s CSR initiatives. Numerous stakeholders to a firm also have numerous or specific interest and expectations on 

CSR. This article intends to focus on the consumer as a stakeholder due to the growing importance and focus by many 

researches regarding CSR and the consumer.  

 

When firms control CSR messages, consumers will view the CSR act and CSR message as untrustworthy (Morsing, 

2003). Bannett and Kottasz (2000) claim that other consumer reactions and attitudes has led to the importance of CSR 
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communication despite the fact that a firm communicating CSR encounters consumer skepticism. Heidinger (2012) 

suggests four CSR message features that can be included to enhance CSR communication on achieving consumer positive 

results; CSR-brand fit, CSR motives, CSR target and CSR message specifity. The features have been identifed and tested 

with at least two consumer attitudes; attitude of consumers towards CSR messages (credibility and skeptism) and attitude 

of consumers towards brands (commitment, identification, trust, satisfaction). Heidinger (2012) suggests that consumer 

CSR messages can be differentated on its features ranging from intrinsic and extrinsic CSR motives, high and low CSR 

message specificity, high and low CSR-brand fit, and local to global CSR targets. 

 

1.1 Problem statement  

There are few consumer behaviour studies that capture the views or voices of consumers on what consumers consider as 

CSR best practices and  CSR communications(Kanji & Agrawal, 2016; Popa & Salanta, 2014).In Africa, there is need for 

research to be carried out on CSR reporting (CSRep) or communications and its importance or link to various 

stakeholders, specifically consumers.Although that is the case, it is still unclear what consumers really expect to hear 

about CSR and whether there are different informational needs with respect to various characteristics of consumers. With 

that backgorund, this literature-based paper simply deliberates on consumer targeted CSR communications issues and 

possible benefits or reasons firms target consumers on communicating CSR acts. 

 

2.0 The evolving manifestation of CSR communication 

According to Bronn and Vrioni (2001) what seems important to consumers is continuously changing. This view is 

concured by Heidinger (2012) who says consumer values have not remained static over the years but have dramatically 

changed to issues that were regarded as unimportant in the last decades.Changes in many societies are generally in line 

with exposure to new ways of doing, through interacting with people from other cultures and also by reacting to new 

challenges and finding innovative solutions to deal with them. This means globalisation plays a big role in bringing 

changes to consumer needs, expectations and values across societies. With regard to firms, globalisation has opened new 

doors and markets for businesses, and firms now use numerous methods to converse their purpose, products, benefits and 

other aspects to consumers and the society. Kotler and Armstrong (2010) say that over the years firms have faced 

intensified competition to reach to customers, but with globalisation even borders are more permeable than ever. Ina bid 

to reach more people, the 21
st
 century societies are bombarded with multiple corporate and marketing communications 

such as advertisements, slogans, claims and so forth (Kotler & Keller, 2015). But still as businesses thrive to conquer new 

markerts,  the price and quality are noticeably diminishing, because firms are achieving these at lowest cost (Bray, 2008). 

In contrast consumers are becoming more socio-environmental enlightened (Butcher & Xu, 2014). 

 

With regard to CSR, in the 21
st
 century, there has been more emphasis on businesses giving back to society and doing 

business in a sustainable manner. Bronn and Vrioni (2001) explain that the public, which includes consumers and 

prospects, have arisen to be interested or concerned about the natural and social environment therefore demanding firms 

to objectively and transparently report or communicate CSR. In reaction to consumer pressure, Carmeli, Gilat and 

Waldman (2007) state that firms in the 21
st
 century have recognised, agreed and accepted that their societal roles are 

changing drastically from being simply producers and suppliers or sellers to being corporate citizens  that have to be 

responsible.  In line with changing roles of firms, Heidinger (2012) found that about 54 percent of German advertisers 

believed that firms had a portion of responsibility regarding sustainable consumption. This means consumers have higher 

expectations in terms of CSR participation.CSR engagement and CSR communication by corporates therefore emerged 

because firms believe that fulfilling the CSR obligation and respecting societal values could be a selling point in favour of 

their products.  

 

2.1 The CSR self-promoter or self-praise communication dilemma 

CSR initiatives and activities are usually reported by respective companies or corporates which results in a dilemma of 

self-praise or self-promotion. Parguel, Benoit-Moreau and Larceneux(2011) state that firms have developed both CSR 

initiatives and CSR communications muscles but face the predicament of striking a balance of CSR communications that 

are believable in such a manner that they do not wear out consumers’ perceived legitmacy of the CSR acts. According to 
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Heidinger (2012), the CSR communication dilemna is extended by the need to answer if there should be CSR 

communication forms or features that could be used to achieve positive consumer responses without tempering with 

consumer firm evaluation or CSR perceived legitimacy. Butcher and Xu (2014) believe that it is now necessary that firms 

investigate CSR forms or practices that actually result in consumer positive responses. Fundamentally, communicating 

CSR or making consumers aware of CSR by a corporate is one approach to achieve consumer positive results, though 

some scholars presume that a firm communicating CSR faces the previously highlighted consumer critism or skepticism 

(self-promoter dilemma) (Morsing & Schultz, 2006). 

 

Traditionally firms are interested in profit making, though the roles of firms have been transforming over the years 

(Bronn and Vrioni, 2001). Thus, the concept of CSR is a contrast to their core aim, of making profits. Deng (2012) 

suggests that due to the natural profit interest by firms, the challenge is that many studies have not yet proven that CSR 

results in increase in consumer purchase behaviour. Perrini, Castaldo, Misani and Tencati (2010) argue that negative 

attitudes such as skepticism inhibits consumer purchase behaviour while favourable attitude such as brand trust or brand 

loyalty are fundamental factors leading to purchase behaviour. Du, Bhattacharya and Sen (2010) are of the view that 

simply CSR does not necessarily lead to purchase behaviour, as consumers are becoming more sophisticated with the 

capacity to perceive and reconcile firm CSR mixed motives. Due to the controversy that exists on CSR, Heidinger (2012) 

says that previous studies that were conducted regarding the link between consumer purchase behaviour and CSR 

communication have not provided expected insights into the signifance of CSR. Lee, Shin, Park and Kwon (2010) 

suggest that there is need for rigorous research in order to comprehend attitude formation with respect to CSR and CSR 

communication.  

 

2.2 Stakeholders and Corporate Social Responsibility reporting (CSRep) 

Chan (2014) states that the past decade has seen a call for environmental accounting and reporting, a subset of social 

responsibility reporting. This reporting takes a variety of forms and is voluntary on the part of corporations, thus 

implicitly defining the stakeholders as outside the corporation and dependent on corporate willingness to disclose 

(Reynolds & Yuthas 2008). The value of CSR Reporting (CSRep) can not be undermined in the 21
st
 century. Generally, 

CSRep involves all CSR messages that are communicated, but the term initially emanated from specifically emphasising 

the CSR financial detail. CSRep’s main thrust at the time was to discharge accountability and answerability to firm’s 

stakeholders no matter the level of power the stakeholder has, which is a normative view of stakeholders (Deegan & 

Unerman, 2006) and supported by scholars in the field of social accounting (Adams, 2002; Unerman & Bennett, 2004). 

This view demonstrate the current underlying assumption that the stockholder is not the only most important stakeholder. 

CSR reports are important because they help investors to make decisions, but a question remains on the quality of the 

information and purpose of reporting. Despite the debates and questions surrounding CSRep, the concept is becoming 

more and more important to primary and secondary stakeholders, moreso to investors. Additionally, in certain political 

and social contexts, a corporate may have different obligations in the country in which they operate, as such, it is crucial 

for firms to undertake CSR reporting (CSRep). 

 

CSR reporting requirements differs from country to country. Jamali and Mirshak (2007) believe that corporate social 

responsibilities across nations are largely affected by cultural factors in a society and societal cultures differ. Thus, CSR 

reporting should be aligned with the needs and expectations of the country. Belal and Roberts (2010) provides that 

corporate social responsibility and reporting by many multinational companies differ in developing countries faced with 

different political, social and economic circumstances. In some countries, multinational companies report CSR in order to 

influence political will, while in other countries they report CSR to attain tax holidays. With regard to developing 

countries, there are three codes that must be observed by multinational companies operating in developing nations (Bird 

& Smucker, 2007). The codes include preserving an alertness of historical and institutional developments of local 

societies, using non-threatening ways of communication to the local communities and the readiness by the firm to protect 

and advance the socio-economic assets of the community. According to Buchholz and Rosenthal (2005) the three codes 

or principles satisfy both the adoption of strategies that mutually cultivate stakeholder relationships and internalise 

stakeholders’ perspectives.  
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Reed (2002) states that multinational companies need to observe historical and cultural differences but above that, they 

need to observe normative stakeholder principles such as obligations on stakeholders. Such normative principles in 

developing countries may include proper compensation and working conditions for employees, recognising workers’ 

rights, including marginalised groups in programs and avoiding anti-competitive practices. Belal and Roberts (2010) 

propose that it is equally important for all the groups of stakeholders to perceive CSRep as transparent and informative. 

O'Dwyer, Unerman & Bradley (2005) assert that CSRep studies should look at different non-managerial groups or 

stakeholders such as trade unions and consumer groups, with an emphasis on their perspective of Corporate Social 

Disclosure. According to Reynolds and Yuthas (2008) these stakeholder perspectives influence both the CSR processes 

and CSRep content, therefore making CSRep part of overall CSR activities. Belal and Roberts (2010) reveal that research 

in the Middle East was supported by users of annual reports such as auditors, accountants and academics in Qatar (Al-

khater & Naser, 2003) and Jordan (Naser & Baker, 1999). For example, CSRep and CSRep research became popular in 

Bangladesh due to its relevance in enabling addressing of the country’s socio-economic challenges (Belal & Roberts, 

2010). 

 

2.3 Consumer oriented Corporate Social Responsibility communication 

According to Schmeltz (2012) CSR has become the  mantra of our time, an era which can be termed the ‘compassionate 

capitalism’ or the ‘sustainability era’. Customary roles of corporates, NGOs, consumers, society and states are changing. 

Corporates no longer fully pursue profits but are taking up roles that were fundamentally the government’s and NGO’s 

(Ellis, 2010). Schmeltz (2012) asserts that in the current business world, it is now difficult to distinguish between doing 

good and doing business. Maon, Lindgreen and Swaen (2009) say that as much as CSR implementation is a difficult and 

complex process, CSR communication is a greater challenge to corporates.  In contrast, the stakeholder group of 

consumers is becoming more and more powerful, sophisticated and demanding (Podnar, 2008), hence, there is an 

expectation that they are informed about CSR activities. Bhattacharya, Korschun and Sen (2008) argue that consumers 

still believe that CSR forms a basis for creating impressions about a company or products. 

 

The value of CSR is underated when CSR activities are not conveyed to relevant interested groups. Maon et al., (2009) 

explains that communicating CSR can no longer be uniform but is dynamic due to the fact that CSR communication is a 

difficult and complex task in finding a credible, concise CSR message that fits all stakeholders. Morsing (2005) further 

explains that although communication of CSR is necessary, CSR is extremely a challenging message to send. Corporates 

circumvent communicating CSR due to the fact that either they feel uncomfortable expressing their views only or they are 

not aware of the critical importance of CSR communication. Although that is the case, corporates are increasingly 

engaging in communicating CSR as evidenced by so many non-financial reports. In 2008, the European Sustainability 

Reporting Association (2008) revealed that 90 percent of the FTSE100 corporates published information on sustanability-

related issues, which is non-financial information.  

 

Communicating CSR is a voluntary activity, but of late, it has become mandatory in other countries, for example, the 

1,100 largest corporates in Denmark are mandated by the law to report their CSR in annual reports (CSRgov.dk, 2010). 

The importance of CSR reporting is that it helps consumers identfy with the corporates who engage in activities that they 

support. Schmeltz (2012) opines that consumers’ CSR awareness level is questionable and under-explored, but still such 

information can be valuable for scholars to know whether or not consumers notice CSR and under what circumstances. 

2.3.1 CSR communication and young consumers 

In the past, many CSR activities were taking place at the expense of consumers, thus, Schmeltz (2012) basically says 

consumers had been left out in CSR research and practice, where focus was directed intensely on business partners, 

investors and the government.  However, in the recent past, this has been changing with the realisation that consumers 

have power through their buying power to influence businesses. Gabriel and Lang (2006) explain that the place of 

consumers has been drastically changing in business over the years, resulting in a critical relationship and consideration 

of consumers by the business world. Additionally, Gabriel and Lang (2006) state that the face of the consumer is ever-

changing making business-consumer relations more complicated and dynamic. The consumer is changing from being a 
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chooser or victim to an explorer, activist, identity-seeker and so forth. This means that corporates have to make the time 

to know their consumer well to provide effective business solutions.  

 

With regard to consumers, these can be broken down using different characteristics such as potrait-like characteristics and 

demography. Under demographics, Gabriel and Lang (2006) assert that the most interesting breaking down of consumers 

is using age characteristics. In this section, focus will be on the youth (age range between 18 and 30). Identifying the 

young aged between 18-30, presents the most capable, volatile, largest, complex and influential group of consumers 

(Kongsholm, 2010). The 18-30 age group has been termed the Generation Me or the iGen because they tend to look at 

covering their own needs before looking at anyone else needs (Twenge, 2006). Their approach to life is different due to 

growing in a life filled with choices and possibilities (Kongsholm, 2010).  

 

These young ones have high expectations about the future, their personal life, ethical issues beyond their own needs or 

desires and therefore what companies do (Rasmussen, 2009). They expect firms to communicate their operations in order 

to find what it is that they have in it and socio-environmental practices to be guaranteed of a sustainable future. The 

young ones have therefore adopted a new set of media habits for their security and information in life (Eurostat, 2009). 

This is because young people nowadays leave in a global world graced with the internet and news travels extremely fast 

(Kongsholm, 2010). Corporates therefore are anticipated to provide constant stream of information, responding to society 

demands and arguments of reproach. This applies to CSR activities.  

 

Since the young ones are more technologically advanced, it calls for firms to change in the messages, forms or platforms 

used to communicate (Twenge, 2006). The current generation has an uneven system of utilising various communication 

technologies and they appear to interprete public disclosure as only natural as social media which include Myspace, 

Facebook, Whatsapp and Twitter (Rasmussen, 2009). Nevertheless, when it comes to CSR, consumers are particularly 

interested in firms engaging in CSR, at the same time, they do not expect explicitly communicated CSR, for example, a 

firm to communicate about its good deeds (self-praise dilemma) (Crane & Glozer, 2006; Maignan, 2001; Sen & 

Bhattacharya, 2001). 

2.3.2 Modern deliberations on communicating CSR to consumers 

CSR has been traditionally classified as  corporate responsibilities (i.e. ethical, philanthropic, economic and legal) 

(Carroll, 1991). Additionally, CSR contains a typology of creativities such as Kotler and Lee’s (2005) six categories of 

doing good (cause-related marketing, cause promotions, corporate philanthropy, corporate social marketing, socially 

responsible business practice and community volunteering). Paine’s (2003) model categorises CSR with respect to the 

firm’s own approach and motives. Interestingly, these approaches in literature show corporate perspectives and not the 

consumer perspective. Ellen, Webb and Mohr (2006) produced a structure that adopts the customer’s perspectives in CSR 

activities, classifying the perspectives into four main motives (reacting negatively towards perceived egoistic, self-

centered motives and other-centred motives, then reacting positively towards perceived altruistic). Perceived altruistic 

refers to consumers assuming firms are being genuine in their acts of giving, while other-centered motives refers to firms 

not having profit or growth motives at the centre but considering other motives such as environmental concerns, then the 

part of being negative towards perceived egoistic and self-centred motives means firms avoid self-centredness. Schmeltz 

(2012) explains that literature that has dealt with CSR communication to consumers forms a trend around CSR’s impact 

on consumer purchasing, consumer reaction and attitudes toward CSR, rhetoric techniques and overcoming sceptisim. 

 

How CSR influences consumer purchasing behaviour - focuses on how CSR communication may impact or cause 

changes in buying behavior (Schmeltz, 2012). The presupposition is that CSR positively influences buying behaviour 

(Anim & Agbemabiese, 2015; Chen, Tai & Chen, 2015). Bhattacharya and Sen (2004) assert that the positive CSR beliefs 

consumers hold on a firm are linked to purchase intention. Du, Bhattacharya and Sen (2007) said that corporates aspire to 

achieve positive CSR beliefs by meeting consumer expectations on CSR programs and communications.  

 

Consumer reactions and attitudes to CSR - had already started to be investigated in the 1990s (Creyer & Ross, 1997). 

According to Creyer and Ross (1997), consumers expressed interest in CSR and records of their being reportedly 
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interested in CSR have been on the high. Muruganantham (2010) agrees with Podnar and Golob (2007) that the consumer 

is an important stakeholder and that consumer CSR or CSR reporting expectations are ever increasing. Notably, 

Beckmann (2007) says that consumers’reactions and attitudes to CSR are more sensitive to negative CSR information 

than positive CSR information.  

 

Rhetorical strategies to create credibility - means that specific or certain CSR achievements or programmes with 

accompanying facts but not impressionistic language seem more desirable by consumers (Berens & van Rekom, 2008). In 

other words, consumers prefer firms that walk their CSR talk more than how they fashion it with words, whilst they have 

done little or done nothing at all. Pomering and Johnson (2009) put across three variables that can be considered in 

enhancing CSR credibility and inhibit scepticism and these are; social topic information, long-term CSR commitment and 

CSR impact specificity. Social topic information involves the company explaining clearly what social problem they are 

addressing, while long term commitment entails the extent or period of solving the problem and CSR impact specifity 

details the benefits to be achieved by people or society facing the problem.  

 

How to overcome consumer sceptism - refers to strategies that can be adopted to create a positive image among the 

consumers. Elving (2010) explains that the disbelief tendencies that exist in consumers need to be overcome by corporate 

actions and strategies.  Berens and van Rekom (2008) say that self-praise perception, absence of proof, vague words, and 

so forth are the main reasons for consumers to be sceptical about CSR and CSR communications. In order to overcome 

the sceptism, Elvin (2010) suggests corporate transparency, CSR to community-challenges fit, CSR-brand fit and public 

CSR reporting as some of the most important strategies that can be used to eliminate or reduce consumer scepticism. This 

means corporates should function from a point of honesty and be truly concerned about the social initiatives that they are 

implementing. Austin, Leonard, Reficco and Wei-Skillern (2006) state that consumer enthusiasm on firm behaviour or 

CSR has managed to elavate them to air out, through various media, their expectations consequently improving the 

society and environment they live in.  

 

The advent of the internet has given firms and consumers a powerful platform to access or interact with any form of CSR 

expectations and messages, to an extent that firms who are not meeting CSR expectations are liable to consumer 

punishment (Du et al., 2010). Information about firm CSR enhances consumer evaluation, in the case that there are two 

products relatively similar, the consumer would take on one that they are aware of regarding firm CSR (Sen & 

Bhattacharya, 2001). Morsing and Schultz (2006) proclaim that society has become more aware of responsible business 

practices and therefore firm CSR activities are being closely monitored. There is evidence of increasing local to global 

scale CSR rankings and yearly disclosure of CSR in firm annual reports to meet public, employee and shareholder CSR 

expectations (Carroll, 1999). The stakeholders have a real incredible effect on the firm’s bottomline if their expectations 

on the firm are not met. 

2.3.3 CSR communication and the CSR Legitimacy theory 

According to Arvidsson (2010) when communicating CSR, legitimacy is attained when CSR messages have reached 

internal and external stakeholders. The CSR Legitimacy theory was developed recently when CSR achieved a place of 

recognition in business (Branco & Rodrigues, 2006). Chaffee and Berger (1987) listed seven attributes of the Legitimacy 

theory relative to CSR communication and these are; firstly, the explanatory power, that the theory provides 

commendable CSR explanations. Secondly, that the theory exhibits predictive power, that is CSR effects can be 

calculated. Thirdly, it is a simple theory and simple theories are more preffered than complex theories. Fourthly, good 

theories or models stand the test of time and tests of falsifiability, that is the theory has been severally applied and 

repeatedly achieves similar results in the cases. Fifthly, good theories are measurable, seperably from observable tests and 

show internal reliability. Sixthly, good theories increase knowledge and contribute new suppositions, that is where the 

theory provided different results, it was because of a different context and the results could be explained. Seventhly and 

lastly, good theories contain the power of organisation and has the capacity to formulate surviving knowledge, that is the 

new suppositions could stand out in similar contexts and provided a basis for developing more knowledge. 
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Corporates are in transition from philosophical-ethical to action-oriented CSR, as such, Hong and Rim (2010) say that 

management teams in a socially responsible firm respond to societal demands. In order for corporates to gain legitimacy 

in the society, and this is seen in action-oriented CSR, firms should engage in CSR that is visible and accessible, meeting 

the predictability power and internal consistency principles. Franklin(2008) expands that corporates simply gain 

legitimacy by operating within societal norms and problems, engage in CSR and disclose social responsibility 

information. Corporates therefore volunteer to publish CSR information in order to gain, maintain or repair legitimacy in 

stakeholders.  

2.3.4 CSR communication benefits 

Carroll (1999) suggests that CSR, as a business concept, concerns important associations between the society and 

business. This is a role that firms take to integrate responsible practices or policies into business models that propagate 

good standards of living for the community, the employees, the environment, while conserving firm profitability drive 

(Hopkins, 2007). Lantos (2001) believes that the most basic way to engage in CSR by a firm is to implement 

philanthropic activities and ethical business practices. Matten and Moon (2008) agree to this and further say that 

philanthropic activities can be driven by altruistic (intrinsic) or strategic (extrinsic) motivations. Altruistic drives exist in a 

firm’s values which determine its character or behaviour. A firm can have a value of giving or helping expressed in 

donations and charity related behaviour (Du et al., 2010). Ellen et al., (2006) proclaim that strategic intentions aim to 

benefit firm reputation, public image and so forth, where CSR in this context is seen as an investment with expected 

returns. Carroll (1999) believes that firms should continue to invest in CSR for expected returns and moreso that CSR has 

become a critical component of business practice and language. Scarlett (2011) suggests that no matter the form of CSR, 

firms doing CSR should never cease to publish or include such activities in firm reports and other important media, since 

only communicated CSR accrues benefits to the firm. 

2.3.4.1 CSR communication benefits to the company 

In a recent survey, Cone (2010) revealed that 85 percent of the American consumers develop positive perceptions towards 

a firm and products, if the firm is involved in a societal cause they are concerned with. This means that CSR activities are 

beneficial to corporates when planned and implemented well, in line with the needs of the consumers. Corporates, 

therefore, should invest in CSR research to develop mutually beneficial relations of give and take with their consumers. 

Du et al., (2010) explain that long-term loyal relationships are fostered by a good corporate citizen which views 

consumers as investors to their brand. Another benefit of carrying out CSR initiatives is that, CSR helps to build a good 

image for the corporate. In the long run, a good image is beneficial hence Du et al. (2007) says when a firm engages in 

CSR, it is taking a stance against unforseeable negative corporate news.  Scarlett (2011) adds that firms engage in CSR 

activities to affect and improve the perception of stakeholders towards the image of the company. Kotler and Keller 

(2015) argue that either brand or company image or both are critical in developing a competitive advantage. 

2.3.4.2 CSR communication benefits to the consumers and the public 

Du et al., (2010) studies the benefits of CSR to the consumers and the public, and came up with various positions. CSR 

has been seen to benefit consumers from improved quality products, less dangerous products or services that are 

consumed in the marketplace and environmental sustainability. Kotler and Keller (2015) support the notion that CSR is 

seen in the provision of correct and adequate labelling of brands through the names, symbols, logos, instructions and 

guides on using brands. After touching on the product itself, CSR benefits extend to the other Ps of the marketing mix, 

which means CSR touches on correct pricing (price), availability of products (place) and ethical communication of 

products (promotion). CSR benefits the community as a whole through various aspects which include making 

employment available, improving the community and environment, improving country GDP or economy, improving 

direct investment and the general lives of people. Above that, CSR has managed to get the voice of the customers to be 

heard by companies and some aspects to be legislated by governments.  

2.3.4.3 CSR communication benefits to the employees 

Scarlett (2011) realises that responsible business practices benefits even the internal stakeholders. Employees take pride, 

are willing to give more time, are willing to exert more energy and get motivated to be more dedicated to the firm and 

their responsibilities when they are aware of the firm’s responsible business practices (Austin et al., 2006). When 

employees feel proud of their firm, it follows them outside the firm through engaging in positive word-of-mouth and 

becoming natural brand ambassadors (Scarlett, 2011). On a different angle, Menon and Kahn (2003) recognise that a 
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corporate engaging in CSR for the outside stakeholders would have obviously satisfied or rewarded internal stakeholders 

fairly or equally. 

2.3.4.4 CSR communication benefits to the shareholders 

Shareholders can officially be informed about firm CSR through company reports and at Annual General Meeting (AGM) 

(Scarlett (2011). The Stakeholder theory holds that shareholders’ concern on CSR goes as far as how CSR brings a 

differential competitive advantage in order to increase firm revenue (Argandona, 1998). This view is clarified by 

Friedman (1970) who says stockholders are mainly concerned with revenue, profitability and firm growth, which translate 

into their dividends, share price and total equity. As shown in previous sections, CSR has the capacity to retain customers 

who align with CSR initiatives, which can translate to revenue. More research is required to determine how much of CSR 

translates to revenue, however, what cannot be questioned is the link between CSR and corporate image. McWilliams and 

Siegel (2000) state that CSR acts and CSR communication are calculated as an investment which should accrue rewards 

(cost-benefit analysis), which is beneficial to the shareholders. Shareholders in turn justify the occurrence of revenue 

based on CSR acts and CSR communication’s ability to change consumer perception, attitude, purchase behaviour 

(Axelsson & Jahan, 2015; Heidinger, 2012; Nanda, 2015) and to cause an increase in employee productivity (Helm, 2011; 

Korschun, 2014). 

2.3.5 Ways of communicating CSR acts and issues 

Du et al., (2010) states that for a firm to realise CSR paybacks, internal and external audiences should be informed about 

the firm’s CSR. This means commuicating CSR is important for oganisations. The question is, how, so as not to incur the 

consumer and public sceptism. Maignan and Farrell (2004) explains that CSR awareness has always been on the low-side 

in relation to the proportion of people intented to be reached by a CSR message. This means that it is important to 

identify the right channels of communicating CSR so that the message reaches the target audiences. Depending on the 

targeted audience, firms can use different channels to reach the audience intended for a CSR message (Scarlett, 2011). 

Important to note, however, is that the public news media and channels are available to expose business scandals, thus, it 

is the responsibility of the firm too to bring CSR to the light of the public(Morsing & Schultz, 2006). Who is intended for 

a specific CSR message, makes up the firm’s target audience (Kotler & Armstrong, 2010). Internally a firm may use 

emails, newsletters, internal web portal, with shareholders annual reports and AGMs to communicate CSR and through 

press release or conference the firm attracts media houses which will take the information to the public (Scarlett, 2011). 

These sources of information have an impact on how the message is received and evaluated. 

2.3.6 CSR sources of information credibility 

Simmons and Becker-Olson (2006) believe that consumers interpret and value CSR information depending on the source 

from where the information was received. Yoon, Gurhan-Canli and Schwarz (2006) says CSR information is more 

credible when communicated by a third party rather than the company itself, similarly CSR information is more credible 

on traditional communication channels rather than company online or website sources. Thus, it is better when the media 

or other parties report on CSR initiatives than the company itself. Individuals or entities not associated with the firm make 

up third parties which can have the capacity to carry CSR information, for example, journalists (media houses), 

government or independent institutions and opinion leaders (Simmons & Becker-Olson, 2006). Yoon et al., (2006) opine 

that every source affects the sincerity of the firm’s CSR message or information. For example, the problem with media is 

that at times information may be wrongly presented or taken out of context. When a company is holding its own CSR 

communication, its CSR information can be obtained from firm adverts, press release and firm website (Scarlett, 2011). 

Scarlett (2011) advises that a firm’s CSR cause investment that ernomously exceed its CSR advertising expenditure 

increases the sincerity of the CSR advertised message. Thus, companies should invest more on CSR initiatives than on 

communicating CSR initiaves.  

2.3.7 Corporate CSR motives and public perception 

Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) reveals that customers calculate firm motives in exercising CSR to gauge the character of 

the firm. As such, when firms are communicating CSR issues, they have to be target oriented and consider the views of 

their consumers. If CSR communication is not handled well, the effect can hurt the image of the company. Morsing and 

Schultz (2006) advise that instead a boomerang effect can occur when consumers identify a wrong motive or perceive a 

wrong motive. This is because consumers have always believed that a firms’ bottomline is to make profit (Ellen et al., 

2006), thus even disclosing purely altruistic driven CSR to consumers, makes them feel like they have been deceived or 
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manipulated (Forehand & Grier, 2003). Ellen et al., (2006) concur that altruistic drives are sometimes viewed with 

suspicion, distrust and thus are not believable numerous times. Consumers tend to have complicated reasons of 

comprehending firm’s engagement in CSR, though among a number of reasons or motives, they lessly value corporate 

strategic reasons, and highly value a combination of societal issues and stakeholders’ driven motives (Morsing & Schultz, 

2006). 

2.3.8 Corporate commitment to cause and corporate-cause fit 

According to Morsing and Schultz (2006) consumers measure the duration of firm CSR and long term CSR shows 

genuine commitment to improve society and environment. Short-term CSR is viewed with suspicion, as if the company 

intended to hit on profit only as the bottomline. In fact, Ellen et al., (2006) say that short term CSR appears as if the firm 

wants to only meet others’ expectations rather than that CSR is an organisational principle, so CSR in this context is 

viewed as a deceptive act. According to Bhattacharya et al., (2008), short term CSR is considered insincere and will yield 

ineffective if not negative consumer behaviour. This means CSR initiatives have to be planned properly for long term so 

as to have a positive impact. 

 

Simmons and Becker-Olson (2006) describe corporate-cause fit as the perceived fit between the firm and the society it is 

supporting or the cause. Scarlett (2011) assumes that there should be a logical connection or association between a 

corporate and the cause, based on the business’ function or values and the nature of the cause. If there is a match, then 

consumers view the organisational CSR activities as genuinely assisting or building relationships and not profiteering, 

insincere or abusive (Ellen et al., 2006). Scarlett (2011) adds that consumer approval of a CSR activity is high when there 

is a fit and this tends to improve consumer purchase intention. The fit exist in two parameters, the degree of fit (high-low 

fit) and the type of fit (functional and image fit). High degree fit means consumers can perceive an obvious match or 

connection between firm and the cause while a low degree fit consumers perceive an inconsistence (Simmons & Becker-

Olson, 2006). Functional fit relates to the firm’s operational or production capabilities to the cause being supported, while 

image fit explains a connection on the cause and firm character, reputation or values (Alcaniz, Caceres & Perez, 2010). 

Companies therefore have to align and implement CSR activities that align with the company vision, mission and 

principles, as well as the needs of their consumers, and they should have adequate resources to see through the initiatives. 

 

Menon and Kahn (2003) submit four dimensions in which consumers can perceive corporate - cause fit (product 

dimension, affinity with particular audience, developed firm image linked with a particular social domain, firm personal 

involvement with a social domain). Product dimensions entail a fit that exists between a cause and the firm products. 

Affirnity with a particular audience is when, for example, a firm decides to attend to a cause that matches with its 

customer group. Firm image associated with a particular cause is determined by a firm’s previous conduct in assisting a 

particular cause. Personal involvement with a certain cause involves, for example, a firm supporting a certain cause 

because the founder of the firm or senior manager has a personal connection with the cause. 

 

3.0 Conclusions 

Firms set up plans and resources not for only engaging in CSR acts but also to effectively communicateCSR (Heidinger, 

2012). Effective CSR communication is the hallmark to achieving consumer-based results, therefore, ineffective CSR 

communication is as good as CSR activities not implemented. Effective CSR communications impact consumers on 

important consumer behaviour aspects which includes corporate image evaluation, consumer attitude, purchase intention, 

actual purchase and loyalty. Firms should strive to strategically use CSR communications to acquire benefitial consumer 

positive behaviour or attitude. 
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