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Abstract 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has moved from a peripheral 
philanthropic activity to a strategic organizational practice that influences 
how stakeholders evaluate firms. This methodology-oriented paper 
examines the relationship between CSR and organizational reputation 
using a structured synthesis of research published up to and including 
2016 and proposes an empirical framework for future testing. The study 
conceptualizes CSR through economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic 
responsibilities and treats organizational reputation as a stakeholder-
based cumulative evaluation of organizational credibility, trustworthiness 
and social standing. A quantitative, cross-sectional design is proposed in 
which data are collected from employees and customers through a 
structured questionnaire and analyzed using reliability tests, correlation, 
multiple regression and, where sample size permits, structural equation 
modelling. The literature consistently indicates that CSR can strengthen 
reputation when stakeholders perceive the activities as authentic, relevant 
and consistent with organizational identity. Trust, corporate identification, 
communication credibility and CSR-company fit are identified as important 
mechanisms shaping the relationship. Because the present paper is 
methodological rather than a report of newly collected field data, the 
results section synthesizes established pre-2017 empirical patterns and 
specifies the expected direction of hypotheses without fabricating original 
statistical outcomes. The paper concludes that CSR is most likely to create 
reputational value when it is integrated into core strategy, communicated 
credibly and aligned with stakeholder expectations. 

 
Introduction 

Organizational reputation is an important 
intangible resource because stakeholders often 
make decisions with incomplete information 
about a firm. Reputation therefore functions as a 
signal of expected organizational conduct, 
competence and reliability. Fombrun and 
Shanley (1990) demonstrated that reputation is 
built through market, accounting, institutional 
and strategic signals, establishing a foundation 
for later work on how social performance 
becomes part of stakeholder evaluation. As 
organizations face increasingly visible social and 

environmental expectations, CSR has become 
one of the signals through which stakeholders 
judge whether an organization is legitimate, 
responsible and worthy of support. 

CSR can be understood as the set of 
responsibilities and voluntary practices through 
which an organization considers economic, legal, 
ethical and social consequences for multiple 
stakeholder groups. From a resource-based 
perspective, responsible practices can create 
valuable intangible assets, including stakeholder 
relationships, employee commitment and 
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reputation, when those practices are difficult to 
imitate and are embedded in organizational 
capabilities (Branco & Rodrigues, 2006). 
However, CSR does not automatically create 
favorable reactions. Stakeholders assess what 
the company does, why it does it, whether the 
activity is credible, and whether the initiative fits 
the organization and the issue being addressed. 

Early consumer research showed that corporate 
associations influence how people evaluate a 
company and its products. Brown and Dacin 
(1997) distinguished corporate ability 
associations from CSR associations and showed 
that knowledge about a company affects product-
related judgments. Sen and Bhattacharya (2001) 
further demonstrated that consumer responses 
depend on support for the CSR domain and 
perceived congruence between the consumer 
and the company. These findings are important 
for reputation research because they indicate 
that the reputational effect of CSR is mediated by 
stakeholder interpretation rather than by the 
mere existence of a CSR program. 

Direct empirical studies subsequently linked 
social performance and CSR to corporate 
reputation. Brammer and Pavelin (2006) found 
that corporate reputation is influenced by social 
performance but emphasized the importance of 
fit between the nature of social performance and 
firm characteristics. Lai et al. (2010) reported 
that CSR can contribute to brand performance 
through corporate reputation and industrial 
brand equity. Bear, Rahman, and Post (2010) also 
connected governance characteristics, CSR and 
firm reputation, illustrating that reputation is 
affected by the organizational systems that 
support responsible behavior. These studies 
suggest that CSR should be examined as a 
strategic and relational process rather than a 
stand-alone communication activity. 
 
Literature Review 

The CSR-reputation relationship can be 
explained by stakeholder theory, signaling logic 
and the resource-based view. Stakeholder theory 
suggests that firms depend on employees, 
customers, investors, communities, regulators 
and other groups for resources and legitimacy. 
CSR provides evidence that the organization 
recognizes responsibilities beyond immediate 
transactions. Signaling logic explains why visible 
CSR activities can reduce uncertainty about 
organizational character, while the resource-
based view explains how accumulated reputation 
can become a strategic asset. Together, these 
perspectives predict that stakeholders will 

respond more positively when CSR is 
substantive, relevant and consistent over time. 

A major stream of research has examined 
whether social performance produces 
reputational benefits. Brammer and Pavelin 
(2006) used data on large firms and concluded 
that social performance contributes to corporate 
reputation, although the magnitude of the benefit 
depends on contextual fit. Melo and Garrido-
Morgado (2012), using panel data, similarly 
argued that corporate reputation results from a 
combination of social responsibility and industry 
conditions. Thus, the same CSR activity may not 
produce identical reputational effects across 
sectors because stakeholder expectations vary by 
industry visibility, risk and social impact. 

Another stream emphasizes stakeholder 
psychology. Maden, Arıkan, Telci, and Kantur 
(2012) examined CSR as an antecedent of 
corporate reputation and considered behavioral 
consequences among different stakeholder 
groups. Their findings support the view that 
reputation translates CSR perceptions into 
stakeholder responses. Park, Lee, and Kim 
(2014) refined this mechanism by distinguishing 
economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic CSR 
and showing that different forms of consumer 
trust mediate links between CSR initiatives and 
corporate reputation. The implication is that 
reputation improves when CSR creates 
confidence in organizational competence, 
integrity or benevolence. 

Communication quality also determines whether 
CSR is converted into reputation. Eberle, Berens, 
and Li (2013) found that interactive CSR 
communication can improve corporate 
reputation when it increases message credibility. 
This is especially relevant because stakeholders 
can interpret heavily promotional CSR 
communication as self-serving. Communication 
should therefore provide verifiable information, 
invite dialogue and demonstrate consistency 
between statements and actual organizational 
behavior. Credibility functions as a bridge 
between CSR activity and favorable reputation. 

Research also highlights the role of identification, 
emotions and satisfaction. Pérez and Rodríguez 
del Bosque (2015) proposed an integrative 
framework in which CSR affects loyalty through 
cognitive and affective mechanisms. Although 
loyalty is not identical to reputation, the model 
indicates that favorable CSR perceptions can 
strengthen identification and satisfaction, which 
reinforce positive company evaluations and 
supportive behavior. This reinforces the 
methodological need to distinguish the direct 
effect of CSR on reputation from indirect effects 
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operating through trust, identification and 
satisfaction. 

Finally, Ozdora-Aksak, Ferguson, and Duman 
(2016) reviewed the CSR-reputation literature 
and identified CSR fit as a central predictor of 
reputation. Their global perspective suggests 
that organizations should select initiatives that 
are credible in relation to their identity, 

operations and stakeholder environment. High-
fit initiatives are easier for stakeholders to 
interpret as authentic, whereas poorly aligned 
initiatives may attract skepticism. Accordingly, 
the proposed model in this paper treats CSR-
reputation fit and communication credibility as 
contextual variables that can strengthen or 
weaken the principal relationship. 

Table 1. Selected Literature on CSR and Organizational Reputation 

Study Method / Context Key Finding Methodological 
Relevance 

Brammer & Pavelin 
(2006) 

Large-firm 
empirical model 

Social performance 
contributes to reputation; 
fit matters. 

Include contextual/fit 
controls. 

Lai et al. (2010) Industrial buyers CSR influences brand 
performance through 
reputation and brand 
equity. 

Treat reputation as a 
strategic 
mediator/outcome. 

Melo & Garrido-
Morgado (2012) 

Panel data of listed 
firms 

CSR and industry jointly 
explain reputation. 

Control for sector 
differences. 

Maden et al. (2012) Multi-stakeholder 
survey 

CSR supports reputation 
and downstream 
stakeholder behavior. 

Use multiple stakeholder 
groups. 

Eberle et al. (2013) Online experiment Interactive, credible CSR 
communication enhances 
reputation. 

Measure communication 
credibility. 

Park et al. (2014) Consumer 
survey/model 

Trust mediates CSR-
reputation relationships. 

Test trust as mediator. 

Ozdora-Aksak et al. 
(2016) 

Literature 
review/global 
perspective 

CSR fit is a key condition 
for reputational benefit. 

Assess CSR-company fit. 

 
The literature up to 2016 strongly supports a 
positive CSR-reputation association but also 
shows that the relationship is contingent on 
stakeholder interpretation. A suitable 
methodology should therefore test not only 
whether CSR predicts reputation but also how 
trust, communication credibility and CSR-
company fit influence the relationship. The 
following hypotheses guide the proposed 
empirical design: 

• H1: Perceived corporate social responsibility 
has a positive and significant effect on 
organizational reputation. 

• H2: Stakeholder trust positively mediates 
the relationship between perceived CSR and 
organizational reputation. 

• H3: CSR communication credibility is 
positively associated with organizational 
reputation and strengthens the effect of CSR 
perceptions. 

• H4: Perceived CSR-company fit positively 
strengthens the relationship between CSR 
and organizational reputation. 

 

Methodology 

1. Research Design 

The proposed study adopts a quantitative, 
explanatory and cross-sectional research design. 
The design is appropriate because the objective 
is to estimate the association between 
stakeholder perceptions of CSR and 
organizational reputation and to test 
theoretically specified mediating and moderating 
relationships. The unit of analysis is the 
individual stakeholder. To obtain a broader 
reputational assessment, the sampling frame 
should include both employees and customers of 
medium and large organizations. Where feasible, 
organizations from manufacturing and service 
sectors should be included so that industry 
differences identified by Melo and Garrido-
Morgado (2012) can be statistically controlled. 

2. Population and Sampling 

A target sample of approximately 250-350 
respondents is recommended for a conventional 
survey study. Stratified sampling can be used to 
ensure representation of employees and 
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customers, followed by systematic or 
convenience selection within accessible 
organizational sites. A minimum usable sample 
of about 200 is desirable for multiple regression 
with several predictors, while a larger sample 
improves the stability of mediation tests and 
structural equation models. Eligibility criteria 
should require respondents to have sufficient 
familiarity with the organization to evaluate its 
social responsibility and reputation. 

3. Measurement Instrument 

Data should be collected through a structured 
questionnaire using five-point Likert-type 
response scales ranging from 1 = strongly 

disagree to 5 = strongly agree. CSR items should 
represent economic, legal, ethical and 
philanthropic responsibilities consistent with the 
multidimensional logic used by Park et al. (2014). 
Organizational reputation items should assess 
overall esteem, credibility, trustworthiness, 
admiration and willingness to recommend the 
organization. Additional measures should assess 
stakeholder trust, perceived CSR-company fit 
and communication credibility. Demographic 
and control variables may include stakeholder 
type, age, relationship duration, industry and 
organization size. 

Table 2. Proposed Variables and Measurement Plan 

Construct Illustrative Indicators Scale Role 
CSR perception Economic responsibility; legal 

compliance; ethical conduct; 
community/philanthropic responsibility 

5-point Likert Independent variable 

Stakeholder 
trust 

Competence, integrity, benevolence and 
reliability 

5-point Likert Mediator 

Communication 
credibility 

Accuracy, transparency, consistency and 
verifiability of CSR information 

5-point Likert Predictor / moderator 

CSR-company fit Consistency of CSR issues with company 
identity, products and stakeholder 
expectations 

5-point Likert Moderator 

Organizational 
reputation 

Esteem, credibility, admiration, favorable 
overall evaluation and recommendation 

5-point Likert Dependent variable 

 
4. Conceptual and Analytical 

Framework 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual and analytical pathway for examining CSR effects on organizational reputation. 
 
The framework assumes that stakeholders 
observe and interpret different dimensions of 
CSR, form judgments about the organization, and 
translate these judgments into trust, 
identification and reputation. Communication 
credibility and CSR-company fit are treated as 
conditions affecting whether positive CSR 
information is accepted as authentic. The model 
is consistent with findings that the reputational 
return from CSR depends on social-performance 

fit (Brammer & Pavelin, 2006), trust mechanisms 
(Park et al., 2014), communication credibility 
(Eberle et al., 2013) and CSR fit (Ozdora-Aksak et 
al., 2016). 

5. Data Collection Procedure 

The questionnaire should first be reviewed by 
subject experts for content validity and then 
pilot-tested with approximately 25-30 
respondents who resemble the target population. 
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Ambiguous wording should be revised before full 
administration. Participants should receive a 
brief information statement explaining the 
academic purpose of the study, confidentiality of 
responses and voluntary participation. Surveys 
may be distributed in paper form or through a 
secure online form. To reduce common-method 
bias, question order can be varied, predictor and 
outcome items can be separated, and 
respondents should be assured that there are no 
correct or socially preferred answers. 

6. Reliability, Validity and Data Analysis 

Analysis should proceed in stages. First, the 
dataset should be screened for missing values, 
outliers and inconsistent responses. Second, 
internal consistency should be assessed using 
Cronbach's alpha, with values of approximately 
0.70 or above generally indicating acceptable 
reliability for multi-item constructs. Third, 
exploratory or confirmatory factor analysis 
should be used to evaluate whether the items 
represent distinct constructs. Convergent 
validity can be evaluated through factor loadings 
and average variance extracted, while 
discriminant validity can be examined through 
inter-construct correlations and appropriate 
factor-model criteria. 

Descriptive statistics should summarize 
respondent characteristics and central 
tendencies of CSR and reputation measures. 
Pearson correlations can provide preliminary 
evidence of association. H1 can then be tested 
through multiple regression in which 
organizational reputation is regressed on 
perceived CSR while controlling for stakeholder 
type, industry and relationship duration. 
Mediation of CSR through trust (H2) should be 
assessed using bootstrapped indirect effects 
rather than relying solely on stepwise 
significance tests. H3 and H4 can be examined 
through interaction terms or multi-group/latent 
interaction analysis. If sample size and 
measurement quality are adequate, structural 
equation modelling can test the measurement 
and structural components simultaneously. 

7. Ethical Considerations 

The study should follow basic principles of 
informed consent, confidentiality, data 
minimization and voluntary participation. No 
personally identifying information is necessary 

for the proposed model. Organizational names 
can be coded if participating firms request 
anonymity. Respondents should be free to 
withdraw before submission, and data should be 
reported only in aggregate form. These practices 
are particularly important in CSR research 
because respondents may fear that negative 
evaluations of their organization could be 
identifiable. 
 
Results 

Because this is a methodology-oriented paper 
and no new primary dataset has been collected, 
the results reported here are an evidence 
synthesis of studies published up to 2016 and an 
interpretation of the outcomes that the proposed 
model is designed to test. No original coefficients, 
p-values or sample statistics are invented. The 
reviewed literature nevertheless provides a 
coherent expected pattern: favorable CSR 
perceptions should be associated with stronger 
organizational reputation, but the strength of 
that association is conditional on stakeholder 
trust, credibility and fit. 

The strongest recurring result is that CSR 
contributes to reputation when stakeholders 
recognize responsible performance as relevant 
to the organization. Brammer and Pavelin (2006) 
and Melo and Garrido-Morgado (2012) show that 
social responsibility is not independent of 
organizational and industry context. Lai et al. 
(2010) connect CSR, reputation and brand 
performance, while Maden et al. (2012) 
demonstrate the behavioral importance of 
reputation across stakeholder groups. These 
findings collectively support H1 and justify 
treating reputation as a central outcome of CSR 
strategy. 

A second recurring result is the importance of 
psychological mechanisms. Park et al. (2014) 
show that different types of trust mediate the 
effects of CSR dimensions on corporate 
reputation. Pérez and Rodríguez del Bosque 
(2015) similarly identify identification, emotions 
and satisfaction as pathways through which CSR 
affects supportive stakeholder responses. 
Therefore, a significant total effect of CSR on 
reputation should not be interpreted as a purely 
direct effect; part of the effect is expected to 
operate through relational mechanisms such as 
trust and identification. 

Table 3. Synthesized Expected Findings for the Proposed Model 

Hypothesis Expected Direction Evidence Base Interpretation 
H1: CSR → 
Reputation 

Positive Brammer & Pavelin 
(2006); Lai et al. 

Responsible performance is 
expected to improve overall 
organizational evaluation. 
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(2010); Maden et al. 
(2012) 

H2: CSR → 
Trust → 
Reputation 

Positive indirect 
effect 

Park et al. (2014) CSR is expected to build 
competence, integrity and 
benevolence trust that 
strengthens reputation. 

H3: 
Communication 
credibility 

Positive / 
strengthening 

Eberle et al. (2013) Credible, interactive 
communication should make 
CSR claims more persuasive 
and reputationally valuable. 

H4: CSR-
company fit 

Positive moderation Brammer & Pavelin 
(2006); Ozdora-Aksak 
et al. (2016) 

CSR that fits organizational 
identity and stakeholder 
expectations should create 
stronger reputational gains. 

 
Discussion  

The evidence reviewed in this paper indicates 
that CSR can be an important antecedent of 
organizational reputation, but it should not be 
treated as an automatic reputation-building tool. 
Reputation is a cumulative stakeholder 
judgment. Accordingly, stakeholders compare 
CSR claims with observable organizational 
behavior, legal compliance, treatment of 
employees and customers, product or service 
quality, and the organization's broader history. 
CSR is reputationally valuable when it reinforces 
a coherent picture of the organization rather than 
when it appears disconnected from core 
practices. 

The proposed methodology contributes by 
integrating four mechanisms that are sometimes 
examined separately. First, it recognizes CSR as 
multidimensional rather than as a single 
philanthropic score. Park et al. (2014) showed 
that economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic 
responsibilities can affect different forms of trust. 
Second, the framework explicitly includes trust 
as a mediator, allowing researchers to explain 
how responsible behavior becomes reputation. 
Third, communication credibility is included 
because Eberle et al. (2013) demonstrated that 
interactive communication improves 
reputational outcomes through credibility. 
Fourth, CSR-company fit is included because 
Brammer and Pavelin (2006) and Ozdora-Aksak 
et al. (2016) show that fit shapes the reputational 
return of social performance. 

For managers, the central implication is that CSR 
should be embedded in organizational strategy 
and stakeholder relationships. A company may 
obtain stronger reputational benefits by 
selecting fewer but more relevant CSR initiatives, 
linking them to measurable operating practices, 
and reporting both achievements and limitations 
transparently. Programs should reflect the social 
impacts that stakeholders associate with the 

organization's industry. For example, 
environmental responsibility may be more 
salient in resource-intensive sectors, whereas 
data privacy, fairness or employee practices may 
be more salient in service-oriented sectors. 
Context-sensitive CSR is more likely to appear 
authentic and therefore more likely to generate 
trust. 

The study also has methodological limitations. A 
cross-sectional survey cannot establish strong 
temporal causality, and self-reported measures 
may be affected by social desirability or common-
method variance. Reputation is also stakeholder-
specific; employees and customers may evaluate 
the same organization differently. Future 
research should therefore consider longitudinal 
designs, objective CSR indicators, matched 
stakeholder samples and multi-level models. 
Experimental designs could also manipulate CSR 
fit or communication style to isolate causal 
effects on trust and reputation. These extensions 
would strengthen the validity of the framework 
while preserving its stakeholder orientation. 
 
Conclusion 

This methodology paper concludes that 
corporate social responsibility has substantial 
potential to strengthen organizational reputation 
when stakeholders perceive CSR activities as 
authentic, credible and aligned with 
organizational identity. Research published up to 
2016 consistently indicates a positive CSR-
reputation relationship while also showing that 
the relationship is shaped by trust, industry 
context, communication quality and CSR-
company fit. The proposed quantitative 
framework provides a practical way to test these 
relationships through a stakeholder survey, 
validated multi-item measures, reliability and 
validity assessment, regression, mediation 
analysis and structural equation modelling. 
Organizations seeking reputational benefits 
should therefore move beyond symbolic 
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philanthropy and develop CSR as an integrated 
system of responsible conduct, credible 
communication and stakeholder engagement. In 
methodological terms, future studies should 
evaluate both the direct effect of CSR on 
reputation and the relational processes through 
which stakeholders transform CSR information 
into trust, identification and supportive behavior. 
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