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Abstract

This literature review article aims to facilitate a better understanding of the concept of strategic 
philanthropy as a controversial topic at the crossroads of business and society. The strategic role 
of  corporate philanthropy has been emphasised by both academics and  practitioners and  is 
a topic of long-standing discussion as is the original concept of corporate philanthropy. This article 
summarises the different definitions, approaches and categorisations that have been adopted by 
management scholars working in the  field of  corporate philanthropy and  published in the  top 
academic journals. Four main lines of inquiry were distinguished within the literature: the evolution 
and essence of strategic philanthropy, theoretical foundations of strategic philanthropy, empirical 
foundations of strategic philanthropy and the measurement of the impact of strategic philanthropy. 
The results show that the concept of strategic philanthropy is still evolving and different approaches 
to define and theorise it can be found. The implications for further research are provided at the end 
of the article. 
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Introduction

The intersection of business and society and the incorporated topic of corporate 
sustainability have attracted the considerable attention of academics and practitioners 
in recent years (Montiel, 2008; Sigurthorsson, 2012). Sustainability reporting guidelines 
(e.g. Global Reporting Initiative (GRI, 2016; IRIS, 2016) or any other standards do not 
specifically suggest the reporting of philanthropic giving (Chen, Patten and Roberts, 2008; 
Campbell and Slack, 2008). However, charitable contributions, which have been called 
the oldest form of corporate social behaviour (Mescon and Tilson, 1987), an outcome 
of corporate social performance (Wood, 1991; Saiia, Carroll and Buchholtz, 2003) or 
‘a vital element in corporate citizenship’ (Saiia et al., 2003, p. 170), are significantly 
mentioned in corporate social responsibility reports (Chen et al., 2008).

Corporate philanthropy can be defined as the charitable transfer of corporate 
resources to recipients at below market prices in the form of direct giving of financial 
assets as well as in-kind gifts of employee time, goods or services (Block, Glavas, 
Mannor and Erskine, 2017; Maas and Liket, 2011) or as Ricks and Williams (2005, p. 147) 
phrase it ‘an action when a corporation voluntarily donates a portion of its resources to 
a societal cause.’ In Carroll’s model (1979) of corporate social responsibility, a firm’s 
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social responsibilities create a hierarchy of economic, legal, ethical and discretionary 
responsibilities containing corporate philanthropy as the least important (Seifert, Morris 
and Bartkus, 2003). Within its discretionary responsibilities, a firm can choose how 
to voluntarily allocate slack resources to charitable purposes that are not related to 
the business (Sánchez, 2000), are not mandated, not required by law or generally expected 
in an ethical sense (Carroll, 2016). In the altruistic model of corporate philanthropy, firms 
engage in corporate philanthropy with the intent to benefit society without a connection 
to corporate performance and business gain, thus philanthropy is considered independent 
from the pressures of generating profit or enhancing image (Sánchez, 2000; Dennis, 
Buchholtz and Butts, 2009; Cranenburgh and Arenas, 2014). However, pure altruism can 
hardly be seen as a driving force for corporate philanthropy (Gan, 2006). There are many 
objectives for corporate giving beyond altruism (Sánchez, 2000; Saiia et al., 2003; Ricks 
and Williams, 2005; Block et al., 2017) and for many companies, it means more than 
donations (Bruch and Walter, 2005.) Many companies with a strong sense of corporate 
social responsibility are moving from traditional charitable giving toward a more strategic, 
bottom-line approach to philanthropy (Mescon and Tilson, 1987).

Whether corporations should engage in philanthropy at all, for charitable or selfish 
reasons, is a topic of long-standing discussion (Porter and Kramer, 2002; Gan, 2006). 
According to the shareholder theory, managers should make decisions that maximise 
shareholder value (Friedman, 1970; Jensen, 2002; Sundaram and Inkpen, 2004). From this 
point of view, managers should not give away shareholders’ money for purely altruistic 
reasons because it means stealing from shareholders (Gan, 2006). On the other hand, 
the stakeholder theory states that managers should take into account the interests of all 
the stakeholders in the company (Freeman, Wicks and Parmar, 2004; Freeman, 2010). 
Under this framework, corporate philanthropy is expected from the company as a good 
corporate citizen (Gan, 2006; Carroll, 2016) who searches for ways to align self-interest 
with the greater good (Smith, 1994). De Wit and Meyer (2014) consider this conflict as 
a strategic paradox (profitability vs. responsibility). Thus, managers find themselves in 
no-win situations between the demands for corporate social responsibility and the pressures 
to maximise short-term profits (Saiia et al., 2003; Porter and Kramer, 2002). Therefore, 
companies make charitable donations under profit-maximising constraints (Gan, 2016).

Porter and Kramer (2011) claim that instead of a ‘zero-sum game’ between 
the company and its environment, the company can harmonise these interests to create 
more value for everyone. This is the principle of Porter and Kramer’s ‘shared value’ as 
well as Emerson’s ‘blended value’ (Emerson, 2003; Emerson and Bonini, 2005). The clear 
separation between the terms ‘doing well’ and ‘doing good’ is disappearing and areas 
where these approaches are combined as ‘do good by doing well’ emerge (McGoey, 2014; 
Epstein, 1989; Seifert et al., 2003). Strategic philanthropy – corporate philanthropy that 
contributes to a firm’s bottom line (Buchholtz, Amason and Rutherford, 1999) – is one 
these areas (Emerson, Bonini and Brehm, 2003; Emerson and Bonini, 2005).

Strategic philanthropy, situated at the opposite end of the corporate philanthropy 
spectrum to altruism (Saiia et al., 2003), offers a compromise to the proponents 
and opponents of corporate philanthropy (Buchholtz et al., 1999; Seifert et al., 2003). 
According to Windsor (2006), strategic philanthropy should be positioned in Carroll’s 
pyramid between corporate citizenship and economic conception. Dienhart (1988) even 
argues that charity is consistent with investment. Strategic philanthropy should thus have 
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the potential to create win-win opportunities for both the beneficiaries and the company 
(Bruch and Walter, 2005; Maas and Liket, 2011).

The strategic role of corporate philanthropy has been indicated by academics 
and practitioners alike (Sánchez, 2000; Bruch and Walter, 2005; Zhang, Zhu, Yue 
and Zhu, 2010) as CSR’s strategic value is supported by a growing body of research 
(Porter and Kramer, 2006; Husted, Allen and Rivera, 2010; Zhang, Ma, Su and Zhang, 
2014; Cantrell, Kyriazis and Noble, 2015; Rangan, Chase and Karim, 2015). The aim 
of this article is to contribute to this research area by organising the definitions, theories 
and approaches applied by management scholars in the top research journals into a single 
article. This article thus summarises the different definitions and approaches that have 
been adopted in the field of corporate philanthropy and published in these top journals.

1.  Method

1.1 Data Collection

To review the articles related to strategic philanthropy, the literature search by Montinel 
and Delgado-Ceballos (2014) was used. Their literature search on corporate sustainability 
was based on the work of Bansal and Gao (2006) who located articles in the organisations 
and environment area by searching for keywords among the top academic journals in 
the field of general management. Bansal and Gao’s list of journals was expanded by Montiel 
(2008) by adding organisational behaviour journals, strategy journals and journals devoted 
to the social issues of management and sustainability. Furthermore, Montinel and Delgado-
Ceballos (2014) added top practitioner management journals listed in the Fortune Magazine 
list. The final list of top journals consists of academic management journals: Academy 
of Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, Administrative Science 
Quarterly, Organization Science, Journal of Management, Management Science, Journal 
of International Business Studies, Journal of Management Studies, Organization Studies, 
British Journal of Management; organisational behaviour journals: Journal of Applied 
Psychology, Personnel Psychology, Organizational Behavior, Human Decision Processes, 
Journal of Organizational Behavior; one strategy journal: the Strategic Management 
Journal; top practitioner management journals: Harvard Business Review, Academy 
of Management Perspectives, California Management Review, MIT Sloan Management 
Review and social issues and environmental management journals: Journal of Business 
Ethics, Business and Society Review, Business Ethics Quarterly, Business & Society, 
Organization & Environment, Business Strategy and the Environment.

The above-mentioned journals were searched for using the term philanthrop* 
AND strateg* to ensure that the different variations were captured and that the strategic 
context was included. The search was undertaken using the Business Source Complete 
database (EBSCO search engine). In total, 39 articles were found to be relevant after 
reading the abstracts or the whole articles.

1.2 Data Analysis

The presentation of the collected articles shows that the concept of strategic philanthropy 
has been evolving in top academic literature for the last 30 years. As well as with the topic 
of corporate philanthropy (Gautier and Pache, 2013), it is not until the 1980s that strategic 
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philanthropy emerged as a specific research topic captured in the relevant journals 
(Figure 1).

Figure 1 | Number of relevant articles
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Most articles were published in social issues journals, with 41% of all items in 
the Journal of Business Ethics, followed by Business & Society (15%). Practitioner 
management journals, with the Harvard Business Review (15%) and the California 
Management Review (10%) at the top, were the second most popular group of journals 
for this topic. Only two articles were found among the academic management journals 
(Figure 2).

Figure 2 | Most popular journals for strategic philanthropy research
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Journal Number 
of relevant articles

Journal of Business Ethics
Business & Society
Harvard Business Review
California Management Review
Strategic Management Journal
MIT Sloan Management Review
Journal of Management Studies
Administrative Science Quarterly
Organization Science

16
6
6
4
3
1
1
1
1

Source: author

American articles are predictably and by far the largest geographical group with 64% 
of articles from authors affiliated in the USA. The results are similar to the findings 
of Gautier and Pache (2013) in corporate philanthropy. This shows that philanthropy has 
been (Smith, 1994), and still is, specifically an American preoccupation.

Figure 3 | Country of affiliation of authors
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Over 50% of the reviewed literature uses quantitative methods, whereas only 18% 
of the methods used are qualitative. A third of all items are theoretical papers without any 
empirical inquiry. These results are quite similar to those of Gautier and Pache (2013) in 
their review of corporate philanthropy. 
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Figure 4 | Proportion of articles by research method
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As in Gautier and Pache (2013) and Ricks (2012), the main lines of inquiry were 
distinguished within the literature and the review was grouped into four sections 
according to the identified findings: the evolution and essence of strategic philanthropy, 
theoretical foundations of strategic philanthropy, empirical foundations of strategic 
philanthropy (including the motives, determinants and relationship between CFP and CSP) 
and the measurement of the impact of strategic philanthropy.

Figure 5 | Proportion of articles by section of identified findings
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2.  The Evolution and Essence of Strategic Philanthropy

Being charitable can bring many challenges (Morris and Biederman, 1985). Such actions 
can win allies, awards and different benefits but also offend other subjects and cause 
harm to a corporation on several levels (Morris and Biederman, 1985; Dienhart, 1988). 
An emerging strategy is to manage donations like investments and to expect some type 
of return (Dienhart, 1988). The debates around the field of corporate philanthropy have 
thus been more focused on a market-driven, strategic bottom-line approach to philanthropy 
(Epstein, 1989) where next to the benefits provided to society, the benefits of philanthropy 
to the firm are also considered (Saiia et al., 2003; Maas and Liket, 2011).

Strategic corporate philanthropy has evolved over the past century (Ricks 
and Williams, 2005) as one of the motives behind corporate philanthropy, which can 
be institutional, altruistic, political or strategic (Seifert et al., 2003; Block et al., 2017). 
Philanthropy, mainly practised by wealthy individuals, has specifically been an American 
preoccupation (Smith, 1994) and an important part of American society since the 17th 
century (Ricks and Williams, 2005). Morris and Biederman (1985) see the beginning 
of corporate philanthropy as the 1870s with donations towards the construction of urban 
YMCA hotels by the nation’s largest railroads because they needed cheap housing for 
crew members who often finished their workdays far from home. Prior to 1953, when 
the decision of the Supreme Court in New Jersey decided that corporations are free to 
donate to charitable purposes, individuals, and not companies, had practised this activity 
(Morris and Biederman 1985; Dienhart, 1988; Smith, 1994; Ricks and Williams, 2005) 
and organisations were only allowed to make contributions that were directly related 
to their shareholders’ best interests (Dienhart, 1988; Ricks and Williams, 2005). This 
industrial style philanthropic approach is based on the argument that a firm’s primary 
responsibility is to increase its shareholders’ wealth through increased profits (Ricks 
and Williams, 2005). Early philanthropic activity was simply not altruistic (Morris 
and Biederman, 1985).

Since the 1950s, when publicly held companies could donate to nonprofit organisations 
without direct economic benefit to the shareholders, many companies have taken this 
principle to the extreme (Morris and Biederman, 1985). Under pressure to demonstrate 
their social responsibility, most companies established their own foundations (Smith, 1994) 
and when selecting their causes, corporate donors chose those least associated with their 
business focus where motives of self-interest could not be seen (Morris and Biederman, 
1985; Smith, 1994).

The pressure on organisations to demonstrate their social responsibility brought 
about the argument for philanthropy as a valid corporate activity for maintaining good 
relationships with stakeholder groups, which also included the shareholders (Ricks 
and Williams, 2005). To position philanthropy as a corporate activity, companies began 
to act on the basis of ‘enlightened self-interest’ (Morris and Biederman, 1985; Ricks 
and Williams, 2005). The key premise is the belief that the organisation will benefit 
from its philanthropic activity in the future through motivated employees or will improve 
the organisation’s brand and that a company cannot survive in a community with social 
problems. Therefore, through these actions, the organisation is securing its own long-
term survival (Ricks and Williams, 2005; Porter and Kramer, 2006). The final attribute 
of enlightened self-interest is that the benefits were neither immediate, certain, nor 
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quantifiable (Ricks and Williams, 2005). However, organisations today are attempting 
to move beyond enlightened self-interest by tying philanthropic activities into corporate 
strategy. This linking of philanthropy to strategic business outcomes must be designed 
to create a measurable benefit in an identifiable time period (Ricks and Williams, 2005; 
Maas and Liket, 2011). Then it can be called strategic philanthropy.

Table 1 | Definitions of strategic philanthropy

Reference Term defined Definition

Saiia et al., 2013, 
p. 170

Strategic philanthropy ‘Giving of corporate resources to address 
non-business community issues that also benefit 
the firm‘s strategic position and, ultimately, its 
bottom line.’

‘An example of a firm seeking to achieve 
a synergistic outcome by targeting corporate 
resources at societal problems or issues that 
resonate with the core values and mission 
of the firm.’

Ricks 
and Williams, 
2005, p. 149 cite 
Ricks, 2012, p. 3

Strategic corporate 
philanthropy

‘An activity of a firm that involves choosing how 
it will voluntarily allocate resources to charitable 
or social service activities in order to reach 
marketing and other business related objectives 
for which there are no clear social expectations as 
to how the firm should perform.’

Bruch and Walter, 
2005, p. 51

Strategic philanthropy ‘A combination of strong external (market) 
and internal (competence) orientations. It 
balances the needs of beneficiaries with the skills 
and competencies of the organization.’

Seifert et al., 2003, 
p. 199

Strategic philanthropy ‘The label that has been used to describe 
corporate philanthropy aimed at helping 
the bottom line.’

Maas and Liket, 
2011, p. 445

Strategic philanthropy ‘Strategically motivated giving, where next to 
the benefits provided to society, the benefits 
of philanthropy to the firm are also considered.’
 
‘The mixture of…the professionalism in the giving 
function, where philanthropy is treated (initiated 
and evaluated) with the same rigour as any 
other business function, and the match between 
the firm’s identity and its philanthropy.’

Dennis et al., 
2009, p. 362

Strategic philanthropy ‘Philanthropy is a strategic process to the extent 
that managers seek to use corporate giving as 
an integral part of the firm’s strategy.’

Dienhart, 1988, 
p. 63 cites Morris 
and Biederman, 
1985, p. 152

Charitable investing ‘The attempt by firms to align their charitable gifts 
with their products and goals.’ 

Source: author
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According to Hess, Rogovsky and Dunfee (2002), strategic philanthropy was developed 
in the 1980s based on the theory that ‘competing on price and corporate citizenship is 
smarter than competing on price alone’ (Smith, 1994, p. 110; Hess, et al., 2002). Gan 
(2006) states that the concept of strategic philanthropy entered business and economics 
literature in 1982 when Fry, Keim and Meiners (1982) found that charitable contributions 
corresponded positively to the extent of a firm’s public contact. Liket and Maas (2016) 
see the beginning of this concept in the 1990s. The concept of strategic philanthropy may 
sound like an oxymoron (Saiia et al., 2003) or a contradiction in terms (Gan, 2006) but 
it is a useful paradox that goes to the heart of the role of business in society (Saiia et al., 
2003). Strategic philanthropy is a representative concept of the fact that in an environment 
with multiple stakeholders with different interests, companies must manage conflicting 
agendas (Gan, 2016).

Maas and Liket (2011) present the definition of Smith (1996), which consists of five 
components, where the giving manager should (a) coordinate the giving activities, 
(b) identify the community issues that align with the core business of the firm, (c) enlist, 
engage and use the firm’s resources in the giving process and (d) push giving activities 
to all levels and locations of the firm, and where philanthropic activities should be 
(e) a mission-driven process and (f) regularly evaluated and revised like any other business 
action.

However, strategic philanthropy should be distinguished from philanthropic strategy. 
Post and Waddock (1995) were the first to do so (Liket and Maas, 2016). Saiia et al. (2003) 
view philanthropic strategy as the orderly behaviour of the firm while using the methods 
and procedures to give money away. Strategic philanthropy then indicates that the charitable 
contributions have an impact on the firm as well as the community. Campbell and Slack 
(2008) interpret the philanthropy strategy from the voluntary charitable donations policy 
disclosures from the annual reports of UK firms as the disclosure describing the intent 
of how the company disburses its charitable giving. Strategic philanthropy was then 
signified by the content stating that the motivation behind the philanthropy was to support 
business strategy or that donations would be made in areas related to the company’s core 
business. The second signifier was evidence from the types of causes supported. In other 
words, philanthropy strategy focuses only on the systems for donations while strategic 
philanthropy is about the achievements of these resources on both business and society 
(Liket and Maas, 2016).

3.  Theoretical Foundations of Strategic Philanthropy

From the stakeholder theory perspective, corporate citizenship theory and ethical theories, 
the responsibility of the firm to engage in corporate philanthropy are framed in moral 
and ethical terms (Dennis et al., 2009; Liket and Maas, 2016). In contrast, the underlying 
premise of the agency theory is that firms should maximise the wealth of shareholders; 
therefore, other stakeholders are important only to the extent in which they serve to 
maximise shareholder wealth (Seifert et al., 2003). This view does not discount all types 
of philanthropy; it only accepts philanthropic activities that have a positive impact on 
the bottom line (Dennis et al., 2009). Therefore, according to Campbell and Slack (2008), 
the case for strategic philanthropy, which is the reconciliation of these opposing views 
(Liket and Maas, 2016), is very strong from an agency perspective.
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The theoretical foundation of strategic philanthropy can be found in the resource 
dependency theory and the closely related concept of a resource-based view of the firm 
(Seifert et al., 2003; Amato and Amato, 2012). Based on the resource dependence theory, 
which is focused on the availability of critical resources, strategic philanthropy could 
cut input costs by reducing employee turnover or improving cooperation with the local 
community (Seifert et al., 2003; Amato and Amato, 2012). According to the resource-based 
view, charitable contributions have the potential to enhance a firm’s specific resources in 
the form of an improved brand name or reputation and thus contribute to a competitive 
advantage and increase revenues through customer loyalty (Seifert et al., 2003). When 
arguing that modern philanthropic and business organisations should join forces and aim 
to develop charity strategies that provide them with a competitive advantage (Cantrell, 
Kyriazis, and Noble, 2015; Cranenburgh and Arenas, 2014), Smith (1994) used the concept 
of Porter and Kramer’s shared value (Cranenburgh and Arenas, 2014).

According to the shared value principle (which also has its opponents – e.g. Crane, 
Palazzo, Spence and Matten, 2014), the mutual dependence of business and society implies 
that giving choices must benefit both sides (Porter and Kramer, 2002; 2006). If firms 
make strategically focused philanthropic contributions, social and economic objectives 
are not separate because these contributions can improve a firm’s competitive context 
while the ability to compete depends on its environment (Porter and Kramer, 2002). This 
contradicts Friedman’s premises (1970). Thus, strategic philanthropy has a dual purpose: 
to benefit social welfare and financial profitability (Saiia et al., 2013; Maas and Liket, 
2011; Liket and Maas, 2016). Although according to Jensen (2002), it is impossible to 
maximise simultaneously in more than one area because of inherent trade-offs, there is 
a presumption that – as with other areas where blended or shared values are applied (e.g. 
social investment or social entrepreneurship) – strategic philanthropy has the potential to 
achieve a win-win situation (Maas and Liket, 2011). Activities that do not fulfil these two 
objectives can be easily threatened in difficult economic situations (Bruch and Walter, 
2005). Only by creating value for the beneficiaries and simultaneously enhancing 
the company’s business performance, can philanthropic activities become sustainable in 
the long run (Porter and Kramer, 2002; Bruch and Walter, 2005). The challenges lie in 
finding innovative ways of achieving both goals (Maas and Liket, 2011). According to 
Epstein (1989), the key lies in joining donations with marketing efforts, linking giving 
to special-event sponsorship of sports or artistic events and vigorously publicising 
such gifts.

Cause-related marketing (e.g. Gourville and Rangan, 2004; Liu and Ko, 2010) 
was one of the earliest practices known as strategic philanthropy (Mescon and Tilson, 
1987; Sánchez, 2000; Porter and Kramer, 2002; Ricks and Williams, 2005); however, 
the emphasis remains on publicity rather than social impact (Porter and Kramer, 2002). In 
the framework of strategic philanthropy, organisations enhance the quality of the business 
environment in their place of business, thus improving their long-term business prospects 
(Porter and Kramer, 2002). The term strategic philanthropy is thus used in many kinds 
of charity activities where there is some connection to the focus of the company although 
this is not a strategic approach, more of a form of advertising.

Sánchez (2000) distinguishes three models of corporate philanthropy – the altruistic 
model and two strategically motivated models – the profit maximisation model, which is 
designed to contribute to direct monetary gain (strategic philanthropy) and the political 
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and institutional power model. This is also strategically motivated because it maximises 
benefits, not in the form of an economic return on investment but by benefiting 
the political environment. Rangan et al. (2015) distinguishes programmes among CSR 
to those focusing on philanthropy (programmes not designed to produce profits), those 
improving operational effectiveness (programmes across the value chain reducing 
resource use, waste, emissions etc.) and those transforming the business (programmes 
creating new forms of business to address social or environmental challenges while also 
improving business performance). This is where strategic philanthropy could be positioned 
according to the definitions above. Research by Bruch and Walter (2005) suggests that 
philanthropic activities rely on two perspectives – market orientation with the emphasis 
on the expectations of stakeholders, which brings competitive advantages, such as 
improved selling capabilities, greater attractiveness as an employer or better relationships 
with governmental organisations, and competence orientation with the focus on 
companies’ internal abilities and core competencies. Strategic philanthropy is the most 
effective approach to corporate philanthropy from the four approaches arising from 
the combination of these perspectives: strategic philanthropy (integrating internal 
and external perspectives), peripheral philanthropy (mainly driven by external demands 
and stakeholder expectations), constricted philanthropy (striving for synergies between 
a company’s main activities and their charitable activities) and dispersed philanthropy 
(largely uncoordinated initiatives increasing the problem of strategic ambiguity, which is 
the case in the majority of business charity giving programmes (Porter and Kramer, 1999; 
Porter and Kramer, 2002; Bruch and Walter, 2005; Rangan et al., 2015).

According to Morris and Biederman (1985), managing corporate contributions 
intelligently means to align gifts with product and goals, put some distance between 
the endevour for corporate contributions and the CEO, choose the correct organisational 
structure, choose a manager to allocate company money, treat grant seekers like 
customers, set a long-term budget for contributions and prepare for opposition. Bruch 
and Walter (2005) propose tracking the impact, defining exit options, professionalising 
social engagement and communicating the charitable activities. According to Porter 
and Kramer (1999), philanthropic activities should rely on the same strategic logic – 
superior performance in the chosen arena as the goal, choosing unique positioning 
and unique activities and forgoing opportunities in other fields.

4.  Empirical Foundations of Strategic Philanthropy

Relating the empirical evidence, according to Saiia et al. (2003), corporate giving 
managers believe that the practice of philanthropy is becoming more strategic. To 
that end, the strategic motives of corporate giving deserve careful study (Gan, 2006). 
Campbell and Slack (2008) state that strategic philanthropy has other motives beyond 
altruism. A great deal of research has considered the motivations of firms engaging 
in corporate philanthropy (Sánchez, 2000; Brammer and Millington, 2005; Marquis 
and Lee, 2013; Li, Song and Wu, 2015) or which factors influence corporate giving 
(Atkinson and Galaskiewicz, 1988; Useem, 1988; Lerner and Fryxell, 1994; Bartkus, 
Morris and Seifert, 2002; Gan, 2006; Dennis et al., 2009; Zhang et al., 2010; Amato 
and Amato, 2012; Kabongo, Chang and Li, 2012). According to these studies, there are 
many objectives that can be achieved through strategic corporate philanthropy including 
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sales growth (Lev, Petrovits and Radhakrishnan, 2009), improving corporate reputation 
(Brammer and Millington, 2005), advertising (Zhang et al., 2010) or enhancing customer 
loyalty and employee commitment (Chen et al., 2008; Block et al., 2017).

Many characteristics influence philanthropic expenditures, such as the attitudes 
of the CEO or the board composition (Atkinson and Galaskiewicz, 1988; Saiia et al., 
2003; Dennis et al., 2009; Marquis and Lee, 2013), company size (Chen et al., 2008; 
Amato and Amato, 2012), industry (Chen et al., 2008; Amato and Amato, 2012), slack 
resources (Seifert et al., 2003), business exposure (Saiia et al., 2003) or advertising 
intensity (Amato and Amato, 2012). Li et al. (2015) found that a firm’s political 
connections positively correlate with the likelihood to donate and the amount of the firm’s 
contributions. Gan (2006) examined whether a corporation’s vulnerability to public 
scrutiny drives its corporate giving, which should, according to him, demonstrate 
a strategic approach. Cuypers, Koh and Wang (2015) investigated the relationship between 
corporate philanthropy and company value finding that although innovative (qualitative) 
and generous (quantitive) corporate philanthropy is positively associated with company 
value, this positive association is stronger for innovative giving.

However, these empirical studies do not particularly address the principles 
of strategic philanthropy as stated above. In relation to strategic philanthropy, Seifert 
et al. (2003) refer to the relationship between corporate philanthropy and a company’s 
financial performance. According to them, the positive relationship between corporate 
philanthropy and company financial performance, which is enhanced through direct 
or indirect effects, such as an improved reputation (Ricks and Williams, 2005; Maas 
and Liket, 2011), would be consistent with the strategic use of philanthropy as well 
as the fact that tax rates do not affect the level of contributions. However, there are 
a few empirical studies (Seifert et al., 2003; Brammer and Millington, 2008) that 
lack clear positive evidence (Bartkus et al., 2002). As Gan (2006) states, there is a lot 
of descriptive literature on strategic philanthropy stating the strategic rationales behind 
corporate philanthropy (e.g. Mescon and Tilson, 1987; Porter and Kramer, 2002; Smith, 
1994) but without empirical testing. Despite the existing research on the motives behind 
philanthropic contributions and the determinants of these expenditures, researchers 
have not focused on the empirical proof of whether companies are engaged in strategic 
philanthropy or not (Liket and Maas, 2016), leaving it unclear which mechanisms may 
account for the adoption of philanthropy into business strategies (Marquis and Lee, 2013) 
and to what extent companies are strategically managing corporate philanthropy (Liket 
and Maas, 2016). Campbell and Slack (2008) in their study of strategic philanthropy 
explored voluntary charitable donations policy disclosures from the annual reports 
with the findings that strategic philanthropy is less in evidence than philanthropy strategy 
and only a minority of companies show evidence of adopting a fully strategic approach 
to philanthropy. The empirical study of Liket and Maas (2016) examined the extent to 
which companies are strategic in their philanthropy through the presence of practices 
measuring the impact on both business and society. In relation to Smith (1996), Maas 
and Liket (2011) see the measurement of the impact of philanthropic activities on 
society and business as a signal of a firm’s strategic approach to philanthropy, as does 
Ricks and Williams (2005). According to these authors, as well as Porter and Kramer 
(2002), motives and self-proclaimed strategic intentions are not automatically evidence 
of strategic philanthropy practices. The evidence should be based on the information 
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of whether companies measure their business and social impacts simultaneously, 
which should be a reasonable proxy measure of a company’s engagement in strategic 
philanthropy (Liket and Maas, 2016).

5.  Measurement of the Impact of Strategic Philanthropy

Evaluation and measurement of success is becoming an important part of contributions 
programmes, as the significant shift from enlightened self-interest towards strategic 
philanthropy requires establishing specific and measurable objectives in an identifiable 
time period (Mescon and Tilson, 1987; Hess et al., 2002; Ricks and Williams, 2005; 
Rangan, et al., 2015). For the alignment of the dual objectives of strategic philanthropy, it 
is crucial to measure the impact of philanthropic activities on both social welfare and profit 
(Maas and Liket, 2011; Liket and Maas, 2016). However, it is possible to measure these 
impacts and still not act strategically (Liket and Maas, 2016).

As the Rangan et al. (2015) model of CSR distinguishes three groups of programmes, 
so the impact measurement should be adapted to them. Programmes in the first group 
(traditional philanthropy) requires measuring nonfinancial outputs while measuring 
the performance of the second group (programmes improving operational effectiveness) 
requires tangible approaches that are traditionally captured in annual sustainability 
reports. Measurement challenges lie within the third group of programmes (new 
business forms), where a firm must demonstrate social and financial value. According 
to the definitions above, Maas and Liket (2011; 2016) and Porter and Kramer (2002), 
strategic philanthropy is neither managing philanthropic activities in an orderly way 
(Saiia et al., 2003), nor corporate intent to better disburse its charitable giving (Campbell 
and Slack; 2003) and is not characterised simply by other motives than altruism (Campbell 
and Slack; 2003). According to this, it can be theoretically understood as the concept 
of the third group of the Rangar et al., (2015) model. Only by measuring the impact 
of these activities on business and society can the achievement of the desired results 
be evaluated and improved (Liket and Maas 2016) and expenditures optimised (Maas 
and Liket, 2011), as with all management decisions that must be based on the available 
information (Maas and Liket, 2011). Companies need to develop a measurement system 
to capture the business impact (for example, by monitoring the impact of the programme 
on sales to new or existing customers) as well as the social impact (Liket and Maas 2016). 
However, the value of corporate philanthropy to society remains largely unexplored. For 
the measurement of the impact on society and reporting for sustainability, the generally 
accepted principles of accounting and comparable standards do not exist, as they do for 
the reporting of financial returns (Maas and Liket, 2011).

The integration of social issues in accounting practices and reporting is not novel 
(Maas and Liket, 2011). Especially in the 1980s and early 1990s, social accounting methods 
have attracted the attention of academics and practitioners alike (Hess et al., 2002; Maas 
and Liket, 2011). The requirements to produce measurable indicators for social impact 
have long been known, as have the specific attempts to standardise these measurements. 
The existing standards include the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the Impact Reporting 
and Investing Standards (IRIS) developed by the Global Impact Investment Network 
(GIIN) and the standards of the Institute of Social and Ethical AccountAbility (ISEA) 
(Hess et al., 2002; Maas and Liket, 2011). Organisations such as Walker Information, 
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the Council on Foundations and the London Benchmarking Group are working to develop 
indicators that will provide management with the relevant information on this area (Hess 
et al., 2002). Among the innovative methods for impact measurement, the Social Return 
on Investment (SROI) (e. g. Nicholls, Lawlor, Neitzert and Goodspeed, 2012), which uses 
monetary expressions while taking into account company interactions with stakeholders, 
has received major attention (Maas and Liket, 2011).

Of the number of empirical studies on corporate and strategic philanthropy, only a few 
have addressed whether and what type of impact is measured by firms (Maas and Liket, 
2011; Liket and Maas, 2016). Maas and Liket (2011) examined a sample of 500 firms 
listed in the Dow Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI), to see if firms are strategic in their 
philanthropy according to the measurement of the impact of their philanthropic activities 
on society, business, and reputation and stakeholder satisfaction. They concluded that 
many firms in the DJSI often measure the impact of their philanthropy as the impact 
on society. Liket and Maas (2016) extended this research by testing a model of strategic 
philanthropy in which the dependent variable was evidence that a firm does or does not 
measure the business and social impacts simultaneously. Carrigan (1997), cited by Maas 
and Liket (2011), conducted an empirical study on UK firms and found that three-quarters 
of the firms in the sample did not monitor or evaluate their philanthropic work. A huge 
amount of contributions are thus going out without accounting for what actually becomes 
of them, or whether the objectives were fulfilled.

Porter and Kramer (2002) state that the most basic premise of a strategy – striving for 
superior performance – is violated if performance is not measured. Although measuring 
the impact may be necessary for the concept of strategic philanthropy, particularly 
the foundations are often ambivalent as to whether funds should be spent on evaluations 
(Porter and Kramer, 1999). The evaluations at the foundations are often limited to reports 
on how the money was spent but do not measure social impact, are not objective and are 
conducted at the single grant level in isolation from other grants.

Conclusion

For many years, corporate philanthropy was a marginal activity that was executed at 
the discretion of the CEO (Sánchez, 2000) or the predominant mean through which 
companies fulfilled social responsibilities to the local communities (Liket and Maas, 
2016). The pressures to add value to the bottom line of their organisations forced managers 
to choose between the demands for corporate social responsibility and short-term 
profit maximisation (Saiia et al., 2003; Porter and Kramer, 2002). According to Porter 
and Kramer (2006), leaders in both business and civil society have focused too much on 
the choice between them instead of focusing on the points of intersection, and they should 
stop thinking in terms of ‘corporate social responsibility’ and start thinking in terms 
of ‘corporate social integration.’ As the boundaries between public relations, community 
involvement, corporate social responsibility and marketing become increasingly blurred, 
philanthropy is becoming more integrated with other firm’s activities (Sánchez, 2000) 
and as global competition requires firms to establish their competitive advantage from 
various sources (Porter and Kramer, 2002; Hess et al., 2002; Zhang et al., 2010; Cantrell, 
Kyriazis and Noble, 2015), businesses have increasingly connected their philanthropic 
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activities to business strategy, calling it strategic philanthropy (Cranenburgh and Arenas, 
2014).

According to Mescon and Tilson (1998), when companies learn how to profit 
from philanthropy, the survival of the private enterprise system will be ensured. By 
improving the quality of their environment, corporations will justify their existence in 
society (Mescon and Tilson, 1987) and also improve their competitive context (Porter 
and Kramer, 2002). Only philanthropic activities that both create value for society 
and enhance a company’s business performance are thus sustainable in the long term 
(Bruch and Walter, 2005). To be effective in the long term, corporate contributions must 
be managed as professionally as the core business activities (Bruch and Walter, 2005). 
Thus, firms are setting performance objectives and using professional staff to administer 
charitable donations more effectively (Sánchez, 2000; Mescon and Tilson, 1987) and are 
actively seeking public awareness of their charitable donations (Mescon and Tilson, 
1987; Bruch and Walter, 2005). However, most companies’ philanthropic activities still 
lack a cohesive philanthropic strategy (Porter and Kramer, 1999; Porter and Kramer, 
2002; Bruch and Walter, 2005; Rangan et al., 2015) and mainly focus on social welfare 
and financial profitability simultaneously, which is the requirement of true strategic 
philanthropy (Saiia et al., 2013; Maas and Liket, 2011; Liket and Maas, 2016; Campbell 
and Slack 2008).

If the literature on determinants and motives (except the real strategic ones), which 
some authors do not consider as revealing the true strategic focus of philanthropic 
activities, is disregarded, then the literature on this topic is quite scarce among the top 
academic journals.

The concept of strategic philanthropy has been evolving in the top academic literature 
over the last 30 years but there is still a lack of studies examining whether companies are 
strategic in their philanthropy. Moreover, most of the studies come from authors affiliated 
in the USA, which shows that philanthropy has been, and still is, specifically an American 
preoccupation.

Further research opportunities mainly lie in the field of measuring the impact 
of strategic philanthropy in relation to the question of whether firms really are strategic 
in their giving. For this, the research of Campbell and Slack (2008), Maas and Liket (2011) 
and especially Liket and Maas (2016) appears to be the most important. Their research 
could be further extended by providing information about the actual measurement practices 
– which indicators, metrics and methods companies use to evaluate their philanthropic 
activities and how they collect data.

The theoretical concept of strategic philanthropy is difficult to be verified in 
practice for the reason of missing methodological tools; however, it still has its meaning. 
If companies, in an effort to strategically decide on their philanthropic contributions to 
increase the efficiency of resources spent on philanthropy, both in financial and social 
terms, begin to evaluate (at least at the basic level) the impact of their philanthropic 
activities, they can acquire important information from their environment and stakeholders, 
which can be incorporated into strategic decisions. Subsequently, by examining the tools 
the organisations use for these evaluations, the factors that influence it and how the results 
are used from a backward perspective in strategic decision making, it would be possible 
to develop more effective strategies in this area.
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