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Introduction

»The powerful international actors like the major national governments, the large
transnational firms, and crucial international organizations like the IMF exercise the
greatest non-natural power on the planet. If these social forces cannot be subjected to
moral constraint – that is, made to fulfill negative duties – our lives will be buffeted by
unruly giants under no compulsion to pay most of humankind any heed. And if their gar-
gantuan force cannot be at least in part harnessed for the solution of some of our species’
worst problems – that is, made to implement some positive duties – the lost opportunity
will be spectacular« (Shue 1988: 697).

»Powerful as they have become, large global companies can no longer make do merely
with not doing any harm. Increasingly, what we may legitimately expect of them is that
they engage proactively in finding and implementing viable solutions for prevailing global
problems« (Wettstein 2010: 275).

The questions whether companies have responsibilities that go beyond mere profit
maximization and whether companies’ taking over of social responsibility is a
blessing or a curse has kept practitioners as well as academics busy over the last
decades. Bowen’s (1953) »Social Responsibilities of the Businessman« has ignited
a vivid discussion circling around corporate responsibilities. While some philan-
thropists had been donating significant amounts of money to good causes even a
lot earlier, more recently, corporations as a whole have developed elaborate
strategies to address social and environmental problems and thereby responded to
new expectations of their stakeholders in terms of corporate social responsibilities
(CSR; cf. Bassen et al. 2005, Beschorner 2008; Scherer/Picot 2008; Hiß 2009). A
massive growth in CSR activity lends evidence to this development: For instance,
US economy CSR spending rose by 42 percent from 2007 to 2012 and, to name
just one example, Microsoft invested over 900 million US-Dollar in CSR activities
(cf. Reputation Institute 2012). Thereby, private businesses are increasingly taking
over tasks and responsibilities that used to be state responsibilities and are, thus,
gaining not only increased economic but just as well political power (cf. Crane/
Matten 2016).

Also, on a more general level, the power of large corporations has experienced
a steady increase over the last decades. Corporations typically control substantial
resources while enjoying considerable freedom to choose where and under which
legal frameworks they want to conduct their business. In many cases, the business
practice of multinational corporations is accompanied by negative externalities
for the environment, local citizens, political stability, and social development. Tra-
ditional regulatory mechanisms (i.e., legal frameworks) often fail in such cases, as
corporate activities cross national borders and are hard to trace (cf. Crane/Matten
2016). In her paper »Better to shop than to vote?« Hertz (2001) even states that
politicians are actively stepping aside, unable and unwilling to take corporations
to task themselves in fear of jeopardizing their relationships with them.

This rise in corporate power and the increasing engagement of private business
in social causes has not only elicited praise but also harsh criticism. Gond,
Palazzo, and Basu (2009) even discuss instrumental corporate social responsibility
using the mafia-metaphor. Similarly, in his paper »The Good, the Bad, and the
Ugly«, Banerjee (2008) argues that the discourses of corporate citizenship, corpo-

1.

When Do Companies Have a Positive Duty to Engage in Philanthropy? 371

zfwu, 18/3 (2017)

https://doi.org/10.5771/1439-880X-2017-3-370 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.121, am 10.06.2026, 13:33:03. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F1439-880X-2017-3-370


rate social responsibility, and sustainability are ideological movements that are
intended to legitimize and consolidate the power of large corporations. Already in
the 1950s, in his paper »The Dangers of Social Responsibility« (Levitt 1958)
spoke of the upcoming era of the »socially responsible enterprise« (1958: 42) and
saw urgent dangers in the elevated power and new social responsibilities of cor-
porations. He proposed that »business statesmanship may create the corporate
equivalent of the unitary state« (ibid.: 44), »a twentieth-century equivalent of the
medieval church« (ibid.), or even a new form of fascism (cf. ibid.: 46). He specu-
lated that »the corporation would eventually invest itself with all-embracing
duties, obligations, and finally, powers – ministering the whole man and molding
him and society in the image of the corporation’s narrow ambitions and its essen-
tially unsocial needs« (ibid.: 42).1

Today the global poor are reported to represent 42 percent of the world’s popu-
lation with less than one percent of the global product (cf. World Bank 2006:
289). These conditions prevail despite the fact that the so-called ›poverty
gap‹ (i.e., the collective consumption of these 2,735 million people living below
the World Bank’s two US-Dollar per day poverty line) is less than one percent of
the gross national incomes of the high-income countries. Thomas Pogge, Director
of the Global Justice Program at Yale University, has repeatedly pointed out that
confronted with such facts, we as the citizens of the rich countries may concede
that we should do more to help the poor (cf. Pogge 2002: 2). At the same time,
environmental issues such as climate change, species extinction, or pollution of
the natural environment are more urgent and pressing than ever before.

Seeking quick and easy-to-implement solutions for the above described prob-
lems, more and more people indeed turn to companies as the corporate citizens of
the world’s globalized economies. Whereas demand for global justice traditionally
only concerned states and their citizens, given private business’ new political role
and power, debates are increasingly circling around the question whether such
demand can be directed at them, too (cf. Pies et al. 2009; Wettstein 2010, 2012a,
2012b; Kolstad 2009, 2012). It is the central goal of this paper to derive criteria
that can be used to delimit the duties that private businesses have to respond to
such calls.

Although the negative duties of corporate citizens (i.e., not doing any harm to
their stakeholders) are well established, this is not the case for the more elusive
phenomenon of positive corporate duties. As a consequence, a considerable num-
ber of authors explicitly calls for a better consideration of Multinational Corpo-
rations’ (MNC) positive duties to alleviate poverty and inequality on a global
scale (ibid.). More specifically, they expect MNCs to take over a sub-political role
in those cases where the primary duty-bearers (i.e., nation states, international
organizations) fail (cf. Kolstad 2009, 2012). For instance, Pies, Hielscher, and
Beckmann (2009) see companies as the major engines of growth and poverty
reduction and hence argue that they should rank among the major subjects of a

1 For a more detailed overview of this discussion, please see Davis and Blomstrom (1971),
Luthans and Hodgetts (1972), Steinmann (1973), or Picot (1977).
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modern theory of global justice. In line with this, Wettstein (2012a, 2012b) con-
ceptualizes MNCs as quasi-governmental institutions and argues that their emerg-
ing primacy in the evolving global political economy requires them to now take
on the role of primary agents of justice.

Obviously, these authors are not the only ones sharing this new understanding
of companies as corporate citizens. In a recent opinion poll conducted by The
Guardian (2014) regarding the question »Should corporations get involved in the
poorest markets at this point, or should this be left to governments, Non-Govern-
mental Organizations (NGOs) and citizens?« 83 percent of the respondents
agreed that »corporations have an important role to play«.

Against the background of the enormous political power of MNCs in our glob-
alized world and the simultaneous ineffectiveness of regulation mechanisms on
the international level, individual purchase decisions have often been compared to
voting decisions (e.g., cf. Hansen/Schrader 1997). By rewarding and sanctioning
the suppliers of their every-day necessities, consumers transfer/detract power to/
from these corporations and thereby co-create the global MNC landscape. But
when exactly do we as citizens expect corporations to transcend their traditional
role as shareholder value maximizers and take over positive duties? Exploring
individual reactions to discretionary Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
engagement, past research has identified some important boundary conditions,
such as company-cause fit (e.g., cf. Gupta/Pirsch 2006) and respondents’ percep-
tion of the company’s intrinsic (instead of profit-seeking) motives for supporting
the cause (e.g., cf. Du et al. 2010). However, up to now, no comprehensive frame-
work exists that helps to effectively delimit the positive duties of corporations to
engage in discretionary CSR.

On the level of individual actors, various authors have tried to tackle the
question of when one person has a duty to help another and various conceptual-
izations of positive duties have been developed (for an overview see Mieth 2012).
The paper at hand applies a recently published approach by Mieth (2012) that
derives five criteria (need, responsibility, reasonableness, permissibility, and prob-
ability of success) for positive duties of individual actors, transfers them to the
level of philanthropic CSR action, and empirically explores whether these criteria
help to explain individual assessments of CSR activities as fulfilling a positive
duty or not. A large-scale cross-industry survey study (70 unique companies from
various industries; N=857 non-student respondents) is conducted to test whether
respondents more likely regard a CSR activity as a fulfillment of a positive duty of
the company if Mieth’s (2012) five criteria for positive duties are met to ensure a
high degree of external validity, the empirical study tests individuals’ reactions to
authentic CSR activities of 70 well-known multinational companies.

Whereas the first part of the manuscript has the goal to derive a normative
framework for positive duties of corporations, the second part has the goal to test
whether this framework explains individual assessments of real CSR activities and
is thus more descriptive in nature. In the empirical part, the paper at hand focuses
on the activities of multinational corporations. Discussing the positive duties of
corporations, most authors focus on MNCs as they have the greatest power and
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impact in terms of both negative externalities of their activities and positive con-
tributions. However, most of the arguments discussed in the first part of the paper
are transferable to small and medium enterprises as well.

Results indicate that, out of the five criteria developed by Mieth (2012), only
need and responsibility significantly determine whether a CSR activity is seen as
the fulfillment of a positive duty of a company. Importantly, adding Mieth’s five
criteria to the model significantly increases the adjusted R-Square of the model
and renders the effect of important CSR perception variables identified in past
research (i.e., company-cause fit and intrinsic motives for supporting the cause)
insignificant. Thus, the results indicate that, the more urgent the need to support
a certain cause and the higher the perceived responsibility of the specific company
to step in, the more a company is seen by its stakeholders as having a positive
duty to engage in a certain CSR activity.

This study makes several contributions which will be outlined in the following:
First, by transferring Mieth’s (2012) five criteria for positive duties from the indi-
vidual to the corporate level, this study develops a normative framework that can
be applied to delimit the positive duties of corporations. Second, this study gener-
ates seminal empirical evidence on the question in how far individual actors use
these criteria in judging real philanthropic CSR activities of companies as fulfill-
ing a positive duty or not. Thereby, this study not only contributes to developing
a deeper understanding of corporate duties, but also adds to the stream of
research exploring individual reactions to CSR. For managerial practice in the
area of CSR, this study generates some relevant implications as well. The frame-
work developed in this paper can be used as a checklist for CSR managers to
locate and fulfill their positive duties as private business actors in complex, glob-
alized markets.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: the next two sections will
review existing approaches that argue for and try to delimit positive duties on the
level of individual as well as corporate actors. Section 3 will present the empirical
study and results. Section 4 will discuss the results and give a conclusion.

Positive Duties of Individual Actors and Corporations

Duties of Individual Actors

Definitions. Negative duties are considered as duties to do no harm and to omit
certain actions (cf. Lichtenberg 2010) or, as Shue (1988: 688) puts it, they require
us »not to do things«. Negative duties are general duties in that they apply to
everyone and are borne from universal rights, which all humans possess (cf. Shue
1988). A person’s right to live, e.g., requires everyone else to refrain from termi-
nating this person’s life. Disregarding one’s negative duties leads to legal punish-
ment and/or social sanctions by others.

Positive Duties on the other hand require persons to actively do or provide
something (cf. Shue 1988; Lichtenberg 2010) – they are duties to provide aid or
support. Thereby, they go beyond existing law and are not universal. The aid or

2.

2.1
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support that is provided can be any resource a person possesses which can help
others to pursue their rights, like time, clothes, or money. Although compliance
with positive duties cannot be formally enforced, the adherence to these subtle
rules is seen as meritorious. Thus, the commitment that they imply is merely of a
weak character. Mieth (cf. 2012) speaks of a primacy of negative over positive
duties, although she also defines positive duties as being morally binding.

A thought experiment which is often referred to in the discussion around posi-
tive duties, is Peter Singer’s »drowning child in the pond« example. Singer (1997)
challenged his students by confronting them with the following situation:

»I ask them to imagine that their route to the university takes them past a shallow pond.
One morning, I say to them, you notice a child has fallen in and appears to be drowning.
To wade in and pull the child out would be easy but it will mean that you get your clothes
wet and muddy, and by the time you go home and change you will have missed your first
class. I then ask the students: do you have any obligation to rescue the child? Unani-
mously, the students say they do.«

In his 1972 paper »Famine, Affluence, and Morality«, Singer argues that just as
we have a positive duty to aid the drowning child, we are morally obliged to rem-
edy global hunger by donating money to NGOs who transfer the money to the
regions that are affected by famines. In his argumentation, this duty includes
donations of such size that we do not have to sacrifice anything of comparable
moral importance.

Some acts even go beyond what is defined as a positive duty. If an actor, for
example, risks his own life to save somebody else’s, this type of action is often
referred to as supererogation. The first contribution to the literature that explic-
itly coined the term »supererogatory acts« was Urmson’s (1958) »Saints and
Heroes«. In contrast to positive duties (which are at least of a weakly binding
nature), supererogatory actions are meritorious, but their omission is not at all
immoral (cf. Mieth 2012). The category of supererogatory acts
of »saints« and »heroes« makes sense to overcome what has been labeled as
the »overdemandingness-objection« (cf. Lichtenberg 2010), i.e., the fact that
many mere mortals would feel overburdened to face the wide range of
supererogatory acts as positive duties. Supporting this view, Shue (1988: 697)
explains that »the duties of ordinary people must be less demanding than the per-
formances of saints and heroes because duty bearers are themselves right bearers,
too, and may justifiably choose not to be heroes.« However, an important
question that still remains unanswered is the question of which positive duties can
be understood as strongly or weakly binding and which acts go beyond these
duties and should be categorized as supererogatory (cf. Mieth 2012).

Recently, Mieth (2012) has developed a set of five criteria to define positive
duties of individual actors. Doing so, she starts off from Urmson’s (1958) and
Singer’s (1972) arguments but significantly extends their points by making use of
another example, i.e., the »Parable of the Good Samaritan«. The bible excerpt
from Luke 10:30-35 reads as follows:

»Jesus replied, a man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among rob-
bers, who stripped him and beat him and departed, leaving him half dead. Now by
chance a priest was going down that road, and when he saw him he passed by on the
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other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the
other side. But a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where he was, and when he saw
him, he had compassion. He went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and
wine. Then he set him on his own animal and brought him to an inn and took care of
him. And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper, say-
ing, ›Take care of him, and whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come
back.‹«

The conduct of the Good Samaritan is seen as the prototypical form of a
supererogatory act (cf. Mieth 2012). But in how far can certain elements of the
course of action be seen as a binding positive duty? Mieth analyzes the parable in
comparison to Singer’s drowning child in the pond example and derives five crite-
ria that determine the degree to which an act can be categorized as a weakly bind-
ing positive duty instead of a supererogatory act. The criteria are:

1. Need: The victim in the parable is in dire need. If the Samaritan refuses to help
him, he will very likely die. Mieth poses that the more the recipient of the sup-
port is in dire need of help, the more an act of helping can be categorized as a
positive duty.

2. Responsibility: In Mieth’s argumentation, somebody can be seen as responsi-
ble if this person happens to find him or herself in the situation to be able to
help. Thereby, the accountability of the negative consequences of a failure to
render assistance can be seen as an important factor. The Samaritan is obvi-
ously the only person who happens to be around and who is willing to help. If
he refuses to help the victim, nobody else will do so and he will most likely
die. Mieth derives that the more an actor can be seen as responsible to provide
help, the more the act of helping can be categorized as a positive duty.

3. Reasonableness: The Samaritan does not have to sacrifice anything of essential
importance to savior the victim of the attack and to at least get him out of
acute danger. Mieth argues that the more the act can be seen as reasonable in a
sense that the actor can be expected to carry this burden, the more an act of
helping can be categorized as a positive duty.

4. Permissibility: In many cases, the criterion of permissibility has to be taken
into account, i.e., whether an actor has to break moral or legal rules to help
the recipient of the support. The Samaritan does not have to interfere with
legal rules or harm anybody else to save the victim. Thus, Mieth argues, the
more the act can be seen as permissible, the more can we speak of a positive
duty.

5. Probability of Success: In the given case, the Samaritan can be quite sure that
by taking the victim to the inn he will most likely reach the goal to save the
man from an immediately life threatening situation. Further, by paying the
inn-keeper to take care of the man, the Samaritan ensures that the man will
have time to recover. Mieth suggests that the higher the probability of success
of the action, the more the act of helping can be categorized as a positive duty.

By applying these five criteria, Mieth (2012) arrives at the conclusion that while
in Singer’s drowning child in the pond example, saving the child classifies as a
positive duty, the behavior of the good Samaritan can only be labeled as binding
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to a certain extent: while saving the man from the life-threatening situation can
indeed be categorized as a positive duty, the act of paying the inn-keeper to take
further care of the man falls into the realm of supererogatory acts and is not
morally binding. Mieth concludes that these five criteria offer a viable solution to
delimit the positive duties of individual actors.

The following section will be devoted to reviewing the existing literature on
positive duties of corporations. Moreover, using Mieth’s (2012) categorization of
criteria, the section will summarize first approaches which discuss similar criteria
to define the scope of corporate positive duties.

Duties of Corporations

When people attribute moral responsibility, they usually attribute it to individual
moral agents. However, there is a literature stream that argues that corporations
(as other groups of people) can have a collective moral responsibility. This stance
is usually grounded in two arguments. First, companies have a corporate internal
decision structure which is designed in ways that make it impossible to trace the
corporations’ decisions back to individual decisions. Second, in the form of their
corporate culture, corporations typically manifest a set of beliefs and values that
establishes what is generally regarded as right or wrong in the corporation and
that has strong guiding impacts on individual decision processes (cf. Crane/
Matten 2016).2 The following section will be devoted to transferring the criteria
Mieth (2012) developed for the definition of individual positive duties to the con-
text of the corporate collective.

Positive Duties of Corporations. On the level of corporations, the discussion cir-
cling around positive duties is by far more embryonic and split in tone than the
discussion on the individual level. For instance, Bishop (2008: 120) asserts that
although »corporations may have supererogatory obligations on humanitarian
grounds, such as an obligation to philanthropy« they »have no obligation to
ensure a society in which human rights are fulfilled« (ibid.: 119). John Ruggie, a
special representative to the Secretary General of the United Nations, states a sim-
ilar view. He argues that although MNCs may be in a position to aid persons to
fulfil their basic human rights, it would be mistaken to transfer this responsibility
from states to MNCs (cf. Ruggie 2008: 4). Instead, the appropriate responsibility
for MNCs is to respect rights, by which he means »not to infringe on the rights of
others – put simply, to do no harm« (ibid.: 9). Ruggie recognizes that corpora-
tions may at times have to take positive steps in order to avoid doing harm. Nev-
ertheless, the ultimate focus of their activities should be to take reasonable mea-
sures to ensure that their activities do not violate fundamental rights. Exemplify-
ing instances in which corporations have to take positive steps, Hsieh (2009: 251)
argues that companies do have a »responsibility to promote the development of
minimally just background institutions in countries where they operate that lack

2.2

2 For a comprehensive discussion of the question whether corporations can be regarded as
moral actors please see Neuhäuser (2011).
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such institutions.« Still, in line with Ruggie, he traces this responsibility back to a
merely negative duty not to do harm.

Some authors go one step further and explicitly assign positive duties to com-
panies or even criticize Hsieh’s (2009) approach for not demanding more from
companies (e.g., cf. Wettstein 2012a, 2012b). For instance, Bilchitz (2010) puts
forward two arguments for the claim that corporations have positive obligations
for the realization of rights: 1) by questioning the limits of private property rights,
and 2) by taking a social benefit perspective. Kolstad (2012: 276) even goes as far
as to accuse Ruggie’s report of being flawed from an ethical perspective as the
arguments in it »fail to consider the implications of interactions between corpora-
tions and states.« He claims that »to create an international order that effectively
secures human rights, the door to positive duties for corporations that John Rug-
gie tried so emphatically to shut needs to be reopened« (ibid.: 284)

Social connection approach. Recently, Wettstein (cf. 2010, 2012a, 2012b) has
strongly advocated the claim for positive duties of MNCs. In his view, the new
position of authority of multinational companies implies a positive duty to pro-
mote just institutions in host countries. Further, he argues that the political
responsibilities of multinational corporations may even go far beyond this partic-
ular duty and »may be symptomatic for a much more profound shift from an
individual to a collective age« (Wettstein 2010: 281). Defining responsibilities
(not positive duties) of consumers and corporations, this argument has most
prominently been made by Young (cf. 2006). In her social-connection model or
political model of responsibility, she argues that »most of us contribute to a
greater or lesser degree to the production and reproduction of structural injustice
precisely because we follow the accepted and expected rules and conventions of
the communities and institutions in which we act« (ibid.: 378). Young states that
because globalization has created a system in which we are interconnected even
with those far away from us and may potentially cause them harm (see also
Scherer et al. 2009; van Oosterhout 2010), we have the responsibility to concern
ourselves with their wellbeing. Having understood that, we should take responsi-
bility for altering the processes to avoid or reduce injustice. As an example, she
refers to the responsibility to join with others in a public discourse to persuade
one another of courses of collective action that will contribute to ameliorate
structural injustices. In Young’s view, corporations carry an especially great
responsibility because they dispose of an enormous power to change the status
quo.

Division of moral labor. However, just as individual actors, corporations would
be overburdened by taking over the task to savior the wide range of potentially
needy recipients. To overcome this problem, some authors discuss what is referred
to as a division of moral labor implied by positive duties. On an individual level,
Shue (1988: 690) already pointed out that »all the negative duties fall upon every-
one, but the positive duties need to be divided up and assigned among bearers in
some reasonable way. Further, a reasonable assignment of duties will have to take
into account that the duties of any one individual must be limited, ultimately
because her total resources are limited and, before that limit is reached, because
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she has her own rights, which involve the perfectly proper expenditure of some
resources on herself rather than on fulfilling duties toward others.« Similarly, it
has been argued that companies have a duty to survive in an economic sense or
even to fulfil the interests of their shareholders before attending to the needs of
other parties (e.g., cf. Friedman 1970; Carroll 1991).

Regarding this division of moral duties, O’Neill (2001: 189) distinguishes
between primary agents of justice, who have »capacities to determine how princi-
ples of justice are to be institutionalized within a certain domain,« and secondary
agents of justice, who are »thought to contribute to justice mainly by meeting the
demands of primary agents, most evidently by conforming to any legal require-
ments they establish.« Under ideal conditions, i.e., when states are able to bring
about and maintain justice, MNCs should represent secondary agents of justice.
However, under non-ideal conditions in which states lack the power to establish a
just state of affairs, »justice has to be built by a diversity of agents and agen-
cies,« (ibid.: 201) and MNCs, according to O’Neill, are among those agencies.

Similarly, Kolstad (cf. 2009) argues that corporate conditional duties to protect,
promote, or fulfil rights can be activated if the state and other designated duty-
bearers fail to discharge their duties. More specifically, he explains that an ordinal
arrangement of successive duty-bearers, designating secondary, tertiary duty-bear-
ers and so on, is required for rights to be guaranteed. After the default of a suc-
cession of duty-bearers, corporations may be next in line, and should hence
address the task of protecting, promoting, or fulfilling human rights.

However, just as on the level of individual actors, it seems very hard to draw
the line between more or less morally binding positive duties of corporations and
to assign specific duties to individual companies. Is Google the one to address
global hunger? Should Walmart take care of women’s rights? Assuming that the
claim of positive duties for corporations is justified – what are the criteria that
help us come up with a reasonable division of moral labor? Are Mieth’s (cf. 2012)
criteria applicable in case of MNC behavior? And finally, do individuals apply
these criteria when judging the CSR activities of companies as either fulfilling a
positive duty or not?

Although the discussion on positive duties of corporations has mostly featured
duties such as the enforcement of human rights in the supply-chain (e.g., cf.
Kobrin 2009), the possible scope of corporations’ positive duties can be seen as
much wider. Most big companies already engage in activities grouped under the
umbrella terms ›corporate (social) responsibility‹ or ›corporate citizenship‹. These
activities encompass many domains, ranging from good corporate governance,
employee support, philanthropic giving, and local community support to environ-
mental activities and collaborations with NGOs.

In the following section, evidence of criteria to define positive duties of com-
panies from the literature will be assembled and categorized according to Mieth’s
(cf. 2012) schema. Closely following Mieth’s thoughts, the section aims to
develop normative criteria for positive duties of corporations. Subsequently, in the
more descriptive empirical study, an operationalization of the five criteria and the
subjective perception of a CSR activity as fulfilling a positive duty will be
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developed. The survey study will be used to test whether individuals use Mieth’s
criteria to judge the CSR activities of real firms as either representing a positive
duty or not.

Applying Mieth’s Five Criteria to the Corporate Context

Need. The need of the targeted recipients of corporate philanthropic actions can
differ significantly. For instance, a company could either decide to focus on fight-
ing hunger in Africa or on supporting the local youth orchestra in the town close
to their headquarters. Obviously, many people would agree that the need of the
hungry people in Africa is superior to the need of the local youth. Therefore,
being ›in dire need‹ can be understood as not being able to satisfy basic human
needs (i.e., for safety, nutrition, or healthcare).

Surprisingly, the need criterion is not explicitly referred to in the discussion
around positive duties of corporations. Only Young (2006: 385) mentions the
severity issue when defining corporate responsibilities by arguing that »where
basic rights are violated in a widespread fashion over a long term, world citizens
have greater responsibility to take action directed at redress than for lesser injus-
tices«.

Applying Mieth’s (cf. 2012) understanding of the need criterion to the corpo-
rate context we can propose that companies have an increased positive duty to
engage in a helping activity the higher the severity of the need of the recipients is.
Thus, more formally:

Need Criterion: The higher the severity of the need, the more a company has a
positive duty to render assistance.

Responsibility. Further, the stakeholders’ perception of whether a specific com-
pany is responsible for satisfying a certain need or not could differ. In the above
example, the stakeholders of the company could perceive the company’s responsi-
bility to support the local community by financing the youth orchestra as signifi-
cantly higher than its responsibility to fight hunger in Africa. This could be a per-
ceived responsibility borne out of geographical proximity between company and
cause and probably closer interpersonal links (e.g., the local youth could be the
children of the company’s employees).

Supporting these considerations, Wettstein (cf. 2012a, 2012b), referring to
Campbell (2006) and Miller (2005), names »proximity« and »being best placed
to intervene« (Wettstein 2012: 754) as important determining factors for the
scope of a company’s positive duties. In line with this, Young (cf. 2006) sees ›con-
nection‹ (in a sense of direct involvement) as one pragmatic criterion to discern
the priority given to responsibilities because it reduces the anonymity of market
processes. In this context, the philosophical literature has intensively discussed the
moral intuition of »compatriots take priority«, i.e., the political analog of the
common belief that ›charity begins at home‹, which has been brought up in the
philosophical dialogue by Shue (1980: 131f.). He describes this basic human intu-
ition using the »pebble in the pond« analogy: like a pebble dropped into a pond

3.
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we see ourselves as the center of a system of concentric circles that become fainter
as they spread. We feel that our duties are like the concentric ripples around the
pebble: strongest at the center and rapidly diminishing towards the periphery.

Another parameter for responsibilities that Young (cf. 2006) names is ›privi-
lege‹, i.e., the degree to which an actor has benefitted from the prevailing struc-
tural injustices. This second factor fits well into the liability model of responsibil-
ity. In a liability framework, a perceived responsibility can be traced back to a
harm that the company has caused. For instance, Philipp Morris could be
regarded as responsible to donate to lung cancer research, or a company such as
BP that has caused the Gulf of Mexico oil spill could be considered as obliged to
support the natural recovery of the affected areas. Further, a company like Shell
that has profited from injustices in Nigeria for decades can be seen to have a posi-
tive duty to take over positive duties in that country.

Another reason for a company to be seen as responsible to act could very prag-
matically be that the first duty-bearer failed to fulfil the assigned duties. This
would be in line with Mieth’s argument as to the accountability of the negative
consequences of a failure to render assistance. Hence, in countries where govern-
ment-provision of certain public goods is lacking, private businesses could be
regarded as more responsible to intervene than in countries where the public good
provision works well. Thus, applying the responsibility criterion to the corporate
context would imply:

Responsibility
Criterion:

The more a company can be regarded as being responsible to
render assistance (either in terms of spatial proximity, direct
involvement, privilege, past harm done, or simply because
they are the only ones who can help), the more this company
has a positive duty to provide help.

Reasonableness. In the corporate context, the criterion of reasonableness can also
be applied to judge whether it can be reasonably expected of a company to carry
the burden implied by a positive duty. Surely, supporting the local youth orchestra
does not seem to be a too heavy burden to carry even for small and medium
enterprises (SMEs). Fighting global hunger, however, is a burden that no company
seems to reasonably be able to carry alone. In such cases, a sensible division of
moral labor has to be found. But what would be reasonable? Whereas large
MNCs obviously dispose of vast resources, smaller companies cannot be expected
to carry the same burden. Further, companies that perform well have greater
available resources that they could potentially invest in good causes than com-
panies fighting for economic survival. Thus, the reasonableness criterion can be
understood as encompassing the reasonable scope/extent of the duty, e.g., the
amount of resources that a company can reasonably be expected to allocate to
such activities. Wettstein (2012a: 25) puts this problem as follows: »Thus, in
order to be plausible, the ›fair share‹ of responsibility of each responsible agent
must be limited both in scope and extent.« Thus, applying the reasonableness cri-
terion to the corporate context would imply:
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Reasonableness
Criterion:

The more the burden implied by an act of helping can be rea-
sonably expected from a company to take, the more the com-
pany has a positive duty to provide help.

Permissibility. Although philanthropic CSR activities actively designed by com-
panies usually conform to moral and social norms, there still might be significant
variance in perceptions whether philanthropic CSR is in itself permissible. People
could be of the opinion that it is just plain wrong or illegitimate for a company to
allocate financial resources to activities that do not belong to their core business.

Levitt (1958: 42) was one of the first to explicitly describe this problem. In his
view, »the trouble is not that it [business] is too narrowly profit-oriented, but that
it is not narrowly profit-oriented enough.« He sees two basic responsibilities that
private businesses should assume: »to obey the elementary canons of every-day
face-to-face civility (honesty, good faith, and so on) and to seek material
gain« (ibid.: 49). Every act that transcends these two basic responsibilities is, in
Levitt’s view, an illegitimate and dangerous adoption of social responsibilities.

This view has been most prominently advocated by Friedman. In his ubiquitous
quote he states that »there is one and only one social responsibility of business –
to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long
as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free
competition without deception or fraud« (Friedman 1970: 6). He argues that only
human beings have a moral responsibility for their actions and that it is the man-
agers’ responsibility to act solely in the interests of shareholders. In his view,
social issues and problems are the proper province of the state rather than corpo-
rate managers (managers cannot and should not decide what is in society’s best
interest). This is because they are neither trained to make such decisions nor are
they elected to do so. In Friedman’s view, democratic political mechanisms, not
market mechanisms, are the appropriate way to determine the allocation of pub-
lic goods.

And indeed, little is known about the rationales that guide companies’ donation
allocation decisions. Useem (cf. 1986) reports that 70 percent of firms report that
the influence of the CEO on both the size and the nature of giving programs
exceeded that of all other factors. Durand (cf. 1996) names personal interests of a
company’s executives and their families as important determinants of corporate
giving. Although many companies now take a more strategic approach to corpo-
rate philanthropy, the point that the decision-makers are neither trained nor
elected to redistribute resources is still valid. Supporting this view, Sasse and Tra-
han (2007: 36) argue that »questions of where to spend philanthropic dollars are
far afield from focused business objectives. These types of questions involving
considerations of fairness require political solutions, messy and sub-optimized as
they often are, with ultimate accountability resting with elected officials. Because
corporations lack solid pricing mechanisms to evaluate social outcomes, CSR
spending can easily be perceived as arbitrary.«

Hsieh (2009: 252) brings up the permissibility issue in the discussion around
positive duties by explaining that »the legitimacy issue refers to the permissibility
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of corporate involvement in activities traditionally associated with political insti-
tutions (e.g., the establishment and implementation of global rules and regula-
tions) given that corporations are not directly accountable in the way that govern-
ments ideally are«. He adds that, in the context of MNCs, some people might
also feel that it is inappropriate for MNCs to be involved in local political deci-
sions in a host country. In a similar vein, Bilchitz (2010: 7) explains that some
people might believe that »imposing positive obligations upon corporations
would require corporations and the individuals underlying them to contribute to
activities that lie outside their core economic function. It would involve requiring
an entity specifically created for a narrow economic purpose to fulfill a wider
social purpose.«

Further, in an MNC context, some activities designed to enforce human rights
could interfere with local cultural or even legal restrictions (e.g., girls’ schools).
The more the act of helping can be seen as permissible regarding both the role
that the company takes over and the consequences that the act of helping has for
third parties, the more a company can be seen to have a positive duty. Thus:

Permissibility
Criterion:

The more a company’s activity to provide support can be seen
as permissible, the more this activity can be categorized as a
positive duty.

Probability of Success. Perceptions of the probability of an MNC activity’s suc-
cess could very well differ, too. Returning to the above example, the task to
finance the local youth orchestra seems by far more promising in terms of reach-
ing the intended goals than the task to fight hunger in Africa. Further, when tar-
geting a problem as huge as global hunger, big players such as large MNC’s
would seem better fit to solve the issue than small and medium enterprises
(SMEs). Also, the means chosen by the corporations to address the problem can
be more or less effective and efficient. Providing a certain region with food-pack-
ages could be a way to address a short-term famine caused by a disaster. How-
ever, long-term structural problems that cause hunger would call for more sus-
tainable long-term changes. More precisely, Mieth’s criterion of the probability of
success could summarize three sub-criteria, i.e., 1) the actor’s capability to reach
the goal, as well as 2) the effectiveness and 3) the efficiency of the chosen means.
The capability criterion has already been discussed as an important precondition
for the reasonableness of assigning a certain positive duty to a specific actor.

Wettstein (2012a: 755) states that »capability obligates.« Similarly, Young (cf.
2006) names ›power‹ as one parameter to judge responsibilities. More specifically,
she elaborates:

»Organizations and institutions, moreover, vary in their power and ability to
influence structural processes. Some of the large major clothing retailers, for
example, such as Benetton, Gap, or Guess?, have built transnational systems not
only of retail outlets, but directly contract with small manufacturers. Because of
the size, reach and relative influence of such organizations, it makes sense to
expect major decision makers in them to take responsibility for working condi-
tions« (ibid.: 386).
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Kolstad (cf. 2009) also discusses the capability of MNC’s in terms of size and
bargaining power to act as agents of global justice and to help to enforce human
rights. In this context, he raises the issue of varying capabilities:

»The capability and efficiency of corporations in different areas vary, of course,
according to their characteristics. For instance, a company with unique compe-
tence in deep-water oil drilling would be in a position to influence a government
reliant on revenues from such a resource. So size and bargaining power are cer-
tainly two of several factors that would influence the position and inclusion of a
corporation in the ordinal arrangement of duty-bearers« (ibid.: 579).

In summary, applying the probability of success criterion implies:

Probability of
Success Criterion:

The higher the probability of success of a certain act of help-
ing (i.e., the capability of the agent as well as effectiveness and
efficiency of the chosen means), the higher is the positive duty
of a corporate actor to perform this activity.

Synopsis. Building on the above derived conceptualization we should say that a
company has a positive duty to render assistance the more…

1. the recipient of the support is in dire need;
2. the company is responsible to help (either due to spatial proximity, direct

involvement, privilege, or because the negative consequences of a failure to
render assistance could be traced back to this specific company);

3. the scope/extent of the action is reasonable, i.e., if the company can be
regarded as being able to carry the burden implied by the activity;

4. the act is permissible, i.e., if it does not infringe with the rights of third parties
and is legitimate; and

5. the probability of success is high, i.e., if the company can be seen as capable to
handle the task and if the chosen means are effective and efficient.

Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual framework of criteria for corporate positive
duties that have been developed in this section.
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Need
(the higher the severity of the need, the more a company 

has a positive duty to render assistance)

Responsibility
(the more a company can be regarded as being responsible 

to render assistance (either in terms of spatial proximity, 
direct involvement, privilege, past harm done, or simply 
because they are the only ones who can help), the more 

this company has a positive duty to provide help)

Reasonableness
(the more the burden implied by an act of helping can be 

seen as reasonable for a company, the more the company 
has a positive duty)

Permissibility
(the more a company’s activity to provide support can be 

seen as permissible, the more this activity can be 
categorized as a positive duty)

Probability of Success
(the higher the probability of success of a certain act of 

helping (i.e., the capability of the agent as well as 
effectiveness and efficiency of the chosen means), the 

higher is the positive duty of a corporate actor to perform 
this activity)

Positive Duty of the Corporation

Conceptual Framework (Source: Own illustration)

Empirical Study

Method

Design of the study. The study at hand used a survey among 857 non-student
respondents, asking them to evaluate one company from a set of 70 firms (most
of them are included in Interbrand’s Top 100 Brands list; for an overview of all
companies in the sample see Appendix C). Respondents were randomly assigned
to companies. The respondents were confronted with some general information
about the company and more specific information on one of the firm’s most
prominent CSR activities. The study was administered as a pencil and paper sur-
vey. In the first part of the questionnaire, all respondents were provided with a
short description of the company (approx. 100 words) and asked whether they
had ever been customers of the company in the past. Then, they were provided
with a text including information on the most prominent CSR activity of the
company (approx. 150 words). After having read the stimuli, respondents were
asked to assess whether they believed that the company has a positive duty to
provide this type of support. Subsequently, respondents were asked to evaluate
the perceived 1) need of the recipients of the support, 2) responsibility of the com-
pany to support the cause, 3) reasonableness of the burden implied by the activity,
4) permissibility of the CSR activity, and 5) probability of success of the CSR
activity. As important variables influencing CSR perception identified by past

Figure 1:

4.

4.1.
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research, respondents were also asked to rate the company-cause-fit and whether
they believed that the CSR activity of the company is driven by intrinsic motives.
Further, as additional important controls, respondents were asked to assess in
how far they had a positive general attitude towards private businesses taking
over societal responsibilities, how well they could recall negative media reports
about the company, and to what degree they perceived the products/services of
the company to be luxury goods.

Data collection procedure. Between seven and sixteen respondents were
recruited for each company by asking pedestrians in an inner-city area to volun-
teer (for an overview of the number of observations per company see Appendix
C) resulting in a total of 857 observation for all companies. 70 companies were
selected representing a cross-industry sample of major European business-to-con-
sumer brands as indicated by Interbrand3 (such as Apple, BMW, Gillette, and
Walmart). As the study was conducted in Germany, some interesting examples of
companies which are not included in the Interbrand list but which are well-
known for corporate (ir-)responsible behavior were added to the sample (as, e.g.,
Fairphone, Alnatura, Lidl, or Fifa). The text fragments contained information
about the company and the CSR activity most prominently communicated on the
company’s corporate webpage for each of the 70 firms. Thereby, special care was
taken to devise the text fragments as comparable as possible und use the same
information bits. Specifically, for the 100 word text fragment to convey the gen-
eral company information, the text introduced the name of the company,
described the products/services the company offers, provided the readers with
information about the country of origin and the place of the company’s headquar-
ters, and reported the size of the company. Similarly, for the text fragment
describing the CSR activity of the company, the text focused on some basic facts
about the engagement (i.e., who is the recipient of the support, and what are the
nature and the extent of the company’s commitment). To further ensure the com-
parability of the text fragments, two doctoral students were asked to indepen-
dently read all text fragments with special attention to whether they were compa-
rable across companies and discuss their comments with the researcher. The text
fragments were then adapted if necessary. The rest of the questionnaire was stan-
dardized and identical across all firms (a sample text fragment for one company is
displayed in Appendix A).

Sample description. The final sample consisted of 857 respondents. 53.1 percent
of the respondents were female and the mean age was 28 years. Of the 857
respondents, 367 reported to have patronized the company never before. The
remainder (57.18 percent) reported having been a customer of the respective com-
pany that was featured in the questionnaire they received. In all analyses, it was
controlled for the effect of previously having been a customer of the company.

3 C.f. http://interbrand.com/best-brands/best-global-brands/2013/ranking/ (last accessed
Oct. 2nd 2017).
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Measurement

To capture the respondents’ perceptions of company-cause-fit and intrinsic
motives, the questionnaire drew from existing concepts and measurement instru-
ments from the literature and adapted them, if necessary. All items in the ques-
tionnaire were rated on 7-point Likert scales.

To capture the respondents’ perception of the company-cause fit, we drew from
Menon and Kahn’s (cf. 2003) scale and integrated three items (i.e., 1) »[COM-
PANY NAME] and the cause fit well«, 2) »The cause fits the brand very well«,
and 3) »[COMPANY NAME] and the cause complement one another«).

The questionnaire measured whether the customers perceived the CSR activity
to be driven by intrinsic motives by using a measure based on Du, Bhattacharya,
and Sen (cf. 2007): 1) »[COMPANY NAME] engages in charitable projects out
of genuine concern to be socially responsible.« The researcher supplemented this
single item with two additional statements based on the conceptual definition of
intrinsic motives for supporting a cause (i.e., 2) »I believe that [COMPANY
NAME] does good deeds out of non-selfish motives« and 3) »I think [COM-
PANY NAMES] social engagement stems from an honest wish to do good«).

To capture the respondents’ general attitude towards corporate social activities,
the questionnaire included three straightforward items: 1) »I like it when private
businesses support social causes«, 2) »I like it when companies take over societal
responsibilities«, and 3) »I appreciate it when companies do good deeds.«

Further, as additional controls, one item on the respondents’ recall of negative
media about the company (i.e., »I can remember negative media reports about
[COMPANY NAME]«) and one indicating whether they perceived the products/
services of the company to be a luxury good (i.e., »[COMPANY NAME]’s prod-
ucts/services are luxury goods«) were added.

To capture the respondents’ perceptions of Mieth’s five criteria for positive
duties as well as their perception of a company as having a positive duty to step
in, three to seven items to capture each construct were developed. For this pur-
pose, interviews with twelve CSR managers were conducted in which the
researcher discussed the issue of positive duties of corporations with them. Based
on a thorough review of the existing literature on positive duties of corporations,
Mieth’s definition of the criteria of individuals’ positive duties, and on the state-
ments of the CSR managers in the interviews, an initial set of items was
developed. This set was then discussed with a group of researchers and the most
concise and valid items were chosen for a pretest. In this pretest, the initial instru-
ment was tested on a sample of 200 non-student respondents. The final scale with
three to seven items capturing each criterion was created based on the pretest’s
results. Importantly, factor analyses revealed that the factors ›reasonable-
ness‹ and ›permissibility‹ are not discriminant as they load on the same factor.
Thus, to avoid issues stemming from multicollinearity, these two criteria were
merged to one factor for all further analyses. A full list of all items and the evalu-
ation of the internal consistency of the scales is reported in Appendix B. All scales
exceed the required threshold value of Cronbach’s α below 0.7 (cf. Nunnally
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1978). Table 1 summarizes the results of the factor analysis (Principal-Axis Fac-
toring; Varimax Rotation). All items show high factor loading on the intended
factor and low cross-loadings on other factor. When reasonableness and permissi-
bility are merged to one factor, the results of the factor analysis as well as a subse-
quent Fornell-Larcker test (cf. Fornell/Larcker 1981) attest the discriminant valid-
ity of the scales.

Results

Descriptive data analysis. For all further analyses, the items measuring one con-
struct are integrated to form an equally-weighted index. Table 2 reports descrip-
tive results as well correlations between the constructs.

Analysis of variance. To determine whether customers’ perceptions of the five
criteria significantly differ between the 70 companies/CSR activities, an ANOVA
is conducted using the company ID as independent and each of the five criteria as
dependent variables, subsequently. Indeed, the perceptions of need (F(70, 857) =
4.846, p <0.001), responsibility (F(70, 857) = 3.381, p<0.001), reasonableness
and permissibility (F(70, 857) = 1.248, p<0.089), and probability of success
(F(70, 857) = 1.959, p<0.001) vary significantly across companies.

Regression analysis. In a second step, regression analysis is used to explore
whether the criteria determine the respondents’ assessment of whether the CSR
activity represents the fulfillment of a positive duty. The dependent variable is the
respondents’ assessment whether the company has a positive duty to engage in
this type of CSR activity. The analysis includes two models: in the first model (see
table 3, model 1), only the constructs that have previously been identified as
important factors influencing individual judgments of a company’s CSR activity
(i.e., company-cause fit, perception of intrinsic motives, attitude towards CSR,
negative media, perception of the company’s products/services as being luxury
goods, a dummy variable for whether the individual has been a customer of the
company before, age, and gender) were included. In a second model (see table 3,
model 2) the five criteria for positive duties developed by Mieth were added.

Regarding the explanatory power of the model, adding the five criteria increases
the Adjusted R-Square value of the model from 0.089 (Adjusted R-Square model
1) to 0.468 (Adjusted R-Square model 2). This is a strong indicator of the rele-
vance of the five criteria for explaining the respondents’ perception of corporate
positive duties. Further, adding Mieth’s criteria renders the effects of company-
cause-fit and intrinsic motives insignificant.

Having a look at the coefficients of the criteria reveals that only two of the five
criteria have a significant effect on the dependent variable ›positive
duty‹ (βneed=0.143; p<0.000 and βresponsibility=0.634; p<0.000). The standardized
coefficients thereby indicate that responsibility by far has the strongest effect.
Thus, the higher the severity of the need of the recipients of the support and the
stronger the responsibility of the company, the more a CSR activity is seen as a
positive duty of the company.
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The coefficients of some of the control variables also reach significance. Not very
surprisingly, the analysis reveals a positive effect of a positive attitude towards
CSR. Thus, the more the respondents appreciate it when companies take over
societal responsibilities, the more they rate the CSR activities as positive duties of
the companies. Further, the more the company is seen as a provider of luxury
goods, the more the CSR activity is seen as a positive duty of the company. In
model 1, the analysis reveals a further interesting effect which is rendered insignif-
icant in model 2: the more respondents can recall having heard negative news
about the company, the more they feel that the CSR activity represents a positive
duty. Table 3 summarizes the effects of the regression analyses.

Moderation analysis. An additional moderation analysis reveals that there are
no significant interactions in the effects of the five criteria on the dependent vari-
able. For this purpose, the variables for the criteria are mean centered and inter-
action terms are computed by multiplying the combinations of criteria. While
controlling for the direct effects of the criteria, none of the interaction terms reach
significance.

Robustness checks

Common-method-bias. Common method variance (CMV) can be a problem in
any single-source survey-based study that uses the same type of scales (i.e., Likert-
scales). Therefore, Harman’s single factor test in line with recommendations of
Podsakoff et al. (cf. 2003) was conducted. The unrotated factor solution revealed
six factors with Eigenvalues greater than one, accounting for 67.48 percent of the
total variance (the first factor accounts for 28.97 percent of the total variance),
strongly suggesting the absence of a single general factor in the data set.

General Discussion

While the negative duties of corporations have been intensively discussed in
research contributions from various disciplines, this is not the case for the more
elusive phenomenon of positive duties. By applying Mieth’s framework of criteria
for positive duties of individuals and transferring it to the corporate context, the
study builds a first conceptual ground on which criteria for positive duties can be
normatively discussed. Moreover, the study generates empirical knowledge on
how these criteria shape individual assessments of the extent to which authentic
CSR activities of large international corporations are regarded as a binding posi-
tive duty. These results have important implications for theory as well as manage-
ment which will be outlined in the following in more detail.

Theoretical Implications and Avenues for Future Research

First, and on the most basic level, this study adds to the conceptual understanding
of corporate duties in general. Up to now, academia is lacking a holistic frame-
work to define the positive duties of corporations. It is commonly accepted that

4.4
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corporations should avoid doing harm to people and the environment. But in
which cases do they have a moral duty to make a positive contribution to better
the world we live in? Given our complex globalized economies, this question
seems nearly unanswerable. Still, using the criteria developed by Mieth can pro-
vide some very helpful guidance to answer this question. When applied on corpo-
rate level, her five criteria, initially developed to delimit positive duties of individ-
ual actors, tie in very well with the recent discussion around positive duties.
Indeed, the criteria serve to consolidate many previously disconnected arguments
for positive duties of firms.

While deriving the criteria for positive duties on the corporate level, one crite-
rion seemed to be especially crucial and polarizing, i.e., the ›permissibility crite-
rion‹. Even if there is a dire need, the company can be seen as responsible, the
burden seems reasonable for the company to carry, and the probability of success
is high, those who object to corporate social involvement as representing an ille-
gitimate assumption of political responsibilities per se would still not see a posi-
tive duty for the company to intervene. They would argue that corporate man-
agers are not democratically elected to make these decisions and may not have the
necessary skills to do so – which is a very valid point. However, given that corpo-
rations nowadays already widely assume these kinds of responsibilities, it would
obviously make sense to more intensively discuss theoretical models and practical
applications of democratic decision-making in organizations. If in fact, companies
are organizations that take over a political role, redistributing resources and pro-
viding important public goods, should we not completely rethink and redesign the
currently old-fashioned governance of these institutions (which are based on hier-
archies and power)?

Second, the results of the empirical study contribute to the knowledge on indi-
vidual perceptions of corporate positive duties. They reveal that individual deci-
sion makers especially apply the need and the responsibility criterion to determine
in how far a company has a duty to support a certain cause. In this context, it has
to be mentioned that the design of the empirical study (using authentic CSR activ-
ities of real companies) has clear advantages, but also drawbacks. Of course, on
the one hand, letting respondents assess real CSR activities of companies instead
of hypothetical scenarios ensures a high degree of external validity of the results.
On the other hand, real CSR activities of corporations are typically chosen with
care and mostly fulfill many of the criteria established by Mieth. For instance,
companies will seldom implement CSR activities that interfere with local customs
or that harm third parties (and thus disregard the permissibility criterion). Explor-
ing such conflict situations would be a very promising avenue for further
research. A follow-up study could use hypothetical scenarios to explore cases in
which CSR activities could be seen as, e.g., impermissible or unreasonable. More-
over, real CSR activities of companies often focus on causes that are ›attractive‹ in
terms of their appeal to a consumer audience in corporate communications and
causes that are not as popular or stigmatized in some way can easily miss out on
corporate donations (cf. Body/Breeze 2016). It would be especially interesting for
future research to investigate perceptions of corporate positive duties to sup-
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port ›unpopular‹ causes or even to compare these to popular causes using hypo-
thetical scenarios. This might help to identify biases in the corporate allocation of
resources to alleviating social issues. Still, even accepting that the real activities
featured in the survey typically fulfill many of the criteria for positive duties, there
is considerable variance in the data (indicated by the descriptive data analysis, see
table 2) and it is interesting that only two of the criteria developed by Mieth turn
out to have a significant influence. It would be an interesting next step for future
research to investigate why these differences occur.

Third, this study also contributes to the more general literature on consumer
reactions to CSR. Thereby, it broadens the perspective taken so far and incorpo-
rates the individuals’ assessment of the moral duties of corporations to make a
positive contribution. Past research has focused on consumers’ reactions to com-
panies’ CSR engagements. An interesting new perspective could also be to look at
companies’ omissions of certain actions. Would consumers judge a company for a
failure to render assistance and sanction the company as a consequence? This
would be another starting point for interesting follow-up studies.

Practical Implications

This study also has important implications for CSR management. Anecdotal evi-
dence and industry reports (e.g., the current report »From Good Intentions to
Good Results« issued by goetzpartners 2017) reveal that many CSR managers
lack guidance to decide on the right CSR strategy for their company and that, as
a consequence, the efforts of many of the largest companies remain anything but
strategic. The study at hand provides such guidance by establishing clear criteria
that can be used as a kind of checklist when locating the duties and responsibili-
ties of the company. This could be of significant help for managers trying to
choose the right CSR strategy from the vast universe of possible causes that could
be supported.

The empirical results also attest that consumers want to see companies take
action in cases of urgent need and when they see the companies as being responsi-
ble. The empirical data suggests that the respondents in this sample agree that
companies should make a positive contribution beyond doing no harm.

Thus, to satisfy the expectations of stakeholders and the wider public, it would
make sense to start off from the responsibility criterion and develop a comprehen-
sive awareness of the impact the company can have in negative as well as in posi-
tive terms. Within the spectrum of positive duties, companies should apply the
need criterion (instead of, e.g., the expected persuasive impact on relevant stake-
holders) to prioritize causes.

One drawback of the empirical study conducted in this paper is that the choice
of companies was limited to large MNCs. Although the criteria defining positive
duties of companies are applicable to SMEs as well, it could be a fruitful path to
conceptually and empirically explore potential differences between companies of
varying size in the future. This would be especially helpful for CSR managers
seeking practical advice.
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6. Conclusion

Assuming that we regard companies as collective entities with a moral responsi-
bility, we can use the criteria developed on the level of individual actors to delimit
positive duties on the corporate level. All five criteria (need, responsibility, reason-
ableness, permissibility, and probability of success) can be used to consolidate the
ongoing discourse around corporate positive duties. In determining whether cor-
porations’ CSR activities represent a positive duty or not, individuals apply the
responsibility as well as the need criterion. Important questions, however, remain
unanswered and are left as avenues for future research. Should the criteria be
hierarchically ordered according to their relative importance from a normative
standpoint? How many of them have to be fulfilled for a positive duty to exist –
all of them? If certain important structural preconditions are not met (e.g., corpo-
rate philanthropy could per se be regarded as illegitimate due to the undemocratic
governance in most corporations) – can we speak of a positive duty to take on
social responsibilities at all?
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Sample Stimulus

The McDonald’s Corporation is a chain of fast food restaurants with 34,000
branches in 119 countries. About 1.8 million people work for McDonald’s or
their franchises. The first restaurant was opened in 1940 by Richard und Maurice
McDonald in San Bernardino, California. Awareness towards McDonald’s rose in
1948 when the brothers reorganized their business as a hamburger stand using
the in gastronomy innovative production line principles as well as the aspect of
self service. Businessman Ray Kroc joined the company as a franchise agent in
1955. He subsequently purchased the chain from the McDonald brothers and
oversaw its worldwide growth. In December 1971 the first branch opened in
Munich, Germany and is still operating today.

The Best Medicine – The McDonald’s Children’s Aid Foundation

Social responsibility is anchored in McDonald’s corporate philosophy on a global
level. The biggest project of this type in Germany is the McDonald’s Children’s
Aid Foundation. Critically ill children need not only the best medical care possi-
ble, but also comfort and love of their families. The young patients are often
treated in specialized hospitals, far away from the parental home. Travel expenses
and charges for overnight accommodation quickly exceed the parents’ monetary
possibilities. Therefore the foundation builds and maintains Ronald McDonald
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houses close to distinguished hospitals. Since 1987, the McDonald’s Children’s
Aid Foundation enabled 70,000 families to stay together during those difficult
times. 18 houses were built in Germany. Furthermore, three McDonald’s Oases
offer a retreat during the ambulant treatments in the hospitals. In addition, the
foundation supports other projects concerned with children’s well-being.

Measures and Scale Evaluation

Constructs and Measurement Items Cron-
bach’s α Source

Positive Duty

1. [COMPANY NAME] has a moral duty to support this cause.
2. If [COMPANY NAME] would not support this cause, the

management could be accused of moral wrongdoing.
3. It would be wrong of [COMPANY NAME] not to help in

this situation.
4. From a moral perspective, I expect [COMPANY NAME] to

support this cause.

0.943 Scale
developed
for this
study

Need

1. The recipients are in dire need of the support.
2. The recipients really require the help.
3. The recipients are very needy.

0.974 Scale
developed
for this
study

Responsibility

1. [COMPANY NAME] is responsible for bettering the situa-
tion.

2. It lies in the field of responsibility of [COMPANY NAME] to
support this cause.

3. [COMPANY NAME] is the most obvious duty-bearer in this
situation.

4. There is a link between [COMPANY NAME] and the cause.
5. [COMPANY NAME] and the cause are geographically close.
6. The cause can be seen as a reparation for past harm done.
7. [COMPANY NAME] is responsible to support the cause

because no one else is a there to help.

0.902 Scale
developed
for this
study
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Constructs and Measurement Items Cron-
bach’s α Source

Reasonableness & Permissibility

1. Supporting this cause is a reasonable burden for [COMPANY
NAME] to carry.

2. It lies within the competences of [COMPANY NAME] to
engage in this activity.

3. [COMPANY NAME] is able to support the aid.
4. The resources that [COMPANY NAME] has to spend to sup-

port the cause are reasonable.
5. It is permissible for [COMPANY NAME] to support the

cause.
6. Spending resources to support the cause is justifiable for

[COMPANY NAME].
7. Supporting the cause does not harm the rights of third par-

ties.
8. The role, that [COMPANY NAME] takes over by supporting

the cause, is permissible.

0.916 Scale
developed
for this
study

Probability of Success

1. Supporting the cause is very likely to be successful in terms of
averting the adverse conditions.

2. The goals set can be achieved by [COMPANY NAME]’s
action.

3. There is a high probability that the social engagement will be
crowned by success.

4. [COMPANY NAME] has sufficient competences to success-
fully support the cause.

5. The aid provided by [COMPANY NAME] is the most effi-
cient way to help in this situation.

0.921 Scale
developed
for this
study

Company-Cause-Fit

1. [COMPANY NAME] and the cause fit well.
2. The cause fits the brand very well.
3. [COMPANY NAME] and the cause complement one another.

0.955 Adapted
from Menon
and Kahn
2003

Intrinsic Motives

1. [COMPANY NAME] engages in social causes out of a gen-
uine concern to be socially responsible.

2. I believe that [COMPANY NAME] does good deeds out of
non-selfish motives.

3. I think [COMPANY NAME]’s social engagement stems from
an honest wish to do good.

0.932 Adapted
from Du,
Bhat-
tacharya,
and Sen
2007
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Companies in the SampleAPPENDIX C: Companies in the Sample 

Company Frequency  Company Frequency 
Adidas 14  Kleenex 8 
Alnatura 15  Krombacher 10 
Amazon 10  L'Oréal 15 
Apple 9  Landrover 9 
Audi 15  Lidl 14 
BMW 15  Louis Vuitton 10 
BOSS 11  Lufthansa 14 
BP 12  McDonald's 14 
Budweiser 15  Mercedes Benz 11 
Burberry 11  Nestlé 13 
Burger King 9  Nike 14 
Canon 12  Nintendo 8 
Cartier 7  Nissan 10 
Chevrolet 16  Pampers 12 
Coca Cola 14  Panasonic 13 
Corona 15  Panerai 9 
DM 15  Patagonia 12 
Fairphone 12  Pepsi 12 
Fifa 9  Phillips 10 
Ford 11  Pizza Hut 13 
Gap 9  Porsche 11 
Gilette 12  Prada 11 
Gucci 13  Primark 13 
H&M 12  Ralph Lauren 14 
Harley Davidson 17  Samsung 11 
Heineken 14  Shell 11 
Hermès 12  Siemens 11 
Honda 13  Smirnoff 10 
Hyundai 10  Sony 13 
IBM 8  Sprite 16 
IKEA 13  Starbucks 9 
Jack Daniels 10  Toyota 16 
Johnny Walker 10  Volkswagen 12 
Kellogs 17  Zalando 12 
Kentucky Fried Chicken 13  Zara 11 
KIA 15  Total 857 
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