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1  | INTRODUC TION

Poverty represents an enormous global challenge and an indis‐
pensable requirement for sustainable development, particularly 
in developing countries (United Nations Division for Sustainable 
Development (UNDSD), 2015; World Commission on Environment 
& Development, 1987). As a consequence, all actors in society, in‐
cluding firms, are expected to show goodwill and accept a level of 
responsibility in alleviating poverty (Barkemeyer & Figge, 2014; 
Hahn, 2012; Pater & van Lierop, 2006; Raimi, Akhuemonkhan, & 
Ogunjirin, 2015). In that respect, the 2030 United Nations Agenda 
for Sustainable Development places emphasis on both the engage‐
ment of firms in solving sustainable development challenges, one of 
which is poverty eradication, and on the promotion of effective pub‐
lic–private partnerships to achieve this end.

Nowadays, it is assumed that firms contribute to reducing 
poverty by positively affecting economic growth (e.g., in terms 

of employment, investment or tax income for a community). 
Nevertheless, economic growth has not been inclusive and the ab‐
solute number of poor has increased (United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 2014). As a result, there is grow‐
ing debate over the role of firms in poverty reduction, in particular of 
multinationals operating in less developed countries (e.g., Banerjee, 
2018; Barkemeyer, 2009; Blowfield & Frynas, 2005; Idemudia & 
Osayande, 2016). Consequently, there is a need for further evi‐
dence concerning corporate social contribution to poverty allevia‐
tion. Moreover, the complexity of measuring a firm's contribution 
suggests the need to identify relevant research methods (Medina‐
Muñoz, Medina‐Muñoz, & Gutiérrez‐Pérez, 2016; Wood, 2010). In 
this context, the term “corporate social responsibility” (CSR) is often 
adopted to acknowledge the non‐economic dimension of business 
activity (Blowfield & Frynas, 2005, p. 503): “companies have a re‐
sponsibility for their impact on society and the natural environment, 
sometimes beyond legal compliance and the liability of individuals”.
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However, the social issue of poverty alleviation has not been 
adequately covered by firms’ CSR initiatives and sustainable man‐
agement practices (Barkemeyer, 2009; Barkemeyer & Figge, 2014; 
Hahn, 2012; Lobel, 2013). As regards the CSR for poverty as a re‐
search topic, there is a need to integrate theoretical approaches with 
the purpose of better explaining CSR in developing countries and 
to generate further empirical evidence (Barkemeyer, 2009, 2011; 
Frynas & Yamahaki, 2016; Jamali & Carroll, 2017). Considering the 
contributions to the special issue “Capturing advances in CSR: de‐
veloped versus developing perspectives”, which was published in 
the journal “Business Ethics: A European Review”, Jamali and Carroll 
(2017) highlighted differences in the application of CSR across 
developed and developing countries in terms, for instance, of dif‐
ferent perceptions of stakeholders (Griffin, 2017), “win‐win” inter‐
pretations of CSR (Voltan, Hervieux, & Mills, 2017) and of external 
factors influencing a firm's CSR (Vashchenko, 2017). More recently, 
Renouard and Ezvan (2018) argued that firms have to assume their 
social responsibility towards human development and sustainable 
development challenges (e.g., poverty eradication) even if it limits 
their economic performance. Accordingly, since poverty alleviation 
is a pressing social need that affects developing countries and the 
most vulnerable members of the community, firms are expected to 
adopt pro‐poor CSR initiatives. Moreover, the application of CSR for 
poverty alleviation, as compared with CSR for other sustainable de‐
velopment challenges, might show some peculiarities (Griffin, 2017; 
Renouard & Ezvan, 2018).

The main contribution of this paper to the CSR research agenda 
is an integrated research framework for assessing and explaining a 
firm's contribution to poverty alleviation. Building on a review of 
both conceptual and empirical research articles on CSR for poverty 
alleviation, the framework intends to be useful for facing the ave‐
nues that need to be urgently researched in the emerging academic 
literature on the role of the private sector in reducing poverty and 
for assisting the United Nations in achieving its poverty eradication 
goal. In order to obtain such a framework and suggest avenues for 
future research, the following issues will be considered: (a) the as‐
sessment of a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation; (b) types of 
pro‐poor CSR initiatives (i.e., CSR initiatives for poverty alleviation) 
that could be adopted by firms and (c) the factors influencing a firm's 
contribution as the independent variables in the proposed model.

Accordingly, the first specific purpose of this study is to integrate 
conceptual and empirical research regarding the measurement of 
corporate social performance (CSP) in general and, in particular, of 
pro‐poor CSP, as the dependent variable in the model. As conceived 
by Wood (1991, 2010), the term “CSP” refers to the CSR impacts 
and outcomes for society, stakeholders and the firm itself. In line 
with that definition, “pro‐poor CSP” can be defined as the CSR im‐
pacts and outcomes for the poor. In so doing, besides considering 
the works of Wood, the different approaches to the measuring of a 
firm's contribution to poverty alleviation that have been adopted by 
empirical studies will be identified and critically compared. Empirical 
evidence concerning the contribution of firms in different geograph‐
ical and business contexts will also be discussed. The second specific 

purpose is to work out an integrated list of pro‐poor CSR initiatives 
that have been analysed by empirical studies. The list could be useful 
for assisting not only firms to increase their contribution to reducing 
poverty, but also researchers interested in developing a validated 
measurement scale for pro‐poor CSP. A final specific purpose is to 
integrate the different factors suggested by both conceptual and 
empirical studies when explaining the business role in poverty allevi‐
ation (i.e., the independent variables in the model). As concluded by 
Frynas and Yamahaki (2016), more research is needed on integrating 
theories related to external and internal drivers of CSR. Along with 
general factors suggested by major CSR theoretical frameworks 
such as the “win‐win”, stakeholder and legitimation approaches, this 
study will also highlight other specific factors that have been pointed 
out by conceptual and empirical studies.

2  | CONCEPTUAL APPROACHES TO THE 
ROLE OF C SR IN POVERT Y ALLE VIATION

The purpose of this section is not to review the vast literature on 
CSR and related terms (e.g., CSP, corporate citizenship, corporate 
social responsiveness, corporate social commitment) per se, but to 
review the elements within the following CSR approaches that spe‐
cifically address poverty alleviation in the context of CSR: CSP, win–
win business case CSR, stakeholder perspective, institutional theory 
and the legitimacy perspective on CSR. As such, the literature on the 
classical economic approach to CSR (e.g., Arnold & Valentin, 2013; 
Friedman, 1962) for instance, or that on the “base/bottom of the 
pyramid” (BoP) (e.g., Kolk, Rivera‐Santos, & Rufin, 2014; Prahalad, 
2004; Prahalad & Hammond, 2002; Prahalad & Hart, 2002) will 
not be considered. In order to achieve the purpose of elaborating 
an integrated research framework for the contribution of firms to 
poverty alleviation, the discussion of conceptual studies will focus 
on two issues of the framework: (a) the assessment of a firm's con‐
tribution to poverty alleviation as the dependent variable and (b) the 
factors influencing it as the independent variables.

2.1 | Assessment of a firm's contribution to poverty 
alleviation

CSP and outcome‐oriented research can help understand a firm's 
impact on society, including its contribution to poverty alleviation 
(Griffin, 2017; Wood, 2010). Wood (1991, 2010) placed emphasis 
on the need to develop measurement models to assess the impact 
of a firm's CSR initiatives on others, that is, stakeholders and soci‐
ety, rather than on the firm itself. For the general purpose of this 
study, the CSP for the poor is of interest as part of society and a 
firm's stakeholders, that is, those who affect or are affected by the 
achievement of the firm's objectives, such as employees, custom‐
ers, suppliers, community and the natural environment (Clarkson, 
1995; Freeman, 1984). As argued by Wood (2010), CSP and, thus, 
CSP for the poor are controversial, ambiguous and difficult to re‐
search. Nevertheless, there is a need to make progress concerning 
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the way in which to measure a firm's contribution to poverty allevia‐
tion. In that respect, firms in general and, in particular, multination‐
als, have been urged to make a net positive contribution to reducing 
poverty as part of their CSR (e.g., Merino & Valor, 2011; Valor, 2012; 
UNCTAD, 2014; UNDSD, 2015).

While there is abundant empirical evidence regarding the finan‐
cial effects of a firm's CSR initiatives, the existing knowledge about 
their consequences for the intended beneficiaries is scant (Banerjee, 
2014; Blowfield, 2007; Idemudia, 2014; Idemudia & Osayande, 
2016; Rodrigo, Duran, & Arenas, 2016). As pointed out by Blowfield 
(2007), Idemudia (2014) and Rodrigo et al. (2016), this is particularly 
true in the case of pro‐poor CSR initiatives in developing countries. 
Three possible causes are suggested by Wood (2010): a) the lack of 
effective demand for firms to assess their contribution to social chal‐
lenges, b) the complexity of establishing causality between a firm's 
CSR actions and major social challenges and c) the inaccessibility of 
good data to evaluate the impact of a firm's CSR on stakeholders 
and society. Nevertheless, there is agreement regarding the need to 
consider the expectations and opinions of the intended beneficia‐
ries of a firm's CSR initiatives (e.g., the poor and local households in 
the case of pro‐poor CSR) (Blowfield, 2007; Idemudia, 2011, 2014; 
Wood, 2010).

Taking all the above into consideration, the different approaches 
to measuring a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation that have 
been adopted by empirical studies will be identified and compared 
in the “Evidence for corporate social contribution to poverty allevi‐
ation” section. As recommended by Wood (2010), the range of pro‐
poor CSR initiatives that have been evaluated by empirical studies 
will also be identified as processes affecting the outputs generated 
by a firm's pro‐poor CSR (e.g., the number of local people lifted out 
of poverty). In that respect, Idemudia (2007, 2011) argued that there 
is a need to move from a focus on CSR outcomes to a focus on CSR 
processes (e.g., the adoption of pro‐poor CSR initiatives and factors 
influencing it). Consequently, the integrated list of pro‐poor CSR ini‐
tiatives could also be considered when developing a validated scale 
for assessing a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation.

2.2 | Factors influencing a firm's contribution to 
poverty alleviation

The “win‐win” approach to CSR suggests that a general internal 
driver of pro‐poor CSR is a possible positive impact on a firm's 
economic performance (Falck & Heblich, 2007; Porter & Kramer, 
2002). According to this approach, firms adopt CSR initiatives that 
simultaneously contribute to increasing long‐term profits. While 
the empirical evidence regarding the impact of a firm's CSR initia‐
tives on its economic performance shows contradictory findings, 
several studies identified a significant positive association (e.g., 
Luo & Bhattacharya, 2006; Maignan & Ferrell, 2000). In general, 
pro‐poor CSR initiatives can positively influence long‐term profits 
by their impact on firm reputation, value of the brand, firm good‐
will, consumer satisfaction, attractiveness as an employer and 
employees’ organisational commitment (Falck & Heblich, 2007). 

Nevertheless, there is a need to truly determine whether and 
when firms can profit by responding to the needs of society in 
general and, in particular, those of the poor (Renouard & Ezvan, 
2018; Voltan et al., 2017).

The stakeholder approach to CSR posits that the long‐term sur‐
vival of a firm depends on its ability to contribute to the welfare 
of a variety of internal and external stakeholders that affect or are 
affected by the achievement of the firm's objectives, or that show 
a direct or indirect interest in the firm (Clarkson, 1995; Freeman, 
1984). Besides shareholders/owners, typical primary stakeholders 
include employees, suppliers, customers, the community and the 
natural environment (Clarkson, 1995). According to this approach, 
another driver of pro‐poor CSR is to contribute to the welfare of 
local communities, including the poor. Pro‐poor CSR should also 
embrace initiatives for the remaining primary stakeholders with the 
purpose, for example, of reducing poverty amongst employees and 
their households, and also preserving the natural environment of 
poor communities (Medina‐Muñoz et al., 2016).

However, as discussed by Margolis and Walsh (2003), Blowfield 
(2005), Banerjee (2008, 2014), Barkemeyer (2009) and Griffin 
(2017), CSR theory and practice have focused on key stakeholders 
that might positively influence a firm's economic performance (e.g., 
shareholders, employees, customers). Banerjee (2014) even argues 
that firms invest few or no resources at all to serve the interests of 
marginalised stakeholders, including the poor. Ironically, as pointed 
out by Blowfield and Frynas (2005, p. 508), a firm's commitment to 
CSR might also lead the firm to consider the poor and other mar‐
ginalised groups as a threat to that commitment: e.g., “major sport‐
ing goods companies, for instance, have reduced the outsourcing 
to smaller producers in part because it is difficult to monitor those 
facilities”.

As suggested by the institutional theory and the legitimacy per‐
spective on CSR, firms should engage in social responsibility initia‐
tives beyond the legal requirements, such as poverty alleviation, 
with the purpose of gaining social acceptance or “social licence” 
to operate in the community (Frynas & Yamahaki, 2016; McIntyre, 
Murphy, Sirsly, 2015; Raimi et al., 2015; Vashchenko, 2017). This 
perspective predicts a growing alignment of CSR initiatives with so‐
cial rules, norms and values, as well as with powerful organisations 
and interest groups in the society (Frynas & Yamahaki, 2016; Jamali, 
Lund‐Thomsen, & Khara, 2017; Lobel, 2013; Vashchenko, 2017). As 
recently discussed by Banerjee (2018), power asymmetries between 
firms, governments, communities’ representatives and the most vul‐
nerable members of the communities (i.e., the poor) can even lead a 
firm to adopt CSR initiatives in favour of governmental officers and 
a community's representatives, rather than of the powerless poor.

As found by Frynas and Yamahaki (2016), stakeholder theory, 
institutional theory and legitimacy perspective dominate the theo‐
rising of external drivers of CSR in general. Besides the factors in‐
fluencing a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation that have been 
mentioned above, other drivers of pro‐poor CSR have been sug‐
gested by conceptual studies. First, corporate headquarters seem 
to promote a Northern CSR agenda, rather than a Southern agenda 
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that empowers the poor and other local stakeholders in developing 
countries (e.g., Barkemeyer & Figge, 2014; Idemudia, 2011).

Second, as discussed by Idemudia (2011), different contexts in 
terms of economic, social, cultural and environmental conditions 
show different challenges for CSR practices. Accordingly, the higher 
the poverty rate in a region, the greater the importance of adopting 
pro‐poor CSR initiatives should be. In addition, local ethics and mo‐
rality should guide the design and implementation of pro‐poor CSR 
initiatives. Third, the inability and/or unwillingness of governments 
and other civil society entities (e.g., development agencies, non‐gov‐
ernmental organisations, NGOs) to fulfil the role of alleviating pov‐
erty leads firms to play an active role in initiating social policies and 
community development projects in favour of the poor, particularly 
in developing countries (e.g., Amadi & Abdullah, 2012; Idemudia, 
2011; Ite, 2004; Jamali, Lund‐Thomsen, & Jeppesen, 2017). This is 
apparent when corruption is extensive (Idemudia, 2011). In the case 
of multinationals, the government of the country of origin could also 
promote a pro‐poor CSR agenda overseas (Idemudia & Kwakyewah, 
2018).

Lastly, since sustainable development goals such as poverty alle‐
viation are often incompatible with the narrower corporate goal of 
shareholder value, a regulatory system has also been suggested as 
a driver of pro‐poor CSR (Bakan, 2004; Banerjee, 2014; Blowfield, 
2005). By arguing that poverty represents a violation of human rights 
and that CSR is linked to human rights, Osuji and Obibuaku (2016) 
concluded that CSR, including pro‐poor CSR initiatives, can be regu‐
lated by law with the purpose of enforcing rights and, thus, restrict‐
ing the use of CSR initiatives for attaining corporate self‐interest.

3  | E VIDENCE FOR CORPOR ATE SOCIAL 
CONTRIBUTION TO POVERT Y ALLE VIATION

Research articles with empirical evidence on CSR for poverty alle‐
viation, along with conceptual articles with arguments and guidance 
for future research on this research topic, were searched in the peer‐
reviewed journals listed in the electronic databases Elsevier's Scopus 
and Thomson Reuters's Web of Science, which are considered the 
world's largest abstract and citation databases. The words used in 
the meta‐search of articles were “CSR” (or “corporate citizenship”, 
“corporate social responsiveness”, “corporate social commitment”, 
“CSP”, “shared value”) and “poverty” (or “development”, “develop‐
ing countries”, “empowerment”), and they were required to be in the 
title, abstract or keywords. Besides the conceptual articles that have 
already been discussed in the previous section of the manuscript, 
a total of 24 research articles with empirical evidence were finally 
selected for further analysis in this section. They have all been pub‐
lished since the year 2005, which confirms the novelty of this re‐
search topic.

Each of the selected empirical studies was first analysed to re‐
port its business scope (i.e., types of firms, economic sectors) and 
geographical scope (see Table 1). The different issues forming part 
of the integrated research framework intended as a guide for future 

empirical research were then identified and compared: (a) assess‐
ment of a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation; (b) types of 
pro‐poor CSR initiatives and (c) factors influencing the adoption of 
pro‐poor CSR actions. As regards the assessment of a firm's contri‐
bution, the measurement of corporate social contribution to poverty 
alleviation and the sources of information adopted by each manu‐
script were considered. In addition, major findings on the overall 
contribution of firms to poverty reduction were compared. The re‐
sults of the analyses will follow.

3.1 | Business and geographical 
scope of the research

As displayed in Table 1, while 7 studies analysed the contribution 
to poverty of firms in general, the remaining 17 studies focused on 
particular types of firms: multinationals (12 studies), large companies 
(3), small‐sized farms (1) and multinationals and small‐sized firms (1). 
A total of 10 studies examined the commitment of firms in a variety 
of economic sectors in a specific location or database. Those sectors 
that received special attention in the remaining studies are: energy 
and minerals sectors (eight studies), the tour operating sector (two), 
the food and beverage sector (two), the lodging sector (one), banking 
and construction industries (one) and the sugarcane industry (one).

Africa is the leading continent in the empirical research on CSR 
for poverty alleviation (13 of the 24 studies made reference to 
African countries): Nigeria (7), South Africa (2), Kenya (1), Namibia 
(1), Mauritius (1) and Zimbabwe (1). Empirical evidence is also avail‐
able for Argentina, Brazil, Cambodia, Colombia, India, Mexico, the 
United Kingdom, the United States of America and Vietnam. It is also 
relevant to emphasise the variety of geographical levels that were 
covered: international (i.e., firms in a variety of countries), national 
(i.e., firms in one particular country), regional (i.e., firms in one or sev‐
eral regions) and local (i.e., firms in one or several local communities).

3.2 | The measurement of corporate social 
contribution to poverty alleviation

Table 2 displays the study methods adopted by the selected em‐
pirical studies: (a) measurements of corporate social contribution to 
poverty alleviation; (b) secondary and primary sources of informa‐
tion. As pointed out by Kolk, Tulder, and Westdijk (2006) and Hahn 
(2012), there is no agreed method for measuring a firm's contribution 
to poverty alleviation. Three different measurement approaches 
were identified: (a) content analysis of CSR initiatives (11 studies); 
(b) the overall perceptions of residents, households, other local key 
informants, employees, managers and/or firms’ other stakeholders 
(e.g., governmental officials, NGOs) (10) and (c) the development and 
application of an assessment framework with a list of items (3).

The majority of the studies analysed CSR initiatives that were 
described in corporate websites and/or reports, including annual re‐
ports, CSR reports, specific CSR programmes, sustainability reports 
and codes of conduct. For instance, Valor (2012) examined whether 
multinationals were adopting CSR initiatives related to the following: 
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providing employment and living wages, stimulating community de‐
velopment, fighting malnutrition. Amadi and Abdullah (2012) criti‐
cally evaluated the following CSR programmes: health care services, 
educational initiatives and a youth development scheme. Similarly, 
Wuttke and Vilks (2014) assessed four categories of CSR initiatives: 
infrastructure and community development, banning of child labour, 
gender equality and empowerment of female workers, environmen‐
tal sustainability. Benchmark poverty alleviation practices were also 
considered by Lobel (2013).

The remaining studies that conducted content analysis of firms’ 
reports placed emphasis on poverty alleviation in general as a re‐
ported CSR category (e.g., Bradley & Botchway, 2018; Jabbour, Neto, 
Freitas, Teixeira, & Silva, 2012; Metzger, Nunnenkamp, & Mahmoud, 
2010; Renouard & Lado, 2012). The following indicators were also 
taken from three studies: CSR effort (Raimi et al., 2015), firms’ com‐
munity development expenditure (Ite, 2005), generation of income 
for local farmers (Waswa, Netondo, Maina, Naisiko, & Wangamati, 
2009). Considering all the above and the CSP framework developed 
by Wood (1991, 2010), it can be concluded that, with the exception 
of the research conducted by Waswa et al. (2009), content analysis 
of CSR initiatives has mainly focused on CSP processes, rather than 
on CSP outcomes.

A second approach was to ask for the overall opinion of firms’ 
internal (managers, employees) and external stakeholders (residents, 
households, other local key informants, governmental officials, 
NGOs). As was pointed out in the review of conceptual studies, there 
is a need to ask the poor as the intended beneficiaries of a firm's pro‐
poor CSR initiatives (Blowfield, 2007; Idemudia, 2011, 2014; Wood, 
2010). Nevertheless, only 6 of the 24 empirical studies conducted 
interviews or focus groups with local residents and households’ rep‐
resentatives. All these studies also considered the opinions of one 
or several of the following stakeholders (see Table 2): governmen‐
tal officials, NGOs, other local communities’ representatives, man‐
agers and employees. Idemudia (2009) reported her own personal 
experience.

The most frequently used method for collecting opinions was by 
means of semi‐structured interviews with a wide variety of groups. 
The use of semi‐structured interviews and of qualitative research 
techniques (e.g., focus groups, personal observation), as compared 
with structured interviews, are justified by the complexity of mea‐
suring a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation. Besides residents 
and households’ representatives, the following groups were con‐
sidered: managers and owners (seven studies), employees (three), 
NGOs (four), governmental officials (three), other local communities’ 
representatives (five).

A final approach was the development of an assessment 
framework composed of a list of items to evaluate a firm's contri‐
bution to poverty alleviation. This approach was adopted by only 
3 of the 24 studies. Using reports published by the International 
Labour Organization, Organisation for Economic Co‐operation and 
Development and UNCTAD, Kolk et al. (2006) developed a frame‐
work to evaluate corporate conduct in relation to the eradication 
of poverty. A total of 20 items were initially identified and then 

grouped into the following general and specific categories: content 
issues (equality of opportunity and treatment, working conditions, 
collective bargaining) and context issues (reflecting local conditions, 
dynamic comparative advantage, training, monitoring).

Idemudia (2009) identified affirmative duties for oil multination‐
als: improving socio‐economic and cultural conditions (by reducing 
material deprivation and improving education and health) and build‐
ing local capacity (by reducing voicelessness and powerlessness). 
Their negative duties refer to preventing and managing the negative 
impact of oil production on host communities. Finally, Schölmerich 
(2013) developed a list of 20 indicators to assess 10 capabilities to be 
promoted amongst the poor: income, education, empowerment of 
youth and women, health status, accommodation, labour conditions, 
access to the health care system, access to social networks, security 
and access to the legal system, access to capital, land and insurance.

A general evaluation of the three approaches suggests the 
need to carry out further research that aims to develop a reliable 
and validated scale for measuring a firm's contribution to poverty 
alleviation. As regards the use of the content analysis of corporate 
websites and/or reports, the results are affected by the amount and 
quality of the information reported. In that respect, pro‐poor CSR 
initiatives might not be clearly described in corporate websites and 
reports. Besides, there are firms that do not publish structured in‐
formation concerning their CSR initiatives. The overall perception 
of residents and other stakeholders as an approach to measuring a 
firm's commitment also shows a major limitation: results are affected 
by the stakeholders’ understanding of poverty. Since poverty is a 
multidimensional phenomenon, the use of a list of items that aims 
to measure a firm's commitment to poverty alleviation seems more 
appropriate (e.g., a list of initiatives that a firm could adopt to re‐
duce poverty). In so doing, the scales proposed by Kolk et al. (2006), 
Idemudia (2009) and Schölmerich (2013), as well as the list of pro‐
poor CSR initiatives that have been suggested by the 24 selected 
empirical studies, could all be taken into consideration. As was rec‐
ommended by Blowfield (2007), Wood (2010) and Idemudia (2011, 
2014), the opinions of the poor and local residents should also be 
considered when evaluating the selected items.

3.3 | Firms' overall contribution to poverty 
alleviation

A number of conclusions can be highlighted from the analysis of em‐
pirical studies on the role of multinationals in poverty alleviation. 
In line with what was proposed by Blowfield (2005), Valor (2012) 
found that energy sector multinationals are implementing CSR pro‐
grammes in a reactive way (i.e., to face criticism arising from their 
activities in developing countries), rather than contributing to social 
challenges that are not linked to their core business (e.g., fighting 
malnutrition). Similarly, Kolk et al. (2006) reported that multination‐
als’ commitment to poverty alleviation is not yet a priority in their 
CSR initiatives. These authors emphasise that, in general, only a few 
poverty‐related issues are currently covered by multinationals’ CSR 
strategies. Regarding Nestlé's aid budget allocation, Metzger et al. 
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(2010) concluded that it favours developed countries, as compared 
with poor developing countries. More specifically, Bradley and 
Botchway (2018) found that only 1 of the 10 companies that were 
analysed reported initiatives to fight against poverty. Jabbour et al. 
(2012) even concluded that no CSR practice can be related to pov‐
erty alleviation.

Ite (2005), Idemudia (2007, 2009), Amadi and Abdullah (2012) 
and Renouard and Lado (2012) analysed the contribution of mul‐
tinationals in the oil and gas sectors to reducing poverty in the 
Niger Delta, Nigeria. A general conclusion is that the increase in 
CSR expenses has not overcome poverty (Renouard & Lado, 2012). 
Moreover, Idemudia (2007, 2009) concluded that multinationals can 
contribute to poverty reduction by not only investing in community 
development programmes, but also by ensuring that existing sources 
of development (e.g., farming, fishing) are not negatively affected 
by their operations. As recommended by Ite (2005) and Amadi and 
Abdullah (2012), the Nigerian government could invest a higher per‐
centage of the tax income generated by the oil industry in poverty 
alleviation initiatives. In contradiction with Renouard and Lado's 
(2012) findings concerning multinationals’ CSR, Okpara and Wynn 
(2012) and Raimi et al. (2015) concluded that entrepreneurship and 
CSR are adequate antidotes for poverty in Nigeria at the national 
level. These findings suggest that type of firm (e.g., multinationals, 
local firms) and economic sector (e.g., oil, tourism sectors) might in‐
fluence a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation.

Considering the opinions of firms’ management representatives 
from a wide variety of countries, Barkemeyer (2011) found that 
Southern respondents, as compared with Northern respondents, 
perceived that CSR has a higher potential to social issues in gen‐
eral and, in particular, to reducing poverty. From a list of 23 global 
challenges, he also concluded that business potential contribution to 
poverty is much lower than what is needed in terms of the perceived 
urgency of reducing poverty. In the case of major South African 
companies, Overton‐de Klerk and Oelofse (2010) concluded that, 
while companies cannot escape from their accountability of reduc‐
ing poverty, they cannot be expected to solve social problems and 
eradicate poverty. However, the inability and/or unwillingness of 
governments and other civil society entities to reduce poverty leads 
firms to play an active role (e.g., Amadi & Abdullah, 2012; Idemudia, 
2011; Ite, 2004; Jamali, Lund‐Thomsen, & Jeppesen, 2017).

As regards the contribution of Indian banking and construc‐
tion multinationals to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
Wuttke and Vilks (2014) concluded that they focus on the reduction 
of extreme poverty and the environment. In the case of Mauritian 
firms, CSR is perceived as a necessary, but insufficient, tool to fight 
poverty (Gokulsing, 2011). Ragodoo (2009) also observed that: (a) 
poverty reduction is not amongst the Mauritian firms’ CSR priorities 
and (b) the adoption of pro‐poor initiatives is more apparent in the 
hotel, sugar, investment and banking sectors. In a South African city, 
almost 60% of the households interviewed considered that firms 
make decisions bearing in mind the welfare of residents (McIntyre 
et al., 2015). In the case of tourism firms, Mutana, Chipfuva, and 
Muchenje (2013) found that 75% of the lodges and tour operators 

adopted a pro‐poor approach to their business operations in rural 
Zimbabwe. Novelli and Hellwig (2011) concluded that Namibian and 
German tour operators’ greatest contribution to the MDGs refers to 
poverty reduction.

Concerning small firms’ commitment to poverty alleviation, 
Waswa et al. (2009) argued that although the introduction of sugar‐
cane in the Nzoia Sugarbelt, Western Kenya, was generally expected 
to alleviate poverty by expanding farmers’ income possibilities, pov‐
erty in this region remains endemic. They also placed emphasis on 
the need to promote pro‐poor CSR initiatives. In the case of Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia, Schölmerich (2013) concluded that multinationals, 
as compared with small firms that collaborate with the programme 
ChildSafe, make a higher contribution to poverty reduction.

3.4 | Types of pro‐poor initiatives

An integrated list of the pro‐poor CSR practices that have been 
suggested by the selected empirical studies is put forward in this 
section (see Table 3). As was pointed out above, the list could be 
useful for measuring a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation. In 
fact, pro‐poor CSR initiatives are processes affecting the outcomes 
generated by a firm's pro‐poor CSR (e.g., the number of local people 
lifted out of poverty) (Idemudia, 2007, 2009; Wood, 2010). The first 
category of pro‐poor initiatives is entitled “core business‐related 
initiatives”. Besides preventing and managing the negative impacts 
of the core business on the poor (Idemudia, 2009), firms could also 
facilitate their access to the affordable goods and services that meet 
basic needs (e.g., Okpara & Wynn, 2012; Valor, 2012). For instance, 
firms could draw up commercial offers for the poor (Valor, 2012).

A second category of pro‐poor practices (legitimation initiatives) 
refers to building relationships and collaborating with a community's 
stakeholders in order not only to reduce poverty but also to obtain 
legitimation to operate in the community (see Table 3). Since poor 
communities’ stakeholders (e.g., public administration, trade unions, 
chambers of commerce, NGOs, community leaders) are quite knowl‐
edgeable about the conditions of the poor and the causes of poverty, 
Overton‐de Klerk and Oelofse (2010) and Okpara and Wynn (2012) 
outlined the need to build relationships and collaborate with them. 
Similarly, McIntyre et al. (2015) concluded that firms should collabo‐
rate with local stakeholders in order to identify a community's most 
pressing needs.

Two more categories of pro‐poor initiatives are proposed by Kolk 
et al. (2006) and Lobel (2013), who distinguished between “internal 
CSR” (content and in‐group CSR, respectively) and “external CSR” 
(context and universalist CSR, respectively). According to Lobel 
(2013), firms adopt in‐group CSR initiatives to alleviate poverty 
amongst employees and other internal stakeholders, and universal‐
ist CSR initiatives aim to reduce poverty at the community level. Kolk 
et al. (2006) found that internal initiatives, which address content 
issues (equality of opportunity and treatment, working conditions, 
collective bargaining), as compared to external initiatives, which 
focus on context issues (reflecting local conditions, dynamic com‐
parative advantage, training, monitoring), are more often adopted 
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by multinationals. They also concluded that sustainable solutions to 
poverty can only be reached by covering context issues and, conse‐
quently, offering poor people adequate means (know‐how, technol‐
ogy, resources) to escape the poverty status by themselves. As shown 
in Table 3, three specific internal CSR initiatives were suggested by 
the selected empirical studies: (a) giving the poor opportunities to 
get a job and earn wages to support their families; (b) improving job 
conditions (e.g., wages, stability) and (c) guaranteeing equal pay for 
women, as they are family heads in many poor households.

As regards external CSR initiatives, two more categories of pro‐
poor CSR initiatives were outlined by previous research (e.g., Amadi 
& Abdullah, 2012; Ite, 2005; McIntyre et al., 2015; Raimi et al., 2015): 
community assistance and community development initiatives. The 
most cited community assistance initiatives are (see Table 3): as‐
sisting local communities in general, participating in donations and 
volunteerism initiatives in favour of the poor, providing assistance 
to educational institutions and clinics, participating in campaigns 
against hunger and malnutrition and making financial contributions 
to material deprivation.

As shown in Table 3, a wide variety of community development 
initiatives were also mentioned: community development pro‐
grammes in general, building local capacity and empowering com‐
munities, education and training initiatives, for example, building 
schools, paying school fees, employment generation, income gen‐
eration for local suppliers/farmers, promotion of entrepreneurship 
and local firms, infrastructure development, for example, electricity, 
clean water, roads, clinics, microlending and access to capital and 
access to the legal system and social networks.

A final category of pro‐poor CSR initiatives was derived from 
the analysis of empirical studies in developing countries (Gokulsing, 
2011; Metzger et al., 2010; Renouard & Lado, 2012): initiatives re‐
lated to CSR organisation and decision making. According to these 
studies, for firms to increase their contribution to poverty allevia‐
tion the following actions should be implemented: collaborating with 
official agencies and NGOs, entrusting an independent foundation 
with the design and implementation of pro‐poor CSR initiatives and 
considering poverty rates when making pro‐poor CSR decisions at a 
corporate level.

3.5 | Factors influencing a firm's contribution

An analysis of the selected empirical studies suggests the existence of 
a wide range of factors determining a firm's contribution to poverty 
alleviation (see Table 4): (a) firm characteristics; (b) economic sector; 
(c) CSR effort and motivation; (d) stakeholders’ interest, pressure and 
perception; (e) globalisation and governance deficits in developing 
countries; (f) national concern with poverty alleviation and perception 
of social justice. There follows a discussion of these categories of fac‐
tors. In so doing, they will be compared with the drivers that have also 
been outlined by conceptual manuscripts (see Table 4).

Barkemeyer (2011) placed emphasis on the following charac‐
teristics of firms as factors explaining a manager's perceptions con‐
cerning the potential contribution of his/her firm to 23 sustainable Pr
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challenges, including that of poverty alleviation: size, geographic 
origin, Human Development Index (HDI). A firm's foreign direct in‐
vestment was further suggested by Metzger et al. (2010) as a factor 
influencing the adoption of pro‐poor CSR initiatives. Moreover, Valor 
(2012) mentioned both a firm's origin country and its host country 
as characteristics affecting the contribution of energy multinationals 
to poverty alleviation.

As shown in Table 4, the economic sector in which a firm operates 
was suggested as another factor explaining the firm's contribution 
to reducing poverty. For instance, Ragodoo (2009) found that the 
adoption of pro‐poor CSR initiatives is more apparent in the hotel, 
sugar, investment and banking sectors in Mauritius. Kolk et al. (2006) 
also reported that multinationals in the garment and food processing 
sectors seem to be more committed to poverty reduction than those 
in the automobile and pharmaceutical industries. While the relative 
contribution to poverty alleviation of firms in a sector may change 
over time, these findings suggest that the economic sector affects 

a firm's contribution. As proposed by Kolk et al. (2006) and Valor 
(2012), firms may also adopt pro‐poor CSR initiatives when other 
companies in the same sector are committed to poverty alleviation.

As regards CSR effort and motivation, Ite (2005) and Novelli and 
Hellwig (2011) pointed out that internal budgetary constraints affect 
a firm's contribution to poverty reduction. In addition, Lobel (2013) 
found that firms first adopt “in‐group CSR” initiatives to reduce 
poverty amongst employees and then “universalist CSR” actions 
to reduce poverty at the community level. Three CSR motivations 
were also mentioned as factors influencing a firm's contribution: (a) a 
core business‐related motivation (e.g., Lobel, 2013; Wuttke & Vilks, 
2014); (b) the gaining of a social licence to operate (e.g., Ite, 2005; 
Lobel, 2013; McIntyre et al., 2015); (c) contribution to sustainable 
development goals (e.g., Valor, 2012).

These motivations are in line with those highlighted by concep‐
tual manuscripts (see Table 4): (a) a possible positive impact on a firm's 
economic performance (i.e., the “win‐win” approach); (b) a possible 

TA B L E  4   Factors influencing a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation mentioned by empirical and conceptual research

Factors from the review of empirical research Author(s)

Firm characteristics: size, geographic origin, Human Development Index, 
foreign direct investment

Barkemeyer (2011), Gokulsing (2011), Metzger et al. (2010) and  
Valor (2012)

Economic sector: type of economic activity, CSR pattern in the industry Barkemeyer (2011), Kolk et al. (2006), Ragodoo (2009) and Valor 
(2012)

CSR effort and motivation: internal budgetary constraints, importance of 
in‐group CSR as compared with universalist CSR, a core business‐related 
motivation, a motivation to obtain legitimation to operate, a motivation 
to contribute to sustainable development goals, CSR strategy (reactive 
vs. proactive), management's satisfaction with pro‐poor CSR

Ite (2005), Lobel (2013), McIntyre et al. (2015), Metzger et al. (2010), 
Novelli and Hellwig (2011), Ragodoo (2009), Renouard and Lado 
(2012), Schölmerich (2013), Valor (2012) and Wuttke and Vilks 
(2014)

Stakeholders' interest, pressure and perception: the need for a higher stand‐
ard of living for a firm's stakeholders in an operational environment; 
increased shareholder activism, NGO pressure and customer interest; 
perceptions of community representatives and key informants; CSR 
promises; issue salience of poverty; field cohesion; field distance

Gokulsing (2011), Idemudia (2007, 2009), Ite (2005), Lobel (2013), 
Mutana et al. (2013), Nguyen et al. (2018), Novelli and Hellwig 
(2011), Overton‐de Klerk and Oelofse (2010), Ragodoo (2009), 
Raimi et al. (2015), Schölmerich (2013) and Valor (2012)

Globalisation and governance deficits in developing countries: failure of gov‐
ernments in developing countries to provide social services and develop‐
ment infrastructure, political regime, legal framework, government and 
firm corruption, Northern bias in the CSR agenda

Amadi and Abdullah (2012), Barkemeyer (2011), Gokulsing (2011), 
Idemudia (2007, 2009), Ite (2005), Metzger et al. (2010), Ragodoo 
(2009), Raimi et al. (2015) and Renouard and Lado (2012)

National concern with poverty alleviation and perception of social justice: 
poverty rate, CSR standards, country priorities and development plans

Idemudia (2007, 2009), Lobel (2013), Metzger et al. (2010),  
Gokulsing (2011), Novelli and Hellwig (2011), Renouard and Lado 
(2012) and Valor (2012)

Factors from the review of conceptual research Author(s)

A possible positive impact on economic performance Porter and Kramer (2002) and Falck and Heblich (2007)

A possible demand by stakeholders (e.g., community, including the poor) Clarkson (1995) and Medina‐Muñoz et al. (2016)

A possible condition to gain social acceptance or “social licence” to 
operate

Frynas and Yamahaki (2016), McIntyre et al. (2015) and Raimi et al. 
(2015)

Headquarters’ CSR decisions Barkemeyer and Figge (2014) and Idemudia (2011)

Global and local contexts (in terms of economic, social, cultural and envi‐
ronmental conditions)

Idemudia (2011)

The ability and willingness of governments and civil society to fight 
against poverty

Amadi and Abdullah (2012), Idemudia (2011), Idemudia and 
Kwakyewah (2018), Ite (2004) and Jamali, Lund‐Thomsen, and 
Jeppesen (2017)

The regulatory system affecting CSR Bakan (2004), Banerjee (2014), Blowfield (2005) and Osuji and 
Obibuaku (2016)
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condition to gain social acceptance or “social licence” to operate in the 
community (i.e., the legitimisation approach); (c) a possible demand on 
the part of stakeholders, for example, communities, including the poor 
(i.e., the stakeholder approach). As regards the latter, empirical stud‐
ies pointed out several factors that were grouped into the following 
category (see Table 4): stakeholders’ interest, pressure and perception.

The need for a higher standard of living for a firm's stakeholders 
in an operational environment (e.g., owners, managers, employees and 
communities in developing countries) was cited as a factor influencing 
a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation (e.g., Ite, 2005; Raimi et al., 
2015). Increased shareholder activism, NGO pressure, customer inter‐
est and community demand were also mentioned as drivers of pro‐
poor CSR (e.g., Ite, 2005; Novelli & Hellwig, 2011; Overton‐de Klerk 
& Oelofse, 2010). Three characteristics of stakeholders were further 
proposed by Lobel (2013): (a) issue salience of poverty (i.e., the extent 
to which poverty has meaning for stakeholders); (b) field cohesion (i.e., 
proximity and interconnectedness of powerful stakeholders at the na‐
tional level); (c) field distance (i.e., proximity and interconnectedness 
of rich and poor). Lastly, Idemudia (2007) pointed out that local stake‐
holders expect multinationals to keep their CSR promises.

Another category of factors that was derived from the analy‐
sis of empirical studies was named “globalisation and governance 
deficits in developing countries” and included the following factors 
(see Table 4): failure of governments in developing countries to pro‐
vide social services and development infrastructure (e.g., Amadi & 
Abdullah, 2012; Raimi et al., 2015), political regime (e.g., Metzger 
et al., 2010), legal framework (e.g., Gokulsing, 2011), government 
and firm corruption (e.g., Idemudia, 2007; Metzger et al., 2010), 
Northern bias in the CSR agenda (e.g., Barkemeyer, 2011). All these 
factors were also suggested by conceptual manuscripts (see Table 4).

A final category of factors was outlined by empirical studies (see 
Table 4): “national concern with poverty alleviation and perception of 
social justice”. In his model to predict organisational responsiveness 

to poverty, Lobel (2013) proposed that national concern with pov‐
erty positively affects in‐group and universalist CSR. He also argued 
that firms in countries where social justice is limited to caring for 
in‐group members will place more emphasis on in‐group, rather than 
universalist CSR. Valor (2012) argued that national development pri‐
orities affect the adoption of CSR initiatives. Lastly, poverty rate and 
CSR awareness seem to positively affect a firm's adoption of pro‐
poor initiatives (e.g., Metzger et al., 2010; Renouard & Lado, 2012).

4  | THE INTEGR ATED RESE ARCH 
FR AME WORK

From a systematic review of conceptual and empirical studies on 
CSR for poverty alleviation, an integrated research framework is pro‐
posed. Figure 1 is an illustration of the proposed framework, which 
is intended to be useful for the design of future research and the 
assistance of the United Nations in achieving its poverty eradication 
goal. The framework consists of three sections: (a) the assessment 
of a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation as the independent 
variable in the proposed model; (b) types of pro‐poor CSR initiatives 
that could be adopted by firms and (c) the factors influencing a firm's 
contribution as the independent variables. There follows a detailed 
description of the proposed framework and some recommendations 
for its application (see Table 5).

As regards the assessment of a firm's contribution to poverty 
alleviation, a novelty of the proposed framework is the inclusion 
of the three approaches that have been adopted by previous em‐
pirical research (see Figure 1 and Table 2): (a) content analysis of 
CSR initiatives; (b) the overall perceptions of residents, households, 
other local key informants, employees, managers and/or firms’ other 
stakeholders (e.g., governmental officials, NGOs) and (c) the devel‐
opment and application of an assessment framework with a list of 

F I G U R E  1   An integrative framework 
for empirical research on the contribution 
of firms to poverty alleviation
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items. As stated by Wood (1991, 2010), there is a need for research‐
ers to adopt outcome indicators when measuring CSP. Accordingly, 
the number of local people lifted out of poverty as a consequence 
of a firm's CSR or the number of poor that are beneficiaries of pro‐
poor CSR initiatives could be used when assessing a firm's pro‐poor 
CSP. As proposed by the literature on development economics, the 
contribution of a firm's CSR to the HDI or a multidimensional mea‐
sure of poverty that consider economic (e.g., income, consumption) 
and non‐economic dimensions of poverty (e.g., living standard, social 
exclusion, access to education and health services, personal dignity, 
empowerment, vulnerability, distribution of income among the poor) 
could also be adopted. In so doing, firms are encouraged to report 
specific outcome indicators of their pro‐poor CSR. Governments 
and international agencies could further promote the reporting of 
such indicators as part of a firm's CSR and sustainability reports.

Another recommendation is the development of reliable and val‐
idated scales for assessing the outcome and the process of a firm's 
pro‐poor CSR. The basis for this recommendation is that the lack of 
any agreed research method for measuring a firm's commitment can 
adversely affect the generalisation of the empirical evidence (Hahn, 
2012; Kolk et al., 2006). In addition, there is a need to evaluate not 

only the outcome of pro‐poor CSR but also the process of such a 
social responsibility (e.g., pro‐poor CSR priorities and initiatives) 
(Idemudia, 2007, 2011; Wood, 2010). The scale for assessing the 
process could be developed by considering the scales proposed 
by Kolk et al. (2006), Idemudia (2009) and Schölmerich (2013), as 
well as the different types of pro‐poor initiatives identified in this 
study. As a further novelty, a wide variety of pro‐poor CSR initia‐
tives were derived from the analysis of the selected empirical stud‐
ies. As shown in Figure 1 and Table 3, they can be grouped into 
the following categories: (a) core business‐related initiatives; (b) 
legitimation initiatives; (c) internal CSR initiatives; (d) external CSR 
initiatives (i.e., community assistance and community development 
initiatives); (e) initiatives related to the CSR organisation and deci‐
sion making.

Taking the above into consideration, a general recommendation 
for assessing a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation is to bring 
together outcome indicators (i.e., indicators of a firm's ability to lift 
local people out of poverty) and process indicators (i.e., the extent 
to which a firm adopts each of the pro‐poor CSR initiatives included 
in a reliable and validated scale). Process indicators should be further 
empirically linked to outcome indicators. It could be interesting, for 
example, to analyse how specific pro‐poor CSR initiatives affect a 
firm's ability to reduce poverty in a particular geographical area.

The application of the proposed assessment framework also re‐
quires the adoption of appropriate sources of information. A general 
recommendation is the adoption of primary sources of information, 
including interviews with a sample of poor residents and house‐
holds, other residents, local key informants and a firm's employees 
and managers. The basis for this recommendation is that a firm's 
contribution to poverty alleviation cannot be easily measured by 
only using secondary sources of information: that is, the available 
data and information related to outcome indicators (e.g., the number 
of poor that are beneficiaries of a firm's pro‐poor CSR) and process 
indicators (e.g., money spent in pro‐poor CSR initiatives). This is ev‐
ident in the case of small firms that do not publish CSR reports. The 
opinions of a firm's employees and managers represent an alterna‐
tive approach to measuring the extent to which a firm contributes 
to poverty alleviation and adopts pro‐poor CSR initiatives. There is 
also agreement concerning the need to consider the opinions of local 
communities, including the poor (Blowfield, 2007; Idemudia, 2011, 
2014; Wood, 2010). The basis for this agreement is that the potential 
beneficiaries of a firm's pro‐poor CSR are the most adequate source 
of information when evaluating the actual, rather than the intended, 
contribution of the firm to poverty alleviation.

Besides the assessment of a firm's contribution to poverty alle‐
viation and the types of pro‐poor CSR initiatives that could be ad‐
opted, the proposed framework includes a list of factors influencing 
a firm's contribution, which are the independent variables in the 
framework (see Figure 1 and Table 4). In fact, a major contribution 
of this study is the identification of an integrative list of factors ex‐
plaining a firm's contribution to poverty reduction that were derived 
from the analysis of conceptual and empirical studies. A general con‐
clusion is that empirical studies, as compared with major theoretical 

TA B L E  5   Avenues for future research

Avenues related to the assessment of a firm's contribution to pov‐
erty alleviation

• To adopt outcome indicators when measuring a firm's pro‐poor 
corporate social performance (e.g., the number of local people 
lifted out of poverty, the number of poor that are beneficiaries of 
CSR initiatives)

• To develop a reliable and validated scale for assessing the out‐
come of a firm's pro‐poor CSR

• To evaluate the process of a firm's pro‐poor CSR (e.g., investment, 
priorities, initiatives)

• To develop a reliable and validated scale for assessing the process 
of a firm's pro‐poor CSR

• To adopt primary sources of information (e.g., interviews with 
poor residents and households, key informants and a firm's em‐
ployees and managers) as a complement to secondary sources of 
information

• To empirically analyse the influence of specific pro‐poor CSR 
initiatives on outcome indicators (i.e., a firm's ability to reduce 
poverty)

Avenues related to the factors influencing a firm's contribution to 
poverty alleviation

• To provide additional theoretical explanation of the specific fac‐
tors that have been suggested by empirical studies (see Table 4)

• To generate additional empirical evidence regarding the influence 
of the different categories of factors on the outcome and process 
of a firm's pro‐poor CSR

Avenues for the application of the proposed research framework as 
a whole

• To assess the contribution of different types of firms (e.g., multi‐
nationals, local large companies, SMEs) in a variety of economic 
sectors in one particular geographical area

• To apply the framework in a set of countries (e.g., the least 
developed countries) by gathering data and information regarding 
different types of firms in a variety of economic sectors
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approaches to CSR (“win‐win”, stakeholder and legitimation ap‐
proaches) and conceptual manuscripts, suggest a greater number of 
specific drivers of pro‐poor CSR. The following categories of factors 
were derived from the analysis of empirical studies: (a) firm charac‐
teristics (e.g., size, geographic origin); (b) economic sector; (c) CSR 
effort and motivation (e.g., internal budgetary constraints, a core 
business‐related motivation, a motivation to obtain legitimation to 
operate in a community); (d) stakeholders’ interest, pressure and 
perception (e.g., increased shareholder activism, NGO pressure, 
customer interest and demand by community representatives); (e) 
globalisation and governance deficits in developing countries (e.g., 
legal framework, government and firm corruption, Northern bias in 
the CSR agenda); (f) national concern with poverty alleviation and 
perception of social justice (e.g., poverty rate, CSR standards, coun‐
try development plans).

Considering the relevance of understanding the factors deter‐
mining the contribution of firms to poverty alleviation, additional 
theoretical explanation of the factors influencing a firm's contribu‐
tion to poverty alleviation is strongly recommended. In that respect, 
theoretical approaches from development economics could contrib‐
ute to a better explanation of the link between CSR and poverty re‐
duction by placing emphasis on the role that both states and markets 
should play with the purpose of increasing a firm's contribution to 
poverty. Another recommendation is the design of further empirical 
studies that aim to analyse the influence of the different categories 
of factors. Since these factors could help the United Nations, gov‐
ernments and development agencies to encourage firms to adopt 
pro‐poor initiatives, these recommendations should be prioritised 
over the above mentioned recommendations related to the assess‐
ment of a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation.

5  | CONCLUSIONS

Relying on a critical analysis of both conceptual and empirical re‐
search articles on CSR for poverty alleviation, this study contributes 
to the emerging academic literature on the role of the private sec‐
tor in reducing poverty by shedding light of avenues that need to 
be urgently researched. As argued above and shown in Table 5, this 
research highlights the need to develop reliable and validated scales 
for assessing the outcome and the process of a firm's pro‐poor CSR, 
as well as to elaborate further theoretical and empirical research 
on the factors influencing a firm's outcome contribution to poverty 
alleviation.

Providing the findings of a timely review of the literature on the 
role of the private sector in reducing poverty, the proposed inte‐
grated research framework intends to be useful for facing the sug‐
gested avenues for future research. As regards the assessment of a 
firm's contribution to poverty alleviation, a novelty of the integrated 
research framework is the proposal of specific items that could be 
part of reliable and validated scales for assessing the outcome and 
the process of a firm's pro‐poor CSR. The framework also places em‐
phasis on the need to adopt primary sources of information and to 

identify the pro‐poor CSR initiatives with the highest positive impact 
on a firm's outcome contribution.

With regard to the factors influencing a firm's contribution to 
poverty alleviation, a novelty of the framework is the inclusion of an 
integrative list of factors that was derived from the analysis of con‐
ceptual and empirical studies. Moreover, the framework suggests 
the need for further theoretical development that aims to explain 
the wide variety of specific factors that were identified in the review 
of empirical research articles.

Table 5 also provides recommendations for the application 
of the proposed integrated research framework as a whole. Since 
a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation, the types of pro‐poor 
CSR initiatives with the highest potential contribution to reducing 
poverty and the factors influencing it vary across different business 
and geographical scopes, the adoption of several levels of analysis is 
recommended. For instance, the assessment of the contribution of 
different types of firms (e.g., multinationals, local large companies, 
SMEs) in all the economic sectors in one particular geographical area 
would be interesting.

Another recommendation is the design and implementation of 
an international research project that aims to apply the proposed 
framework as a whole by simultaneously evaluating its different sec‐
tions: (a) the assessment of firms’ contribution to poverty alleviation; 
(b) types of pro‐poor CSR initiatives with the highest potential con‐
tribution to reducing poverty and (c) the factors influencing a firm's 
contribution. For example, the evaluation of the three sections of 
the framework in the least developed countries would be interesting 
by gathering data and information regarding different types of firms 
in a variety of economic sectors. The basis for this recommendation 
is the need to also assess the influence of the general environment 
(e.g., poverty rate, national concern with poverty, governance defi‐
cits) on a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation.

As regards firms’ overall contribution to poverty alleviation, a 
general conclusion is that the findings of previous studies are not 
conclusive. For instance, while Schölmerich (2013), McIntyre et al. 
(2015) and Raimi et al. (2015) reported a positive impact of the com‐
mitment of firms on the poverty level, Idemudia (2007), Waswa et 
al. (2009) and Renouard and Lado (2012) concluded that poverty 
remains endemic. The lack of consensus on the actual contribution 
of firms’ CSR to poverty reduction justifies the need to generate fur‐
ther empirical evidence. Moreover, the evidence for corporate social 
contribution to poverty alleviation could help firms to assess the 
effectiveness of their pro‐poor CSR initiatives. Development agen‐
cies could also consider the evidence for encouraging an adequate 
engagement of firms in alleviating poverty (UNDSD, 2015). As was 
discussed above, any attempt to generate further evidence should 
adopt adequate research methods (e.g., sources of information, the 
measuring of outcome and process indicators, analysis of how spe‐
cific pro‐poor CSR initiatives affect a firm's ability to reduce poverty 
in a particular geographical area).

In this context, the framework suggests implications for assisting 
the United Nations in achieving its poverty eradication goal. With the 
purpose of increasing firms’ overall contribution to reducing poverty, 
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the United Nations, governments and development agencies could 
encourage firms to adopt the specific pro‐poor CSR initiatives that 
are shown in Table 3, including, for instance, community assistance 
and development initiatives in collaboration with official agencies, 
independent foundations and NGOs. In so doing, the different 
categories of factors influencing a firm's contribution to poverty 
alleviation must be considered (see Table 4). Besides encouraging 
governments to require certain legal standards regarding the adop‐
tion of pro‐poor CSR initiatives, the United Nations could, for ex‐
ample, design and implement consciousness‐raising programmes to 
increase the concern of governments and firms’ other stakeholders 
with poverty alleviation.

Finally, the proposed integrated framework for assessing and 
explaining a firm's contribution to poverty alleviation, as well as the 
discussion of firms’ overall contribution to poverty alleviation, are 
limited to the conceptual and empirical research articles on CSR 
for poverty alleviation that were analysed. In this respect, future 
research could consider further expanding the proposed frame‐
work using major theoretical approaches in the fields of CSR and 
development economics (e.g., the “win‐win”, stakeholder and legiti‐
mation approaches, dependency theories of development econom‐
ics, liberal institutional pluralism) to strength the link between CSR 
and poverty reduction. For instance, more research is needed on 
integrating theories related to external and internal drivers of CSR 
in general and, in particular, for poverty alleviation (e.g., Frynas & 
Yamahaki, 2016). Moreover, development economics theories could 
be adopted to further suggest the way both states and markets 
should work towards increasing the contribution of firms to poverty 
alleviation. As such, the literature on the BoP could be considered 
(e.g., Kolk et al., 2014; Prahalad, 2004; Prahalad & Hammond, 2002; 
Prahalad & Hart, 2002).
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