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ABSTRACT

Based on institutional theory, this study explores firms' conformity and non-
conformity in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). There is limited attention given
to the heterogeneity of CSR behaviors as previous studies are mostly focused on an
institutional level rather than the non-conformity behaviors of individual firms. This
study integrates macro- and micro-levels institutional perspectives and firm-level
factors to examine why firms exhibit both conformity and non-conformity in
institutional environments. Specifically, our study explores how corporate reputation
and performance further explain firms' homogeneous and heterogeneous behavior;
and whether they enable firms to resist macro institutional pressures. The study adapts
data from Fortune’s listed companies and the CSR module in the China Stock Market
& Accounting Research (CSMAR) database, consolidating panel data of Chinese A-
share listed companies between 2010 and 2021. Fixed-effects models are employed
for data analysis. Our results indicate that legitimacy pressures in the macro
institutional environment conform with CSR and reduce differentiation behavior.
Conversely, competitive pressures decrease firms' compliance with CSR but do not
increase differentiation behavior. Within the micro institutional variables, an increase
in corporate reputation sensitizes firms to legitimacy pressures and reduces
differentiation behavior. Better past performance enables firms to resist competitive
pressures and exhibit less differentiation behavior. However, both main and
moderating effects of corporate reputation and past performance on firms' conformity
behavior are not significant, suggesting that firms' compliance with CSR is primarily
influenced by macro institutional environment. Our study provides a novel integrated
model of macro- and micro-levels institutional perspectives, offering theoretical
insights into the heterogeneous responses to the same external institutional pressures;
as well as valuable implications for corporate managers and CSR policy-makers.
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