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Prior studies have emphasized the positive relationship between corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) and employee organizational identification, 
with the argument that external CSR acts could enhance employee 
commitment, work engagement, and loyalty via perceived prestige. Despite 
such emphasis, minimal suggestion has been given in terms of how to 
design and execute a moderate, structural, and sustainable CSR program to 
bond with employees on a deeper level of emotional connection. The aim 
of the present study was to highlight the benefits of adopting the design 
thinking method for investing and practicing external CSR, so as to realize 
a positive link between employee commitment, financial performance, and 
social recognition. 
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1. Introduction

“So busy yearning for the moon that he never saw the 
sixpence at his feet.” [6] (Curtis and Whitehead, 1997). 
W. Somerset Maugham’s profound novel, The Moon and 
Sixpence, in which the main character resolutely quits his 
money-centred job (symbolized by the sixpence) in mid-
dle age to pursue his art dream (symbolized by the moon), 
has resonated with countless readers. Such popularity 
has been achieved because the novel offers an escape for 
people who must choose “sixpence” over “the moon” due 
to their living conditions, despite still being curious about 
the universe, appreciating nature, pursuing social equality, 
and having concerns about their community. To achieve 
a lower rate of turnover and absenteeism, organizations 
want to attract employee’s commitment and increase 

employee engagement. As such, there are questions con-
cerning whether there is a possibility that companies can 
“yearn for the moon” with their employees, satisfying the 
goodwill towards society, the aspiration for a better en-
vironment, and the romantic imagination of the vast uni-
verse together. Through such cooperation, employees will 
become more loyal to the company and more committed 
to their work because they have shared values and a con-
sistent growth direction.

In the present study, the significance of corporate so-
cial responsibility (CSR) and its role in motivating em-
ployees to have a higher commitment to a company is 
investigated. Particular focus will be given to the external 
dimension of CSR, which does not directly show the ben-
efits towards the employee, but generates shared notions, 
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ideals, and values between company and employee to 
increase their loyalty and fondness. Firstly, several terms 
are defined and their relevance in the CSR discussion is 
explained. Next, several studies are reviewed that focused 
on external CSR actions that enhance employee’s pres-
tige, sense of achievement, and the needs of romanticism, 
which are argued to influence employee organizational 
identification. Finally, a proposal is given stating that de-
sign thinking should be invested in the action of CSR to 
establish a visionary and sustainable bond between em-
ployees, the organization, and external stakeholders. 

2. Theoretical Background

According to Hirschman’s theory, customers and em-
ployees have two options in response to decline in firms: 
Exit and Voice [11] (Hirschman, 1970). In the action of 
Exit, customers stop purchasing, and employees start 
leaving. Here, the leadership must act immediately to sal-
vage the situation. In the action of Voice, customers and 
employees begin to express their dissatisfaction through 
acts such as protests. Here, the leadership must com-
municate with customers and employees and solve any 
problems (Hirschman, 1970). Hirschman indicated that 
Loyalty was an indispensable part of the process of Exit 
and Voice, through which the firm can listen to the Voice 
and take care of customers and employees before the Exit 
(Hirschman, 1970). Notably, Loyalty takes time and effort 
to develop. The relationship between CSR and employee 
loyalty has become a significant topic in the fields of or-
ganizational behaviour and industrial psychology (Jones 
and Rupp, in press).

CSR is a self-regulatory business model that allows 
a company to be socially accountable to its customers, 
workers, stakeholders, and the general public. Companies 
may become more conscious of their impact on all aspects 
of society, including the economic, social, and environ-
mental, by engaging in CSR. CSR has been a topic of 
discussion and debate for many years, with some arguing 
that companies should focus on making profits for their 
shareholders and others arguing that companies have a 
responsibility to use their power and influence to improve 
society. Previous researchers have shown a tendency to 
link CSR actions with a firm’s financial performance and 
consumer behaviour [18] (Orlitzky, Schmidt and Rynes, 
2003). However, in the past two years, the COVID-19 
pandemic has provided corporations with an opportunity 
to become more authentic in their CSR efforts and help 
address pressing global social and environmental concerns 
(He and Harris, 2020). During the pandemic, organiza-
tions were held responsible for employees’ psychological 
state, and the strong bond between the firm and employees 

became more significant than ever. 
Macro-CSR researchers frequently distinguish between 

internal and external CSR, since CSR beneficiaries are 
typically either within or external to the organization [26] 
(Werther & Chandler, 2010). External CSR is most con-
nected with environmental sustainability, supporting the 
local community, or consumer caring [8] (El Akremi et al., 
2015). CSR that targets the environment includes lowering 
the negative ecological impacts of the company, investing 
new energy, and focusing on climate change and sustain-
able future generations. CSR also refers to the efforts and 
policies that businesses adopt to have a beneficial impact 
on the communities in which they operate. Sponsoring 
local sports teams, donating to charity, investing in local 
business, supporting humanitarian causes, and building 
sustainable communities are all instances of CSR. Con-
sumer-focused CSR refers to a company’s obligations to 
those who use its services or buy its goods. Product safety 
measures and customer service programs are examples of 
CSR practices in the industry [10] (Farooq et al. 2017). The 
most typical concern of external CSR is a firm’s public 
image and its position on societal issues, and such CSR is 
frequently used to urge employees to be conscious of what 
the company does. 

Early studies of CSR often concluded that employees 
are the benefactors of internal CSR efforts, while external 
stakeholders are the beneficiaries of external CSR activi-
ties [16] (Margolis and Walsh, 2003). In the present inves-
tigation, employees’ perceptions of external CSR were 
found to have an impact on their organizational identity 
via the prestige mechanism. External CSR actions pro-
vide externally visible indications that the organization is 
appealing, generous, and distinctive, and that such efforts 
are highly recognized and appreciated by the community. 
Employees receive information about their corporate via 
media, word of mouth, and publicity. Such opinions of the 
firm from the outside are internalized as a source of self-
worth and self-esteem, with the sense of belonging intend-
ed to manifest itself in the form of loyalty. Here, external 
CSR becomes a source of pride for employees to define 
themselves [10] (Farooq et al., 2017). 

Additionally, Farooq’s study also revealed that various 
employees are responsive to different types of CSR efforts 
based on their social and cultural orientations. External 
CSR may be more important for employees with high cos-
mopolitan orientation who seek recognition from the ex-
ternal community, while collectivist employees are more 
concerned about external CSR since their identities are 
formed through group affiliation [10] (Farooq et al., 2017). 
The result is beneficial for start-up companies when op-
erating on a small scale in that the firm can learn every 
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employee’s personality and mentality to act on CSR with 
more support and appreciation from employees. 

However, the relationship between external CSR and 
labour productivity has been examined as a nonlinear 
model in other studies [1] (Bolton, 2020). Both low- and 
high-level external CSR are negatively related to work 
performance. Due to insufficient external CSR, employ-
ees’ self-worth may not be fulfilled, and they may feel 
embarrassed that their organizations are not as good as 
others [17] (Onkila, 2015). At high levels of external CSR, 
employees would be cautious of self-serving motivation 
driving external CSR activities [9] (Farooq et al., 2013), 
because enterprises would have spent too many resources 
on programs that do not provide additional advantages.

Thus, to attract a broader party of stakeholders and 
employees, organizations need to find a moderate and bal-
anced level of external CSR activity, which is structural 
for long-term and innovative practice. In the present study, 
the benefits of design thinking in external CSR actions 
are highlighted, which can influence a positive and sus-
tainable relationship between organizations and employee 
loyalty. 

3. Case Studies

Design Thinking

Herbert Simon coined the phrase “design thinking” to 
describe the distinct mental skills employed by designers 
to solve issues in his influential book, The Sciences of the 
Artificial in 1969. The phrase gained further traction after 
Tim Brown, CEO of design consultancy IDEO, defined 
his firm’s approach to strategy in a 2008 Harvard Busi-
ness Review article. Design thinking, according to Brown, 
who practiced and applied the method as leader of IDEO 
to solve both small and large problems: “Design thinking 
combines the designer’s sensibility and methodology to 
match people’s demands with what is technologically 
achievable and what a viable business strategy can turn 
into customer value and market opportunity” [3] (Brown, 
2008). As such, design thinking lies at the intersection of 
human desirability, technological feasibility, and econom-
ic viability. 

At present, design thinking does not have a single 
definition, being regarded as a concept, plan, method, or 
strategy. Any individual or organization can deepen and 
broaden the meaning of design thinking for using any way 
they perceive. In the present study, the IDEO’s design 
thinking approach was adopted, which includes three core 
activities: inspiration, ideation, and implementation. The 
most significant aspect of design thinking is humans are 
placed at the centre of every action. Empathy, optimism, 

iteration, creativity, and ambiguity are critical components 
of the designer’s mindset that run through the core activi-
ties of design thinking [14] (IDEO Design Thinking, 2021). 
In the phase of inspiration, a human-centred designer 
inquires and empathizes with the target audience directly 
to define the problem or need. During the ideation phase, 
designers brainstorm and create ideas freely and boldly to 
formulate ideal and innovative solutions that fulfil their 
needs. Finally, the implementation phase involves the 
designer implementing their vision to ensure that the solu-
tion is materialized and touches the lives of end-users.

In the present study, adopting the design thinking meth-
od to invest in and practice external CSR is argued to be 
desirable from a human (employee) point of view, while 
also being technologically feasible and economically via-
ble.

Inspiration – to empathize

Regarding participation in corporate social responsi-
bility projects, big technology companies such as Google, 
AMD, and eBay once invested in a non-profit initiative 
called One Laptop per Child (OLPC). OLPC was estab-
lished to transform education for children by designing 
and distributing inexpensive laptops for children in the 
developing world, so as to facilitate a better education 
experience for such children. OLPC was first proposed in 
2006, but after more than six years, instead of achieving 
the original goals, OLPC produced disappointing results 
and was shut down in 2014 [20] (Robertson, 2018). OLPC 
spent a long period of timed entangled with building low-
cost laptops and ignored the fact that, at the time, many 
developing countries were undergoing a technological 
revolution. For example, China and India ensured their 
own low-cost mobile computing devices through brilliant 
talents, rapid tech progress, and mature manufacturing. 
Thus, OLPC never entered into the large nations they ini-
tially targeted [25] (Watters, 2012). 

As imagination, the intention of using inexpensive 
computers to educate the children can be considered won-
derful and positive. However, aggressive responses to 
other country’s education matters can sometimes be risky 
and contentious and can be perceived as technological 
colonialism. Despite being aware of such concerns, OLPC 
still chose to use a “non-invasive” strategy to implement 
the project. However, as could be predicted, the targeted 
problem was not solved and OLPC was criticized as being 
unsupportive [25] (Watter, 2012). Any intention of helping 
developing areas requires a more comprehensive under-
standing and sophisticated analysis of the local situation 
and close partnership with indigenous designers, who are 
irreplaceable in terms of knowing what complementary 
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work has to be done to make a project successful. In the 
case of the OLPC project, teachers encountered difficul-
ties when guiding their students to effectively use laptops 
to study because of the lack of professional training that 
was given [19] (Osborne, 2013). As could be expected, the 
project resulted in disappointing feedback data. According 
to the project’s evaluation by Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank (IDB) and a report by Peru’s education minis-
try (the country with the largest involvement), found that 
there was no significant improvement or increased moti-
vation to study in both math and literacy for children who 
received laptops [19] (Osborne, 2013).

The results were not unexpected. Besides the irrational 
assumption that teachers should know how to use laptops, 
the outcome could be attributed to a number of other fac-
tors. For instance, the project implementers need to ask 
themselves: has evidence been found that shows students 
have a higher desire to study in countries where tech de-
vices are ubiquitous among children? Is a laptop a stim-
ulus to study or a distraction from study? Moreover, did 
researchers investigate whether the country receiving aid 
has the ability to use such devices continuously? Is there 
enough stable electricity power and internet access? Since 
OLPC did not inquire, listen, and empathize during the 
process of designing the project, failure was the result. 

When designing a philanthropic program for a certain 
area in need, the designers or developers should not as-
sume what the people need. Communication, research, 
and discussion are essential processes in design thinking 
as well as in the development of CSR programs.

Ideation – to think bold

Environmental sustainability is one of the most con-
cerning topics in CSR practice, and a long-term plan, ac-
tivity, and experiment is needed to examine the outcome. 
With one of the world’s most popular online and mobile 
payment and lifestyle platforms, Alipay implemented their 
bold CSR project, Alipay Ant Forest, to tackle climate 
change after careful consideration. Alipay Ant Forest is 
a public welfare project aimed at driving the public to 
reduce carbon emissions. In the Ant Forest, everyone’s 
low-carbon behaviour can be counted as virtual “green 
energy”, such as biking, walking to work, and going pa-
perless. When virtual green energy is accumulated to a 
certain level, users can use their mobile phones to apply 
for the planting of a real tree in areas where the ecology is 
in urgent need of restoration, or claim protection rights in 
areas where biodiversity is in urgent need of protection. 

Ant Group donates funding to public welfare groups 
through Alipay Ant Forest’s ecological restoration initia-
tives in various locations, and the public welfare organ-

izations coordinate particular tasks such as planting and 
upkeep. There are donation agreements and acceptance 
reports for each initiative. Alipay Ant Forest has recruited 
over 500 million users, planted 100 million trees across 
112,000 hectares in Northwest China, and protected 
12,000 hectares of conservation land since its launch. By 
cooperating with farmers to plant trees, produce organic 
agricultural items, and connect them with e-commerce 
platforms, Alipay Ant Forest has helped create over 
400,000 employment possibilities and $8.4 million in rev-
enue [24] (UNFCCC, 2019). Green and low-carbon tech-
nologies have become a central trend of global economic 
development due to the degrading global environment. By 
advocating low-carbon behaviour, the Ant Forest project 
has greatly reduced China’s carbon emissions. In 2019, 
Ant Forest won the UN Champions of the Earth award 
and was recognized by The United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) in the “Inspiration and Action” cat-
egory. Inger Andersen, Executive Director of UNEP, de-
scribed Ant Forest as a project that uses the best of human 
intellect and innovation to make the world a better place 
and uses digital technology to fundamentally redesign our 
relationship with our planet [24] (UNEP, 2019). 

While contributing to environmental sustainability, Ant 
Group and its related companies such as Alibaba have 
also gained recognition from countless consumers. In this 
regard, Ant Group has also developed itself while taking 
on social responsibilities.

Implementation – to put in action

COVID-19 posed a number of new challenges for 
industrial marketers, who suddenly found themselves 
without markets, facing a bleak future, and dealing with 
insecure employment. Before managing an internal situ-
ation, many organizations choose to quickly respond to 
public crises and place their high value and determination 
on CSR actions. Some of the most well-known names 
in consumer luxury would have rapidly switched their 
ateliers from creating exquisite products to providing 
hand sanitizer and personal protection equipment (PPE) 
to overworked medical personnel [4] (Cankurtaran and 
Beverland, 2020). As an example, LVMH joined the fight 
against COVID-19 as soon as the epidemic broke out, 
making hand sanitizer in their perfumes and cosmetics 
maisons, masks and gowns in their fashion and leather 
goods maisons, and importing over 40 million surgical 
masks, ventilators, and blood tests for public health au-
thorities. The LVMH Group and its Maisons all joined the 
massive effort in the group’s host countries, including a 
range of initiatives to support healthcare workers, suppli-
ers, and non-profits [15] (LVMH, 2020). Despite struggling 
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during the industry crisis, airlines such as Delta, JetBlue, 
and United Airlines offered free, round-trip flights to 
health care workers on the frontlines of the novel coro-
navirus pandemic [5] (Conklin, 2020). For organizations 
managing through a public crisis, actions of creative initi-
atives and fast implementation will have enduring effects 
on how they are perceived. Facebook’s Public Service 
Announcement Campaign “We’re Never Lost If We Can 
Find Each Other” is an example of using a corporate’s 
unique resources to respond to crises. Using real-life 
photographs taken during the first wave of the pandemic, 
the campaign helped consumers come to terms with lost 
futures created by the disaster. The campaign was narrated 
by a poem that took viewers through the emotional phases 
of this pandemic, from mourning, depression, to accept-
ance and hope. By letting go of the old, the audience were 
emotionally prepared to participate in a new future. As a 
social media platform, Facebook uses the advantage of 
communication to create PSA campaigns to quickly build 
consensus and drive coordinated action across society. By 
understanding the difficulties of the crisis setting, the de-
livery of critical public health messages can be facilitated.

The ‘new normal’ created by the pandemic will neces-
sitate a stronger focus on risk management and scenario 
planning, in addition to the use of design thinking to re-
spond quickly to emerging and fluid social situations [4] 
(Cankurtaran and Beverland, 2020).

4. Discussion 

After reviewing the case studies, adopting the design 
thinking method to create and practice external CSR 
projects seems likely to result in a more prosperous, in-
fluential, and appreciated outcome and a better chance of 
positive financial performance. For corporate participating 
in external CSR, the three core design thinking activities 
provide an alternative method. Inspiration reminds organi-
zations to inquire and empathize with their target audience 
to avoid ineffective assumptions. Ideation asks corporate 
to think outside of the box and be creative and bold when 
intervening in intractable problems. Implementation im-
plies that the organization not only offers ideas but also 
tangible solutions, ensuring that their concept is both ideal 
and real.

Notably, the limitation of the present study is the lack 
of measures on employees’ feedback to external CSR 
actions that adapt the design thinking method. As such, 
a further study should be conducted with more focus on 
how innovative approaches can bond employees with cor-
porate through external CSR, since employee’s CSR per-
ception has a positive link with commitment and loyalty, 
organizational identification, job satisfaction, and engage-

ment, as well as creativity [13] (Hur, Moon, and Ko, 2016). 

5. Conclusions

Based on the literature review and case studies, corpo-
rate social responsibility is a critical factor in the sustaina-
ble development of enterprises, individuals, countries, and 
society. In the present study, the three core activities of de-
sign thinking were adopted as an alternative methodology 
to design and practice CSR projects that show the result 
of an enhanced reputation, a potential positive connection 
between employee and organization, and a potential op-
portunity for the future market. With the “new normal” 
along with COVID-19, corporations will continue facing 
challenges from many aspects. Companies that value and 
embrace CSR with creative and visionary notions could 
have a better chance to win social recognition and achieve 
long-term development.
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