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ABSTRACT 

The extant literature includes many studies of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and 

its impact on business ethics and outcomes. However, while CSR is well studied in general, the 

impact of culture on CSR is largely understudied in an Arab context. This is surprising, given 

that previous research has acknowledged that cultural factors can potentially have a big impact 

on the understanding and expression of CSR. This research therefore sets out to explore the 

understanding and expression of CSR in an Arab context. It does so through a qualitative pilot 

study with prominent CSR Experts (people with leading roles in CSR in the private, public and 

non-profit sector) in a predominately Islamic setting. The study confirms the importance of 

cultural elements in influencing the understanding and expression of CSR. Interestingly, the also 

highlights the importance of the Islamic religion and specific aspects of its religious doctrine as 

being particularly important to understanding why CSR may be expressed differently in an Arab 

context. The implications of these findings are important for policymakers as it can help them 

better align their CSR initiatives and better understand their possible impact on stakeholders. 

The study concludes by positing that further research is needed to explore the impact of aspects 

of the Islamic Religion on CSR. 
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INTRODUCTION 

At the beginning of the 21st century, various challenges came to the forefront of human 

beings, which mainly constituted environmental and social issues such as climate change, 

increasing inequality, poverty, to name a few. Consumer and societal factors have identified 

companies as an efficient means to look after the significant issues and act as a change agent by 

participating in improvement initiatives (Marquina & Morales, 2012). Accordingly, (CSR) rose 

to fame and became a trending topic amongst scholars (Rundle-Thiele et al., 2008). As per 

Rahman & Norman (2016), CSR serves the purpose of long-run interest and survival of the firm 

in a socially responsible economy. Therefore, nowadays CSR activities are adopted by the 

majority of corporations in the field of social, environment and economic performance (Rahim et 

al., 2011). Further, contemporarily, CSR is not viewed as a cost but rather an investment, which 

will, in turn, bring extensive profits (Pohle & Hittner, 2008). Rochlin, et al., (2005) stated that 

business strategies which incorporate and focus on environmental, societal and economic 

performance for long-term become a part of the organization and result in the creation of value 

for both the firm and society.  

The difference between how CSR is expressed in various parts of the world is attributed 

to multiple reasons, particularly social norms and values which differ around the globe (Matten 

& Moon, 2008). Recently, varying responses to CSR related stimuli called for more research into 

examining the non-homogenous results (Sukhdeo, 2020). Also, according to Sidiropoulos 

(2013), the behavior of organizations is driven by human values and culture, which has been 

noted to be more often a source of conflict than of synergy (Petrakis, 2014). Therefore, 

Hofstede’s model which provides an excellent understanding of the different cultures, can give 

insight on why conventional measures of CSR may not be as affective in some cultures when 
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adopted from external cultures (Hofstede et al., 1990). The varying pillars of value and social 

norms may be impeding the understanding of the locals if conventional values are adopted 

generically. Therefore, it is crucial to investigate, from a local lens, what implications national 

culture may play on CSR understanding, initiative, and participation.  

Although there are many framework on national culture developed, Hofstede’s 

framework is still one of the most widely used frameworks among the scholars and practitioners. 

Christie, et al., (2003) had showed in their research that there is a strong relationship between 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions of individualism and ethical attitudes of business managers when 

it comes to CSR. Also, in their work on the subject, Burton, et al., (2000) found a correlation 

between CSR & culture when they compared the USA and Asia. As well, research on the effect 

of national culture on CSR orientation between Dutch and German business students by Bode 

(2012) found a clear correlation between the two elements. Moreover, Bode (2012) found that 

the higher the individualism scores of a respondent, the more importance they viewed non-

economic responsibilities. More recently, Chang, et al., (2013) also found a similar correlation 

when comparing Singaporean and Malaysian cultures and their impact on CSR. Lack of 

awareness and understanding of what constitutes CSR from a local perspective could prove to be 

detrimental to impact of initiative. Thus, it is important to investigate whether or not 

policymakers feel that they align their CSR mission to stakeholder needs, relevancy and 

understanding. The gap is depicted in Figure 1 below: 

 

 

FIGURE 1 

IDENTIFIED GAP IN CSR LITERATURE 

Aims and Objectives 

The study aims at understanding how various stakeholders perceive CSR in an Arab 

context, with a view to providing a deeper understanding of how culture can impact CSR and its 

expression in an Arab context. The aim will be fulfilled by investigating the following research 

questions based on existing literature: 

 Research Question 1: How is CSR understood in the Arab Context? 

 Research Question 2: What terminology better explains how CSR is expressed in the Arab 

context? 

 Research Question 3: How does culture impact the theories and practices of CSR in the Arab 

context? 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Defining CSR 

CSR can be defined as the developing and ongoing obligation by organization to conduct 

business in an ethical manner, while contributing to economic development as well as enhancing 

and refining the quality of life of the company’s employees, their families, and local 

communities (Ghobadian et al., 2015). Ray (2008) concluded that corporate social responsibility 

has allowed companies all over the globe to fulfill their social duties towards their employees as 

well as the stakeholders at all levels. This has been the case of the corporate sector at all levels in 

all countries. The fast trending companies in recent times have increasingly becoming dependent 

upon the attitude of the employees which are an integral part of the company and the industry in 

cases of the sustainable performance and liberalization as well as effective CSR practices. 

Corporate social responsibility in terms of the cultural difference and governance has been 

adopted by the industrial sector in the current times of globalization. Corporate Social 

Responsibility has become a major topic of discussion for almost all organizations. These major 

organizations have engagements in CSR due to many reasons like demand from controlling 

bodies. According to (Glavas, 2016), almost 93% of the major global companies make formal 

reports on corporate social responsibility. The United Nations Industrial Development 

Organization (2017) primarily defines corporate social responsibility as a management term 

which involves the integration of social and environmental issues by organizations in their 

operations of business and interactions with their stakeholders. Generally, it is a technique by 

which an organization or a company attains economic, social as well as environmental 

imperatives and address the shareholders’ and stakeholders’ expectations. 

CSR has gained widespread interest and broad activities are diffused in all different types 

of firms at the majority of levels (Koleva, 2021; Jamali et al., 2020; Ismaeel et al., 2020). 

Countries are shifting their focus towards CSR activities due to the importance attached to it and 

its connection to the consumer’s behavior and perception. With the increase in competition at 

global level and companies goodwill attached with the social assets employed, CSR is important 

to be incorporated into an entity’s core strategy (Avina, 2013). Media and the technological 

advancement has given unlimited access to the population about the CSR activities undertaken 

by the firms, and consumers behave according to the information received and perceived 

(Wagner et al., 2009). And wide ranges of opportunities are opened to the firms to craft their 

activities and present themselves in a better picture by fulfilling demands of the stakeholders 

(Groza et al., 2011). 

According to academics in the field of CSR (see Jamali et al., 2020; Ismaeel et al., 2021; 

Koleva, 2021), there has been an increased pressure for the business world currently to adopt and 

further enhance its corporate social responsibility. The imperatives of this kind of pressure are 

both moral and strategic. As mentioned above, moral imperative has the notion that businesses 

are obligated to their shareholders as well as their stakeholders, including the whole society and 

thus they must play a role to address some of the globalization ills. On the other hand, the 

strategic imperative bases its argument on the fact that CSR has the potential of improving an 

organization’s competitiveness. Glavas (2016), further mentions that this imperative has been 

largely debated at the business level, but its conceptualization has not been adequate at the 

macroeconomic level. This has made CSR a surprising issue because it has been made a priority 

on most agenda of government strategies. It is alluded by (Boulouta & Pitelis, 2013), that most 
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organizations are now engaged in strategic corporate social responsibility with the end results 

being an increased level of financial as well as social performance. 

CSR in Various Regions 

Exploring CSR activities in the Middle Eastern countries amongst countries like Kuwait, 

Oman and United Arab Emirates (UAE) bring to light that such activities have been an integral 

part of the businesses since the Islamic times. Most companies in these countries have been 

carrying out the activities based on the Islamic values such as Zakaat & Sadaqa (donations & 

alms) (Dadfar, 1984). Donations and other philanthropy activities have been in complacent with 

the Islamic Shari’ah laws, which are a system of values and beliefs adopted from various 

doctrines of Islam’s Holy book, the Quaraan. In recent times, the focus has shifted to grander 

schemes, on agendas of both local government and non-profit organizations to address UN’s 

Sustainable Development Goals, to focus on contributing more profits into communities as well 

as the environment. The CSR at government level in countries like Kuwait and UAE is crowded 

with the instances of social welfare which is aimed at increasing the quality of life of people 

while bringing more and more social and economic stability. It includes the establishment and 

growth of infrastructure and municipal services, education and health. It can be concluded that 

the CSR in Middle Eastern countries have taken a new shaper in the recent times. More and more 

companies have been going on board the idea of sustainable CSR practices as well (Ali, 1995). 

As per business ethics described by Hofstede & McCrae (2004), it is to be understood that in 

order to become a part of the country’s culture, to has to be assumed that the company will not 

be isolated form the culture and will be impacted but the social and cultural environment of the 

region(Hofstede & McCrae, 2004). It is further believed that national and regional adaptation of 

CSR is required when company has a major cultural difference from the foreign country’s 

market. Since the ethical actions of an individual or an organization are entangled in the culture 

and society, it is assumed that the ethics of a firm’s conduct will be changing as per the foreign 

country (Ajiferuke & Boddewyn, 1970). 

Stakeholder-Defined CSR 

Due to the fact that CSR is relative to the environment in which an entity exists, it is 

essential to take into account the views of the stakeholders involved. According to Hillenbrand & 

Money (2007), stakeholders are people are a group of people that have or can claim, ownership, 

interests as well as rights in an organization and its practices, whether past, present or even 

future. Stakeholders can be grouped into primary and secondary stakeholders where the primary 

stakeholders are the key for the company upon which the organization cannot survive on their 

absentia. There exists a strong link between an organization and this kind of stakeholders. 

Secondary stakeholders are those that have an influence or affected by the corporation but are 

not involved in the corporation’s transactions and are never important for its survival. 

When it comes to an organization’s internal environment, Hillenbrand & Money (2007) 

and Barić (2017) argue that other than the positive as well as the negative impact on profitability 

and economic development, CSR impacts the satisfaction, loyalty as well as the motivation of 

workers, and at the same time giving the management opportunity of extracting the best 

employee qualities which are direct contributions in the creation of positive business trends. A 

higher level of CSR affects the loyalty of the task force which enhances significantly business 
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processes efficacy. Moreover, Hillenbrand & Money (2007) further suggest that a higher degree 

of motivation, loyalty as well as satisfaction which is affected by socially responsible business 

activities allows the workers alongside other internal stakeholders to adapt to the organizational 

values and norms. 

As per Hofstede, et al., (1990) research, higher values of Power Distance contribute to the 

decision making of the stakeholders in the CSR activities. Further, the high value of 

individualism is also an indication that most stakeholders will be targeting their benefits in 

making decision about CSR activities (Hofstede et al., 1990). Moreover, it has been claimed by 

Hofstede (2011) that the unequal distribution of power is a clear indication of the fact that this 

inequality is equally propagated by the leaders and people in the culture. 

DIMENSIONS OF CULTURE 

Defining Culture 

Value systems of different cultures have been of interest to researchers for many decades. 

The very thing which make a ‘culture’ or the pillars of what is often referred to as ‘values’ is 

ever-changing across the globe, as cultures and societies become more reachable and transparent 

in accordance with the latest technologies (Visser, 2008). Human action and behavior is a 

complex issue, with many varying arguments stemming from psychology and dwelling well into 

every aspect of science which involves cognitive thinking. Prevailing values are continuously 

found to play a dominant part as an indicator to human behavior, which inspires conversations of 

underlying motivations (the why’s) of individual behavior (Matten & Moon, 2008). Investigating 

the topic enables researchers to possibly bridge the gap between theory and practice, in a 

multitude of issues including decisions and activities such as CSR. Although it was found that 

management practices and their effectiveness varies widely by country (Sidani & Al Ariss, 

2015), it is argued that such distinctive qualities continue to take effect – possibly at an even 

more rapid speed due to heavy exposure to other cultures and interdependence of world markets. 

Thus, it is essential to explore the topic further as cultural dimensions have been claimed as the 

pillars to the differences which exist amongst nations, which in turn help explain the practical 

outcomes of their collective human behavior – their governance and policies, which is expected 

to stipulate their values, norms and expectations.  

In a debate by Edward Tylor (1871), he states that culture is a complex aspect which 

comprises of knowledge, morals, custom, belief, art as well as law together with any other 

abilities and behaviors that are gained by man as a society member. Tylor’s definition is opposed 

by various scholars as it packs in much into its definition with both psychological items (e.g., 

belief) and external items (e.g., art). Most scholarly definitions of culture, including those of and 

Herskovits (1955); Geertz (1972); Boyd & Richerson (2009); Ryle (2011), among others, in 

summary give culture the characteristic of an aspect that is shared largely by people of a 

common social group as well as being shared in virtue of being part of that social group. From 

Hofstede, et al., (2005), culture is defined as the cumulative knowledge deposit, beliefs, values, 

attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, time notions, roles, spatial relations, universe concepts 

together with material objects and possessions that are gained by a group of individual in 

generations’ course by the striving of individual or group. Geert Hofstede, who is a leading 

scholar in the classification of cultural values, produced a framework of national culture that 

assists in giving an explanation to the differences in basic culture (Hofstede, 1984, 2021). The 
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theories he presented have been laying the foundations for research in the field of cultural and 

behavioral inspection across cultures. The cultural dimensions presented by Hofstede was based 

on six main domains Including Power Distance (PDI), individualism (IDV), Uncertainty 

Avoidance (UAI) and Masculinity (MAS), Long Term Orientation (LTO) and Indulgence (IND). 

These have been the dimensions which allowed researchers to categorize the various societies of 

the world and effectively give them a score. Clearly, these cultural dimensions scores are in 

accordance with the practices of the local societies and have given researchers a perspective 

about how societies around the globe can be compared to one another. Hofstede’s contributions 

from his early work at IBM have been proven very worthy for cross cultural research (Ali, 1995) 

(Ali, 1995).  

Moreover, in Hofstede, et al., (1990) research on the national culture of seven Arab 

countries, he gave them the title of the “Arab Group”. In his classification, the Middle Eastern 

countries showed a higher power distance, mostly strong uncertainty avoidance, a higher level of 

collectivism, and a modest Masculinity/Femininity (Hofstede et al., 1990). It was further 

signified by the research done by Weir (1993) that the unique features of the Middle Eastern 

countries and their culture can be best ascertained by accompanying the factors like management 

practice in these countries in comparison to the paradigms in American, European, and Japanese 

cultural models (Weir, 1993). It was established further by Dadfar (1984) that the Middle Eastern 

countries have a cultural model more deeply grounded in the Islamic, social, and political values 

of the people and the countries. 

Culture in the Gulf 

During the past decade, some Arabian Gulf cities like Dubai and Abu Dhabi have 

emerged as global hot spots due to their technological and social advances (Torstrick & Faier, 

2020). These Gulf countries, despite their advances in technology and social norms, have tried to 

preserve their national identities and traditional culture while adapting to modern life. In Qatar, 

Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman as well as the UAE, culture and customs are still upheld in many aspects 

of life, predominately the conservative nature of everyday life, gender roles and expectations, as 

well as their culture and customs (Torstrick & Faier, 2020). 

In the MENA region, research is slowly but surely starting to emerge on the topic. 

Though the links between Hofstede’s dimensions of culture and social responsibility have been 

established on multiple levels, they are yet to be explored extensively in the area. Recently, there 

has been an interest in the topic as more business is being conducted with the West, and as CSR 

indices continue to be of interest to foreign investors. Moreover, the frequent occurrence of fraud 

and corruption in the recent years has accentuated the necessity and importance of identifying 

business ethics as CSR. But, most of the existing research in the MENA region uses static data to 

investigate associations between CSR from the aspect of reporting based on cultural dimensions. 

There is a dearth of research which actually examines CSR initiatives and activities and how 

they are expressed in relation to culture in the region.  

Also, as CSR and cultural matters continue to be explored in the region, new research has 

shown that religion could be highly influential on CSR initiatives, as religion is already well 

recognized in the literature as a social construct (e.g. McNichols & Zimmerer, 1985; Barnett & 

Karson, 1987; Barnett et al., 1996).While the tenents of Christianity, (Abela, 2001; Emerson & 

McKinney, 2010; Karns, 2008; Lee, McCann & Ching, 2003) and Judaism (Lewison, 1999; 

Pava, 1998; Tamari, 1991) have reviewed and explored the role of religion in business ethics, 
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studies on the Islamic perspectives including CSR, are at best scattered and scarce but are likely 

to be embedded through direct or indirect religious reference, on one’s behavior (Ali, 2014). 

Recently, Koleva (2021) explored the implications of religion on CSR in the MENA region. The 

findings of his research suggest that religion (Islam) is very important and helps understand and 

make sense of CSR. Furthermore, his study revealed that leaders from that part of the world 

share the common belief that they as individuals but also the organizations they represent, have 

the moral obligation to support local communities and provide response to stakeholder concerns 

that could be regarded as voluntary or government responsibility in the Western context (Koleva, 

2021). He concluded that CSR in the examined context is not constrained within the boundaries 

of corporate performance and is not aligned with any specific corporate objectives. 

The results of another recent study in the region suggest that CSR reporting is still at its 

early stages and is primarily driven by linkages and obligations to the global economy, and that 

belonging to environmentally sensitive industries does not appear to impact CSR reporting on 

the matter (Ismaeel et al., 2020). This confirms the view that CSR reporting is usually adopted 

by companies in developing countries as a way to respond to global stakeholders and their 

expectations. Lastly, Al-Abdin, et al., (2018) have also explored CSR and culture in the MENA 

region and identified gaps of collaboration between business and Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs), and the impact of stakeholders and institutions on CSR.  

A prevailing debate in CSR literature is about the contextual nature of CSR (Visser, 

2008). For instance, Khurshid, et al., (2014) argue that CSR activities could be affected, among 

others, by religious and cultural norms. From an Islamic perspective, the benefits which 

members of organizations gain from engaging in CSR are that they meet Islamic obligations and 

obtain rewards from God in the hereafter for their good deeds (Koleva, 2021). For example, 

Alfakhri, et al., (2018); Koleva’s (2021) research revealed that some countries in the Gulf region, 

where religiosity is considered to be high, view CSR as more of a religious duty, similar to what 

Wang & Juslin (2009) reported from China which they labeled ‘The Harmony Approach’. 

Indeed, social responsibility is deemed to be ingrained in the Qur’an and the Sunnah as Islam 

assumes a Shari’ah (or Islamic law) approach to CSR with foundations on the Qur’an & Sunnah 

(Ahmad, 2003). Williams & Zinkin (2010) even consider that Islam is fully in accordance with 

the CSR agenda of the UN Global Compact. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Framework 

This empirical study will be conducted using a qualitative content analysis. In accordance 

with the literature review above, exploring the local perspectives of CSR requires an 

investigation of what is currently being done and deemed important from those who participate 

in it and/or report it, and to what degree they believe culture impacts it. 

Selection of Participants 

Participants were selected through purposeful sampling, which is dominant strategy in 

qualitative research. Patton (2002) asserts that the logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in 

selecting information-rich cases for in-depth study. In total 12 experts in CSR in difference fields 

were chosen – 8 men and 4 women – all of which were personal contacts. All of the participants 
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are from within the local community in Kuwait, and are either experts in the field of CSR, policy 

makers or practitioners. 

Tool Development 

The development of the initial research instrument, the interview guide, uses the logic of 

a restricted phenomenological approach in order to serve its purpose of gaining feedback from a 

first-person point of view. This selected approach is meant to elucidate the experience as lived by 

a group of people. Patton (2001) notes that a phenomenological study is one that focuses on the 

description of what people are doing and how they experience what they experience.  

The interview guide is designed based on three categories as noted below: 
A. Awareness and understanding of CSR. 

B. Expression of CSR in local culture. 

C. Influence of culture on CSR. 

Each category was associated with five basic questions derived from the generic literature 

reviewed above as described in Table 2 below: 

 

Table 2 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Research 

Topic 

Assessing the moderating effect of culture on the relation between CSR 
 

Objective 1: To explore understandings of CSR in the Arab Context 
 

Objective 2: To verify the terminology & see if CSR should be expressed 

differently in the Arab context  

Objective 3: To study/explore the theories and practices of CSR and its 

relationship to cultural dimensions.  

Ice Breaker: 
Can you tell me about your journey with CSR in your current position and 

how you have implemented related initiatives?  

Research 

Question 1 

How people understand CSR in 

Kuwait? 

1. How would you explain the concept of 

CSR to those who knew little about it?  

2. How do you think most businesses in 

Kuwait understand the concept of CSR tobe?  

3. How similar do you think CSR is to other 

concepts such as Corporate Responsibility, 

Corporate Citizenship and Sustainability? 

Which term do you find most useful, why? 

 

4. Do you believe that businesses in Kuwait 

generally responsible? Why/ why not? Are 

they embracing aspects of CSR? In what 

ways? (economic, social, environmental, 

political) 

 

5. Do you believe CSR (or related terms) are 

a useful tool to drive greater responsibility in 

business in Kuwait? In what ways, If so 

why? If not why not? 

 

Research 

Question 2 

What is culture as expressed in 

the local society? 

1. How would you describe the Kuwait 

culture to someone from outside of the Arab 

world? 
 

2. How do you think CSR (or related terms) 

adapted (by you or others) to the Arab 

context? 
 

3. How could CSR (or related terms) be 

adapted to be more culturally sensitive in the 

Arab world'? 
 

4. Can you think of an local example where 
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you feel CSR has been implemented 

successfully? Why was this successful? 

(probe built-in vs bolt on?) 

Built in - contemporary, clearly integrated 

into the org strategy with clear aims  

5. Can you think of a local example where 

you feel CSR has been implemented poorly 

(unsuccessfully)? Why was this 

unsuccessful? (probe built-in vs bolt on?) 

Bolt-on - 

more 

traditional, 

one-offs 

Research 

Question 3 

How has our culture influenced 

the expression of CSR? 

1. What do you think are some cultural 

barriers we are facing that implicate our 

acceptance/success of CSR? 
 

2. What would it look like in our ideal world/ 

how would it be expressed locally?  

3. Do you have any other things to add? Any 

questions for me?  

Added new: 
 

4. Enough education about SR in general in 

the classroom?  

5. What can we do to improve/change this? 
 

 

Participants of the study were part of a government entity, NGO or top officials in the 

private sector in order to get an overall view of the different sentiments. The candidates were 

then given a code in order to ensure their privacy. Throughout the findings, they will be 

referredto as SO1, SO2, etc, as highlighted in Table 2 below. 

 

Table 2 

PROCESS OF DATA ANALYSIS & EXAMPLES 

Aggregate Dimensions 2
nd

 Order Concepts Example 

Locals' understanding of CSR 

How institutes understand 

& express CSR 

“The reality of the situation is that most 

initiatives are done to show a personal 

dedication to societal norms" (SO5) 

“Resources are widespread throughout the 

community by willing volunteers” (SO1) 

“Supporting those who do good is considered a 

top priority” (SO11) 

Similarity to conventional 

CSR practices 

"CSR is alive & well here since centuries" 

(SO12) 

"The main purpose is to satisfy stakeholders but 

here its to satisfy God" (SO3) 

Expression of/Perspective on 

Local Culture 

Local adaptation to 

conventional CSR 

“Our religion enforces sympathetic values 

We become the brand, our values represent it” 

(SO11) 

“The goal is to build relationships with the 

community that we both find important”(SO6) 

Cultural impact 

“There is a religious aspect which makes 

announcing good deeds a taboo” (SO10) 

“Community reputation is extremely important 

to any company as the name of the owners is 

associated with their brand” (SO9) 

“Engaging with the community is done by 

sharing their experiences which are important 

to them” (SO12) 

Barriers &  Motivations to CSR Barriers & implications “Good deeds should not be announced openly “ 



Journal of Management Information and Decision Sciences                                                              Volume 25, Special Issue 6, 2022 

 

                                                    10                                                      1532-5806-25-S6-08 

 

Citation Information: Diab-Bahman, R. (2022). Corporate social responsibility and culture: Exploring CSR in an Arab context. 

Journal of Management Information and Decision Sciences, 25(S6), 1-23. 

 

(SO2) 

“The locals here love to see an immediate 

impact” (SO1) 

“There is no communication or synchronization 

between responsible bodies” (SO4) 

Motives to succeed 

“Those active in CSR have international ties”  

(SO7) 

“Impacting a single unit or cause is considered 

a big win for all” (SO4) 

“CSR activities which are most impactful are 

ones which the people can clearly see how to 

partake in” (SO8) 

Data Analysis Methods 

Using the thematic analysis approach and, in particular, Gioia’s Methodology (Gioia et 

al., 2013), which shows how the data collected is linked to the insights gained; the data was 

organize into first-order concepts and second-order themes. In filtering the 1st-order analysis, 

quotes from the interviewees are codified to look for similarities and differences in order to label 

data into concepts. Then, the 2nd-order analysis is conducted to relate the established concepts 

from the first order into theory using emergent themes, which may then be turned into aggregate 

dimensions needed to develop a data structure to visually aid theoretical development. The data 

is depicted in Figure 2 below: 

 

 
 

FIGURE 2 

RESEARCH DATA STRUCTURE 
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Furthermore, the process which the initial research follows is in accordance with Gioia’s 

Methodology as described above. The process is highlighted further in Table 3 below, where 

examples are given in accordance to the process: 

 

Table 3 

PROCESS OF DATA ANALYSIS & EXAMPLES 

Aggregate Dimensions 2nd Order Concepts Example 

Locals' understanding of 

CSR 

How institutes 

understand & express 

CSR 

“The reality of the situation is that most initiatives are done to 

show a personal dedication to societal norms" (SO5) 

“Resources are widespread throughout the community by 

willing volunteers” (SO1) 

“Supporting those who do good is considered a top priority” 

(SO11) 

Similarity to 

conventional CSR 

practices 

"CSR is alive & well here since centuries" (SO12) 

"The main purpose is to satisfy stakeholders but here its to 

satisfy God" (SO3) 

Expression of/Perspective 

on Local Culture 

Local adaptation to 

conventional CSR 

“Our religion enforces sympathetic values 

We become the brand, our values represent it” (SO11) 

“The goal is to build relationships with the community that we 

both find important”(SO6) 

Cultural impact 

“There is a religious aspect which makes announcing good 

deeds a taboo” (SO10) 

“Community reputation is extremely important to any 

company as the name of the owners is associated with their 

brand” (SO9) 

“Engaging with the community is done by sharing their 

experiences which are important to them” (SO12) 

Barriers &  Motivations to 

CSR 

Barriers & 

implications 

“Good deeds should not be announced openly “ (SO2) 

“The locals here love to see an immediate impact” (SO1) 

“There is no communication or synchronization between 

responsible bodies” (SO4) 

Motives to succeed 

“Those active in CSR have international ties”  (SO7) 

“Impacting a single unit or cause is considered a big win for 

all” (SO4) 

“CSR activities which are most impactful are ones which the 

people can clearly see how to partake in” (SO8) 

FINDINGS 

Locals’ Understanding of CSR 

How Institutes Understand CSR 
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Within the first few interviews, a pattern emerged which distinguished conventional CSR 

and how it is expressed in Kuwait. It often took us back to the pre-discussed element of ‘Define 

CSR’ within these interviews. As the interviews went on, there seemed to be a clear distinction 

in the type of activities which are expressed as social responsibility. It took us back to the macro 

definitions which insist that CSR is about giving back, but there was a difference between 

community involvement and community engagement. All of the interviewees agreed that 

conventional CSR was a Western concept and that it was not exactly misunderstood in Kuwait, 

but rather implemented and expressed according to the cultural expectations of the local 

environment. As one of them expressed, “I think it is an American concept…some countries or 

regions are able to adapt it ‘as is’ but I think we are far from that in the Arab region.” (SO2) 

Primarily, the conventional CSR approach was understood by these professionals as a 

means to give back, with words and expressions being repeatedly used such as “giving back to 

society”, “empowering others,” and “a way to contribute to a greater cause.” As another 

expresses, It is never a clear strategy we do not necessarily have this way of thinking that ‘oh we 

must do CSR’ it’s like a given that we have to serve the community and always give back.” 

(SO12) As well, most of them mentioned that CSR should be measurable, and that typically they 

should be aligned with global SDG goals. Those working in the financial sector referred to 

international indices as their benchmark of efforts, while the socialists and marketing 

professionals stated that CSR was more about the broader concept of the 3P’s – People, profit, 

planet. With these notions in mind, it was unanimously agreed that CSR does take place in 

Kuwait in this broader sense as expressed, but that the details of how it is implemented differed 

from one company to another. One interviewee mentioned “…we think differently…our culture 

is different…to us it’s about what we can give back in terms of what we can do to help others 

around us…we are so good at this our late Amir has been labeled the AMIR OF 

HUMANITRIANISM by the UN” (SO1) 

Furthermore, another important theme which consistently came up is that of the religious 

obligations implemented through CSR. It was unanimously agreed that most, if not all, CSR 

campaigns in Kuwait have a major part dedicated to giving alms or donations in various forms, 

especially during religious holidays. Companies are also particularly keen on answering calls for 

disaster relief and aid from surrounding nations, particularly Muslim ones. This is all in line with 

the Islamic religious practice of ‘Zakat’ or ‘Sadaqah’, which in their simplest form mean ‘alms’ 

or ‘donations’. However, there are multiple debates on their individual meanings as conservative 

observers of the Islamic religion have strict definitions for each of these religious duties, for 

example some do not consider alms as charity of a certain type if it is announced, and debates are 

endless as to whether or not these are compulsory aspects of the Islamic religion or 

preferences/acts of goodness. “We like to think of ourselves as living beings that are here to 

serve God that is how we are raised…that is what our parents and our schools taught us. This 

mindset is entangled with everything we do ….somehow we end up valuing our self and our 

productivity based on upon this way of thinking. It always ends up in the way we do our 

jobs.”(SO6). 

Similarity to Conventional CSR 

The conversation with the various interviewees revealed many aspects of the local 

understanding of CSR as well as how these initiatives have been implemented throughout the 

years. Every single one of the people interviewed agreed that CSR is utterly misunderstood in the 
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context that it is presented in Kuwait. As one of them conveyed, “Yes, sure there are different 

things we can do better but I wouldn’t say that we do not have CSR, we have it, and it is alive 

and well and runs through our blood. Our basic mindset traditionally gravitates to social norms 

and expectations which we grew up participating in….most of the time it is what we learned that 

we are obliged to do, like alms and donations/food/shelter (to those in need)” (SO1). It was also 

clear that the people interviewed are actively seeking to change the local perceptions through 

their professional and voluntary work, and that they are slowly but surely gaining the momentum 

to do so. As well, they were all in favor of a proactive approach forward through collaborations 

and awareness, as well as including the government sector in such initiatives. As another 

explains, “I usually see what big companies (with international presence) are doing and I try to 

twist it towards the local flavor” (SO6). 

Moreover, most Kuwaiti business have been reported as understanding the need to give 

back, but they do so in an unconventional way than traditional  CSR implementing it in a 

customized way, bolt-on kind of way rather than having a clear built-in plan of action. The local 

businesses are considered by the majority to be in tune with the social expectations of the local 

community. As well, religious expectations are considered paramount and are considered 

standard CSR throughout the calendar year, particularly within the various seasons of religions 

holidays according to Islam. Most participants were concerned as to the subjectivity of the way 

CSR is implemented, some even saying that many only understand it as a monetary contribution. 

Others expressed their concerns for the drastic differences in how it is locally expressed, 

particularly in financial institutions, and thought that conventional CSR is more of a publicity 

stunt for the international audience rather than to fulfill the expectations of local stakeholders. 

One of the interviewees said “Most banks and financial institutes are way ahead in their CSR 

events which they hold….they are not really expected to do it this way by the locals, but 

primarily it is due to their international dealings and their international stakeholder 

expectations. We understand why they do it and locals are happy to participate in such events 

like marathons.” (SO7). It was also frequently expressed that many local companies take on 

initiatives collectively when there is hype on the subject, but little is achieved as they are often 

short-lived. This was expressed as a negative step as “we cannot all be doing the same thing all 

the time” (SO7) as stated by one of the interviewees. 

Expression of/Perspective on Local Culture 

Local Adaptation 

The Kuwaiti culture is described as conservative one, with family and religious values 

consistently being mentioned. The key words which most respondents used when describing 

their culture were “conservative”, “religious”, and “righteous” and word of mouth and reputation 

was paramount in the society. Some expressed that it was essential for the locals to confirm their 

participation in these elements in the way they act, dress, and express themselves. Others stated 

that, although we seem to be “open” particularly in our business dealings and way of life, our 

views remain in line with that of our forefathers. As one expressed, “The Kuwaiti society is 

interesting…we are always looking to try new things, we have the money, they knowledge, but in 

many ways we are ‘stuck in our own ways’ no matter how much we are open or liberal we 

seem.” (SO12) Much of our values and upbringing has remained intact according to the strict 

ways of previous generations. For example, arranged marriages are still the norm within the 
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society and dress codes are adhered to according to tradition also in accordance with religion, as 

one expresses “It is a religious society, we are modern but we are conservative at heart.” (SO8) 

Many respondents stated that much of the CSR initiatives that they usually see around 

town are often un-intended as CSR. Some pointed out that it is mostly the big global 

corporations who actually use such definitions for the events and activities they host which fall 

under the umbrella of CSR. Others stated that, even when such events happen in a way that is 

pre-defined and strategized as CSR, it is not usually advertised in such a way to the public. One 

explained “The way we do it here (Kuwait) is usually not structured…I don’t think we can 

measure it unless we count the number of “events” which were held by a certain company. I 

would say that it would be difficult to have any kind of real measure, but I also think that such 

measures can be misleading…or rather difficult to measure…as long as the community keeps 

showing up to one that is the real measure.” (SO5) Moreover, the way that most of the people 

interviewed said that CSR is adapted to an Arab context is that it was relative to the sentiments 

of the public, that is was about pleasing social expectations in order to enhance the community 

relations of the brand.  

Furthermore, CSR, though not a foreign term to locals as expressed above, is seen as 

foreign to the local culture in that they do not necessarily see any added value in participating in 

it as expressed by the interviewees. However, in the way that CSR or elements of it are presented 

locally, it is agreed that the idea of CSR could use some refinement in alignment to the 

expectations and the reactions of the various stakeholders. In their opinions, some expressed that 

CSR could be considered a service to the local people, in that companies should have a calendar 

of events which correspond with local celebrations as that was the most impactful way in terms 

of stakeholder reaction. Some expressed that, at the end of the day, the bottom line is what the 

initiatives do for the brand in terms of popularity, acceptance, and word of mouth. From this 

point of view, interviewees expressed that the Arab culture is keen on word of mouth and that 

free giveaways and fun activities were a main element to incorporate into the local adaptation of 

CSR. Those events seen as CSR were the most successful. Others, expressed by the interviewees 

as being bad examples of local CSR, included those which were “copy-paste” from the West, 

particularly green initiatives. As one stated, “We know what we are expected to do, we are just 

having a hard time taking the copy-paste approach….that does not mean that following 

international standards is not important” (SO10) 

When asked what CSR means to them, the most common response was that CSR is a 

service to the community, a way to give back and prove to the community that the company 

cares. The interviewees also expressed unanimously that CSR should have a measurable element 

or some kind of tangible outcome in order for it to be effective. As one expressed, One explained 

“If I set out to measure environmental impact for example, that is relatively easy to do…but 

other elements which are not tangible …which do not produce immediate results…can be very 

difficult to measure.” (SO5)  The majority highlighted the need to consider all stakeholders and 

some mentioned the need to address both local and international concerns. They also expressed 

concern as to the awareness of what may constitute as a CSR activity due to its many definitions 

and comprehensions. The majority also stated that CSR initiatives should at least be aware of 

international standards such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) or FTSE4 Good, and have 

an idea of the scope of work others in the region are undertaking. Some claimed that CSR 

initiatives should address local issues with a standardized goal, with every entity doing their part 

and contributing to the overall picture. Most are hopeful that there is a positive future and that 
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locals are showing positive signs towards a well-accepted CSR, as one expressed “The young 

guys are great at this – the young entrepreneurs…they build brands around sustainability, values 

(ex-organic) and really you see a fresh wave of thought…but the majority of the existing entities 

usually hold what is considered CSR events in a spontaneous kind of way…of course other than 

their legal obligations.” (S01) 

Cultural Impact 

On a cultural level, the people interviewed generally reiterated that much of the way that 

CSR is expressed in this part of the world was in alignment with societal expectations, which 

often stemmed from religious expectations. As one puts it, “In Kuwait it is not ok to only do 

random events here and there to show the world your CSR initiatives…locals expect a certain 

kind of commitment, such as giving back to society in Eid occasions and other religious 

holidays…the other stuff is considered fun activity for the community” (SO2) Due to the 

conservative nature of the locals, it is rather expected that companies would act accordingly 

particularly in a small country as some noted. In Kuwait, degrees of separation are rather small 

and word of mouth goes a long way. Some expressed that the important social aspect - reputation 

– is often embedded in the heart of business dealings, which are often amplified with the 

community activities of a company. One of the interviewees expressed “Our efforts to give back 

to the society is a way of life…it’s an extension of what we are and what we represent as 

individuals.” (SO3) 

The reputation aspect was also expressed as a particular interest in getting the entire town 

(either physically or virtually through social media) talking about a company’s initiatives, 

especially on anything innovative or new. The interviewees insisted that this is a good thing as it 

encourages the older, more traditional/conservative shot callers to get on board with future 

initiatives. Once they see the reaction of their families and peers in informal settings, like 

‘Diwaniyas’ or places of social gatherings, acknowledging and approving of their activities. As 

one interviewee puts it, “…word of mouth is definitely an important consideration, most 

campaigns we do hold that as one of the top signs of an effective campaign.” (SO1)  

  Moreover, interviewees felt that many businesses in the local arena prioritize social 

expectations through their CSR work by catering particularly to patriotic acts and adopting 

locally-trending issues in an entertaining way. As expressed, “I think every professional 

understands that they must have some kind of CSR element in their plan (somewhere!) but it’s 

not always a die-hard, carved in stone way…sometimes its hit or miss…I do not have the luxury 

of time for example to set up a community event based on certain national celebrations or 

religious holidays but I know that it is expected of me/my company (by the locals.” (SO7). It was 

also expressed by some that other aspects which are in line with religious duties are somewhat 

taboo to be announced as it is seen as improper culturally. Lastly, it was also noted amongst the 

interviewees that the reason companies are not always eager to participate in conventional CSR 

campaigns is because they believe that they have done so already in private, which may cause 

implication as one expressed as “To follow the western way of CSR is not exactly ideal 

either…we don’t have a problem with issued such as diversity for example, so we do not spend a 

lot of time on it…but if we are to go by international standards, we may be “failing” in 

addressing this but that is not true…it’s all relative and should be considered this way.” (SO7). 

Through the government-imposed tax on all listed companies in Kuwait, entities are forced to 

pay an annual 2% of their profits towards the local Beit Al Zakat – the official state-owned 
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center for giving alms (locally and internationally) and the Kuwait Foundation for Advancement 

of Science (KFAS). Theoretically, these are considered the alms donations – the popular go to 

activity for showing social responsibility. 

 Moreover, most described CSR as a way of giving, but did not seem to have a rigid 

structure or strategy as to what this ‘giving’ entailed. Even when discussing and dissecting their 

own initiatives with the researcher, most had a tough time really pin pointing where each activity 

fit best under the conventional definitions of these terminologies. One expressed that “People 

react to fun activities, non-tedious events which they can be entertained in….giveaways are 

important, they are very impactful and give company stakeholders what they are aiming 

for….the brand logo is in your home, on your car shade, etc.” (SO5), which makes it tough to 

meet conventional expectations and local expectations at the same time as some aspects, may 

overlap. In terms of CR, most understood it as equal to CSR, with some expressing “isn’t it the 

same thing?” (SO7) and elaborating that most of their relevant activities would qualify also as 

corporate responsibility. Conversations then took a turn discussing whether or not all companies 

had official CR events/activities, if CR included mandated elements or simply voluntary ones, 

and how CR is being measured. Those in finance-related fields expressed that sometimes 

international restrictions applied through corporate governance such as transparency could apply 

as CR by default, that CR is not necessarily something which is outlined and strategically pre-

determined as, say, a KPI. As for Citizenship and sustainability, though most understood the 

terminologies, there were differences observed in the way they have connected it to their 

workplace. For example, those who were in the government sector viewed it as the responsibility 

of the employees working in the sector, independent of the organization. In contrast, those who 

worked in the private sector stressed the importance of guidelines not only for those within the 

organization, but also the grand society at large. They were keen to mention that all stakeholders 

of society are an integral part of building a sustainable future by partaking in acts of 

responsibility, and that such initiatives should be initiated by those in society who are either in 

power and/or using resources more than others. Also, as the conversation flowed, most realized 

that they could be doing more, but that in order to be effective, more communication and 

initiatives are needed throughout the country.  

As for which terminology they would rather use, Corporate Citizenship came out on top 

as most confirmed that, due to their own understanding as well as realizing their own initiatives 

by talking to me about it, would fit best under this umbrella. The second most frequent answer to 

this question was Corporate Responsibility, which many expressed was the ‘ideal’ answer as per 

their conventional knowledge of the subject, but in reality this may not be the case. 

Barriers and Motivation to CSR 

Motivations 

It was clear that the people interviewed collectively agreed that CSR is not a foreign 

concept to locals, as highlighted in the quotation below. This might be due to the fact that the 

majority are world travels who are highly exposed to (and oftentimes took part in) conventional 

CSR activities such as recycling and power saving. As one expressed, “We all get it, we have 

been a part of it at some point.” (SO4) (About environmental aspect of CSR). But they are 

conflicted as to why CSR initiatives are frequently overlooked in terms of importance by most 

stakeholders of society – particularly due to recent negative indicators including corruption, drug 



Journal of Management Information and Decision Sciences                                                              Volume 25, Special Issue 6, 2022 

 

                                                    17                                                      1532-5806-25-S6-08 

 

Citation Information: Diab-Bahman, R. (2022). Corporate social responsibility and culture: Exploring CSR in an Arab context. 

Journal of Management Information and Decision Sciences, 25(S6), 1-23. 

 

use, and economic outlook. Some speculated that his is due to the lack of awareness and 

participation of social responsibility from a young age, while others said that entities simply did 

not see the need for it as locals were not particularly interested in such initiatives. One expresses 

that “Maybe the community does not fully understand the importance of some CSR aspects, but 

the bigger problem is that they do not understand to what degree they are contributing to some 

of the negative indices within the society.” (SO12)  Others stated that most of the time, 

conventional CSR initiatives fail simply because locals do not see a need for them, unless a 

religious aspect is highlight as one expresses - “Once you mention the word ‘religion’ or that an 

activity you are hosting is of a religious nature …there are many of them… then everyone is 

willing to take part…some more openly than others.” (SO4). 

Moreover, the private sector representative expressed that CSR is a powerful tool as it 

allows them to enter international indices and show foreign investors what it’s like to do business 

in Kuwait. However, on a local level of implementation in relation to the local level of 

understanding, conventional CSR is not considered a powerful tool as it has limited impact on 

the society. Some even expressed that some initiatives, particularly economic and social ones, 

may possibly impact the brand negatively as societal norms may be influenced which could put a 

brand under some major scrutiny. One explains that “Meeting societal expectations and meeting 

the expectations of important people in our life is very important to us, it is a staple of the Arab 

society…naturally it would be an important thing to consider in our professional lives as well. 

We are a small country, we are all connected.” (SO11) 

Barriers 

Some expressed the need to open discussions about the real expectations of CSR, that it is 

always expected as a one-way deal where there is no real advantages for the giving company. As 

one puts it, “It is like a riddle…we practice CSR from one standpoint, but we turn a blind eye to 

other elements of it…we know it’s important, but somehow we create awareness and get more 

heavily involved in initiatives which resonate most with the community…environmental 

initiatives are not always popular maybe because they are not mandated?” (SO5) However, they 

insist that these elements are important to address and to be honest that there is a real expectation 

from decision makers especially due to the age gap which makes communicating and aligning 

priorities difficult. The truth of the matter is, as expressed by several persons, that CSR should be 

considered a two-way street with observable short & long-term effects in order to push the 

agenda of the campaigns and prove their impact and thus their importance. One of the 

interviewees said “We rarely discuss it (CSR)…we rarely consider the long-term effects of the 

impact which the lack of a holistic CSR approach can have on our society…it’s important to 

have these conversations.” (SO1).  

 All those interviewed suggested that everyone needs to do their part, especially those in 

power. As another expressed, “I mean, it’s so ambiguous and everybody is doing their own 

thing…not much communication going on or even conversations or awareness…” (SO8). They 

also felt that we can do a lot more in terms of education the future generations to take part in 

CSR initiatives, and that the importance of having them in place needs to be stressed upon. In an 

ideal world, all stakeholders in the community would be doing their part with rewards and 

punishment in place to incentivize the initiatives, particularly the government as one expressed 

“The government totally needs to be involved and supportive, it cannot be done without their 

support…just like they impose the religious aspect of giving, they should also be stressing other 
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important dimensions and even penalizing those who do not participate…it’s not fair that for 

example some companies pollute more than others and they do nothing to compensate the 

society.” (SO11) Some even suggested that an ideal CSR would involve equally conventional 

elements such as environmental initiatives as well as social initiatives such as the ones currently 

being done. 

Research Questions 

From the findings above, it can be concluded that CSR in its conventional sense 

understood in the Arab world, but may be evident and practiced in a different context based on 

the local culture and expectations which was the objective of the first research questions. This 

obviously has some implications on the topic of what terminology better explains how CSR is 

expressed in the Arab context, as the pilot study reveals that the locals view it as more of a 

compulsory service to the community as per their religious teachings. This emerged theme which 

answered the second research questions set the research towards a new tangent, one which 

includes the investigation of religion as an individualistic aspect of culture which needs further 

attention. As for the third question, culture seems to impact the theories and practices of CSR in 

the Arab context quite heavily, and though there are plenty of barriers there, the locals are also 

hopeful of a brighter future. 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

The research suggests that religion was being most significant cultural aspect influencing 

the expression of CSR in Kuwait. A key concern was therefore how CSR could be linked to and 

expressed in line with the Islamic religion. This contrasts with western practices of CSR, which 

are often linked to increasing business performance, corporate reputation, customer loyalty or  

reducing risk. The study supports theorists who suggest that Arab world is likely to have 

different individual, institutional and socio- drivers of CSR activities and that Islamic religion is 

likely to have play an integral part in the relationship between business and society (Koleva, 

2021). 

Another finding was that conventional CSR initiatives are engaged in Kuwait, mainly due 

to obligations imposed by the West – the more international presence a company has, the more it 

was likely to initiate traditional CSR activities. This is in line with the findings of Ismaeel, et al., 

(2020), who found that CSR in developing countries is expressed primarily to impress 

international stakeholders. Also, recent findings from Koleva (2021), confirm that most local 

initiatives which fit under the CSR umbrella are not entirely built into corporate strategy.  

Also, the research identified obstacles to implementing CSR locally in a successful way 

such as the lack of synchronization between NGO’s, government, and other stakeholders, which 

confirms Al-Abdin, et al., (2018) work which identifies gaps of relationships between 

stakeholders identified in the CSR literature. Lastly, since the pilot study revealed that religious 

beliefs are expressed as the primary strategies underpinning CSR initiatives in Kuwait, a few key 

observations remain puzzling. Firstly, when investigating how the professionals understood 

CSR, the results varied from one person to another. This is interesting, because participants 

generally agreed that religion is at the heart of their CSR strategies – thus leading to the 

conclusion that the same stimuli (religious duty) led to varied outcomes from individuals, both 

within and across demographic profiles, similar to findings observed by Bhattacharya & Sen 
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(2004); Walker (2010); West, et al., (2016). It was clear that one main subset of culture seemed 

to be religion, that played a dominant role. Since scholars describe religion as a cultural system 

which naturalizes conceptions of a general order of existence, religion is considered a part of 

culture and experiencing spirituality that is inward, personal, and subjective. In other words, 

cultural values are seen as a foundation to religiosity (Edara, 2017). 
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