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Abstract 
 
Under which conditions do firms engage in corporate social responsibility (csr) in the 
context of a regulatory void? Tackling this question the thesis suggests a set of 
theoretical propositions that explain the engagement of firms in csr. A number of new 
factors are theorized that derive from the application of transaction cost economics 
and of the concept of asset specificity to the analysis of intra-firm relationships 
between management and specific sub-units. These factors are ‘human asset 
specificity’ and ‘production-specific assets’. Also, the thesis argues that ‘filter’-effects 
of the institutional set-up of national arenas, which have so far not been accounted for, 
are factors that explain patterns of csr across countries. In addition to these newly 
theorized factors, the thesis identifies those factors that figure prominently in the 
literature as explanations for csr, such as ‘investments in a brand name’, ‘NGOs’, 
‘associations’, ‘public-private-’ and ‘private-private partnerships’.  
 
Subjected to systematic qualitative empirical assessments in the context of the South 
African textile and automotive industries and the Chinese textile industry, it emerges 
that those factors usually pointed to by authors and practitioners alike as explanations 
for csr lack empirical basis. To be more precise, environmentally and socially aware 
consumers, NGOs, associations as well as public-private and private-private 
partnerships are factors that do not explain csr to the extent commonly assumed. 
Those factors, however, that were newly theorized in this study gain strong support in 
the empirical assessment. These factors are ‘human asset specificity’, ‘production-
specific assets’ and the ‘filter’-effects of national arenas. 
 
In conclusion, the study suggests that csr is best viewed as the unintended outcome of 
intra-firm asset specific investments as well as of ‘filter’-effects deriving from the 
institutional context. The promise of csr appears to hold surprisingly well, though for 
other reasons than commonly assumed. 
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