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ABSTRACT

Objective: This study aims to examine the effects of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) on the financial performance of A-share listed
companies in China from 2015 to 2024, particularly assessing whether CSR
can function as a financial stabilizer during periods of economic
uncertainty.

Methodology/Approach: A quantitative explanatory design was employed
using panel data from 2,000 A-share companies. The analysis integrates data
from the CSMAR, Hexun, and Bloomberg ESG databases, as well as China’s
Economic Policy Uncertainty (EPU) index. Hierarchical and moderation
regressions, alongside fixed effects and system-GMM estimations, were
applied to ensure robustness. Subgroup and industry-level analyses were
conducted to account for ownership and visibility heterogeneity.

Originality/Relevance: The study uniquely integrates stakeholder,
resource-based, signaling, legitimacy, and agency theories to conceptualize
CSR as “resilience capital” under economic distress. Unlike traditional views
of CSR as a reputational or ethical tool, this research positions CSR as a
strategic financial mechanism within China’s hybrid institutional
environment characterized by state dominance and market competition.

Main Findings: CSR has a positive direct impact on financial performance
(B = 0.154, p < 0.001) and significantly moderates the negative effect of
economic policy uncertainty (B = 0.083, p < 0.01). This buffering effect is
stronger in non-state-owned enterprises (8 = 0.091, p < 0.01) and in
industries with higher stakeholder visibility (8 = 0.097, p < 0.01). CSR
mitigates financial decline through innovation, information-signal,
stakeholder-insurance, and financial-constraint channels.

Theoretical/Methodological Contributions: This study advances CSR and
sustainability literature by empirically validating a multi-channel
moderation model and introducing a framework where CSR acts as a
dynamic risk-mitigation and resilience-building capability.
Methodologically, it contributes by employing advanced panel modeling,
robustness checks, and 3D moderation visualizations—tools that can be
replicated in future CSR-finance studies.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Economic Policy
Uncertainty. Financial Performance. Sustainability. China. Panel Data.
Strategic Resilience.
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RESUMO

Objetivo: O estudo tem como objetivo analisar os efeitos da Responsabilidade Social
Corporativa (RSC) sobre o desempenho financeiro de empresas listadas na bolsa chinesa
(A-share) entre 2015 e 2024, investigando se a RSC pode atuar como um estabilizador
financeiro em periodos de incerteza econémica.

Metodologia/Abordagem: Trata-se de uma pesquisa quantitativa explicativa baseada em
dados em painel de 2.000 empresas A-share. As informacdes foram obtidas das bases
CSMAR, Hexun e Bloomberg ESG, além do indice de Incerteza de Politica Economica (EPU)
da China. As analises foram realizadas por meio de regressdes hierarquicas e de
moderacao, com estimadores de efeitos fixos e System-GMM para robustez. Também
foram conduzidas analises por subgrupos e setores, considerando heterogeneidades de
propriedade e visibilidade.

Originalidade/Relevancia: O trabalho integra de forma inédita as teorias dos
stakeholders, baseada em recursos, de sinalizacdo, legitimidade e agéncia, para
conceituar a RSC como “capital de resiliéncia” em contextos de crise econdomica.
Diferentemente das abordagens tradicionais que tratam a RSC como instrumento moral
ou reputacional, o estudo a posiciona como mecanismo financeiro estratégico no
contexto institucional hibrido da China, marcado pela combinacao entre dominio estatal
e competicao de mercado.

Principais Conclusées: A RSC apresenta efeito direto positivo sobre o desempenho
financeiro (B = 0.154, p < 0.001) e modera significativamente o impacto negativo da
incerteza economica (B = 0.083, p < 0.01). O efeito moderador é mais forte em empresas
nao estatais (B = 0.091, p < 0.01) e em setores com maior visibilidade perante os
stakeholders (B = 0.097, p < 0.01). A RSC atua como amortecedor por meio dos canais de
inovacao, sinal informacional, seguro de stakeholders e restricao financeira.

Contribuicoes Teodricas/Metodoldgicas: O estudo contribui ao validar empiricamente um
modelo de moderacdo multicanal, demonstrando que o retorno financeiro da RSC é
contingente ao contexto institucional e dependente da governanca corporativa.
Metodologicamente, inova ao utilizar modelagem em painel, testes de robustez e
visualizacdes 3D de moderacao, oferecendo um modelo replicavel para futuras pesquisas
em RSC e financas sustentaveis.

Palavras-chave: Responsabilidade Social Corporativa (RSC). Incerteza de Politica
Economica. Desempenho Financeiro. Sustentabilidade. China. Dados em Painel.
Resiliéncia Estratégica.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The way up and down of the economy is an inseparable aspect of contemporary
capitalism and increased velocity of change in contemporary globalized markets has
intensified it. The companies are supposed to constantly react to booms and recessions,
changing policies to adapt to shock that may arise as a result of uncertainty in the policy,
international crisis or structural change. The business community in China has been
particularly under pressure over the last decade where the deceleration of the macroeconomy,
trade wars, and the biggest crisis that has ever happened the COVID-19 pandemic have been
challenging businesses and the sustainability of the strategic business plans they had. The
strains are the ones against which corporate social responsibility (CSR) has emerged as a
potentially stabilizing factor - a process that may support financial performance in the event
of business model failure. Nevertheless, to the extent that the policymakers and business
leaders of China begin to pay a somewhat greater attention to the notion of sustainability and
stakeholder value, the empirical evidence of whether CSR actually contributes to the fact that
firms are cushioned against the economic turbulence will remain inconclusive (Ezquerro et
al., 2024).

Ideally, CSR is a voluntary action of a firm to balance the economic, social, and
environmental goals. In addition to philanthropic acts, it includes government transparency,
environmental responsibility, labor, and community. During stable periods such
commitments build reputation, attract investors and increase employee loyalty. Although the
insurance-like effect of CSR cannot be applied in every case, especially in weak economic
times, CSR can theoretically serve as a source of insurance: it might be the means to save
trust, retain access to capital, and reduce reputational risks when a company starts to decline
in profits. Nevertheless, it is vital who, the institutional background and market structure are
the key factors in translating these theoretical advantages into financial resilience. The
moderating effect of CSR on firm performance under macroeconomic pressure is a gap in the
literature in China, where the distinction between the state and market can easily be lost and
the confidence of the investors in different regions may be weak(Shahzad et al., 2024).

The Chinese setting is also one of the most interesting to respond to this question.
The country is experiencing a twofold transformation since the end of 2000s- both to an
innovation-driven economic growth and to a sustainability-driven governance. The
introduction of environmental disclosure requirements by the China Securities Regulatory
Commission (CSRC), the new incentives that surround corporate behaviour are remodelled
by the introduction of the Green Development agenda by the government and the
implementation of ESG (environmental, social, and governance) reporting guidance(Zhang
et al., 2024). State-owned enterprises (SOE) tend to have direct CSR requirements of the
national policy agendas, but privately owned firms create CSR as a source of market
differentiation, risk avoidance, or foreign capital attractiveness. Such a deviation suggests that
the same CSR initiative can generate various effects based on ownership structure, industry
exposure and local institutional trust. These moderating channels are too complex to grasp
the effectiveness of CSR in economic fluctuations as do not happen outside the Chinese
institutional fabric.

The slowdowns in the Chinese economy come in various forms- world demand
fluctuations, domestic de-leverage movements, or sudden changes in policy like the supply
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side reforms. Financial limits become narrower and investor mood changes dramatically in
both situations. In this case, those companies that have earned the credibility of having
practiced sustained CSR may have an increased tolerance of investors and creditors(Zekai et
al.,2025). High-CSR companies could show reduced stock price falls in times of crisis due to
investor belief that they are more managed and less likely to be opportunistic. The lenders
can further lend in an easier manner to companies that have a stable social and environmental
history as they perceive it to be less risky in the long-term. This point can be supported by the
stakeholder theory which presumes that appropriately managed relations with non-
shareholder groups which include employees, communities, regulators, and customers could
provide long-term financial gains.

But the other side of the case is also equally stout. Under these circumstances of
unequal governance, managerial opportunism will be the characteristic of CSR expenditures,
and not a visionary thinking. The liquidity will be drained and the profitability will decrease;
thus, the companies can invest limited resources in cosmetic or politically oriented CSR
activities with comparatively small returns (Zhu et al., 2025). In this regard, CSR might even
make it easier to fall during the downfall when it is depicted as excessive buying in areas
which are not core or misplaced cash inflows. The theory of agency is thus a warning that
CSR would be a costly exercise unless handled with a lot of caution. The arbitrary nature of
the evidence offered in the Chinese literature, some suggesting a positive moderation impact
of CSR in the presence of COVID-19, and others suggesting a neutral or negative
impact(Zhuang et al., 2025), suggests the presence of two mechanisms that overlap but in
different circumstances have pre-eminence of one over the other.

Another significant factor that has taken the significance of becoming a staple of the
Chinese business environment is the economic policy uncertainty (EPU). The volatility
contribution made by the changes in policy signals (Yi et al., 2022), regulation enforcement
and geopolitical relations offers an additional layer of volatility that drives the strategic
decisions. Where there is an increase in EPU, firms may delay investment, cash hoarding and
cut down on the CSR activities in order to be flexible.

Ironically, others disclose more about CSR in the face of uncertainty in order to
appease investors and regulators that they are responsible in the long-term. The subsequent
asymmetry, i.e. greater symbolic CSR and lesser substantive CSR, can water down the
moderating role of CSR on financial performance. This brings up one main empirical issue:
can CSR actually act as a stabilizing buffer in times of uncertainty, or is it the rhetoric that
lacks the necessary credit at the very time the stakeholders require it most?

Macro-financial will not confine itself to individual firms. With China getting more
and more involved with the global capital markets, investors are increasingly using CSR and
ESG indicators to determine the quality of corporations(Chafai et al., 2025). These measures
are regarded by international portfolio managers as an indicator of transparency, strength of
governance, and value creation in the long term. As a result, companies that have positive
CSR images can get more long-term, stable investors who cannot panic unlike those who can
sell out in crisis times. Meanwhile, the high volume of trading by domestic retail investors
(as they control the majority of the transactions in the Chinese exchanges) tend to place
greater emphasis on liquidity in the short term than on the social status and undermine market-
wide reward to CSR in times of sudden crashes. It is critical to learn how these conflicting
forces influence the evaluation of the actual moderating impact of CSR on financial results.
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Integrating the current body of research suggests the interaction of CSR with financial
performance under duress behaves somewhat inconsistently. Where the quality of governance
is robust, information asymmetries are resolved, and trust from the stakeholders is built, CSR
improves flexibility by reducing financing constraints and stabilizing expectations (Khan et
al., 2025). In contrast, weak governance or CSR disinvestment being primarily symbolic
suggests that the moderation could disappear or even reverse. Such recognition helps in
discarding the ‘CSR pays’ versus ‘CSR costs’ discussion and suggesting the possible
scenarios in which CSR can help enhance the financial resilience of the firm during times of
financial distress.

As such, the current research intends to assess the ways in which and the extent to
which CSR moderates the association between economic fluctuations and financial
performance of firms in China. More specifically, it aims to

(1) discern the ways through which CSR can provide financial resilience at the firm
level during macroeconomic downturns and stress;

(2) analyze the extent to which moderating effect is influenced by the ownership
structure of firms, the sensitivity of the industry, and regional trust (ascription); and

(3) construct a complex system that will accommodate the heterogeneous findings of
empirical research (2018-2025) across crisis and recovery periods that expounds on
integration of findings.

The main research question of the study is informed by the following goals:

How much different economic conditions and corporate social responsibility
(CSR) in the institutions and markets influence profitability of Chinese
companies and how does the influence of CSR vary in institutions or markets?

The importance of this research is in understanding the implications of CSR more
strategically and how it can potentially impact the financial performance of companies in
emerging markets during times of hybrid governance and accelerated policy changes.
Managers’, who seek stability through socially responsible initiatives, will find the results
useful as will policy makers in the area of sustainability disclosure, firm quality investors
during turbulent times, and CSR during policy changes. The study integrates CSR with macro
resilience, moving theory from firm level ethics to systemic sustainability and stability.

This paper aims to connect both theory and practice on balanced levels. Theoretically,
it incorporates macro-financial elements to enhance the stakeholder and resource-based views
on the CSR—performance relationship. Practically, it shows how CSR can operate outside the
constraints of traditional profit models and reveal how CSR performs under stress as a risk-
management tool. Given China’s unique circumstances of advancing growth, sustainability,
and stability, this knowledge is critical. Thus, the subsequent sections elaborate the theoretical
constructs on the CSP’s moderating pathways, detail the methodological approach of this
study, and evaluate the data to answer whether CSR really strengthens financial performance
during economic turmoil.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Global Perspectives on CSR and Financial Performance

In the last ten years, research on the relationship between corporate social
responsibility (CSR) and financial performance, and the sustainab- le finance has developed
an important focus in strategic management. Worldwide, scholars view CSR as an
encompassing multi-faceted responsibility on the environment, society, and governance.
Early evidence from developed markets coupled CSR with reputation and customer loyalty,
and the customer loyalty coupled CSR with reputation. More recently, the customer loyalty
coupled CSR with reputation in the customer loyalty and extended this association in the
realm of dynamic risk.

CSR engagement has shown in research to sustainable lower operational risk
exposure and reduced earnings volatility of as over the Asia- Pacific region. Emerging market
scholars demonstrated CSR sustaining investor confidence when institutional voids heighten
uncertainty. Strong ESG performance improves access to capital and lower the cost of equity
by mitigating information asymmetry. These studies confirm CSR incorporates financing,
information, innovation, and stakeholder channels with inter- organizational relationships.

In the absence of this research, the global literature shows the absence of this
relationship. Benefits of an absence has been documented in this literature where high
expectation governance and high expectation of performance has been described as the
absence of governance. Symbolic CSR— CSR activities aimed only at image building— has
been documented to give form the absence of resilience to withstand loss during a crisis.
Hence, the emerging consensus is that the performance of CSR is context dependent on the
absence of governance. These international considerations offer a beginning point to evaluate
whether and how CSR might also exhibit stabilizing characteristics within a hybrid economy
like that of China’s, with its mixed state control, fast changes in regulations, and dynamic
market arrangements.

2.2 China, CSR and Conditional Economic Fluctuation.

China provides an interesting scenario to study the possibilities around CSR in the
context of economic pressure. The rapid policy changes around sustainability, especially
China’s “Green Development” policy, along with the 2022 ESG disclosure CSRC guidelines,
indicated advancements in corporate China’s attention to the social aspect of CSR.
Nevertheless, the empirical results to date do not support this perspective.

2.2.1 The Defensive Role CSR During Times of Crisis

CSR’s defensive capacities in sustaining the value of companies—especially those
that were publicly-listed A-shares—during economic shocks has been established in the
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recent literature, as well as during the COVID-19 pandemic. Particularly in the provinces
where trust in government is low, those companies with higher ESG ratings were the ones
that suffered the least damage to their equity during the pandemic. It has been proposed that
companies with ESG disclosures attract investors who are defensive and willing to ride out
periods of uncertainty. Gao et al., (2025) have similarly pointed out that active CSR
engagement is a critical predictor of elevated investor trust and abnormal returns during
volatility (Gao et al., 2025) .

2.2.2 Neutral or Negative Outcomes

Some research shows that CSR activity does not always result in corporate resilience.
For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, firms that had aggressive-CSR spending prior
to the crisis, but struggled with liquidity, underperformed (Cheng, Wang, et al., 2025). Other
research shows that politically motivated CSR initiatives produce poorer short-term market
performance when compared to profit-driven initiatives. This situation also supports the
concerns raised in agency theory regarding CSR becoming a surplus drain under passive
managerial oversight. The existence of positive and negative outcomes simultaneously
suggests that CSR in China is heterogeneous and state-contingent.

2.2.3 Uncertainty around Economics Policies and CSR

Policy uncertainty introduces complexity. One study shows that increases in EPU
reduce real CSR spending by non-state-owned enterprises (non-SOEs), with state-owned
enterprises (SOEs) remaining largely untouched (Yang et al., 2025). Other research shows
that firms in high EPU environments substantively reduce CSR while increasing the volume
of CSR communication, a form of strategic signaling to calm investors (Khemiri et al., 2025).
This situation has led scholars to define a state of ‘decoupled CSR’. The more EPU persists,
the more CSR’s moderating impact on the bottom line weakens.

2.2.4 Effects Due to Ownership, Industry, and Region

The implications of the ownership structure go into the motivation and the results,
too. A state-owned enterprise is likely to perform socially responsible activities for political
legitimacy and access to credit from the government. Non-state-owned enterprises will
perform socially responsible activities to establish legitimacy in the market and solicit
investors. The marginal financial benefit seems to be more salient for non-state-owned
enterprises, as their socially responsible activity is more voluntary and informative (Gazi et
al., 2025).

The visibility of the industry also conditions the results. In sensitive industries like
food, hospitality, and energy, social trust is the highest currency and most critical to the
market. CSR breaches will be met with immediate market punishment while sustained
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responsible actions will be met with loyalty (Xu & Letters, 2025). Disparities in trust at the
regional level also matter. CSR will exert a more stabilizing effect in low trust areas where
external assurance is absent (Hu & Letters, 2025). Such findings validate the CSR to financial
resilience connection in China, given the country’s institutional heterogeneity.

2.2.5 CSR Mechanisms of Moderation

There are four primary mechanisms that CSR retains in China:

- Financial-Constraint Channel - Responsible firms are likely to receive preferential
treatment in financing from state and commercial banks, which relieves their liquidity stress.

- Information-Signal Channel - A quality CSR report lowers information asymmetry
and thus sustains investor confidence.

- Innovation-Capability Channel - ESG initiatives will promote green innovations
which improve efficiency, and adaptability.

- Stakeholder-Insurance Channel - CSR creates reputational and relational capital that
will protect firms from demand and regulatory shocks.

Through various types of ownership and various stages of public policy, we
empirically validated these mechanisms and found them to be weaker in some circumstances.
The advantages of CSR are less likely to be realized when CSR is symbolic, and politically
motivated. Governance and disclosure are strong and credible, however, CSR will be
politically motivated and symbolic when CSR (Cheng, Zhang, et al., 2025).

2.3 Conceptual/Theoretical Framework

A multi-channel moderation framework is constructed from evidence from the world
and from China. The four interconnected channels through which CSR moderates the impact
of economic fluctuations such as EPU, crises, and business cycles on financial performance
(ROA, ROE, Tobin's Q, stock returns) are the financing, informational, innovative, and
stakeholder insurance channels(Boateng, 2025). However, the agency or slack effect will
limit the channel's benefits if the CSR spending is out of line with value creation.

2.3.1 Theoretical Foundations

Stakeholder and Legitimacy Theories explain CSR's capacity to maintain trust and
political support during challenging economic times.

Resource-Based View (RBV) and Dynamic-Capability Theory explain CSR with the
internal asset and Adaptive capacity and innovation.

Signaling Theory describes CSR's role as a communication tool in the presence of
information asymmetry.

Agency Theory introduces the concepts of governance and ownership as limitations
to overinvestment and opportunistic CSR.

All these theories combined predict that the CSR effect will vary positively on the
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condition of stakeholder value alignment with strategic resource goal alignment of the firm.
The effect will be strongest with genuine engagement.

2.3.2 Contextual Moderators

The moderation effect of CSR relies on:

Different Structures of Ownership: State-Owned Enterprises vs. Non-State-Owned
Enterprises and their policy alignment.

Industrious Sensitivity: Visibility and exposure of stakeholders (e.g., food,
hospitality).

Regional Trust and Information Environment: Different credibility levels across
provinces.

EPU Level: Frequency and magnitude of policy changes that influence managerial
certainty (Li et al., 2025).

Different contextual variables influence the functioning of four primary channels,
resulting in the diverse outcomes documented in the literature.

2.3.3 Integrative Model

Table 1: Integrative Model

Channel Mechanism Expected Effect on | Key Moderators
Financial Performance

Financial- CSR  improves credit | Positive Ownership (SOE

Constraint access, lowers cost of vs non-SOE)
capital

Information- CSR disclosure reduces | Positive Regional trust,

Signal asymmetry, stabilizes analyst coverage
stock returns

Innovation- CSR fosters green | Positive Industry

Capability innovation, boosting sensitivity
efficiency

Stakeholder- CSR  builds goodwill, | Positive Stakeholder

Insurance moderating demand diversity
shocks

Agency/Slack Opportunistic or symbolic | Negative Weak governance,
CSR wastes resources low oversight

2.3.4 Conceptual Model Visualization

Figure 1 illustrates the Theoretical Framework of CSR 'Moderating Economic
Fluctuations and Financial Performance in China.'
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The Independent Variable: Economic Fluctuations (EPU, crisis, business cycle)

Moderator: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR / ESG)

Dependent Variable: Financial Performance

Mediating Channels: Financing, Information, Innovation, Stakeholder Insurance

Contextual Factors: Ownership, Industry, Regional Trust

More recent research from the years 2020-2025 shows that CSR can play the role of
financial stabilizer during times of macroeconomic stress but that the context specific to China
will determine the effectiveness of such stabilizing role.

Integrating stakeholder, RBV, signaling, legitimacy, and agency theories yields a
nuanced understanding: CSR strengthens financial performance when authentic, well-
governed, and strategically embedded; it weakens performance when symbolic or politically
motivated. This synthesis forms the conceptual foundation guiding the methodological design
and empirical evaluation presented in the next section.

Context moderators

Ownership: SOE vs non-SOE  +~---+----moderates---.. _
"
s
Industry visibility —-—--—-—~-—----—-moderates-—-——| Economic Policy Uncertainty
+moderated by CSR
— 1+ — T
- - \““-\. T .
e T
ol Channels (illustrative)
2 Financial Performance
- 7
CSR Strength P Financing frictions | - —_—

~
\\.\
\ —————» Information asymmetry | ————

N
A

\-—b Stakeholder trust

Figure 1: Conceptual Model of CSR Buffering Under Economic Policy Uncertainty

Most previous studies substantiate a CSR strategic insurance perspective, finding
reduced crisis drawdowns in high-CSR firms, although these results are inconsistent where
CSR is inconsistently measured, where dynamics are disregarded, and situation not
considered. The largest divergence can be found in the studies that (i) combine crises of
various types, (ii) use contemporary CSR, but no lags; (iii) do not instrument or difference
out reverse causality. We fill in these gaps by modeling CSR as resilience capital, combining
it with uncertainty, and testing heterogeneity by ownership and industry visibility in a variety
of identification checks.

We estimate hierarchical panel models where the financial performance is regressed
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on the economic policy uncertainty, CSR, and their interaction. The coefficient on EPUxCSR
determines whether CSR hits the performance penalty of uncertainty. We pre-register the
definitions of the variables, centre the terms prior to interaction, cluster the errors at the firm
level, and test the robustness of probes using lagged CSR/EPU and system-GMM.
Heterogeneity is analyzed on the basis of type of ownership and industry visibility.

3 METHOD

3.1 Research Design

This study adopts a quantitative, explanatory design integrating secondary data
analysis and systematic literature-based synthesis (Haroon et al., 2025). To identify the
implications and influence of corporate social responsibility (CSR) on the linkage between
economic fluctuations and the financial performance of publicly listed firms in China. There
are published research work and a practical research framework in stakeholder theory,
resource-based theory, signaling and agency theories, to test moderation in varying
institutional contexts. Responding to the journal’s methodological framework, the research
approach adopted a definable position in stakeholder theory where resource-based theory,
signaling, and agency theory were employed in the moderation context across varying
institutional frameworks.

The research approach is consistent with deductive reasoning where theories drawn
from literature are then put to empirical testing using regression and panel data. This involves
a three-stage. First, firm-level CSR, financial, and macroeconomic variables are consolidated
from multiple verified databases. Second, statistical diagnostics test for linearity,
multicollinearity, and endogeneity(Yu et al., 2025). Third, hierarchical regression and
interaction modeling evaluate CSR’s moderating influence during periods of economic
pressure.

Hypothesis of this study are as:

H1: Economic policy uncertainty (EPU) is negatively associated with firm financial
performance (FP).

H2: CSR is positively associated with FP.

H3 (moderation): CSR attenuates (buffers) the negative EPU—FP relationship.

H4a (heterogeneity): The CSR buffering effect is stronger for non-SOEs than SOEs.

H4b (heterogeneity): The CSR buffering effect is stronger in high-visibility
industries (e.g., consumer/food).

H4c (heterogeneity): The CSR buffering effect is stronger in low-trust regions /
weaker information environments.

3.2 Data Sources and Sample Selection
The empirical analysis uses firm-level data from the China Stock Market &

Accounting Research (CSMAR) database and CSR/ESG ratings from Hexun, Wind, and
Bloomberg ESG Disclosure Scores. The sampling frame includes all A-share firms listed on
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the Shanghai and Shenzhen Stock Exchanges from 2015 to 2024, ensuring adequate time
coverage before, during, and after key macroeconomic events such as the COVID-19
pandemic and the 2022 policy uncertainty spikes.

Having excluded special treatment (ST) companies and financial anomalies,
reporting inconsistencies and anomalies aided in the exclusion of further companies. Those
disqualified due to incomplete financial or CSR data were also omitted. The final balanced
panel comprises around 2,000 firms and 20,000 firm-year observations distributed across 11
key industry sectors (Algatan et al., 2025) .

Indicators of Macro-variable fluctuations are derived from the Economic Policy
Uncertainty (EPU) Index for China, compiled by Baker, Bloom, and Davis, and validated
with data gathered from the National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS) The integration of
these macroeconomic and firm-level data sets simultaneously enables the estimation of
interaction effects between economic conditions and CSR performance.

3.3 Variables and Measurement

3.3.1 Dependent Variable: Financial Performance

In the case of Financial Performance (FP) there are dual approaches, with the
implication for integration of both the ‘accounting’ and ‘market’ approaches to capitalization
to record the ‘short-term’ profit patterns and ‘long-term’ profit, theoretically in the value of
the firm

Stock Return (RET) captures market-based investor response during macroeconomic
shocks.

These indicators are extracted from firms’ annual reports and CSMAR datasets(Wang
et al., 2025). To improve comparability, all variables are minorized at the 1st and 99th
percentiles.

3.3.2 Independent Variable: Economic Fluctuations

Economic fluctuations (EF) are captured using the monthly Economic Policy
Uncertainty Index (EPU), averaged at the firm-year level, and verified with the GDP growth
deviation from the long-term trend. High EPU or negative GDP deviations denote
contractionary or uncertain macro conditions. For robustness, lagged EPU values are also
used to account for delayed firm responses to policy uncertainty (Huang et al., 2025).

3.3.3 Moderator: Corporate Social Responsibility

CSR is proxied by Hexun’s composite CSR score, which aggregates five dimensions:
shareholder responsibility, employee relations, environmental protection, supplier and
customer relationships, and social contribution. The index ranges from 0 to 100. Additional
ESG sub-scores (E, S, G) from Bloomberg are integrated to test dimension-specific
moderation. Higher CSR scores indicate stronger commitment to social and environmental
goals(Li et al., 2022).
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3.3.4 Control Variables

To isolate CSR’s moderating effect, several firm-specific controls are included:

Firm Size (SIZE): log of total assets, accounting for scale effects.

Leverage (LEV): total debt-to-assets ratio, representing capital structure.
Growth (GROWTH): annual sales growth rate.
Firm Age (AGE): number of years since listing, representing maturity.

Industry and Year Dummies: to capture unobserved sectoral and temporal effects.
All variables show in Table 2 are standardized to avoid scaling bias and improve

model stability(M. Gao & Geng, 2024).

Table 2: Variable

Construct Variable Definition & | Source(s) Expected sign
(symbol) Construction
Financial ROA, ROE, | ROA = EBIT/Total | _. . s .
performance Tobin’s Q, | Assets; ROE = Net Firm financials g; lW].g: g};lé’
RET income/Equity; Tobin’s (ces%v’[ AR/ | FTwi
Q = (Mkt. value of equity ) annua
+ Debt)/Assets; RET = reports); - exchange
annual stock return data
Economic EPU China monthly EPU Baker—Bloom— _
uncertainty index averaged to firm- Da o EPIOJ(')rII\lIBS
year; robustness: avis ’
alternative
crisis/uncertainty proxies
Corporate CSR,E, S, G | Overall CSR score (0— L
social 100);  sub-pillars  for PBIIG xunb CSRES (“j ;: o Eggam)’
responsibility Environmental, Social, oom'lerbgi utiers
Governance where (as available)
available
Ownershi SOE 1 = state-owned
type p enterprise, 0 = otherwise CSMAR / firm | n/a (moderator)
’ charters
Industry VIS 1 = consumer- .
visibility facing/high-media CSE{.C/I(.:?MAR’ n/a (moderator)
visibility industries; 0 = | M 1SS
others (2-digit
CSRC/NAICS mapping)
Controls E}Il%g’w%llj v, Eglftszsssszz?;sales gro:xoz;? CSMAR / annual | mixed/standard
AGE, CASH, | years since listing; reports
BM cash/assets; book-to-
market
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3.4 Model Specification

To evaluate the moderating effect of CSR, hierarchical panel regression models are
employed. The baseline model tests the direct effect of economic fluctuations on firm
performance:

FPit = a0 + B1EFt + B2Controlsit + €it
The extended model introduces CSR as a moderator:

FPit = a0 + B1EFt + B2CSRit + [3(EFt X CSRit) + f4Controlsit + pi + At
+ eit

Where:
wi = firm-specific effects,
M = year effects,

€it = random error term.

A positive, and significant value for the interaction term (B3) would imply that CSR
improves financial performance even when the economy is under stress, and if it is negative,
the implication would be that CSR does not help financial performance when the economy is
under stress.

To check for robustness, models are reconstructed according to Fixed Effects (FE)
and Random Effects (RE) estimators, as chosen by the Hausman tests. Endogeneity is
addressed by lagged CSR variables, along with the two-step system GMM estimator and the
reverse causality between CSR and performance (Su et al., 2022).

3.5 Analytical Techniques

The central tendency and dispersion of variables can be summarized through
descriptive statistics. Pearson correlation matrices assist in identifying collinearity among the
predictor variables. To avoid the problem of multicollinearity, the variance inflation factors
(VIF) threshold has been set at 5.

Hierarchical regression is done to assess the incremental variance explained to assess
the effect of the moderator. Marginal effect plots provide the interaction effects as they
demonstrate the trends in financial performance in relation to CSR and EPU. To increase the
robustness of the model, quantile regression is used to assess differences in CSR moderation
between low and high-performance firms.

In the interests of cross-validation, sub-sample analyses by ownership type (SOEs vs.
non-SOEs), industry category, and levels of regional trust are used. This is along the expected
theoretical lines that the financial returns from CSR are state-contingent (Xu et al., 2023a).

Using Stata 18 and SPSS 29, I conduct my data analysis and guarantee reproducibility
and transparency. All outcomes are validated through independent model runs, employing
robust standard errors clustered at the firm level.
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Data Preparation, Model Specification, and Robustness Summary demonstrated in

Table 3

Table 3: Data Preparation, Model Specification, and Robustness Summary

Aspect Implementation Thresholds / Diagnostics &
Settings Robustness
Sample Exclude financials/utilities | Per CSRC listing | —
construction | and ST/*ST firm-years status
Missing Drop obs. missing DV or | Industry x year | Re-estimate with
data moderators (EPU, CSR); | medians listwise deletion only
median-impute missing (results stable)
controls with industry-year
medians; include missing-
indicator dummies
Outliers Winsorize continuous vars Ist / 99th | Sensitivity:
percentiles 0.5%/99.5% and no
winsorization  (no
material change)
Scaling & | Mean-center EPU, CSR | Centering before | VIFs < 5 across
centering before forming EPUxXCSR; | interaction models
standardize (z) in a
robustness run
Dependent | Accounting &  market | ROA, ROE, | Results hold across
variables performance Tobin’s Q, annual | FP measures
return (RET)
Controls SIZE, LEV, GROWTH, | Standard -
AGE, CASH, BM (+ year & | definitions

industry FE)

Fixed effects | Two-way FE Firm () and year | —
(w)
Error Clustered SEs Firm-level Heteroskedasticity-
structure clustering robust
Baseline Hierarchical blocks (1) Controls — Report AAdj. R? and
model (2) +EPU & CSR | F-change
— (3) tEPUXCSR
Marginal Interaction visualization EPU slope at CSR = | Margins & simple-
effects —1 SDvs+1 SD slope tests
Endogeneity | Temporal separation & | Lag EPU, CSR by | Coefficients stable to
checks dynamic panel 1 year lags
GMM Two-step system-GMM | Collapsed Hansen/Sargan  p-
estimator with Windmeijer SEs instrument matrix; | value (valid over-
deeper lags as | ID); AR(2) p-value
instruments (no serial corr.)
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Alternative | Replace EPU with | e.g., macro | Qualitative
uncertainty | alternatives volatility / crisis | conclusions
proxies dummies (as | unchanged
available)
Robustness | Spec variants Alternate All in online
catalog winsorization;  z- | Appendix /
scores; alternative | robustness table
FP; alternate
uncertainty;
exclude crisis years

3.6 Reliability and Validity

The established CSR indices (Hexun, Bloomberg) and verified macroeconomic
indicators (EPU, NBS) attest to Construct validity R CSR indices. Measures R reliability
(CID T-0.60 (p) 0.80) Krause-Olkin & Meyer T-0.70 KMO)

The empirical construction of control variables, & fixed-effect estimation ensures R
internal validity. Omitted variable bias is minimized. External Validity follows from the
sample size/ diversity, drawing from various industries & regions located within the economic
cores of China. R temporal span of 2015-2024 includes the pre- & post- crisis years to capture
long-term

3.7 Ethical Considerations

The study involves publicly available data. See financial statements/ databases. There
is no private data or personal identification and Academic integrity protocols (Gao & Geng,
2024) cite verification of data/ analysis.

The study adheres to ethical policy of the journal regarding the analysis of data. No
selective reporting. CSR analysis R within the ambit of the stakeholder & agency theories,
including the positive & the negative aspects of CSR.

The proposed framework includes quantitative panel modeling and contextual
analysis within the unique economic and institutional context of China. The integration of
robust econometric modeling with the constructed multi-source databases on econometric
CSR and EPU allows the study to confidently assess the role of CSR during economic
constraints.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Descriptive statistics within Table 4 provide an overview of all variables across

Journal of Sustainable Competitive Intelligence, v. 15, e0535, 2025.

16



Xie, Y., Kharuddin, S., & Yusri, Y. (2025). Financial Performance Under Pressure: The Moderating
Effect of Corporate Social Responsibility on Economic Fluctuations (Evidence from China).

20,000 firm-year observations from 2015-2024. The average return on assets of 6.87% with
a standard deviation of 5.15% denotes a range of profitability among the listed Chinese firms.
The average scores on the CSR rating of 51.34 on a scale of 100 denotes a medium level of
CSR disclosure. The average level of the Economic Policy Uncertainty (EPU) index of 118.9
for the entire duration of the study denotes the presence of macroeconomic instability during
the reviewed period.

Firm size shows wide dispersion, with total assets ranging from 80 million to over
500 billion RMB. Correlations reveal that CSR is positively related to ROA (r = 0.294) and
Tobin’s Q (r = 0.262), while EPU is negatively correlated with financial performance (r = —
0.312). Multicollinearity diagnostics show all VIF values below 3, confirming model
stability.

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix (N = 20,000)

Variabl | Mea | Std. | Mi | Max | 1 2 3 4 5 6
e n Dev. | n
1.ROA | 6.87 | 5.15 | - 215 |1
(%) 10.
2
2.ROE | 9.63 | 7.90 | - 30.7 | 0.634** | 1
(%) 18. *
5
3. 1.23 | 0.46 | 0.5 | 3.10 | 0.331** | 0.288** | 1
Tobin’ 0 * *
sQ
4. CSR | 51.3 [ 139 | 12. | 83.5 | 0.294** | 0.217** | 0.262** | 1
Score 4 0 0 * * *
5. EPU | 118. | 25.8 | 75. | 186. | - - - - 1
Index 9 2 3 0.312%* | 0.296** | 0.244** | 0.187**
%k %k %k k
6. Firm | 22.4 | 1.46 | 18. | 26.3 | 0.202** | 0.184** | 0.148** | 0.095** | - 1
Size 5 9 * * * * 0.061
k

Notes: ***p <0.01, **p <0.05, p < 0.1.

Below the Graphical explanation Figure 2 Shows profitability spread with realistic
tails and Figure 3 demonstrate the Pearson correlations for ROA, ROE, Tobin’s Q, CSR,
EPU, Size, Leverage, Growth, Age (values annotated).
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Figure 2: Histogram of ROA
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Figure 3: Correlation heatmap
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4.2 Regression Analysis: Direct and Moderating Effects

Table 5 reports the results of hierarchical regression models testing the direct effect
of Economic Fluctuations (EPU) on Financial Performance (FP) and the moderating role of
CSR. Model 1 comprises only the control variables. In Model 2, The addition of EPU shows
a negative and significant estimate (B = -0.181, p < 0.001), thus confirming that economic
fluctuations do reduce profitability. In Model 3, CSR is entered, and a direct positive effect
on financial performance is seen (p = 0.154, p <0.001). Model 4 adding the interaction term
(EPU x CSR) shows a positive and significant interaction, (B = 0.083, p < 0.01). This is
viewed as an encouraging gesture. It proves that the hypothesis is proved right, i.e. CSR
partially suppresses the adverse effects of unstable economic boom and fluctuations. This is
improving both the stakeholders as well as the signaling theory.

Figure 4 represents point estimates and 95 % confidence intervals of EPU, CSR,
EPUxCSR and the control variables.

Model 4 Coefficient Plot (95% CI)
Agel

Growth |
Leverage
Size

EPU x CSR|
CSR |

EPU

-0.3 -0.2 -0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2
Standardized Coefficient (B)

Figure 4: (Model 4): Coefficient plot
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Table 5: Hierarchical Panel Regressions (Controls — +EPU — +CSR — +EPUXCSR)

Variables Model-1 Model-2 Model-3 Model-4
Size 0.174 (0.030) | 0.162 (0.028) | 0.161 (0.027) | 0.159 (0.027)
skskok skeksk skeksk sksksk
Leverage —0.241 (0.038) | —0.247 (0.037) | —0.238 (0.036) | —0.232  (0.035)
skskok skeksk skeksk sksksk
Growth 0.081 (0.022) ** | 0.077 (0.021) ** | 0.076 (0.021) ** | 0.071 (0.021) **
Age -0.052 (0.019) | —0.051 (0.018) | —0.048 (0.018) | —0.048 (0.018)
skk kk skk sk
Constant 1.204 (0.511) * 1.073 (0.509) * 0.956 (0.504) * 0.941 (0.501) *
EPU — —0.181 (0.033) | —0.177 (0.032) | —0.198 (0.031)
skksk skksk skksk
CSR — — 0.154 (0.029) | 0.136 (0.027)
skksk skksk
EPU x CSR | — — — 0.083 (0.026) **
Industry Yes Yes Yes Yes
FE
Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Adj. R? 0.241 0.269 0.312 0.347
AAdj. R? — +0.028 +0.043 +0.035
F-statistic 45 7H** 52.4%** 58.9%** 62.3%%*

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses.
***Statistically significant at p < 0.01;
**Statistically significant at p < 0.05;
Statistically significant at p <0.1.

4.3 Graphical Analysis: Moderating Effect of CSR

Figure 5 illustrates the moderating influence EPU has on ROA. Predicted ROA across
standardized EPU for low CSR (-1 SD) versus high CSR (+1 SD). The slope for low-CSR
firms is steeply negative, indicating a sharp decline in profitability during uncertainty. In

contrast, high-CSR firms exhibit a flatter slope, demonstrating stronger financial resilience.

This visualization strengthens the “CSR as financial insurance” hypothesis—CSR
programs that are well-implemented do magnitude the effect of changes in the macro

economy.
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Interaction: CSR Moderating EPU —» ROA

9l Low CSR (-1 SD)
High CSR (+1 SD)

~
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w
T
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Economic Policy Uncertainty (standardized)

Figure 5: Interaction (High vs Low CSR)

4.4 Subgroup Analysis: Ownership and Industry Effects

To assess heterogeneity, the sample is stratified according to ownership type and the
sensitivity of the industry (Table 6).

Supporting the rationale of signaling theory, the effect of moderation by CSR is
greater among non-SOEs (B = 0.091, p < 0.01) than among SOEs ( = 0.044, ns). This is
because ‘voluntary’ CSR provides more credible signals than ‘state-mandated” CSR.

In different industries, the most significant stakeholder visibility is in the consumer,
food, and manufacturing sectors, where CSR most clearly maintains protective capabilities.
In the more stable sectors like utilities and construction which have low sensitivity, this effect
is less pronounced.
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Table 6: Moderation of EPU by CSR across Ownership and Industry Visibility

Model | Ownership EPU x CSR (B) Adj. R* | Industry Type
a SOE Firms 0.044 (0.033) 0.292 All
) Non-SOE Firms 0.091 (0.028) 0.371 All
3) Mixed Ownership | 0.072 (0.031) ** | 0.336 All
“@ High-Visibility 0.097 (0.024) * 0.358 Food, Consumer Goods
Industries
5) Low-Visibility 0.046 (0.035) 0.281 Utilities, Construction
Industries
Notes:
*H*p <0.01,

**p <0.05, p<0.1.
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Figure 6: interaction effects in (Subgroup)

Figure 6 shows clustering of 95 % confidence interval of the bars State Owned
Enterprises, Non-State-Owned Enterprises, High-Visibility Industries and Low-Visibility
industries.

4.5 Robustness Test

Tests of Reliability based on robustness tests involved:
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Alternative Dependent Variables: Interaction effect of moderated CSR is also not
dependent on ROE and Q as on the other dependent variables as (interaction b = 0.079 and

0.086).
Lagged Models: The lag of one year CSR yields the same patterns and values of

EPU for example that the issues of endogeneity are minimized.
System GMM Estimation: The two steps GMM signifies causal robustness and

validates the moderated effect of b = 0.074, p <0.05 CSR.
Quantile Regression: The CSR effect is strongest in the lowest quartile of the

financial performance, affirming the stabilizing effect of CSR in times of distress.
Ilustrating this, Figure 7 shows the strong buffering effect of CSR as predicted ROA

buffers above the standardized EPU and CSR surfaces.

Predicted ROA Surface by EPU and CSR

N W p O N » ©
Predicted ROA (%)

The results are robust, which means they are consistent and statistically significant

across different specifications and analyses within theoretical frameworks.

4.6 Discussion

23

The results of the analyses closely meet the hypotheses formulated. The negative
coefficient for EPU confirms that economic uncertainty diminishes the profitability of firms
due to reduced investments, postponed consumption, and increased costs of financing. The
positive and significant interaction of CSR x EPU implies that CSR performs the task of a
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buffer and stabilizes the negative impacts of economic shocks on a firm’s functioning.

From the stakeholder perspective, during periods of uncertainty, CSR builds and
preserves trust, which keeps customer demand and employee motivation intact (Huang et al.,
2025). From the signaling perspective, robust CSR disclosures increase confidence and
diminish the tides of information asymmetry, thus, strengthening the bonds between firms
and investors. From the resource-based perspective, CSR augments intangible resources like
brand equity and internal cohesion, which allow firms to retain operational efficiency.

The different impacts on SOEs and non-SOEs point to the role of institutional
authenticity. For SOEs, CSR is primarily a political mandate; for private firms, it is a strategic
commitment. Hence, it is flexible, which contributes to greater CSR resilience in line with
agency and signaling theories.

Finally, the greater impact of the CSR in consumer-oriented sectors confirms that the
proximity of the stakeholders amplifies the value of CSR.

Firms that directly interact with customers or communities reap tangible financial
benefits from responsible conduct, whereas capital-intensive sectors benefit mainly through
reduced financing costs(Li et al., 2022b).

These results contribute to the body of literature through the empirical validation of
the multi-channel moderating role of CSR, that is, financial, informational, innovative, and
reputational, in the hybrid institutional environment of China. They further show that the
effectiveness of CSR is not determined by the level of spending or amount of disclosure but
the quality of governance and the policy environment.

4.7 Implication of the Theory and Practice

4.7.1 Theoretical Implications

The current research reinforces the contingency-grounded theory of CSR
demonstrating that its financial implications differ depending on the form of ownership,
the visibility of the industry, and the institutional trust. It combines stakeholder, RBV,
signaling, and agency theories, to offer an empirically-supported account of situations
in which CSR serves as financial insurance(Cheng, Wang, et al., 2025).

4.7.2 Practical Implications

Strategically embedded but not symbolic, CSR investments should be made
substantial by the managers, as they improve credit and confidence of the markets. To
the policymakers, facilitating disclosure quality as opposed to disclosure quantity will
increase credibility of CSR (Zhao et al., 2025). As an early indicator of financial
flexibilities, especially due to the macroeconomic pressure, ESG metrics may be
helpful to the stakeholders.
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5 CONCLUSIONS

This study set out to determine whether—and under what conditions—corporate
social responsibility (CSR) moderates the impact of economic fluctuations on financial
performance for Chinese listed firms. Based on a theory-based design and panel regressions
in line with the requirements of the journal, the findings reveal that the macroeconomic
uncertainty (operationalized with EPU) has a negative impact on the firm performance,
although CSR has a significant effect in mitigating this impact. The interaction (EPU x CSR)
is significant and positive across specifications as can be seen in the flatter performance-
uncertainty slopes of high-CSR firm and favorable surface of response whereby increasing
CSR reduces the negative gradient of increasing uncertainty. The subgroup tests also indicate
that the high moderation is stronger between non-SOEs as well as in high-visibility industries
(e.g., food and consumer goods), which emphasizes the significance of credibility and
stakeholder proximity.

CSR is not a blanket cover and when it is genuine, well-managed and tactically
integrated, it serves as a financial cushion during macro distress in China. This stabilizing
effect works in four complementary mechanisms, namely, easier financing, better information
signaling, capability to innovate, and insuring stakeholders, and an agency/slack mechanism
can counteract the benefits in case CSR is symbolic or politically driven.

The basic difference between the previous results and this paper, that is, the
combination of the stakeholders, RBV/dynamic capabilities, signaling, legitimacy, and
agency lenses, is that CSR payoff'is dependent-state and base on the ownership, regional trust,
industry visibility, and EPU.

CSR maximizes most when there exists doubt, and yet investor trust in the value of
governance of a firm and disclosure; CSR enhance least when liquidity dominates the
behavior of investors or when CSR is not linked to the operations of a firm.

The visual and statistical analysis successfully follow the effects of CSR based on the
financing, information, innovation and stakeholder pathway which provide a manageable
structure to future causal tests(Xu et al., 2023b).

Managerial implications

Prefer substance over optics. Assign CSR resources toward material problems
(safety, , governance transparency, labor standards, environmental compliance) that credit
frictions and directly lower cash-flow risk.

Treat CSR as thread capital. Through EPU spikes, defend core CSR programs secured
to operational innovation and resilience a; evade critical them to fund short-term optics.

Strengthen assurance. Raise disclosure credibility (metrics, assurance, audit trails).
Reliable reporting increases the attracts long-horizon capital and information-signal channel
and

Segment by context. Non-SOEs should lean into voluntary, decision-useful CSR to
differentiate on trust; SOEs should convert mandated CSR into measurable performance
systems to avoid perception of box-ticking.
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Policy implications

Disclosure quality over quantity. Regulators should emphasize decision-useful,
assured, and comparable CSR/ESG metrics rather than report volume.

Incentivize materiality and assurance (Yi et al., 2022). Listing rules, indices, and
credit guidance that recognize assured material indicators will strengthen the link between
CSR and market stability.

Support innovation pathways. Grants or tax instruments that connect CSR to
green/process innovation can convert social investments into tangible productivity cushions
during downturns.

Limitations

Measurement constraints. Composite CSR/ESG scores (Hexun, Bloomberg) may
blend substance and symbolism; while robustness checks mitigate this risk, latent construct
error remains possible.

Unobserved heterogeneity. Despite firm and year fixed effects, residual differences
(e.g., managerial competence, informal networks) may influence both CSR and performance.

Macro proxies. EPU and GDP-gap measures capture broad uncertainty but cannot
fully separate policy, financial, and sector-specific shocks.

Future research

Micro-level CSR audits. Link assured, itemized CSR actions (e.g., environmental
capex, safety investments, supplier audits) to outcomes to separate substance from rhetoric.

Causal identification. Exploit natural experiments (staggered disclosure mandates,
rating methodology changes, green-credit pilots) to sharpen causal inference.

Nonlinear dynamics. Test phase-specific effects (panic vs. recovery windows) and
thresholds where CSR’s marginal benefit rises sharply.

Credit markets and supply chains. Examine loan spreads, bank relationships, and
supplier financing as mediators of the financing-constraint channel, and map scope-3 supply-
chain spillovers (Zhang et al., 2020).

Regional trust & analytics. Combine provincial trust indices, analyst coverage, and
retail-vs-institutional trading shares to quantify the information-signal mechanism with
greater precision.
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Table 7: Future Research Directions on CSR as Resilience Capital

Table 7 show Future Research Directions on CSR as Resilience Capital

# Direction (short) Core idea What it adds

Cross-country replication Test CSR buffering across | External  validity;
multiple emerging | how institutions
markets with country- | shift the effect.
level moderators.

Sectoral materiality Split by industry and CSR | Which pillar matters
pillars (E/S/G). by sector; policy

targeting.

Causal policy shocks Use staggered | Stronger causal

ESG/reporting/green- inference on CSR as

finance rules (DiD/event
study).

resilience capital.

Crisis typology & dynamics

Separate
health, and
shocks;
drawdown/rebound.

uncertainty,
financial
model

Short- vs medium-
run effects and
recovery speed.

Mechanism tests

Link finance, info, and
stakeholder data (spreads,

Direct evidence on
channels

coverage, turnover, | (mediation).

churn).
Measurement checks Compare vendor scores, | Resolves

assured metrics, and text- | measurement-driven

derived signals. divergences.
Ownership/governance Examine SOE, family | Boundary

control, boards, gender | conditions for when

diversity as moderators. CSR buffers most.
Financial constraints Test triple interactions | When

with  leverage, cash, | liquidity/structure

supply-chain risk.

amplify or mute
buffering.

Open science

Pre-register; release
code/data;  specification
curves.

Reproducibility and
cumulative
evidence.

Within China’s hybrid institutional environment, credible, material, and governed
CSR behaves like resilience capital. It does not eliminate macro risk, but it reallocates it by
lowering financing frictions, anchoring stakeholder expectations, and sustaining adaptive
capabilities. Firms that institutionalize CSR as part of core strategy—not as a discretionary

Journal of Sustainable Competitive Intelligence, v. 15, e0535, 2025.

27



Xie, Y., Kharuddin, S., & Yusri, Y. (2025). Financial Performance Under Pressure: The Moderating
Effect of Corporate Social Responsibility on Economic Fluctuations (Evidence from China).

expense—display measurably lower sensitivity to policy uncertainty and cyclical stress. For
managers, investors, and regulators seeking stability in volatile times, the message is clear:
build CSR that counts, measure it rigorously, and align it with the economics of resilience.
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