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Abstract  
During the last years, the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has become an aspect of 
utmost importance, not only for the companies and the business sector, but also for Academia. The 
main objective of the present research is to describe and analyze the way university students 
understand the concept of CSR and its added value for the development of their professional careers. 
To achieve this objective a quantitative study took place at a private, for profit European University. 
After an exhaustive literature review on the concept of CSR in Higher Education, a survey was used 
as the main data collection instrument. The survey was sent to 1100 postgraduate students from 
different programs of study (education sciences, business administration, public health, information 
systems, English literature, music education). The results of this study demonstrate that not all the 
university students have the same knowledge of the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility and 
that this knowledge may vary according to their discipline and/or academic background. In addition, it 
is important to mention that almost all participants recognized the importance and the added value of 
CSR for their future careers, as well as the benefits that derive from its application in today’s society. 
Finally, university students underlined the urgent need for more detailed information and training on 
the concept of CSR, and the introduction of contents of Ethics and CSR in the curriculum of their 
programs of study. The results and conclusions of this study can guide future research and support 
policy-making in the field 

Keywords: Higher Education, Corporate Social Responsibility, Quantitative Research, Students 
Perceptions, Curriculum Development. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
According to Carroll [1], since the 1950s, most large companies were vital centers of power and 
decision-making and the actions of these companies had affected the lives of citizens in many ways. 
Over the last 10 years, more and more importance is being given to responsible actions by companies 
and a great deal of interest is expressed on the social and environmental impacts they have in society 
[2]. In this context, entrepreneurs are convinced that their success and lasting benefits for their 
shareholders cannot be achieved solely with a maximization of short-term benefits, but with market-
oriented and socially responsible behavior [3]. On the other hand, the consumers demand that the 
companies are responsible beyond the economic aspect, assuming their social and environmental 
responsibilities. More specifically, a new model of business management is being demanded that 
takes into account, on the one hand, the social and environmental implications of its actions, and, on 
the other, the interests of its interest groups. In this context, they aim to contemplate the impact of 
their actions in three dimensions: economic, social and environmental [4]. The traditional business 
model, where the fundamental strategic objective was the creation of value for the shareholders, is 
replaced by the socio-economic model that highlights the importance of Social Responsibility, creating 
value for society as a whole and, especially, for their interest groups (shareholders, employees, 
suppliers, customers, the public in general, etc.). In short, the business environment demands that the 
companies become responsible beyond the economic aspect, assuming their responsibilities in terms 
of social and environmental impact. Regarding the relationship of higher education with Social 
Responsibility, this is expressed in the Communication from the Commission to the Council and the 
European Parliament [5] concerning the review of the strategy for sustainable development, where 
"education plays a fundamental role and favors the necessary changes for sustainable development, 
as it guarantees the acquisition, by citizens, of the relevant competencies to adapt to changes in the 
world, the dissemination of knowledge and the participation of the parties interested in the change". 
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2 JUSTIFICATION OF THE TOPIC SELECTION 
There is no doubt that the European Universities are at a time of major transformation in the context of 
the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), which becomes a key instrument for contributing to the 
achievement of the objective of the European Commission: to turn Europe into a pole of excellence in 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) committed to sustainable development, ensuring the needs of 
our time without compromising the capacity of future generations to face them. adapting to your needs 
[6]. After acknowledging that not only is it a matter of reforming the bad policies, but also the bad 
knowledge and epistemologies that the University contributes to producing and transmitting (and 
everything that drives these bad policies), each university will be able to begin to elaborate its own 
diagnosis and reform [7]. Social Responsibility at universities demands, from a holistic point of view, to 
articulate the various parts of the institution in a social promotion project of ethical principles and of 
equitable and sustainable social development, for the production and transmission of responsible 
knowledge, as well as the training of equally responsible citizens [8]. In this process, we cannot forget 
the role of the students. Given the economic crisis, Sims and Felton [9] argue that the awareness of 
students is more necessary than ever. In addition, Mitchell and others [10] had already underlined that 
the students expect their institutions to apply social and environmental efficiency criteria and not just 
economic ones. For these reasons, it is essential to educate and train university students on issues 
related to CSR so that they have the necessary knowledge and skills to meet the needs of the market, 
which are constantly changing [11]. 

Once this research is justified, it is necessary to consider the limitations in which it was carried out 
[12]. First of all, we must mention some limitations over time, referring to the fact that this research 
was conducted in a given and limited period or time. The temporary limitations for the completion of a 
research forced us to conduct the literature review and the data collection and analysis within a period 
of 4 months. These limitations led us to conduct the research only in one institution; this  decision 
allowed the researchers to have easy access to its population, since dealing with ethical approval 
processes with different institutions can be a very time consuming process. Finally, it is important to 
have in mind the limitations related to human resources, since this research counted on the 
contribution of two people in total without any budget. The above mentioned limitations suggest that 
the results of this research cannot be generalized. However, we believe that this study can guide 
future research and support decision-making in the field. In this regard, the purpose of the present 
research is to investigate how university students perceive CSR and its added value to their personal 
and professional development. The study took place in a European university during the academic 
year 2018-2019. This purpose is broken down into the following specific objectives: 

- Identify and analyze the knowledge of university students on the concept of CSR. 
- Identify and describe the sources of training and information of university students on CSR.  
- Describe and analyze the perceptions of university students on CSR. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
This is a descriptive and exploratory research with a quantitative approach. Its design is non-
experimental [13], since there is neither intentional manipulation nor randomization; it is observation of 
existing situations and in its natural context, since the subjects studied already belonged to a concrete 
group (all postgraduate students of the participating university). In addition, it is transversal or 
transient, since data are investigated in a single moment and in a single time [14] with the objective of 
describing variables that make up students’ knowledge towards CSR and analyze their perceptions 
and attitudes about this concept. The starting hypothesis of this research is that "although the training 
and knowledge of university students on Corporate Social Responsibility are superficial, there is an 
agreement that their concept plays a fundamental role in students’ responsible behavior in their future 
professional and / or personal life". The population under study, was made up of students from a 
private higher education institution. The University has a total number of 5,000 students. The time 
limitations forced us to include in our study only the postgraduate students, which were 1100. Due to 
the number of students enrolled in university master's programs, the quantitative methodology was 
chosen, which allows us to have an easier and faster access to a large population [15]. A structured 
questionnaire was used to collect data, consisting of three main categories of questions: 

a) Demographic information  
b) First contact with CSR  
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c) Perceptions of university students of the university on CSR.  

The questionnaire contained questions of the following categories: a) Multiple choice b) "Yes-No" type 
questions c) Open questions (for more in-depth analysis and better understanding of the perceptions 
of the students), d) Likert scale questions. The data were collected in April 2018 and 220 students 
responded (20% of the total population). Taking into account the time limitations of this research the 
researchers sent questionnaires by email, but also handed them out to the classroom. It should be 
noted that almost half of the questionnaires (102) were distributed electronically. For the analysis of 
the data obtained, the SPSS program (version 17.0). Apart from descriptive statistical analysis, we 
also calculated the statistical parameters (measures of centralization and dispersion), which describe 
the whole study [16]. 

4 RESULTS 

4.1 Demographic information 
As it can be seen in the table 1 below, most of participating students are concentrated at the age of 
"over 28 years" followed by those of 22-24 years. This means that we have two main categories of 
students. On the one hand, those who enroll in a master's degree program just after completing their 
bachelor degree; on the other hand, we have those who start university studies after at least 5 years 
of experience in the workplace. 

Table 1. Age of the participants 

Age  Number of students % % Valid 

22-24 67 30.5 30.5 

25-26 29 13.2 13.2 

27-28 35 15.9 15.9 

29 or older 89 40.5 40.5 

TOTAL 220 100 100 

In addition, it should be noted that from the participating population (220 students) only 76 (34,5%) 
were men and the rest (144) were women (65.5%). Finally, it should be mentioned that the majority of 
the participating students comes from the university master's degree in education sciences, followed 
by those in business administration and public health; we also had participants from the master in 
music education program, information systems and English philology. This distribution also fits with 
the total distribution of postgraduate students in the participating university, since almost 88% of its 
students is concentrated in the studies of the education sciences, MBA and public health. The table 
presented below allow us to see all the aforementioned information in a clearer way. 

Table 2. Distribution of participants according to their discipline 

Discipline No of students % % Valid % Accumulated  

Education Sciences 90 40.9 40.9 40.9 

Business Administration 49 22.3 22.3 63.2 

Public Health 44 20 20 83.2 

English Philology 17 7.7 7.7 90.9 

Music Education 10 4.5 4.5 95.4 

Information Systems 10 4.5 4.5 100 

TOTAL 220 100 100  

1788



4.2 First contact with CSR 
This section looks at the second part of the questionnaire that is related to a CSR conceptual 
research, in order to understand if the students really know and understand this concept and its value 
and philosophy; we were also interested in knowing if they studied this concept in their studies. More 
specifically, we asked students if they knew the concept of CSR and more than 75% said yes, which is 
very positive, because it seems that the majority of the university community has somehow engaged 
with this new way of operating and functioning. These results are also in agreement with the recent 
literature on this subject [17, 18]. Despite the positive overall response by the vast majority of the 
participating students, we noticed some variety in their responses based on the studies they are 
studying. More concretely, we found that almost all the business administration and public health 
students know the concept of the CSR. On the other hand, the English Philology and Music Education 
students seem more distant from the concept, which make us believe that the concept is not having 
the same importance across the different programs of the university. The following table shows this 
variety in a more schematic way. 

Table 3. Knowledge of CSR across programs of study 

Programs of study No of 
students 

Know the 
concept of 

CSR 

% of the 
participating 
population 

Don’t know 
the concept 

of CSR 

% of the 
participating 
population 

Education Sciences 90 60 66.7 30 33.3 

Business Administration 49 48 97.8 1 2.2 

Public Health 44 39 88.6 5 11.4 

English Philology 17 10 58.8 7 41.2 

Music Education 10 4 40 6 60 

Information Systems 10 5 45 5 55 

TOTAL 220 166  54  

Then, we investigated how and through what means/channels university students have received 
information about the concept of CSR. The purpose of this question was to identify whether the 
university has incorporated this concept in its study programs or if the their knowledge comes from 
other channels (media, labor market, etc.). The results demonstrate that almost half of the participants 
knew the concept of CSR from the university, which shows that the participating institution is on the 
right track to raise awareness among its students about the importance and added value of this 
concept. The internet and the media are two other important sources for the information of university 
students on the concept of CSR. The table below presents the answers of the participating university 
students in a more schematic manner. 

Table 4. Sources/channels of information for CSR 

Source/channel No. of students % %Valid % Accumulated 

University 170 42 42 42 

Internet 88 21.7 21.7 63.7 

Friends/Family 15 3.7 3.7 67.4 

Media 68 16.8 16.8 84.2 

Workplace 29 7.2 7.2 91.4 

Advertisement 35 8.6 8.6 100 

TOTAL 405 100 100  

Although the vast majority of the participants responded that they know the concept of CSR through 
different means, it is important to point out that more than 80% highlighted that CSR is a new concept. 
This answer demonstrates lack of knowledge of the participants, because CSR has existed for many 
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years, and it was mostly developed during the 70s [19]. This lack of knowledge can be partially 
understood, since only 51 students have studied the concept as part of their curriculum and they all 
come from business and public health studies. The need for CSR to be present in all disciplines is 
obvious and higher education must prioritize it in the context of the reform of educational systems and 
their direct relationship with the current labor market and the current needs of our society [20].  

4.3 Perceptions of the university students on the concept of CSR 
The third and last part of the questionnaire dealt with the perceptions of university students on the 
concept of CSR. More specifically, the first question asked students to choose which aspects are 
directly related to CSR content. Although a variety of aspects were mentioned, it should be noted that 
sustainable development and environmental protection were the most popular ones. These responses 
are in line with what is defended by the current literature [21, 22], although the aspect of increasing the 
profit of companies also plays an important role. 

Table 5. Aspects directly related to the concept of CSR 

 Not at all 
related 

Weak 
relation 

Somehow 
related Related Very 

related 

Increase profit and performance in a company 17 13 15 35 19 

Protection of the environment 0 5 10 45 40 

Comply with the legal framework 6 10 24 32 28 

Sustainable development 12 13 30 20 25 

Societal responsibility 0 0 20 35 45 

Volunteering 5 15 17 32 30 

The results show that students believe that CSR is a philosophy that focuses on the responsibility of 
society and the protection of the environment, which also contributes to sustainable development. It is 
not considered as a fundamental tool to achieve better economic profit or improvement of the 
performance of an organization. We also noted that students understand the legal obligation that 
exists for all organizations with CSR. This consideration is not entirely correct, as recent literature tells 
us that only a few countries have established a legal framework that requires the adoption of a clear 
CSR policy [23]. Finally, it should be noted that students relate CSR with volunteering, which does not 
fit in with their previous response (legal obligation). All these discpepancies in their answers show that 
students are very interested in CSR, but they need to learn more about its scope and characteristics. 
Regarding the CSR stakeholders, we can understand that students consider that mainly companies 
are affected by this concept, then they see the environment and future generations. This demonstrates 
that, for them, CSR has more to do with the business world than with the other interested parties. This 
position is not in line with the current literature, according to which CSR affects everyone [24] from 
companies and organizations to suppliers and local societies. A necessity that arises from this answer 
is that university students must understand that CSR is a philosophy and a way of doing business that 
focuses on all interested parties, without discriminating.  

Regarding the dimensions of CSR, we can see that the responses of the participating students are 
more focused on the ethical dimension, which is followed by the social and environmental dimension, 
then the strategic and legal dimensions and (last) the economic dimension. Again, we verify that 
university students consider CSR as a concept that integrates environmental sustainability with ethical 
and social development and not as a strategy that companies and organizations follow to improve 
their economic situation. However, recent literature has demonstrated that the CSR concept contains 
all these dimensions, but with varying intensity, depending on each company’s characteristics and 
mission [25]. 

Furthermore, the participating postgraduate students were positioned on why a company or 
organization should adopt the philosophy of the CSR. Their answers are of interest because they 
provide us with evidence about their perceptions regarding the concept of CSR. More specifically, we 
see, for one more time, the predominant role of the ethical and environmental dimension of CSR, 
because the students considered that if a company / organization applies a CSR policy and actions it 
will be in a position to contribute to the environmental protection and to show sensitivity to social 
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groups at risk. Then, they expressed the opinion that CSR can improve the reputation of a company 
and its image in society. Also, students believe that if an organization / company incorporates CSR in 
its strategy it will be more sustainable, will strengthen labor relations and defend the human rights of 
its workers. In this context, this organization / company will have a competitive advantage, because for 
university students CSR is an innovative way of acting and operating that offers many benefits to all 
interested parties, including improvements in their productivity and financial situation. In the 
penultimate question of the questionnaire, the participating students justified why they are personally 
interested in CSR. Here, too, their answers are of interest, because more than half of them responded 
that all professionals (of all disciplines) must demonstrate sensitivity to the environment and the 
problems of our society. Many also mentioned that CSR is everybody’s responsibility and not just a 
strategy and philosophy that applies the direction of a company. Finally, we asked the participating 
students about how universities will be able to change their philosophy towards the premises of the 
CSR. It was interesting to see that most students considered that the best solution would be the 
introduction of some courses on CSR, while others considered that the concept of CSR should be a 
transversal concept in all courses.  

5 CONCLUSIONS 
This search can be considered as a first step to capture the perception of university students on the 
concept of CSR. The results show encouraging data about the level of knowledge students have on 
CSR. More specifically, most of them know the concept of CSR and almost half of them have treated 
business ethics issues during their studies. In addition, almost all respondents believe that, in today's 
society, it is an obligation to study about CSR and that training on the concept will lead to responsible 
behavior, with special emphasis on social and environmental protection. Although most of them 
consider CSR as a concept mainly in the business sector, they do not see it as a tool for the economic 
development of businesses, but rather as a means of protecting the environment, and raising 
awareness among vulnerable groups. In this context, changing business culture, protecting and 
defending human rights and improving labor relations will be achieved if all citizens dominate the 
concept of CSR. Finally, the students mentioned that the concept of CSR is important for them, since 
all future directors and/or employees, must be sensitive to the social and environmental questions. 

In spite of the declaration of the majority of the participating students on the knowledge of the concept 
of CSR, it is important to note that discrepancies have been identified in their interpretations of the 
concept. In this context, the need for training on codes of ethical conduct and on CSR appear as a 
priority by the university students who will be future executives and/or employees in our society. A 
broad knowledge about the CSR will mean a better application of CSR premises in all areas / 
disciplines. It is also interesting to note that most students do not see CSR as transversal contents 
that can be introduced in any curriculum, rather they prefer the introduction of specific subjects on this 
concept. 

Regarding the perceptions of university students on the concept of CSR it can be concluded that they 
perceive it as a philosophy that emphasizes the responsibility of society and the protection of the 
environment and the contribution to sustainable development and less as a means or a tool according 
to which the organization will achieve increased profits as an increase in profitability. In addition, it was 
observed that students believe that an organization must apply and implement CSR activities in order 
to comply with the legal framework. These perceptions demonstrate the importance of the concept of 
CSR for participating university students, despite the lack of knowledge about its idiosyncrasy. The 
fact that they treat CSR as an obligation for all companies to improve society and sustainable 
development is a very encouraging aspect. 

The present investigation opens a path for future similar research to more universities with the aim of 
examining whether the starting hypothesis of this research can be confirmed or not. For our case, we 
can confirm that, although the training and knowledge of university students on Corporate Social 
Responsibility are superficial, there is an agreement that its concept plays a fundamental role in its 
responsible behavior in its future professional and / or personal life. 
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