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Abstract 
Compared to general regional disasters (e.g., earthquakes, tsunamis, etc.), the COVID-19 
epidemic disaster is characterized by widespread impact, persistence, and high 
uncertainty. The COVID-19 epidemic has triggered not only a public health crisis but also 
a global economic crisis. This paper argues that the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic 
provides an opportunity to identify non-altruistic motives for corporate philanthropic 
giving in the context of the long-term interactions among local governments, markets, 
and local firms. Using data from Chinese listed companies, this paper finds that the 
severity of the regional COVID-19 epidemic inhibits firms' s philanthropic giving 
probability and giving amount. Further motivational tests suggest that firms' political 
motivation to give as a response to the COVID-19 epidemic is more pronounced in 
regions under greater fiscal pressure, but fail to verify the reputational motivations that 
promote firms' participation in philanthropic giving. This study provides practical 
solutions on how to better motivate corporate initiatives to fulfill their social 
responsibility. The findings of this study enrich the literature on corporate philanthropic 
giving in disaster relief and shed light on corporate philanthropic giving decisions in 
disaster contexts. 
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1. Introduction 

The COVID-19 epidemic has triggered not only a public health crisis but also a global economic 
crisis [1]. In terms of a public health crisis, within a few months, the COVID-19 epidemic has 
spread around the world, becoming one of the largest epidemics in history [2]. As of December 
31, 2020, there were 81,475,053 cumulative confirmed cases of COVID-19 and 1,798,050 
cumulative deaths worldwide. In contrast to sudden-onset disasters such as hurricanes, 
tsunamis, and earthquakes, which are spatially and temporally isolated, the COVID-19 epidemic 
is contagious and transmit faster than previous viruses (e.g., H1N1 influenza in 2009 and SARS 
in 2003) [3], and thus can have a more detrimental impact on both grantees and donors. For 
example, the lockdown policy implemented to interrupt the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic 
disrupted business operations by restricting most employees from returning to work. For the 
same reason, transactional activities involving offline contacts were also significantly reduced. 
In addition, the COVID-19 epidemic tended to last much longer than other natural disasters. In 
terms of economic crisis, the epidemic is expected to lead to a global GDP contraction of 5.2% 
in 2020 [1]. The resulting economic uncertainty is substantial and even greater than that 
associated with the 2008 financial crisis [4]. Therefore, given the unique nature, scope, and 
duration of the COVID-19 epidemic, it is even more important to examine corporate 
philanthropic giving activities during this time period. 
China provided an appropriate and timely environment to analyze corporate philanthropic 
giving in the context of the COVID-19 epidemic early in the outbreak of this "global pandemic" 
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in the following ways. First, the outbreak of the COVID-19 epidemic in China was brief and 
complete, with the landmark outbreak in China occurring when the lockdown policy was 
implemented in Wuhan on January 23, 2020, and removed on April 8, 202), which marked the 
entry of the epidemic into a normalized prevention and control phase in China. Second, in the 
context of the COVID-19 epidemic, on the one hand, Chinese companies have a strong economic 
incentive to conserve resources and reduce donations in the face of the uncertainty of corporate 
fundamentals caused by the COVID-19 epidemic, such as the restriction of export business and 
the inability of employees to return to work; on the other hand, since the Chinese government 
not only dominates the perception of legitimacy but also holds scarce resources necessary for 
business operations [5], leading to strong legitimacy and economic incentives for Chinese firms 
to engage in philanthropic behavior and increase giving amount [6, 7]. 
Current research on disaster relief donations is largely limited to single disaster situations with 
strong geographical characteristics, such as tsunamis [8], hurricanes [9], and earthquakes [10], 
etc. The above disasters usually only cause severe shocks to the recipients, and few studies have 
examined when firms face systemic risk shocks at the same time. This study examines the 
reputational and political motives of corporate participation in post-disaster philanthropic 
giving in the context of the COVID-19 epidemic, using Chinese listed companies as a research 
sample. 

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development 

2.1. The COVID-19 Epidemic and Corporate Philanthropic Giving 
Large firms typically make charitable donations in times of disaster [8]. However, Govekar and 
Rishi (2002) [11], through their study of corporate giving behavior in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina, found that corporate philanthropic giving usually gives less, not more, under 
adverse economic conditions. However, general natural disasters usually only cause severe 
shocks to recipients, and few studies have examined the situation when donors face systemic 
risk shocks at the same time. Indeed, the International Monetary Fund has defined the COVID-
19 epidemic as "the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930s" [12], and 
some studies have similarly argued that the COVID-19 epidemic, which began as a pandemic, 
contributed to two simultaneous crises: a natural disaster crisis and economic crisis [13, 14]. 
Thus, the COVID-19 epidemic has undoubtedly significantly increased the potential costs that 
should be considered for corporate philanthropic decisions, and in this context, investors 
believe that corporate resources should be retained in the organization as "seed money" to 
resume operations after a disaster [15]. 
In summary, from the cost perspective of economic efficiency, the local severity of the COVID-
19 epidemic will increase uncertainty in the local economy, forcing local firms to become 
conservative in resource allocation decisions and save on philanthropic giving. Accordingly, 
hypothesis H1 is proposed. 
H1: The severity of the local spread of the COVID-19 epidemic inhibits corporate philanthropic 
giving. 

2.2. Reputation Motivation, COVID-19, and Corporate Philanthropic Giving 
One of the economic motivations for corporate philanthropic giving in the areas affected by the 
COVID-19 epidemic is to take advantage of the local sensationalism of the COVID-19 epidemic 
to enhance corporate visibility as well as to build a good corporate reputation. When major 
disasters occur, especially those that cause serious damage to regional public health and 
economy, timely corporate donations can easily become a hot topic in society [16], and firms 
will use the advertising effect of charitable donations to enhance corporate reputation, tap 
potential customers for the firm, and thus bring benefits to the firm, a phenomenon that is 
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usually more pronounced in industries with high levels of competition. In a competitive market, 
firms can gain a reputational advantage through philanthropic giving [17], and if a major 
competitor implements philanthropic giving to attract consumers and gain a competitive 
advantage, other firms will follow suit. If firms ignore these social norms, they will suffer 
reputational damage and stakeholder boycotts. Accordingly, hypothesis H2 is proposed. 
H2: Ceteris paribus, the severity of the local spread of COVID-19 strengthens the relationship 
between reputation motivation and corporate philanthropic giving. 

2.3. Political Motivation, COVID-19, and Corporate Philanthropic Giving 
In addition to reputational motivation, political motivation is also one of the main motivations 
for corporate post-disaster philanthropic giving. Compared to developed countries, the Chinese 
government has various key resources needed by companies, and therefore Chinese companies 
are more influenced by government departments to develop appropriate policies [18]. In the 
face of major sudden-onset disasters, the government has a heavy burden in providing public 
social support [19], and the pressure that the government may take on needs to be shared by 
society, with relief operations requiring the joint participation of individuals, businesses, and 
nonprofit organizations, as well as coordination and management by the government. 
Therefore, corporate donations are also somewhat "apportioned" in nature, i.e., local 
governments rely on corporations to take on part of social affairs and relieve financial pressure 
to maintain social stability [5]. Therefore, the financial status of local governments is likely to 
be an important political factor influencing corporate philanthropic giving after disasters. 
Accordingly, hypothesis H3 is proposed. 
H3: Ceteris paribus, the severity of the local spread of COVID-19 strengthens the relationship 
between political motivation and corporate philanthropic giving. 

3. Research Design 

3.1. Sample Selection and Data 
The initial sample consists of all Chinese firms listed on the Shanghai and Shenzhen stock 
exchanges at the end of 2019. The corporate philanthropic giving data in this paper are based 
on voluntary corporate disclosures, manually collected from January 23, 2020, to April 8, 2020. 
Firms in the finance and insurance industry were also excluded from our sample and finally, 
3424 listed companies were collected. Other financial data and corporate governance data were 
obtained from the CSMAR database. And the number of confirmed infection cases (Corona) in 
each province and region was retrieved from China National Health Commission (CNHC). 

3.2. Measures 
Corporate philanthropy, the dependent variable in this study, is measured by both giving 
probability (Donate_if) and giving amount (Donate_ta). Donate_if is a dummy variable that is 
coded as 1 if a firm makes a charitable donation during the study period and 0 otherwise. 
Donate_ta is the ratio of total cash and materials donated by a firm to its total assets during the 
study period and is quantified as a percentage. Reputation is measured as the percentage of 
firms in the same industry that makes donations. Political motivation is measured by dividing 
the difference between budgeted fiscal expenditures and budgeted fiscal revenues of each 
province in the previous period by the budgeted fiscal revenues of the firm. 
To control for the effects of other factors on corporate charitable giving, this paper refers to the 
studies of Chiu and Sharfman (2011) [20], Gao (2011) [16], Marquis and Lee (2013) [21], and 
Gao and Hafsi (2017) [10] and adds to the control variables firm age (Age), firm size ( Size), 
return on total assets (ROA), operating income (Income), the growth rate of operating income 
(Growth), the logarithm of a firm's net cash flow (Cash), financial leverage ratio (Leverage), 
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nature of ownership (State), equity concentration (Tshare1), duality (Duality), consumer 
orientation (Cust) and the Herfindahl–Hirschman Index (HHI). The above industry 
classifications are defined according to the two-digit primary CSRC code. 

3.3. Regression Models 
Comparing and analyzing the existing literature, this paper finds that most of the empirical 
literature on philanthropic giving has been validated using the Tobit regression model, such as 
Brown and Ferris (2007) [22], Wang and Graddy (2008) [23]. Tobit regression is used to 
correct biases caused by censored dependent variables. 

4. Results 

4.1. Descriptive Statistics 
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics. The mean of Donate_if is 0.301, suggesting that the 
average probability for a firm to donate is 30.10%. 
 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 
Variable N Mean Std.Dev. Min Max 
Corona 3,424 6.588 1.078 4.331 11.12 

Donate_if 3,424 0.301 0.459 0 1 
Donate_ta 3,424 0.0169 0.199 0 8.259 
Political 3,424 0.816 0.726 0.142 3.646 
Reputa 3,424 2.369 0.817 0 4.127 

Cust 3,424 0.203 0.402 0 1 
Age 3,424 19.81 5.459 8 34 
HHI 3,424 0.131 0.128 0.029 0.738 
State 3,424 0.353 0.478 0 1 

Income 3,424 21.64 1.444 18.43 25.78 
Size 3,424 22.33 1.311 20.01 26.40 
Cash 3,424 20.07 1.438 16.47 24.14 

Leverage 3,424 0.423 0.199 0.065 0.909 
ROA 3,424 0.048 0.089 -0.369 0.256 

Duality 3,424 0.318 0.466 0 1 
Tshare1 3,424 0.332 0.145 0.090 0.727 
Growth 3,424 0.106 0.312 -0.623 1.700 

4.2. Regression Analyses and Results 
Giving probability (Donate_if) is the dummy variable and the results of the Probit regression 
model are given in Table 2. Table 2 shows that when the dependent variable is giving 
probability, the coefficient of the severity of the COVID-19 epidemic (Corona) is negative and 
significant (β=-0.0663, p<0.05). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is supported. The coefficient of the 
interaction term between reputation motivation and the severity of the COVID-19 epidemic is 
not significant. The coefficient of the interaction term between political motivation and the 
severity of the COVID-19 epidemic is significant and positive (β = 0.0237, p < 0.05).  Thus, 
hypothesis 3 is supported. 
Considering that the dependent variable giving amount (Donate_ta) contains a large number of 
zero values. Tobit regression is used to correct biases caused by censored dependent variables. 
Table 3 presents the regression results of OLS models and Tobit models. When the dependent 
variable is giving amount, the coefficients of the severity of the COVID-19 epidemic are negative 
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but not significant. The coefficients of the interaction term between reputation motivation and 
the severity of the COVID-19 epidemic are positive but not significant. The coefficients of the 
interaction term between political motivation and the severity of the COVID-19 epidemic are 
positive and significant. Thus, hypothesis 3 is supported. The results in Table 3 indicate that 
Tobit models are appropriate to avoid possibly biased and inconsistent ordinary least squares 
estimates. 
 

Table 2. Probit regression results on giving probability 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Corona  -0.0663** -0.0114 -0.0269 -0.0164 

  (-2.5460) (-0.4951) (-1.1150) (-0.5223) 
Political   0.1228*** 0.1755*** 0.1203*** 

   (3.1471) (3.8451) (2.9323) 
Reputa   2.6159*** 2.4553*** 2.6222*** 

   (13.2408) (11.6392) (13.0849) 
Corona*Political    0.0237**  

    (2.2035)  
Corona*Reputa     0.0284 

     (0.2301) 
Cust 0.1163* 0.1167* 0.1190* 0.1191* 0.1188* 

 (1.9491) (1.9554) (1.9293) (1.9284) (1.9274) 
Age 0.0013 0.0015 0.0057 0.0056 0.0057 

 (0.2737) (0.3268) (1.1811) (1.1437) (1.1780) 
HHI -0.1752 -0.1977 -0.1881 -0.1924 -0.1872 

 (-0.8876) (-0.9977) (-0.9237) (-0.9423) (-0.9202) 
State -0.1258** -0.1410** -0.3506*** -0.3590*** -0.3515*** 

 (-2.1562) (-2.3849) (-5.6577) (-5.7842) (-5.6604) 
Income 0.2156*** 0.2208*** 0.2550*** 0.2547*** 0.2551*** 

 (5.7899) (5.9019) (6.5091) (6.4965) (6.5070) 
Size 0.0162 0.0078 -0.0464 -0.0468 -0.0468 

 (0.3406) (0.1634) (-0.9353) (-0.9424) (-0.9415) 
Cash 0.0781** 0.0827*** 0.1208*** 0.1232*** 0.1209*** 

 (2.4596) (2.6023) (3.6420) (3.7076) (3.6448) 
Leverage -0.3966** -0.3981** -0.3994** -0.4069** -0.3977** 

 (-2.5037) (-2.5151) (-2.4194) (-2.4619) (-2.4095) 
ROA 0.9339*** 0.9581*** 1.0572*** 1.0625*** 1.0574*** 

 (2.6488) (2.7046) (2.8347) (2.8452) (2.8343) 
Duality 0.1154** 0.1200** 0.1541*** 0.1574*** 0.1540*** 

 (2.2259) (2.3146) (2.8414) (2.8990) (2.8386) 
Tshare1 -0.4454*** -0.4666*** -0.3967** -0.3899** -0.3962** 

 (-2.6761) (-2.7992) (-2.2927) (-2.2501) (-2.2902) 
Growth 0.0117 0.0062 -0.0216 -0.0226 -0.0217 

 (0.1479) (0.0791) (-0.2660) (-0.2788) (-0.2678) 
_cons -6.9038*** -6.4758*** -8.1071*** -8.0180*** -8.0703*** 

 (-14.2514) (-12.6659) (-15.0497) (-14.8271) (-14.3328) 
N 3424 3424 3424 3424 3424 

Pseudo R2 0.0709 0.0732 0.1452 0.1466 0.1452 
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Table 3. OLS and Tobit regression results on giving amount 

 OLS Regression Models Tobit Regression Models 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 
Corona -0.0041 -0.0023 -0.0034 -0.0071 -0.0067 0.0109 -0.0016 -0.0081 

 (-0.8746) (-0.4994) (-0.6744) (-0.8931) (-0.3788) (0.8136) (-0.1009) (-0.3269) 
Political  0.0098* 0.0144** 0.0070  0.0611** 0.0966*** 0.0524** 

  (1.8308) (2.0537) (1.2003)  (2.2897) (2.6061) (2.0366) 
Reputa  -0.0043 -0.0188 0.0029  0.6498*** 0.5460*** 0.6739*** 

  (-0.1967) (-0.6978) (0.1398)  (3.5483) (3.3928) (3.4203) 
Corona*Political   0.0016*    0.0205*  

   (1.9405)    (1.8178)  
Corona*Reputa    0.0287    0.1003 

    (1.1401)    (1.0647) 
Cust 0.0197 0.0199 0.0199 0.0197 0.0649 0.0625 0.0618 0.0628 

 (1.5523) (1.5615) (1.5626) (1.5604) (1.3994) (1.3522) (1.3419) (1.3574) 
Age -0.0008 -0.0008 -0.0008 -0.0008 -0.0025 -0.0019 -0.0021 -0.0019 

 (-0.8988) (-0.9008) (-0.9275) (-0.9129) (-0.7461) (-0.5285) (-0.5924) (-0.5445) 
HHI -0.0126 -0.0119 -0.0121 -0.0114 -0.0311 -0.0196 -0.0211 -0.0192 

 (-0.8372) (-0.8033) (-0.8119) (-0.7750) (-0.2875) (-0.1838) (-0.1973) (-0.1807) 
State -0.0009 -0.0031 -0.0036 -0.0041 -0.1226*** -0.1770*** -0.1818*** -0.1800*** 

 (-0.1567) (-0.4754) (-0.5638) (-0.6218) (-2.9976) (-3.6540) (-3.6583) (-3.6169) 
Income 0.0016 0.0021 0.0020 0.0023 0.0607** 0.0638** 0.0636** 0.0642** 

 (0.4419) (0.5631) (0.5443) (0.6210) (2.3661) (2.4200) (2.4181) (2.4207) 
Size 0.0071 0.0064 0.0063 0.0060 0.0228 0.0094 0.0089 0.0080 

 (0.7443) (0.6713) (0.6671) (0.6155) (0.6270) (0.2554) (0.2400) (0.2134) 
Cash 0.0047 0.0053* 0.0055* 0.0053* 0.0616** 0.0723*** 0.0742*** 0.0727*** 

 (1.6104) (1.8437) (1.8828) (1.8445) (2.3688) (2.6123) (2.6317) (2.6186) 
Leverage -0.0160 -0.0162 -0.0168 -0.0151 -0.0847 -0.0731 -0.0757 -0.0651 

 (-0.6972) (-0.7074) (-0.7303) (-0.6386) (-0.7526) (-0.6394) (-0.6599) (-0.5614) 
ROA 0.0906* 0.0893* 0.0896* 0.0890* 1.0449** 1.0545** 1.0470** 1.0593** 

 (1.7828) (1.7703) (1.7717) (1.7712) (2.2316) (2.2151) (2.2111) (2.2138) 
Duality 0.0087 0.0094 0.0097 0.0093 0.0665* 0.0758** 0.0773** 0.0755** 

 (1.1938) (1.2511) (1.2817) (1.2187) (1.9200) (2.1193) (2.1513) (2.1116) 
Tshare1 0.0442* 0.0448* 0.0455* 0.0451* 0.0432 0.0867 0.0941 0.0865 

 (1.7794) (1.8377) (1.8480) (1.8409) (0.4390) (0.8428) (0.9035) (0.8428) 
Growth -0.0004 -0.0006 -0.0006 -0.0007 0.0400 0.0262 0.0238 0.0250 

 (-0.1058) (-0.1575) (-0.1480) (-0.1653) (0.9120) (0.6193) (0.5642) (0.5918) 
_cons -0.2432** -0.2674** -0.2598** -0.2322* -3.6967*** -4.0749*** -3.9960*** -3.9314*** 

 (-2.2349) (-2.3221) (-2.2639) (-1.7548) (-3.8787) (-3.9040) (-3.9246) (-3.9648) 
N 3424 3424 3424 3424 3424 3424 3424 3424 

Pseudo R2 0.0206 0.0217 0.0262 0.0260 0.0826 0.1069 0.1092 0.1075 

5. Conclusion 

The COVID-19 epidemic is a unique perspective for studying corporate philanthropic behavior 
after a disaster because of its characteristics that are different from those of regional natural 
disasters.  This study contributes to the existing literature in several ways. This paper examines 
the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on corporate philanthropic giving. Consistent with 
previous findings on the impact of major disasters on corporate philanthropic giving, the 
COVID-19 epidemic does affect philanthropic behavior of local firms. This study reveals that the 
local spread of COVID-19 increases uncertainties of the local business environment, forcing 
firms to adopt conservative strategies in resource allocation and reduce philanthropic giving. 
The non-altruistic motives of philanthropic giving in response to the COVID-19 epidemic are 
further explored from the perspectives of both corporate reputation and government influence. 
It is concluded that the severity of the local spread of COVID-19 strengthens the relationship 
between political motivation and corporate philanthropic giving. 
This paper has several managerial implications. For relevant regulatory agencies, formulating 
and implementing standards and regulations of corporate philanthropy to disaster relief, and 



Volume 3 Issue 4, 2022 

DOI: 10.6981/FEM.202204_3(4).0060 

486 

Frontiers in Economics and Management 

ISSN: 2692-7608 

providing several incentive measures such as subsidies and tax breaks, are essential to reduce 
the cost of corporate philanthropy. This paper hopes to provide better insights on reducing the 
occurrence of "firms with less giving more", especially in provinces under high fiscal stress. 
However, there are several limitations in this research. First, this study focuses on corporate 
philanthropic giving to disaster relief and does not involve corporate social activities. For 
example, China State Construction has built Fire God Mountain Hospital in 10 days and built 
Thunder God Mountain Hospital in 12 days in Wuhan. Such actions are commonly found in SOEs 
and fall within the definition of strategic philanthropy. 
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