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ABSTRACT 

Sarna, Bhavesh 
Understanding employee-CSR relationship by exploring microfoundations of 
corporate social responsibility 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2024, 84 p. + original articles 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 745) 
ISBN 978-951-39-9910-0 (PDF) 

This doctoral study bridges microfoundations initiatives and Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) helps in understanding individual-level differences by 
assessing the individual attitudes and emotions that influence organizational 
CSR programs. It shifts the focus from industrial psychology’s generic factors 
(e.g., fatigue and boredom) to a more intricate view of individual employees’ 
microfoundations. 

This study employs a comprehensive methodology including a literature 
review and two empirical case studies. The literature review explores historical 
employee–CSR interactions, mapping existing perspectives and their limitations. 
The first case study scrutinizes national CSR regulations in India from a 
communicative viewpoint, highlighting how macrolevel CSR regulations affect 
individual attitudes. The second case study delves into the cognitive aspects of 
individual employees, focusing on emotional reactions in stressful CSR-related 
scenarios. 

In doing so, this study addresses the central research question: How can 
organizations comprehend and accommodate diversity among employees to 
effectively implement CSR initiatives? Through a series of subquestions, this 
study investigates the relationship between employee attitudes and CSR in the 
existing literature, explores the microlevel perspectives vis-à-vis macrolevel 
regulations, and evaluates how employees navigate emotionally charged 
situations stemming from organizational CSR reputation. 

This thesis proposes a meta-framework that combines individual and 
organizational perspectives on CSR, deepening our understanding of micro-CSR 
initiatives. This implies that managing individual differences can help 
organizations achieve comprehensive CSR goals. 

In summary, this study significantly contributes to both academic discourse 
and practical applications of CSR. By emphasizing individual differences, it not 
only enriches the scholarly landscape of micro-CSR but also provides 
organizations with actionable insights for enhancing CSR practices, thereby 
facilitating a more socially responsible and sustainable future. 

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, Microfoundations, Micro-CSR, 
Employees 



TIIVISTELMÄ (ABSTRACT IN FINNISH) 

Sarna, Bhavesh 
Ymmärrystä työntekijöiden ja yritysten yhteiskuntavastuun välisestä suhteesta 
tutkimalla yritysten vastuullisuuden mikrorakenteita 
Jyväskylä: Jyväskylän yliopisto, 2024, 84 s. + alkuperäiset artikkelit 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 745) 
ISBN 978-951-39-9910-0 (PDF) 

Yritysten yhteiskuntavastuun (Corporate Social Responsibility, CSR) käsitteen 
kehittyessä, tarve ymmärtää sen täytäntöönpanoa ja vaikutuksia tulee yhä 
tärkeämmäksi. Tämän väitöstutkimuksen tavoitteena on kuroa umpeen makro-CSR-
aloitteiden ja mikro-CSR-erojen välistä kuilua tarkastelemalla yksilötason asenteita ja 
emotionaalisia kokemuksia, jotka tehostavat tai hidastavat  vastuullisuustavoitteiden 
toteuttamista. Tämä pragmaattiseen filosofiaan perustuva tutkimus edistää yritysten 
yhteiskuntavastuun tutkimusta siirtämällä katseen perinteisestä 
teollisuuspsykologiasta, joka keskittyy usein yleisiin tekijöihin, kuten väsymykseen ja 
ikävystymiseen, monimutkaisempaan näkemykseen, joka ottaa huomioon yksittäisten 
työntekijöiden välisiä mikrotasoisia vaihteluita. 

Tutkimuksen metodologia sisältää kirjallisuuskatsauksen ja kaksi empiiristä 
tapaustutkimusta. Kirjallisuuskatsauksessa tarkastellaan työntekijöiden ja yritysten 
yhteiskuntavastuun vuorovaikutusta sekä kartoitetaan olemassa olevia näkökulmia ja 
niiden rajoituksia. Ensimmäinen tapaustutkimus tarkastelee Intian kansallista 
vastuullisuussääntely viestinnällisestä näkökulmasta ja erityisesti makrotason sääntelyn 
vaikutusta yksilöllisiin asenteisiin. Toisessa tapaustutkimuksessa tarkastellaan 
yksittäisten työntekijöiden kognitiivista näkökulmaa ja keskitytään erityisesti 
emotionaalisiin reaktioihin stressaavissa vastuullisuuskysymyksissä. 

Tämä tutkimuksen keskeinen tutkimuskysymys kysyy, miten organisaatiot voivat 
ymmärtää ja mukauttaa työntekijöiden monimuotoisuutta toteuttaakseen tehokkaasti 
vastuullisuusaloitteita? Tutkimuksella on useita alakysymyksiä, jotka keskittyvät 
työntekijöiden asenteiden ja yhteiskuntavastuun väliseen suhteeseen olemassa olevassa 
kirjallisuudessa, mikrotason näkökulmaan makrotason säännöksiin ja työntekijöiden 
emotionaalisesti latautuneisiin tilanteisiin, jotka johtuvat organisaation 
yhteiskuntavastuusta. 

Tutkimus tarjoaa teoreettisen metakehyksen, joka yhdistää yksilön ja 
organisaation näkökulmia yritysten yhteiskuntavastuuseen ja siten rikastuttaa 
ymmärrystämme mikrotason aloitteista yhteiskuntavastuuseen liittyen. Lisäksi se 
kertoo siitä, että yksilöllisten erojen tunnistaminen ja tehokas hallitseminen voi toimia 
tehokkaana työkaluna organisaatioille, jotka pyrkivät saavuttamaan CSR-tavoitteitaan.  
Yhteenvetona voidaan todeta, että tutkimus kontribuoi sekä akateemiseen keskusteluun 
että käytännön sovelluksiin yritysten yhteiskuntavastuun alalla. Korostamalla 
yksilöllisten erojen tärkeyttä se ei ainoastaan rikasta mikrotason ymmärrystä 
yhteiskuntavastuusta, vaan tarjoaa myös organisaatioille käytännönläheisiä oivalluksia 
yritysten yhteiskuntavastuun käytäntöjen tehostamiseen, mikä edistää vastuullisempaa 
ja kestävämpää tulevaisuutta. 

Avainsanat: yritysten yhteiskuntavastuu, mikrotason tekijät, mikro-CSR, työntekijät 
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13 

1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

In today’s global business environment, corporate social responsibility (CSR) has 
transitioned from being a buzzword to a critical strategic component. This section 
focuses on the emerging concept of micro-CSR (also known as micro-level of CSR 
or microfoundations of CSR) and its significance in understanding the 
individual-level mechanisms driving CSR behavior for the successful 
implementation of strategic boardroom CSR initiatives into actionable tasks 
(Gond et al., 2017). This section sets the stage for understanding the role of 
individual employees in implementing CSR initiatives and shaping 
organizational CSR efforts. 

Exploring the expansion of CSR research, there is a need to focus on micro-
CSR, specifically in the employee context (Girschik et al., 2020; Aguinis & Glavas, 
2012). Incorporating the essence of CSR into the core of an organizational strategy 
has become a critical concern for organizations eager to maintain a competitive 
edge in the international arena (Fryzel & Glavas, 2012; Fryzel & Seppala, 2016). 
Boardrooms and shareholder meetings are now actively assessing CSR initiatives 
for their economic, social, and ecological benefits, moving beyond just using 
them as buzzwords (Matson et al., 2016). Even in the academic realm, such 
discussions have fostered an interdisciplinary approach to CSR, broadening its 
scope in management literature. The subjects of discourse range from the 
financial advantages of implementing CSR practices (Barauskaite & Streimikiene, 
2021; Bartolacci et al., 2020) to stakeholder identification and management (Maon 
et al., 2019) and further seep into the domains of human resource management 
(HRM) and organizational behavior research (Bouzzine & Lueg, 2022; Lee & 
Szkudlarek, 2021; Morgeson et al., 2013; Podgorodnichenko et al., 2022). As the 
concept of CSR has expanded and evolved, new avenues for development have 
emerged. However, there needs to be more in-depth research on micro-CSR, 
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which primarily focuses on individual employees, indicating a potential area for 
further exploration (Gond et al., 2017). 

Micro-CSR provides insights into the impact of CSR on employees and 
highlights the need to explore individual-level contributions to CSR practices 
(Koch et al., 2019). Micro-CSR research is critical for understanding the 
individual-level psychological mechanisms driving CSR behavior in 
organizations (Rupp & Mallory, 2015). However, limited research in this area 
(Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Gond et al., 2017; Girschik et al., 2022; Rupp & Mallory, 
2015) highlights the need to investigate further individual contributions to CSR 
practices and their organizational impact. Jones et al. (2017) call for more research 
on individual-level factors influencing CSR behavior, while Gond and Moser 
(2021) suggest exploring how individual-level CSR actions align with broader 
organizational strategies. To address the gap in micro-CSR literature, researchers 
must explore the impact of CSR on individual employees and how these 
individuals shape organizational CSR initiatives (Kaidesoja, 2013; Pache & 
Santos, 2013). Moreover, researchers know little about how individuals perceive 
CSR and how their perceptions affect the relationship between CSR and specific 
outcomes at both individual and organizational levels (Shea & Hawn, 2019).   

Furthermore, employee engagement in CSR initiatives is significant, as 
Rupp et al. (2006) highlighted, because employees directly evaluate their 
organization’s CSR performance. Organizations constantly face choices between 
various stakeholder demands within the society and the value chain (Aguilera et 
al., 2007). Employees continuously assess organizational priorities, which 
determine the implementation of CSR policies (De Roeck & Farooq, 2018; Ruepert 
et al., 2017). Employees’ assessment of CSR initiatives can vary significantly 
based on their experiences and cognitive capacities.  

Various factors influence employees’ understanding of CSR, including 
personal environmental beliefs, values, attitudes, and organizational dynamics 
(Chou, 2014; Huber & Hirsch, 2017). The organizational behavior literature 
suggests that individual employees undergo personality changes due to internal 
organizational pressures and external events (Tasselli et al., 2018). As a result, 
they develop a unique understanding of CSR shaped by a combination of 
personal beliefs and organizational factors. Understanding these factors is critical 
to comprehending employees’ engagement with CSR initiatives and overall 
perceptions of CSR within the organization. 

The primary focus of this thesis is on the role of individual employees in 
implementing CSR initiatives and shaping organizational CSR efforts. 
Employees are often identified as critical stakeholders in CSR implementation 
(Carroll, 1999; Henriques & Sadorsky, 1999; Preuss et al., 2009). Understanding 
how they perceive CSR issues individually and how they can personally impact 
organizational CSR initiatives is crucial because their perceptions, motivations, 
and actions directly influence the effectiveness and authenticity of a company’s 
CSR strategy (Vlachos et al., 2017). 

In conclusion, micro-CSR research is essential for understanding the 
individual-level psychological mechanisms driving CSR behavior in 
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organizations and the linkages between the microfoundations of CSR and 
organizational performance. While previous studies have concentrated on how 
CSR can satisfy employees' psychological and developmental needs, researchers 
need to pay more attention to understanding each employee's unique needs. It is 
necessary to study the differences among employees regarding CSR at the 
microfoundations of an organization to understand how these differences 
collectively affect an organization's CSR efforts. Investigating individual-level 
factors like perception, personality, emotions, training, attitude measurement, 
employee selection techniques, work design, and job stress in the context of CSR 
can achieve this (Felin et al., 2015; Gond & Moser, 2021; Gond et al., 2017, 2022; 
Rupp & Mallory, 2015). 

1.2 Rationale for the study 

This section explains the driving force behind this doctoral study: understanding 
the multifaceted nature of implementing CSR initiatives within organizations at 
the microfoundational level. This section delves into the complex dynamics of 
employee cognition, emotions, cultural awareness, and the impact of 
multidisciplinary approaches. These dynamics play crucial roles in 
organizations’ microfoundations and influence the successful implementation of 
CSR initiatives. 

The dynamic and complex nature of the organizational landscape creates 
significant complexity for organizations seeking to execute CSR initiatives. These 
complexities become even more pronounced at the microfoundational level, 
where individual employees’ differing perspectives on climate change and the 
challenging task of reconciling these differences present roadblocks for effective 
CSR implementation (Glavas, 2016; Greenwood et al., 2011; Jarzabkowski et al., 
2013; Rupp & Mallory, 2015). Successful implementation of CSR at the 
microfoundational level requires a deep understanding of the diverse cognitive 
abilities, emotional responses, personal identities, and cultural knowledge of 
individual employees (Gond et al., 2017). For example, a complex issue, climate 
change impacts individuals differently, making crafting an all-encompassing 
strategy challenging (Pache & Santos, 2013). Furthermore, the multidisciplinary 
nature of CSR issues introduces various solutions for managing CSR within 
organizations, often leading to decision-making complexities (Secchi, 2009). 

Given the multidisciplinary approach to CSR, employee responses at the 
microfoundational level can be diverse (Nejati & Shafaei, 2023). These differences 
stem from variations in individuals’ assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules that 
guide their interpretations and actions during the implementation of CSR 
strategies (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999). Therefore, it is essential to consider 
employees’ perspectives when implementing CSR strategies. By doing so, 
organizations can ensure that their CSR initiatives are successful and that 
employees are fully engaged. 
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At the micro-level, individual cognition and responses significantly impact 
CSR strategy implementation (Story & Neves, 2014). Understanding how 
employees comprehend the role of CSR initiatives within their organizational 
context is crucial, as is understanding their perceptions of the roles of other 
stakeholders in implementing such initiatives (Story & Neves, 2014; Vlachos et 
al., 2017). Multiple factors, including familiarity with the subject, perceived 
contradictions among colleagues, and personal identities, can significantly 
influence the success of CSR strategies within an organization (Hazan & Ziber, 
2019; Onkila, 2017). Furthermore, employee emotions play a vital role in 
implementing CSR initiatives in organizations’ microfoundations (Vuong & Bui, 
2023). Logical contradictions in CSR can elicit strong emotional reactions, and 
understanding these emotions is paramount for managing employees’ responses 
(Creed et al., 2010). By studying the role of emotions at the microfoundational 
level, this thesis provides insights into the cognitive and emotional processes 
leading to effective CSR implementation and how they influence employees’ 
attitudes and behaviors toward organizational CSR policies. 

In conclusion, CSR implementation challenges are multifaceted, stemming 
from a dynamic organizational landscape, varying perspectives on climate 
change, and the cognitive, emotional, and cultural aspects of employees at the 
micro-level of an organization. A comprehensive understanding of these 
dynamics is paramount for effective decision-making and developing robust 
CSR strategies considering the diversity of responses within an organization. A 
deeper exploration of these factors at the micro-foundational level will enhance 
our understanding of the cognitive and emotional processes underlying effective 
CSR implementation. In turn, this understanding contributes significantly to 
improving organizational CSR performance. 

1.3 Aim and research task of the thesis 

This section outlines the study’s objectives, research questions, and 
methodology. The study actively employs a pragmatic approach to enhance CSR, 
examining individual differences in CSR. It aims to contribute theoretically by 
linking macro-CSR initiatives with micro-CSR differences. It focuses on 
understanding how individual-level differences can affect organizational CSR 
implementation and how to bridge these gaps. 

This doctoral study, grounded in a pragmatist philosophy, addresses a 
significant gap in the CSR domain. The primary objective was to uncover the 
differences in individual employees’ attitudes toward CSR and develop a more 
comprehensive approach to CSR on a broader scale. In contrast to traditional 
industrial psychology, this investigation goes beyond individual factors, such as 
fatigue and boredom, to explore how microfoundational variations can impact 
CSR initiatives at the organizational and institutional levels. 

This study examines individual attitudes toward CSR using a diverse 
approach. This study included a literature review and two empirical case studies. 
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The literature review sheds light on past employee–CSR interactions. Case 
studies provide a view of CSR in organizations. The first case study examines 
national CSR regulations from a communicative perspective in the 
microfoundations literature, and the second examines emotional reactions to 
stressful situations regarding CSR reputation from a cognitive perspective in the 
microfoundations literature. 

This study poses several pertinent questions in pursuit of a nuanced 
understanding of CSR at the individual level. The central research question of 
this study is as follows: How can organizations comprehend and accommodate 
employee diversity for effective implementation of CSR initiatives? The study 
proposed investigating the following three questions to answer this broader 
question. 

 
• RQ1: How does the literature represent the employee–CSR relationship, 

and what patterns emerge? 
• RQ2: What are the micro-level perspectives on CSR relative to the macro-

level CSR regulations? 
• RQ3: How do employees aim to resolve emotionally tense situations 

caused by societal stigma regarding organizational image? 
 

Each research component contributes to a broader understanding of individual 
differences in CSR. Article I, a literature review, tackles the first question by 
exploring employee–CSR relationships within the existing literature. Article II 
focuses on the second question and investigates employees’ diverse experiences 
with mandatory CSR regulations in India. Finally, Article III examined how 
employees make sense of emotionally tense situations related to an 
organization’s CSR reputation. 

Despite its broad implications, this research focuses on the 
microfoundational level. This study highlights the importance of focusing on 
individual employees in understanding CSR implementation rather than treating 
them as collective organizational units. This study contributes to developing a 
theoretical meta-framework that can bridge individual and organizational 
perspectives on CSR, enhancing our understanding of micro-CSR initiatives. This 
framework has potential applications beyond employee differences and extends 
to other stakeholders with varied values, perspectives, and interests. 

This study emphasizes the understanding and management of diversity. 
The research constraints highlight the necessity of delving into the intricate world 
of individual differences and their influence on CSR initiatives rather than the 
broader factors influencing these initiatives. The benefits of this focused research 
approach lie in its ability to underline the need to understand and manage 
diversity to cultivate effective organizational CSR initiatives. By recognizing 
individual differences as a resource, organizations can tailor their CSR initiatives 
more effectively, comprehensively fulfilling their CSR objectives. By setting these 
boundaries, this study ensures a focused exploration of the selected topic, 
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yielding valuable insights into the microfoundational literature in the CSR 
context. 

In summary, this study has implications for organizations and CSR 
literature. It helps organizations refine their CSR decision-making processes by 
providing a deeper understanding of the significance of diversity and its effective 
management. Thus, it aims to contribute substantially to the body of knowledge 
on micro-CSR by providing meaningful insights to stakeholders while facilitating 
organizations in fostering positive societal changes through their CSR initiatives. 

1.4 CSR and sustainability: A shared vocabulary 

This section provides an in-depth explanation of the terminological choices made 
regarding CSR and sustainability. It addresses the complex nature and varied 
interpretations of these terms in the existing literature and details the rationale 
behind their specific use in this study. This section aims to align this thesis with 
broader academic and practical discourse to enhance its relevance and 
applicability.  

The inception and interpretation of CSR have been dynamic and subject to 
various perspectives. Since its origin in the early 1950s, the notion of CSR has 
been largely open to interpretation, with no consensus on a single definition 
(Dahlsrud, 2008; McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). This thesis reflects this complexity 
in its approach, predominantly employing the term “CSR,” a choice inspired by 
Aguinis (2011). He defined CSR as “context-specific organizational actions and 
policies that consider stakeholders’ expectations and the triple bottom line of 
economic, social, and environmental performance” (p. 855). This definition 
harmonizes with the three sustainability perspectives outlined by Brown et al. 
(1987): social, economic, and environmental, and Elkington’s (1998) triple-
bottom-line concept. 

An overarching theme in the literature is that CSR is a function of social and 
environmental sustainability and contributes to sustainable development and 
socioeconomic growth. The study focuses on selecting specific vocabulary for 
broader discourse on CSR and sustainability, aiming to clarify the underlying 
rationale. It employs these terms interchangeably to accommodate multiple 
interpretations and definitions across various disciplines and contexts. CSR 
research has traditionally focused on larger-scale analyses, primarily on 
organizational policies and strategies employed by top-level managers 
(Frederick, 2016). The study of sustainable development, a concept encompassing 
macro- and meso-level phenomena, involves examining organizations, 
governments, and society (Guzzo et al., 2019). However, there is a deviation from 
this general trend in Article III of this thesis, in which the term “sustainability” is 
employed, mirroring the language chosen by the employees interviewed within 
the study’s organizational context. 

Although this thesis primarily focuses on CSR, it uses CSR and 
sustainability interchangeably. This interchangeability acknowledges these 
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constructs' nuanced and multifaceted nature to resonate with diverse 
interpretations by academia, research communities, and practitioners. By 
aligning with this varied discourse, the intention is to enhance the relevance and 
applicability of this thesis within the broader academic and practical landscape. 

1.5   Personal research process 

My interest in CSR began during my master’s studies, setting the course for my 
doctoral journey, which began in October 2016. However, the roots of this 
academic pursuit can be traced back to 2014, during my master’s studies. 
Throughout this period, my interest in various courses in corporate 
environmental management began to develop and later evolved into the central 
theme of my doctoral research. During my master’s studies, my academic 
transition from India to Finland provided a unique background and context for 
my research. This change, coupled with the varied CSR attitudes I observed 
among my Finnish peers, has guided me to zero on the role of employee diversity 
in CSR as the crux of my doctoral exploration. 

At the beginning of the research, a keenness to understand how diverse 
employee perspectives influence CSR strategies drove the study, setting clear 
objectives to guide the investigation toward this path. Establishing clear 
objectives was crucial at the beginning of this study. I aim to comprehend the 
impact of diverse employee viewpoints on CSR initiatives and ascertain how 
these varied perspectives can mold an organization’s CSR strategy. I employed a 
microfoundational approach to achieve these objectives, focusing mainly on the 
individual factors that influence organizational behavior. 

On board my research journey, the foundation became Article I. This 
comprehensive literature review set the scene for further exploration of the 
transformative relationship between employees and CSR through a 
microfoundational lens. This review helped map the existing relationship 
between employees and CSR and highlighted areas that are strong for further 
inquiry. This foundation paved the way for deeper dives, as in Articles II and III. 
Interacting with academic circles such as the GRONEN network was a turning 
point. These engagements and collaborations with my fellow researchers 
provided me with a multifaceted learning experience. The richness of the insights 
and feedback from these collaborations and interactions greatly influenced my 
work, especially in understanding a phenomenon in an academic context and 
making it relevant to a more extensive set of audiences, such as students and 
consultants. 

Starting my journey as a doctoral researcher induced a paradigm shift as it 
unraveled the depth of its complexities, underscored by a symbiosis of individual 
perspectives, emotions, and interpersonal dynamics. Collaboration with my co-
authors is invaluable. These joint efforts expanded my perspective and refined 
my approach to data analysis and synthesis. Amid many complex insights, I 
discovered the power of simplicity and the need to distill intricate data for 
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broader comprehension. In this way, I successfully bridged theoretical and 
actionable approaches. Table 1 offers a detailed view of the collaborative efforts 
underpinning the research articles. 

Obtaining a doctorate has led to significant personal and academic growth. 
It has deepened my understanding of CSR and helped me balance the 
complexities and simplicities inherent in the field. My research can contribute to 
the success and sustainability of CSR practices in organizations. 

1.6 Structure of the dissertation 

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: The second chapter 
examines the core topics of this dissertation’s foundation. The concept of micro-
levels in sustainability is presented after describing the fundamental tenets of an 
organization’s microfoundations. Through this examination, the reader is 
equipped with the necessary knowledge to understand how microfoundations 
are applied in management-related studies. Hence, this dissertation explores 
different perspectives, interpretations, and scopes of the analysis of micro-
foundations. Furthermore, this analysis delves into the theoretical and 
exploratory aspects of microfoundations in the micro-CSR space, providing 
readers with a comprehensive overview of the field. In addition, it outlines the 
position of each study within the microfoundational analysis, allowing the reader 
to gain insight into the scope of each research topic in the micro-CSR context.  

The third chapter explains the dissertation’s philosophical bases and 
methodological choices within a qualitative research design. This chapter 
provides a foundation for data collection and analysis in Articles I–III. This 
chapter is essential for building a strong foundation for the results of the three 
studies. This description helps to ensure that the research results were grounded 
in a well-reasoned approach. 

The fourth chapter summarizes Articles I–III. It clearly and concisely 
synthesizes all articles to validate the research results. Additionally, their 
overarching themes are combined to demonstrate how the studies contribute to 
answering each dissertation’s research question and how understanding micro-
CSR helps manage macro-CSR initiatives through the meta-framework. This 
chapter explores informed conclusions developed from the synthesis of these 
papers. 

The fifth chapter thoroughly examines the dissertation's arguments 
concerning the research issue and their contributions to theory and practice. The 
dissertation's evaluation, adhering to pragmatic standards and reliability, proved 
this study's validity. This chapter assesses the value of this dissertation's 
arguments by focusing on their potential to contribute to theory and practice. It 
also focused on the accuracy and reliability of the research. Finally, it investigates 
the implications of these arguments and their potential for future research. 



Table 1 Author’s contribution in each research article 

Article 
number 

Title Research Question Context and Method Authors Contribution 

I Onkila, T., & Sarna, B. 
(2022). A systematic 
literature review on 
employee relations with 
CSR: State of art and future 
research agenda. Corporate 
Social Responsibility and 
Environmental Management, 
29(2), 435-447. 

How has the 
literature on 
employee–CSR 
relationships grown? 
What are the 
observable patterns? 

A literature review on 
employee relationships with 
CSR, based on 331 journal 
articles. 

I actively contributed to every stage of the study, from 
its design and methodology to data collection and 
manuscript development. My co-author and I worked 
collaboratively, ensuring that each other’s work was 
accurate and robust, particularly during thematic 
coding of the 331 articles. Although the efforts were 
mutual, my involvement played a significant role in 
driving the study to its conclusion. 

II Sarna, B., & Onkila, T. (n.d). 
Microlevel CSR perspectives 
to macro-level regulations: 
Interplay between 
uniformity and diversity.  

What are microlevel 
CSR perspectives on 
macrolevel CSR 
regulations? 

A qualitative study to 
understand individual 
employees’ diverse 
implementation of Section 
135 of the Companies Act by 
the Indian government, 
which makes CSR spending 
mandatory. 

As the lead author, I designed the study, collected and 
analyzed the data, built the theoretical framework, 
and penned the paper. I have also managed the 
suggestions for revision. My co-author wrote the 
theory section and provided valuable input at various 
stages. This study is currently under review with a 
journal.  

III Sarna, B., Onkila, T., & 
Mäkelä, M. (2022). 
Rationality, experiences, or 
identity work? Sensemaking 
of emotionally tense 
experiences of 
organizational 
sustainability. Social 
Responsibility Journal, 18(8), 
1692-1707. 

How do employees 
aim to resolve 
emotionally tense 
situations that are 
consequences of their 
engagement in 
sustainability action? 

A qualitative study that 
identifies employees’ 
emotional tensions related 
to organizational 
sustainability caused by 
discrepancies between 
external reputation and 
internal personal experience 
in a European power 
generation company. 

I took responsibility for the design of this study and 
its theoretical positioning. I took responsibility for 
writing the introduction and theoretical sections of the 
paper. The second co-author conducted the data 
analysis and wrote the findings section, and the third 
co-author collected the data and wrote about the 
context of the study. Discussions and other sections 
were jointly created by all three authors. 
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2 THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

 
    

This section builds upon the theoretical perspectives of organizational 
microfoundations and summarizes the recent micro-CSR literature. Based on the 
work of Felin et al. (2015) and Haack et al. (2019), I present a brief discussion of 
the theoretical concept of micro-CSR within the organizational and institutional 
literature. This section offers a brief review of the current micro-CSR literature. It 
also positions the articles in this thesis within the microfoundational literature, 
anchored in the established theoretical foundation of both microfoundational 
and micro-CSR studies. 

2.1 Introduction to microfoundations 

Microfoundational studies are fundamental in understanding how individual 
behaviors and attitudes shape organizational outcomes (Barney & Felin, 2013; 
Collins, 1981). Originating from the perceived gap in analyzing individual actors 
in traditional research, this critical branch of organizational research has steadily 
become an essential aspect of exploring organizational dynamics (Felin et al., 
2015). The subsequent sections discuss the origins, historical context, and modern 
relevance of microfoundations in management and CSR studies. 

Microfoundational studies have focused on how individual behaviors and 
attitudes influence organizational outcomes. Originating from the need to 
incorporate the roles and impacts of individual actors, they address a perceived 
gap in traditional organizational research (Foss et al., 2010; Volberda et al., 2010). 
With time, these studies have become a cornerstone for understanding 
organizational dynamics comprehensively. 

Microfoundational studies address the historical oversight in the 
management literature that often sidelined individual actors in favor of 
macrofactors (Palmié et al., 2023; Stroker, 2010). The organizational literature has 
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paid less attention to matters regarding appropriate units of analysis (Freeman, 
1975). For instance, Hannan and Freeman (1977) described individuals as mere 
interchangeable units in organizations, mainly ignoring their distinctive qualities 
and roles. Such perspectives lead to diminished recognition of organizational 
diversity and nuanced variations, such as differing employee perspectives on 
CSR. Consequently, microfoundational studies emphasize the unique roles and 
influences of individuals within organizational settings (Al-Atwi et al., 2021; 
Felin et al., 2015; Barney & Felin, 2013). 

The evolution of microfoundations also spans from economics to sociology 
and philosophy, reflecting their broad interdisciplinary influence (Baron & 
Hannan, 1994; Keizer, 2015). Originating from debates in the 1960s concerning 
the interplay between micro and macroeconomics (Cohen, 2012; Cohen & 
Bacdayan, 1994), it resonated with social theorists deliberating over the 
significance of individuals versus collectives. Scholars in management and CSR 
research have widely acknowledged the role of individual impacts in 
determining organizational actions (Felin et al., 2015; Gond et al., 2017, 2022; 
Haack et al., 2019; Rupp & Mallory, 2015). 

The study of microfoundations dissects the collective concepts to probe the 
intentionality of individual aspirations and their influence across organizational 
hierarchies (Schillebeeckx et al., 2015; Shinkle, 2012). Gaining recognition in 
diverse academic disciplines, Felin (2015) highlighted that these studies delve 
into how individual dynamics culminate in varied outcomes across different 
organizational layers. Rather than replacing prevailing theories, the 
microfoundational perspective complements them, grounding the discourse in 
phenomenological, ontological, and epistemological contexts (Haack et al., 2019; 
Scott, 2008; Tracy, 2016). With the discipline’s evolution, scholarly investigations 
are broadening to encompass areas like cognition, communication, and behavior 
(Felin et al., 2015). Thus, microfoundations illuminate the nuanced intricacies of 
individual roles, reshaping our understanding of organizational structures and 
processes.  

Through the lens of microfoundations, organizations, and institutions are 
shaped by individual members' daily actions and interpretations. Beliefs and 
interpretations are fundamental in guiding employees in aligning with and 
contributing to their organization's overarching goals (Osborne & Hammoud, 
2017; Tran, 2017; Van den Steen, 2010). Scholars have examined individual-level 
determinants, grounding their work in bounded rationality, which draws on 
experiential and learning facets (Felin et al., 2015; Foss, 2003). This perspective 
highlights how employees, informed by continuous feedback and personal 
experiences, foster a nuanced understanding of their work environments (Argote 
& Greve, 2007). 

Individual-level cognitive variation, influenced by bounded rationality and 
forward-looking abilities, is pivotal in shaping organizational outcomes (Foss, 
2003). While bounded rationality offers a framework, it does not solely dictate 
individual or organizational behavior. People often employ their foresight to 
anticipate future scenarios, particularly when faced with challenges, leading to 
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subtle yet impactful differences in their actions (Felin et al., 2009; Gavetti & 
Levinthal, 2000). Furthermore, dedicated employees tap into their expertise and 
understanding to achieve organizational objectives (Felin et al., 2012; Mikami et 
al., 2022). Over time, they cultivate guiding principles influenced by daily 
interactions and experiences, which help discern various actions and their 
potential organizational implications (Powell & Rerup, 2017). Such cognitive 
diversity is central to the objectives of microfoundational research. 

Microfoundational studies emphasize the interplay between individual 
actions and their impact across organizational levels, necessitating a thorough 
understanding of the broader organizational ecosystem (Paoloni et al., 2022). 
Within this system, various levels exist: individual, organizational, and 
overarching macroinstitutions that influence organizations. Determining how 
individual contexts, interactions, and ties at one level shape the broader 
organizational landscape is integral to microfoundational research (Haack et al., 
2019). Although diverse opinions exist on the subject, the consistent underlying 
premise is the consideration of an individual as the foundational analytical unit. 
This perspective stresses the transition in organizational studies from an 
emphasis on uniformity to a more intricate understanding of variance (Felin et 
al., 2015). Notwithstanding advancements in the field, unresolved issues and 
debates persist because of deeper inquiry and discussion. 

In conclusion, the study of microfoundations represents a paradigm shift in 
organizational research by emphasizing individual behaviors and attitudes. 
Through meticulous scrutiny of individual roles, it addresses the void left by 
conventional methods that often sidestep the complexities associated with 
singular roles. Although it is a relatively nascent domain, its influence is evident 
across various research areas, highlighting the intricacies of organizational 
behavior. As it matures, it introduces novel viewpoints and approaches, 
revealing promising avenues for subsequent inquiries. This evolution 
underscores its transformative impact on organizational research, challenging 
time-honored beliefs and offering a more nuanced comprehension of 
organizational dynamics, including the broader ramifications of CSR. 

2.2 Understanding microfoundations 

This section explores the concept of microfoundations in organizational studies, 
highlighting their significance and how they can be used to understand complex 
organizational phenomena better. This section examines microfoundations from 
cognitive, communicative, and behavioral perspectives. Each perspective 
highlights its focus and significance in microfoundational research. The cognitive 
perspective focuses on thought processes and mental frames. The communicative 
perspective prioritizes interaction and mutual understanding, while the 
behavioral perspective emphasizes the adaptability and flexibility of individuals 
in organizations. This section concludes by providing three interpretations of 
microfoundations in the literature: agencies, levels, and mechanisms. The 
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discussion of each interpretation demonstrates how it shapes our understanding 
of microfoundational phenomena and their operation within organizational 
contexts. This section provides a comprehensive understanding of 
microfoundations, offering the reader a valuable lens to examine and interpret 
complex organizational phenomena. 

2.2.1 Analysis of microfoundational studies  

Microfoundational studies interpret more significant organizational phenomena 
by examining individual routines and capabilities. These research endeavors 
span a vast spectrum in terms of scope and ability. Scholars, as represented by 
Felin et al. (2015), suggest categorizing these investigations into three primary 
segments: individuals, processes and interactions, and structure. Several 
strategies and organizational theories (Aime et al., 2010; Felin & Hesterly, 2007; 
Gavetti, 2005; Nelson & Winter, 1982) emphasize individuals’ roles and their 
interactions when seeking to comprehend variations and results at the 
organizational level. Laureiro-Martínez et al. (2010) highlighted the role of 
individual cognition in addition to employee diversity, shaping varied 
organizational behavioral outcomes. 

Routines and capabilities shaped by individual employees’ historical and 
contextual experiences are pivotal in understanding organizational processes 
and interactions. Winter (2011) emphasized these processes and interactions in 
organizational studies. In particular, time-dependent processes have emerged as 
crucial determinants of these routines and capabilities (Pentland et al., 2012). 
Additionally, formal or informal coordination mechanisms can act as barriers or 
enablers to individual decisions, further emphasizing the microfoundational 
perspective (Felin et al., 1994, 2015). 

Organizational structures influence individual routines and capabilities. 
Felin et al. (2015) and Davis et al. (2009) noted that structures can impact routines 
and capabilities by offering resources and directions. Time-dependent processes 
shape how individuals interact with their environments and other individuals 
through coordination mechanisms (Pentland et al., 2012). Thus, structures can 
either limit or facilitate action. Microfoundational analysis focuses on selected 
components. For example, this thesis centers on two empirical studies at the 
individual level. Microfoundational research uses multiple methodologies. Each 
approach enables the deconstruction of organizational contexts or problems into 
smaller parts, facilitating a better understanding of complex organizational 
phenomena. Familiarity with the various perspectives and interpretations of 
microfoundational studies is beneficial for researchers in the field. 

2.2.2 Perspectives of microfoundations 

Microfoundational research has adopted multiple analytical perspectives. 
Despite the lack of consensus on a single preferred perspective in 
microfoundational studies (Hwang & Colyvas, 2020), three core perspectives are 
commonly identified: cognitive, communicative, and behavioral (Haack et al., 
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2019). These perspectives converge on social actors' shared cognition, expression, 
and activities (Haack et al., 2019; Suddaby, 2010). 

The cognitive perspective emphasizes the role of individual and collective 
thought processes and mental schemas in guiding appropriate actions and 
responses. This view, rooted in the influential works of Berger and Luckmann 
(1967) and Zucker (1977), zeroes in actors' mental processing capabilities. It seeks 
to understand how individuals mentally interpret environmental events while 
performing their roles. Importantly, it considers how variations in these 
individual interpretations impact organizational outcomes. This approach has 
both advocates and detractors in the scholarly community. Supporters argue that 
psychological frameworks constitute organizations' microfoundations 
(DiMaggio, 1997). 

Conversely, critics claim this perspective is excessively atomistic 
(Cornelissen et al., 2015). They argue that an overemphasis on cognition results 
in theoretical gaps (Suddaby, 2011) and neglects the social construction aspect of 
organizations (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Jepperson & Meyer, 2011). However, 
recent research suggests that the cognitive perspective remains a vital entry point 
for comprehending the cyclical influences among various actors at different 
levels within organizations and institutions (Haack et al., 2019). The implication 
is that the critique, while valid, may still preserve the value of cognition in 
shedding light on organizational behavior and outcomes. 

Communicative perspectives underline the role of dialogue within 
organizations. Communication holds a fundamental position in institutional and 
organizational theories. These theories emphasize the role of communicative 
perspectives in shaping, developing, and even disrupting institutions. Suddaby 
(2011) even asserted that "institutional theory is a theory of communication" (p. 
188), underscoring the criticality of communication among actors at various 
echelons. This understanding extends beyond institutions to organizational 
contexts, emphasizing the indispensable role of multilevel communication. From 
the communicative perspective, communication is not a solitary act but a 
relational process. It involves active interactions between actors who exchange 
views to foster mutual understanding (Cornelissen et al., 2015). Central to this 
perspective is the belief that communication should occur among actors across 
various organizational levels rather than being a one-way delivery of messages 
(Reddy, 1979). The communication perspective posits that communication is far 
more than mere message transmission. It calls for understanding actors' 
intentions and cognitive abilities to communicate effectively (Suddaby, 2011). In 
doing so, it highlights the intertwined nature of communication and cognition at 
different institutional levels, suggesting that they are inherent, intertwined 
elements in the institutional landscape (Cornelissen et al., 2015). 

Finally, the behavioral perspective considers organizations as fluid entities 
responsive to individuals' actions. It views organizations as dynamic entities 
shaped by individuals' flexible actions and responses. According to this 
perspective, as proposed by Smets et al. (2015), organizations do not exist in a 
rigid structural form but are continuously shaped by how individuals adapt to 
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various situations. The primary focus is on individuals' actions and interactions 
at the microlevel or across various organizational levels. While the importance of 
individuals in organizations is generally acknowledged (Jepperson & Meyer, 
2011), the behavioral perspective emphasizes the interactions between 
individuals and institutions. It recognizes reciprocal influence—individuals and 
organizations can interpret, influence, and shape each other. Therefore, the 
behavioral perspective centers on how individual actors and institutions 
mutually impact each other's daily practices (Haack et al., 2019). 

In conclusion, the cognitive, communicative, and behavioral perspectives 
offer different vantage points for understanding the complex dynamics within 
organizations, contributing to the richness of microfoundational research. 

2.2.3 Interpretations of microfoundations 

Microfoundational studies offer diverse interpretations of organizational 
phenomena. Despite established perspectives, scholars have interpreted 
microfoundational phenomena differently. Felin et al. (2015) and Haack et al. 
(2019) identified three distinct interpretations central to microfoundational 
studies: agency, levels, and mechanisms. These interpretations serve as the 
backbone of academic theorizing, providing conceptually distinct frameworks 
that form the foundation of scholarly discourse. However, they are not mutually 
exclusive and can overlap within a single study. Thus, in the evolving landscape 
of microfoundational studies, these three conceptual interpretations emerge as 
key thematic anchors in exploring microfoundational phenomena. 

Viewing microfoundations as agencies places individual actors within 
organizations at the heart of the investigation. Microfoundational studies, as an 
agency, represent the dominant understanding of perceptions from a behavioral 
perspective. Proponents interpret microfoundations as agencies that focus on 
individual actors within organizations. Their studies examine how factors like 
culture, policies, and systems either 'constrain' or 'empower' these individuals, 
as highlighted by Hallett and Hawbaker (2020). This approach sheds light on the 
dynamic relationship between individual agency and organizational structures. 
Such interpretations develop an understanding of the tension between agency 
and organizational structures (Battilana et al., 2009). Subscribers of this 
understanding see the microfoundations of organizations as closely connected to 
agency and the potential for the effective action of individuals (Haack et al., 
2019). 

When considering levels, microfoundations are perceived as the driving 
force behind higher-level phenomena, impacting those at lower levels. According 
to "microfoundations as levels," higher-level phenomena exert a causal influence 
on lower-level phenomena (Coleman, 1990; Felin et al., 2015, p.586). "Micro-
foundations as levels" argue that to explain the cause of a macro-level 
phenomenon, the level of inquiry is lower than the phenomenon itself (Felin et 
al., 2015, p.586). Organizations are nested systems at hierarchical levels, where 
every level requires further analysis (Holm, 1995) of how each level impacts the 
other. Thus, the aim is to explain or analyze higher-level phenomena by 
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analyzing lower-level phenomena or actors as proximate causes. In the larger 
scheme of institutions and organizations, any actor or entity is "micro" in 
connection with the larger entity. Therefore, it is crucial to explicitly understand 
'micro' and 'macro' interests differently (Harmon et al., 2019). 

Examining microfoundations as mechanisms is a multifaceted approach. 
This interpretation frequently intertwines with level interpretation, providing 
analytical tools to understand the phenomena under scrutiny comprehensively. 
This understanding creates more precise and broadly applicable theories 
(Stinchcombe, 1991). In this context, mechanisms serve as theoretical 
explanations that unravel why specific phenomena or effects manifest (Davis & 
Marquis, 2005). The examination of microfoundations as mechanisms can be 
classified into three categories, as discussed by Hwang and Colyvas (2020), 
Weber and Glynn (2006), and Haack et al. (2019). The first type, situational 
mechanism, uses cognition and judgment for in-depth analysis and 
interpretation of microphenomena. The second type, the action-formation 
mechanism, explains how individual microlevel actions, driven by cognition and 
judgment, lead to broader phenomena. Finally, the transformational mechanism 
delineates how smaller-scale phenomena evolve and amplify to become 
macrophenomena. 

The Coleman ("bathtub") model plays a prominent role in the broader body 
of literature on microfoundations, particularly in strategy and sociology (Felin et 
al., 2015; Haack et al., 2019; Hedström & Swed-berg, 1998). This model is a 
valuable tool for studying microfoundations as mechanisms, emphasizing the 
bidirectional relationship between individual and collective actors in 
microfoundational research. 

2.3 Bathtub model for microfoundational studies  

Coleman's (1990) "bathtub" model is a critical framework for dissecting the 
complex interactions between micro and macrolevel dynamics in CSR initiatives. 
This model illuminates the significance of individual activities, perceptions, and 
relationships within an ever-changing organizational context. The model's key 
elements, such as situational cognition, action formation, and transformational 
mechanisms, are examined in detail to understand their roles in micro and 
macro-dynamics (Felin et al., 2015; Haack et al., 2019). The model also allows a 
nuanced understanding of how broader societal or organizational changes 
impact these individual-level processes. 

The "bathtub" model serves as an analytical tool for understanding 
multilevel relationships, particularly emphasizing the role of individual actions 
within the broader organizational context. Initially applied to organizational 
capabilities, the model is yet to be exhaustively explored in this domain but 
remains an influential framework for elucidating these complex interactions 
(Felin et al., 2015). It highlights the fundamental importance of individual 
activities, perceptions, and relationships in shaping organizational dynamics. 
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The model, yet to be comprehensively applied to organizational capabilities, 
clarifies the reasoning process within a stratified social reality, where individual 
employees constitute the foundational layer. Figure 1 shows the model's efficacy 
in articulating these complex social dynamics. 

This figure visually encapsulates the Coleman bathtub model's utility in 
bridging macro-and microlevel analyses within an organization. The diagram 
illustrates the intersection of organization-level studies with those focused on 
interlevel interactions, mainly through employees. As a synthesis of insights 
from Felin et al. (2015) and Haack et al. (2019), the figure serves as a roadmap for 
understanding the connections among macro–macro analyses within the context 
of microfoundations. 

In the figure, each arrow serves as a symbolic guide to different types of 
research within organizational analysis, focusing on various cognitive and 
behavioral mechanisms. Arrow 4 and the other components serve as analytical 
markers, delineating the focus and level of different types of research within the 
context of macroeffects and individual cognitive processes. The arrows 
correspond to distinct mechanisms, such as cognitive perspective, action 
formation, and transformational processes, as delineated by Haack et al. (2019). 
Although Figure 1 offers clear demarcations, note that empirical studies in the 
real world often blend these categorical distinctions. This fluidity in actual 
research allows for a more nuanced understanding of complex situations, as 
microfoundational studies frequently incorporate the multiple aspects outlined 
in the figure. 

 

 

Figure 1   Coleman bathtub model demonstrates social arguments in the context of 
microfoundations 
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2.4 Microfoundations in CSR 

This section introduces the concept of micro-CSR and discusses its growing 
importance in organizations. Furthermore, this section examines why 
organizations should increasingly understand micro-CSR perspectives, how 
individual perspectives on CSR from different stakeholder groups can vary, and 
why these microlevel insights are crucial for effective and comprehensive CSR 
strategies.  

A complex interplay of internal organizational motivations, external 
stakeholder demands, and broader societal frameworks influences the adoption 
of micro-CSR initiatives. On the internal front, factors such as an organization's 
ethical mission, vision, values, and leadership's commitment to social and 
environmental responsibility contribute to the uptake of localized responsible 
business practices (Lee et al., 2013; Parris et al., 2016). Employee engagement and 
the desire for purposeful work also serve as catalysts (Rupp et al., 2013). 
Externally, customer awareness of social and environmental impact, investor 
focus on environmental, social, and governance criteria, and regulatory and 
industry pressures steer firms toward micro-CSR practices (Persaud & Schillo, 
2017). Furthermore, overarching societal frameworks, such as the United 
Nations' sustainable development goals, offer additional guidance for firms in 
aligning their micro-CSR initiatives with global challenges (Lee et al., 2013). 

Employees' perceptions of CSR initiatives are shaped by various individual 
factors, signaling the need for microlevel understanding in CSR research. The 
current literature indicates that these perceptions can differ significantly based 
on age, gender, education level, location, income, and marital status (Lu et al., 
2017; Rosati et al., 2018). The highlighted microlevel gap reveals a lack of 
understanding about how individuals' psychological influences affect 
organizational outcomes (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Gond et al., 2017; Rupp et al., 
2015). Additionally, the introduction of stakeholder theory broadened the 
discourse on CSR to include multiple viewpoints based on different stakeholder 
perspectives (Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017; Wong & Bustami, 2020). While the 
research has been mainly organization-centric, the emergence of theories 
focusing on individuals within organizational settings has increased the focus on 
the value of microfoundational studies in CSR research. 

The complexity of stakeholder responses to CSR impacts organizational 
performance and has given rise to micro-CSR studies. While positive stakeholder 
engagement can improve the economic, social, and environmental aspects of CSR 
(Margolis & Walsh, 2003; Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015), reactions from 
customers and employees can vary widely because of different environmental 
and personal factors. In some cases, CSR initiatives have led to negative 
stakeholder perceptions (Carnahan et al., 2017; Luo & Bhattacharya, 2006). 
Within this complex landscape, the emerging field of micro-CSR is gaining 
traction. According to Gond and Moser (2021), two main streams divide this new 
area: psychological microfoundations, examining individual perceptions and 
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reactions to CSR in the workplace, and sociological microfoundations, driven by 
broader societal factors like social pressure and climate change awareness. 

Incorporating micro-CSR perspectives is crucial for a more comprehensive 
understanding of CSR's impact and effectiveness. While traditional CSR studies 
often focus on macro-and mesolevels, they risk overlooking the individual 
experiences most directly affected by these initiatives (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; 
Rupp et al., 2015). Including the viewpoints of individual stakeholders, such as 
employees, can enrich our understanding of CSR and its diverse effects (Girschik 
et al., 2020). Recent research has also pointed to individual-level differences in 
responses to CSR initiatives, which can create organizational tension and 
undesirable outcomes (Gond et al., 2017). A deeper exploration of the micro-CSR 
perspective is required to address these challenges. Identifying and resolving 
potential conflicts within organizations will not only be assisted by this approach 
but also promote a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of CSR, benefiting 
all stakeholders. 

A multidimensional approach to CSR research enhances its effectiveness 
and inclusivity. As the focus on CSR continues to grow in the modern business 
landscape, it has become increasingly important to employ a multidimensional 
approach that considers macro-, meso-, and microperspectives (Langenus & 
Dooms, 2015; Martínez-Martínez et al., 2017). By adopting this comprehensive 
lens, organizations can create CSR initiatives that benefit the larger society and 
individual members (Barnett et al., 2020). CSR's influence extends beyond 
organizational boundaries, impacting both societal relationships and the 
experiences of individuals within these institutions. Developing a more effective 
and inclusive approach to CSR initiatives is possible through an integrated 
understanding of these impacts. 

In conclusion, CSR impacts the broader business landscape, societal 
relationships, and individuals within organizations. The concluding remarks 
emphasize acknowledging and studying these diverse impacts, paving the way 
for more effective and inclusive CSR initiatives. 

2.5 Positioning of the studies 

This section discusses how my empirical works fit within the micro-CSR 
literature. It also specifies the positioning of each article, including a detailed 
description of the employed microfoundational perspectives and interpretations. 
I explain each study's focus on microfoundations and state my stance on 
Coleman's bathtub model. Table 2 provides a comprehensive summary of each 
paper's positioning. 

 
Article I: A systematic literature review on employee relations with CSR: State 
of art and future research agenda 
This literature review is rooted in recognizing employees as key CSR 
stakeholders. The literature frequently asserts that employees are critical 
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stakeholders in the practical implementation of CSR initiatives (Carroll, 1999; 
Preusset et al., 2009). Moreover, stakeholders, including employees, are expected 
to play a significant role in urging organizations to act responsibly (Aguilera et 
al., 2007). However, employees often face limitations in implementing or 
endorsing an organization’s CSR policy (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010), 
suggesting a more intricate role for CSR than initially conceived. Employees’ CSR 
roles are multifaceted and significant. They may contribute to supporting CSR, 
assisting in its implementation, observing its impacts or lack thereof, evaluating 
CSR strategies, and exerting pressure on organizations while influencing CSR 
regulations. Despite these critical roles, the interactions between employees and 
CSR remain underexplored. 

This study adopts a comprehensive approach to exploring the relationship 
between management and employees regarding CSR. By examining the CSR–
employee literature through a broader lens, this study aims to delve deeper into 
the intricate relationship between management perspectives and employees’ 
views on CSR, thereby enriching the current understanding of the topic. 

 
Article II: From compliance to potential for dynamic institutional 
transformation: Employee perspectives on corporate social responsibility 
regulation in India 
This study addresses the existing knowledge gap concerning the impact of 
regulations and policies on integrating CSR functions as a mandatory feature of 
the organization. It delves into the microfoundations of CSR regulations, 
highlighting the role of employees in interpreting and implementing these 
regulations within the organization and generating feedback for future updates 
on CSR regulations (Abbott et al., 2017; Gond et al., 2022). This focus enables the 
generation of valuable feedback for both organizational and governmental 
institutions. This study reveals the balance between uniformity and diversity 
concerning mandatory CSR regulation, with specific attention paid to the local 
context within India. 

With my co-author, I shed light on the communication perspective by 
focusing on generating feedback for developing future CSR regulations. We 
examined employees’ thought patterns and mental frameworks regarding 
national CSR regulations, which they implement as part of the organization’s 
collective effort (Haack et al., 2019). We examined how individual employees 
interpret CSR regulations in the context of their roles in organizational CSR 
initiatives. 

This study interprets microfoundations as distinct levels of engagement in 
CSR (Haack et al., 2019). On a broad scale, governmental institutions formulate 
CSR regulations, organizations devise CSR policies to comply with these 
regulations, and employees act as intermediaries in implementing these policies 
(Abbott et al., 2017). Employees also generate feedback for both the organization 
and governmental institutions, which can inform future amendments to 
regulations (Gond & Moser, 2021). The study further explores sociological 
microfoundations, investigating how individual employees perceive their social 
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reality and how this perception informs their feedback on existing CSR 
regulations. 

In Coleman’s (1990) bathtub model, the study first focuses on Arrow 1, 
observing employees’ interpretations of mandatory CSR regulations. It then 
concentrates on Arrow 2, observing the uniformity and diversity in current CSR 
regulations and delivering tangible feedback. The findings underline the 
importance of localized changes tailored to specific geographies, challenging the 
notion of a singular CSR regulation applicable to the entire nation. 

 
 

Article III: Rationality, experiences, or identity work? Sensemaking of 
emotionally tense experiences of organizational sustainability  

Previous research suggests that employees’ emotional engagement with 
CSR can differ substantially, potentially leading to emotional exhaustion that is 
detrimental to individuals and organizations. This study delves into the 
microfoundations of organizations, examining how individuals interpret and 
defend their personal experiences concerning their organization’s external 
sustainability reputation (Gond et al., 2022). It identifies various strategies 
employees adopt to manage their emotions and discusses the organizational 
implications of these tactics. 

This study adopts a cognitive perspective to explore individual employees’ 
emotional responses to their organizations’ sustainability reputation (Haack et 
al., 2019). It seeks to comprehend how employees make sense of their emotions, 
personal experiences, and perceptions of organizational efforts in light of 
externally perceived sustainability reputation. The study interprets 
microfoundations as a mechanism through which employees interact with their 
organization’s external and internal environments, relying on their cognition and 
judgment to understand and respond to their emotional reactions (Haack et al., 
2019). This study also emphasizes the psychological microfoundations of CSR, 
highlighting the diversity of cognitive strategies employees adopt to manage 
their emotional responses to challenging sustainability-related situations at work 
(Gond & Moser, 2021). 

Guided by Coleman’s (1990) bathtub model, this study concentrates on 
Arrow 1, mainly how employees cognitively process their emotional stress and 
defend their experiences when interacting with larger stakeholder groups. By 
investigating how employees navigate their emotions concerning their 
organization’s sustainability reputation, this study adds valuable insights into 
the understanding of the microfoundations of CSR. 

 



Table 2 Microfoundational grounding and placement of the research agenda on Colesman’s bathtub diagram 

Article Issues addressed Microfoundational 
Perspective 

Microfoundational 
interpretation 

Microfoundational 
Focus 

Placement on 
Coleman’s Model 

I A comprehensive literature review 
on employee–CSR relationships 

Not applicable Not applicable Not applicable Arrows 1,2,3,4 

II This study investigates employees’ 
microlevel perspectives on 
national CSR regulations 

Communicative 
perspective 

Microfoundations as 
level 

Sociological 
microfoundations 

Arrows 1 & 2 

III This study investigates employee 
engagement in emotionally tense 
situations arising from 
stakeholders’ critical judgment of 
organizational CSR initiatives 

Cognitive perspective Microfoundations as 
mechanism 

Psychological 
microfoundations 

Arrow 1 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

In the methodology section of my doctoral thesis, I delve deeper into the 
methodological underpinnings of this study. Discussing the philosophical stance 
guiding my approach toward understanding the research questions is essential 
(Lincoln et al., 2011). In the following section, I describe and justify my choice of 
pragmatism as the research philosophy of this study. This comprehensive and 
practical approach provides the foundation for the research design, data 
collection, and analysis processes, ultimately offering valuable insights into the 
complex dynamics of the research domain. Furthermore, this section describes 
the methodological choices and data collection techniques employed for each 
article in this thesis, demonstrating how these decisions contribute to the 
coherence, rigor, and credibility of the investigation. 

3.1 Pragmatism research philosophy 

This research on employee experiences concerning micro-CSR within 
organizational CSR initiatives is grounded in the philosophical approach of 
pragmatism, as initially conceived by James (1907) and Dewey (1938) and further 
developed in recent studies. Recent studies, including those by Talisse and Aikin 
(2008), Elkjaer and Simpson (2011), Farjoun et al. (2015), Korte and Mercurio 
(2017), and Kelly and Cordeiro (2020) have affirmed the relevance of pragmatism. 
Each of these contributions has expanded our understanding of the concept. 

Pragmatic research philosophy, which emphasizes the role of theories in 
facilitating practical action, informs the methodology of this study. It recognizes 
the existence of diverse approaches to comprehending global phenomena and 
conducting research, asserting that no single theory or perspective can provide 
an exhaustive representation of reality (Saunders et al., 2012). The pragmatic 
approach shifts the focus from purely epistemological considerations to seeking 
practical means to answer research questions and devise pertinent solutions 
(Wicks & Freeman, 1998). This emphasis on practicality supports a shift away 
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from the rigid generalizations informed by natural science-based models of social 
science. 

This pragmatic paradigm is especially relevant for organizational studies 
because it focuses on business operations' practical implications and complexities 
(Dmytriyev et al., 2017). Kelly and Cordeiro (2020) broadly conceptualize 
pragmatism as a philosophical and epistemological framework that assesses 
ideas and beliefs based on their practical operations. Modern organizational 
research has recognized the limitations of a single theoretical approach solely 
focused on pragmatism and acknowledged the need for integrating traditional 
theories to address the complexities of contemporary organizational structures 
(Adler & Heckscher, 2018; Christensen & Raynor, 2003; Örtenblad et al., 2016). 
Farjoun et al. (2015) argued that pragmatism provides a more holistic and 
realistic viewpoint on human behavior than rationalist and structuralist 
perspectives. The idea that knowledge continually evolves from human 
experiences is central to pragmatist epistemology. Pragmatism contends that 
social experiences mold the perceptions of the organizational environment 
(Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). 

Applying pragmatism to microfoundational studies offers unique 
advantages for understanding organizational change and agency-structure 
dynamics. Although pragmatism has been criticized (Denzin, 2010; Hesse-Biber, 
2015; Morgan, 2014), its application to microfoundational studies is particularly 
beneficial. This approach echoes the concepts of practice theorists, such as 
Giddens (1979, 1984), who drew inspiration from pragmatic thinking. Although 
Giddens' structuration model serves as a valuable tool to address agency-
structure tension in organizational theory (Powell & Colyvas, 2008), it may limit 
multilevel theorizing and complicate the understanding of organizational change 
(Farjoun et al., 2015). Pragmatism's fluid and recursive perception of levels offers 
unique opportunities to make microfoundational studies more macro and 
strategic. Organizations can utilize power and navigate strategically, influencing 
restricting factors and limitations in their environments. In contrast to Giddens's 
model, which emphasizes social structures as enablers and facilitators of change, 
pragmatism highlights creativity, skill, sensemaking, and collective agency 
through deliberation (Ansell, 2011). 

Finally, the value of pragmatism in organizational research extends to 
addressing complex issues, such as CSR and climate change pressures. By 
recognizing the creative potential of employees to tackle multifaceted problems 
internally and externally, pragmatism provides a practical and profound 
perspective on human behavior that can guide organizations in navigating 
climate change and CSR challenges. Its capacity to manage dualism, temporality, 
and historical uncertainty positions pragmatism as a valuable research paradigm 
for complex studies related to individual behavior and the evolving 
organizational environment. Consequently, this research proposes pragmatism 
as the ideal philosophical foundation for this thesis. Despite criticism, the 
principles of pragmatism center on practical contributions that can evolve and 
address the critical and practical problems faced by practitioners (Dmytriyev et 
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al., 2017; Freeman et al., 2020; Kaushik & Walsh, 2019; Wicks & Freeman, 1998). 
By acknowledging the significance of practical contributions and the role of 
individual beliefs and experiences, a pragmatic approach may provide a more 
comprehensive and realistic perspective on human behavior and organizational 
life. 

3.2 Methodological choices 

This section presents this doctoral thesis's chosen qualitative research 
methodology and clarifies its relevance in exploring the research questions. This 
methodology permits the investigation of novel and complex phenomena, 
allowing the use of diverse research methods that align with pragmatist 
philosophy. A comprehensive literature review was undertaken to capture up-
to-date insights into the relationship between employees and CSR, highlighting 
the gaps and rapid progress in this field. Despite the wealth of extant literature, 
there needs to be more literature covering aspects of the bottom-up approach. 
The review further informed the study's approach, adopting qualitative 
inductive research methods that focus on micro-CSR aspects. This approach 
provides a nuanced understanding of the role of employees in CSR. 

The qualitative research methodology recommended by Eriksson and 
Kovalainen (2008) offers a robust framework for probing and understanding 
novel and intricate phenomena. This methodology underpins the investigations 
presented in this thesis, augmenting our ability to construct an in-depth 
understanding of the research context. Individual studies contributing to this 
thesis were predicated on this qualitative methodology, demonstrating its broad 
utility in studying complex phenomena. The strength of qualitative methodology 
lies in its inherent versatility, which enables a broad spectrum of research 
methods for exploration and analysis. In conjunction with pragmatist philosophy 
(Farjoun et al., 2015; Freeman et al., 2020), this approach encourages a pluralistic 
research viewpoint, thus facilitating the generation of an intricate and in-depth 
understanding of the research topic. This blend of pragmatism and qualitative 
research methodology was critical in executing the individual studies in this 
thesis. 

Executing diverse qualitative methods in these studies was not merely a 
methodological decision but a strategic choice intended to foster a 
comprehensive understanding of the thesis topic. The adaptable nature of the 
qualitative approach facilitates a thorough exploration of the research issue, 
culminating in a holistic comprehension of the phenomenon under investigation. 
Therefore, by intertwining pragmatist philosophy and qualitative research 
methodology, this thesis achieves a comprehensive analysis and a deep 
understanding of the research topic. 

A thorough literature review was conducted to understand the relationship 
between employees and CSR. This review addresses the first subquestion (RQ1), 
exploring how the employee–CSR relationship is represented in the literature 
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and identifying existing patterns. Given the rapid development in employee–
CSR research, it is imperative to incorporate recent advancements and studies to 
maintain an updated view of the subject matter. This exercise facilitated a 
panoramic view of previous studies (Short, 2009), offering insightful 
contributions to this thesis. 

Previous literature reviews conducted by Boyd and Gessner (2013), 
Voetglin and Greenwood (2016), Francoeur et al. (2019), and Norton et al. (2015) 
substantially contributed to our understanding of the employee–CSR 
relationship. This expanding segment of organizational research has observed 
significant growth. During the initial stages of my research, I made a notable 
observation by identifying approximately 100 studies published in 2017 and 2018 
that shed light on the employee–CSR relationship. These studies had not yet been 
incorporated into a comprehensive literature review. Motivated by this 
observation of opportunities and challenges, I and my co-author undertook a 
literature review to examine how employees have been studied in organizational 
CSR. This effort resulted in a comprehensive understanding of the employee–
CSR relationship derived from recent literature. 

In the literature review, it is evident that there is a need for more diverse 
theoretical frameworks for comprehending the role of employees in the context 
of CSR. Furthermore, the use of various research methodologies to investigate 
such connections has been limited (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). This 
observation highlights the need for a more comprehensive understanding and is 
a rationale for incorporating theories related to individuals across diverse 
disciplines. These encompass organizational behavior, agency, psychology, 
social networking, and structure (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Including such theories increases the possibility of developing a framework to 
manage an organization's CSR initiatives and understanding its micro-CSR 
context. 

Consequently, this study adopts qualitative inductive research methods 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008), focusing on individual employees to examine the 
microfoundational aspects of micro-CSR. The decision to employ this approach 
enables us to address the second subquestion (RQ2), which seeks to understand 
the microlevel perspectives on CSR relative to macrolevel CSR regulations. This 
study uses an inductive approach coupled with thematic analysis to contribute 
to the growing theme of employee diversity in the realm of CSR (Boyatzis, 1998; 
Braun & Clarke, 2006). The primary objective is to identify and understand the 
differences among employees concerning CSR implementation within this 
context. 

This study utilizes qualitative inductive methods to delve into the nuances 
of employee diversity and its interplay with CSR within specific contexts, 
providing valuable insights into a largely unexplored area of research. This 
approach facilitates the examination of the third subquestion (RQ3), which 
explores how employees navigate and resolve emotionally charged situations 
arising from their CSR endeavors. An in-depth analysis of individual employees 
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offers a more nuanced understanding of employees' sensemaking techniques to 
manage CSR-related stress in complex situations. 

In conclusion, this study's comprehensive use of qualitative research 
methodology facilitates a deep and holistic understanding of the employee–CSR 
relationship. The literature review highlights the rapid growth and development 
of nuances in the field, underscoring the need for a fresh perspective and 
diversified theoretical approaches. The scarcity of diverse theoretical frameworks 
and research methodologies allows this study to adopt an inductive approach 
with thematic analysis, enriching our understanding of employee diversity 
within CSR implementation. By focusing on individual employees and their roles 
in CSR, this study offers significant insights into micro-CSR and contributes to 
the burgeoning body of knowledge in the field. These unique insights underpin 
the necessity of comprehensive and diverse research methodologies to 
understand complex phenomena in organizational studies. 

3.3 Research material and analysis 

This section presents the methodology and three distinct datasets used for a 
comprehensive analysis of diversity within organizations in the context of micro-
CSR. While each study within the dissertation has unique research objectives, 
they offer interconnected viewpoints that enrich our understanding of employee 
diversity and provide pragmatic recommendations for CSR implementation. 
Table 3 provides a detailed breakdown of each study's data generation and 
analysis methods, emphasizing their contributions to a more diverse and 
inclusive approach to CSR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3 Detailing the data generation and analysis methods used 

Study Data generation Data analysis Level of analysis 

Article I: A systematic literature review on 
employee relations with CSR: State of art 
and future research agenda 

A systematic collection of 
scholarly articles on employee–
CSR relationship published 
between 1990 and 2018 (n = 331) 

Content classification thematic 
analysis 

Theoretical foundation 

Article II: Microlevel CSR Perspectives to 
Macro-level Regulations: Interplay between 
Uniformity and Diversity 

Personal interviews and 
qualitative survey of employees’ 
responses about India’s 
mandatory CSR regulation (n = 
152) 

Qualitative inductive analysis 
using Gioia et al. (2013)’s three-
stage data analysis 

Individual employees 

Article III: Rationality, experiences, or 
identity work? Sensemaking of emotionally 
tense experiences of organizational 
sustainability 

Personal interviews around 
employees’ emotional 
sensemaking of external 
sustainability reputation (n = 25) 

Qualitative inductive analysis 
using Gioia et al. (2013)’s three-
stage data analysis 

Individual employees 
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3.3.1 Article I: A systematic literature review on employee relations with 
CSR: State of art and future research agenda 

An extensive literature review was conducted that focused on existing research 
on the CSR–employee relationship. A transparent and reproducible evaluation 
of the current literature was conducted using systematic literature review 
techniques. This method adheres to Wolfswinkel et al.’s (2013) 
recommendations, endorsing inductive research techniques and fostering the 
development of pertinent models and theories. 

In the literature review, I defined six stages. Initially, I set criteria for 
selecting relevant articles, emphasizing peer-reviewed English journals from 
various disciplines. The second stage involved a comprehensive search of 
relevant terms on Web of Science and Scopus, yielding 1,772 articles. Further 
refinement of the dataset led to a collection of 331 articles that highlighted 
employees as the central theme of the study. The fourth stage involved selective 
coding of the articles, aiding the identification of patterns, and grouping studies 
into categories. I described the categories in the fifth stage, a topic I detail in 
Chapter 4. The final stage reflected the implications of the study and suggested 
directions for future research. 

I identified various methodological and theoretical approaches in the 
reviewed articles, noting that quantitative methods were dominant, while 
qualitative or mixed-method techniques were also used. Despite a fragmented 
theoretical framework landscape due to the absence of specific theories, social 
identity theory has emerged as a critical theory in research on the employee–CSR 
relationship. The scope of the studies covered different industries and countries, 
with an evident prevalence in the manufacturing sector and European countries. 
This systematic review methodology ensured the credibility and reliability of the 
findings, providing a robust basis for further exploration in this doctoral thesis. 

This study utilized a systematic literature review to investigate the state-of-
the-art and future research directions for the employee–CSR relationship. This 
entailed collecting and analyzing 331 scholarly articles published between 1990 
and 2018, aiming to develop a theoretical framework for the relationship. The 
review presented a broad spectrum of perspectives, identifying areas for further 
research and setting the stage for future breakthroughs in understanding the 
employee–CSR relationship. 

3.3.2 Study II: From compliance to potential for dynamic institutional 
transformation: Employee perspectives on corporate social 
responsibility regulation in India 

The second article focuses on the exploration of an empirical study. This study 
examines employee perspectives on mandatory CSR regulations and seeks to 
offer feedback to governments and corporations regarding these regulations and 
their execution. Attention is centered on employees’ comprehension of CSR. This 
factor significantly influences their preference for mandatory CSR regulations 
and their implementation, particularly in the context of recent amendments to 
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mandatory CSR expenditure laws. To pursue this objective, an inductive 
qualitative approach was employed, which involved the analysis of interview 
data and the qualitative survey responses of Indian employees. 

Data collection was initiated as part of a comprehensive project aimed at 
understanding the CSR microfoundations of Indian corporations. The data-
gathering process encompassed two phases: semi-structured interviews and 
qualitative surveys. The first phase involved 16 interviews with employees across 
various industries using purposeful sampling to select employees from 
corporations impacted by Clause 135 of the Companies Act 2013. The second 
phase involved developing a qualitative survey based on the results of the first-
phase analysis. The survey was then administered to the employees of two Indian 
steel manufacturing companies, generating 136 valuable responses. Including 
interview and survey responses, the study gathered 152 datasets, providing a 
rich data pool for analyzing employees’ expectations concerning CSR regulation 
within industries heavily contributing to climate change. 

According to Gioia et al.’s (2013) proposition, data analysis was conducted 
in three stages. The process involved reading interview transcripts, performing a 
preliminary three-stage analysis of the interviews alone, and developing a 
qualitative survey based on the insights from this analysis. A qualitative survey 
focuses more on the diversity of responses than on distribution within a 
population (Jansen, 2010). This approach is valuable for exploring employees’ 
experiences (Fink, 2003) and enables the collection of rich qualitative data from a 
large participant pool. Following the survey, the data were analyzed concerning 
the initial analysis results, leading to the final three-stage analysis. 

Employees’ understanding of CSR has significantly influenced their 
perceptions of CSR implementation. Differences in the understanding of 
corporate CSR spending allocation at both the national regulatory and corporate 
levels were also evident. These observations deepened our knowledge of the 
implementation of mandatory CSR regulations in India, thus aiding in the 
development of feedback to refine these regulations for improved, mutually 
beneficial outcomes for corporations and society. 

In summary, the second article examines the interaction between 
uniformity and diversity in the context of India’s mandatory CSR regulations. 
The study employed personal interviews and a qualitative survey to collect data 
from 152 employees and used a three-stage data analysis approach developed by 
Gioia et al. (2013) to explore individual employees’ perspectives on regulations. 

3.3.3 Article III: Rationality, experiences, or identity work? Sensemaking of 
emotionally tense experiences of organizational sustainability 

The third article focused on executing an empirical study, the primary aim of 
which was to investigate how employees engage in sensemaking to resolve 
emotionally charged situations tied to organizational CSR. There needed to be a 
greater understanding of the strategies employees adopt to handle such 
emotionally tense circumstances concerning CSR. The research thus aimed to 
bridge this gap. The focal point of this study was a northern European energy 
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company with a solid commitment to sustainability, albeit plagued by a poor 
public reputation. 

The research employed a case study methodology. Twenty-five employees 
with experience in the company’s sustainability work, encompassing both 
managerial and expert roles, were interviewed. The selection of interviewees was 
coordinated with company representatives to ensure that individuals with 
experience and knowledge of sustainability in the organization were included. 
The participants comprised employees from two tiers of the organizational 
hierarchy: managers, such as heads of finance, human resources, and 
communications, and experts, such as environmental engineers, environmental 
health and safety managers, and business development managers. 

The interviews spanned four central themes: job descriptions, viewpoints 
on sustainability within the organization, and internal and external sustainability 
management and communication. These themes were examined in the context of 
the employee’s daily tasks, enabling an in-depth exploration of their 
perspectives. To facilitate data interpretation, Gioia et al.’s (2013) four-stage data 
analysis process was utilized with the aid of Atlas.ti software. 

The analysis began with developing detailed descriptions of the 
interviewees’ emotionally charged experiences and identifying first-order 
concepts. The coded segments for each first-order concept were compared in the 
second stage, leading to the emergence of second-order concepts. These 
highlighted differences in how emotions were connected to tense experiences. 
The third stage integrated the previous stages with sensemaking theory, 
scrutinizing how sensemaking mechanisms were used to resolve and rationalize 
emotionally tense experiences. Three emotionally driven categories surfaced: 
defending pride, maintaining pride, and settling with satisfaction. 

In summary, the third article delved into the sensemaking of emotionally 
charged experiences related to organizational sustainability. By conducting 
personal interviews with 25 employees, the study collected data regarding their 
emotional sensemaking of external sustainability reputation. This research 
applied Gioia et al.’s (2013) three-stage data analysis method to understand better 
individual employee experiences concerning sustainability. 
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4 REVIEWING THE CONTRIBUTION OF 
INDIVIDUAL STUDIES 

This chapter delves into a comprehensive exploration of the three constituent 
articles of this thesis, with a concentrated emphasis on their respective research 
outcomes. The overarching objective is to engage with the unique research 
questions posed by each study, as individual inquiries are designed to reinforce 
macro-CSR initiatives through a micro-CSR lens. This analysis aligns with the 
broader research goal of how organizations comprehend and accommodate 
employee diversity to implement CSR initiatives effectively. In addition, this 
chapter discusses the findings of these studies through a prism of five discerned 
themes.  

4.1 Study I: A systematic literature review on employee relations 
with CSR: State of art and future research agenda 

This thesis begins with an elaborate literature review, meticulously analyzing the 
relationship between employees and CSR initiatives, as investigated in the 
literature. Central to this review is the quest to understand the reciprocal 
influence between employees and organizational CSR activities. Three different 
categories of studies focus on employee–CSR relationships. 

The first category delves into the organizational implementation of CSR. 
Studies in this category view CSR as a top-down phenomenon managed by 
organizational leadership, with a significant emphasis on developing a universal 
commitment to CSR across the organization. Two distinct subcategories have 
emerged from this body of work. The first subcategory focuses on developing 
and nurturing shared meanings and values related to CSR within organizations. 
It also explores how employees actualize CSR policies in their everyday work 
and the role of congruence between organizational and employee values in 
promoting CSR engagement. The second subcategory investigates the 
mechanism by which employees play a part in implementing CSR policies and 
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how these policies gain acceptance and become prevalent throughout the 
organization. These studies emphasize the critical roles of effective 
communication, green HRM practices, and supportive leadership in driving 
employee engagement with CSR initiatives. 

The second category highlights the benefits reaped by organizations from 
their CSR efforts. This category revolves around organizational benefits derived 
from employee engagement in CSR activities. This study analyzes the advantages 
of employee–CSR engagement for organizations, focusing on aspects such as 
strengthening the organization–employee relationship, generating positive 
outcomes for employees in their work and personal lives, enhancing the 
reputation of the organization, and improving performance at both the 
organizational and individual employee levels. 

The third category investigates CSR from an individual perspective. Here, 
studies explore employees' multifarious perceptions of CSR and the factors 
contributing to these differences. Research in this category indicates that 
employees assign varied meanings to CSR, which can introduce complexity and 
tension when implementing CSR initiatives within an organization. Such studies 
delve into the individual identities, stakeholder roles, and microcontextual 
elements that impact employees' CSR perceptions. 

Intermediary studies act as bridges that link the main categories. These 
studies underline the influence of higher-level organizational CSR practices on 
employees' perceptions, experiences, and the degree of fit between employees 
and the organization's CSR values. Furthermore, they illustrate how a successful 
integration of CSR within an organization leads to tangible benefits, including 
heightened commitment, a sense of pride, and employees' willingness to impact 
their work positively. 

In conclusion, the literature review comprehensively analyzes the diverse 
aspects of the employee–CSR relationship. It illuminates the various nuances of 
organizational implementation of CSR, accrued benefits to organizations, 
variations in CSR perceptions among employees, and intermediary studies that 
connect these categories. This review sets the stage for further in-depth research, 
paving the way for a deeper understanding of the intricate relationship between 
employees and organizational CSR activities. 

4.2 Article II: From compliance to potential for dynamic 
institutional transformation: Employee perspectives on 
corporate social responsibility regulation in India 

The current research aims to unravel employees’ perceptions of compulsory CSR 
regulations in India and to provide suggestions for enhancing these regulations. 
Applying the regulatory intermediary theory (RIT) model, employees are seen as 
conduits between the government and organizations. By conducting 16 
employee interviews and 136 online qualitative surveys, it was found that 
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employees broadly favor obligatory CSR regulations, although they discern 
specific inadequacies that necessitate amelioration. Identified frailties encompass 
the absence of flexibility for organizations to alter internal CSR expenditure, the 
lack of diversity in a national policy for a diverse country such as India, and 
insufficient provisions for prioritizing socioeconomically disadvantaged regions. 
This research underscores the importance of improving employee perceptions 
when devising and modifying CSR regulations. 

Three central themes emerged from the empirical investigation: 
endorsement of mandatory CSR regulations, lack of flexibility in CSR 
regulations, and a deficiency of diversity in regulatory policy. 

Most employees supported obligatory CSR regulations, viewing them as 
essential for organizations to mitigate deleterious societal and environmental 
impacts. However, conflicts have emerged due to differing opinions about the 
flexibility of CSR spending and the necessity of diversity in regulatory policies to 
cater to disparate regional needs. Inflexibility in CSR regulations was a particular 
area of contention for employees who advocated for greater organizational 
autonomy in dictating CSR budget allocation. Anxiety was rife owing to the 
rigidity of CSR standards, especially concerning CSR expenditures. While many 
employees acknowledged the significance of CSR regulations in addressing 
global issues, they concurrently endorsed that regulations permit firms to engage 
in targeted CSR endeavors within their organizations. 

Employees also advocated enhanced diversity in regulatory policies to cater 
to distinct regional needs and prioritize CSR expenditure for socioeconomically 
disadvantaged areas. In conclusion, it was found that individual employees’ 
perceptions of CSR regulations varied and were influenced by the specific 
context. This study recommends that local and regional governments have the 
power to modify national CSR regulations based on their priorities and that CSR 
spending should reflect the diverse needs of different regions. 

Unearthing differences in employees’ perceptions of CSR regulations can 
be invaluable for generating feedback for organizations and governments. This 
study highlights the tension between the need for consistency in CSR initiatives 
across all organizations operating within the country and the demand for more 
flexible and context-sensitive CSR approaches considering regional and local 
issues. Furthermore, employees experience tension due to the inflexibility of CSR 
standards, particularly concerning CSR expenditure. By understanding and 
addressing these tensions, organizations, and governments can augment the 
effectiveness and impact of their CSR initiatives while fostering greater 
stakeholder engagement and satisfaction. 

This study makes several contributions to the literature. First, it emphasizes 
the role of obligatory CSR regulations in fostering consistency in CSR initiatives 
across organizations, a deviation from the traditional conceptualization of CSR 
as a voluntary activity. Second, it contextualizes the RIT model to the micro-CSR 
literature by crafting a multilevel analysis of obligatory CSR regulations from a 
stakeholder-as-intermediary perspective. Third, it highlights the tug-of-war 
between uniformity and flexible, contextualized CSR approaches and how such 
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a struggle can be regulated. Finally, the study identifies shortcomings in the 
prevailing mandatory CSR regulations, furnishing practical suggestions for 
ameliorating mandatory CSR regulations in India and imparting knowledge to 
other regulatory bodies globally, considering the implementation of obligatory 
CSR regulations. 

4.3 Article III: Rationality, experiences, or identity work? 
Sensemaking of emotionally tense experiences of 
organizational sustainability 

The overarching aim of this research is to explore the techniques employed by 
employees to navigate emotionally charged situations related to organizational 
CSR and to elucidate the consequent impact on their involvement in CSR 
activities. To address this knowledge gap, this research involved interviews with 
25 employees who had experienced emotionally charged CSR-related situations 
in their professional lives. This study yields valuable insights into the intricacies 
of CSR-related sensemaking and its ramifications on employees' engagement 
with CSR activities. To mitigate the emotionally charged encounters tied to 
organizational CSR, employees utilize distinct sensemaking mechanisms: 
rational sensemaking, experiential sensemaking, and identity work as a form of 
emotional sensemaking. 

Rational sensemaking is deployed when employees deal with a substantial 
inconsistency between their sense of pride and the negative perceptions of 
external stakeholders. Employees strive to uphold their pride and advocate 
enhanced communication and proactive stakeholder engagement by utilizing 
facts, figures, and achievements. Rational sensemaking propels employees to 
rectify the company's negative image and bolster CSR performance. However, 
they frequently encounter opposition from external stakeholders, who might 
need to be more amenable to communication initiatives. 

Experiential sensemaking entails shifting focus from external negativity to 
internal emotionally positive experiences, enabling employees to preserve their 
pride. Employees share narratives highlighting their positive encounters with 
CSR practices and strategic prioritization within the organization. Experiential 
sensemaking is generally employed when tensions are moderate and external 
negativity is less severe. While it may not necessarily instigate change, it 
underlines extensive organizational commitment to CSR, permitting employees 
to operate within shared directives. 

Identity work serves as a sensemaking mechanism that assists employees 
in reconciling contradictory perceptions and alleviating emotional tensions by 
invoking internal and external limitations on CSR. Employees construct a "light 
green" personal and organizational identity, aligning individual and 
organizational values. They acknowledge the substantial environmental impact 
of their industry but underscore their endeavors to conduct operations 
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sustainably and efficiently. This sensemaking approach results in relatively low 
tension, neutrality, and acceptance of the organization's poor external CSR 
reputation within the industry. 

Collectively, these sensemaking mechanisms highlight the complexity and 
diversity inherent in human cognition in response to emotionally charged 
situations. Furthermore, this study posits that disparate cognitive approaches 
may yield varying degrees of action, engagement, and critical evaluation of CSR 
practices. In summary, this study underscores the importance of recognizing and 
addressing the emotional tensions experienced by employees concerning 
organizational CSR. This study offers valuable insights into the emotional 
dynamics and employee participation in organizational CSR initiatives by 
delving into the different sensemaking mechanisms that employees utilize to 
resolve these tensions (rational sensemaking, experiential sensemaking, and 
identity work). 

4.4 Synthesis of significant themes in the studies 

This section focuses on the discussion surrounding the critical themes identified 
in this thesis, particularly highlighting the research trends observed in cognitive 
and emotional logic. The text outlines five core aspects for exploration, which I 
derived from the analysis of the three articles. These aspects encompass 1) the 
variability in human cognitive processes, 2) the role of emotional sensemaking in 
perception formation, 3) navigating tensions and complexities: a bottom-up 
approach to CSR implementation, 4) improved CSR outcomes through a 
multilevel approach to management, and 5) the conveyance of critical 
information through feedback loops. Although identified as independent, these 
themes show significant interconnections, emphasizing their mutual dependence 
within broader discourse. Thus, a deeper understanding of micro-CSR can 
improve macro-level CSR initiatives. 

4.4.1 Variability in human cognitive processes 

The overarching theme of the three articles is the complex variability in human 
cognitive processes, especially as they relate to perceptions, actions, and 
interpretations of CSR. All three articles offer significant insights into employees' 
complicated cognitive and emotional responses to CSR. These responses are not 
just surface-level reactions but also play a fundamental role in shaping the 
efficacy of CSR initiatives within organizations. Acknowledging and managing 
this diversity of thought and feeling is crucial for navigating the complexities of 
CSR implementation and crafting CSR strategies that are genuinely effective. 

Article I reveal a broad range of meanings, practices, and 
conceptualizations that employees associate with CSR, suggesting a multiplicity 
of viewpoints that must be considered when implementing any CSR initiative. 
This spectrum of perspectives implies that a one-size-fits-all approach to CSR is 
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likely ineffective. Article II goes a step further by examining how employees' 
cognitive diversity extends to more pragmatic concerns, such as regulations 
related to CSR. This study suggests that individual perceptions, shaped by 
personal values and the degree of engagement with CSR initiatives, can 
substantially impact how these regulations are received and acted upon within 
an organization. In other words, an employee's mindset can be either a facilitator 
or a barrier to effectively implementing CSR policies. 

Article III provides another layer by unraveling employees' coping 
mechanisms to make sense of emotionally charged experiences tied to CSR, such 
as rational sensemaking, experiential sensemaking, and identity work. These 
coping strategies are not merely reactive but influence how employees engage in 
CSR initiatives in the future. Employees' emotional and cognitive states do not 
just react to CSR policies; they actively shape them. These states can influence 
how policies are framed, communicated, and implemented within the 
organization. 

In conclusion, a deep and nuanced understanding of employees' cognitive 
and emotional dynamics is paramount for the success of CSR strategies. This is 
not just a theoretical concern but has practical implications for how organizations 
design, adapt, and implement their CSR initiatives. By recognizing and 
addressing these complexities, organizations can better craft CSR strategies that 
are effective and resonate more profoundly with their employees, thereby 
enhancing overall outcomes. 

4.4.2 Fundamental role of emotional sensemaking in shaping perceptions 

The second theme focuses on how emotional sensemaking fundamentally shapes 
perceptions. This thesis emphasizes managing emotional responses from CSR-
related tensions, as they directly affect employee well-being and overall efficacy. 
It closely examines the roles of employees’ emotions in constructing feedback 
signals, mindfulness, and diverse employee perceptions. These elements 
collectively encourage adaptive responses to CSR. By studying emotions at the 
micro-foundation level, this thesis provides valuable insights into the emotional 
dynamics that propel employee engagement in CSR initiatives and influence 
sustainable business performance. 

The complexities of CSR often introduce tensions that influence employees 
and organizations alike. These tensions give rise to various emotional responses 
that significantly affect well-being and effectiveness. My research highlights the 
positive impact of feedback signals and mindfulness on driving adaptive 
responses to CSR initiatives. Article II demonstrates that constructive 
engagement with feedback mechanisms can significantly uplift the emotional 
mindset of employees involved in CSR efforts. Article III examines how emotions 
play a critical role in navigating CSR tensions by offering an array of 
sensemaking mechanisms employees adopt to maneuver through emotionally 
intense CSR experiences. One such mechanism, which I term “identity work,” 
aids employees in reconciling contrasting perceptions and alleviating emotional 
tensions by adopting a “light green” organizational and personal identity. 
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Understanding emotions at the microfoundational level within 
organizations is critical for tackling the dual challenges of climate change and 
profitability during CSR implementation. My investigation into the role of 
emotions reveals compelling relationships among employees’ feelings, attitudes, 
and behaviors toward organizational CSR policies, which consequently affect 
sustainable business performance. I argue that addressing the emotional tensions 
connected to CSR is essential. In this context, I contribute to a new understanding 
of the emotional dynamics that underpin employee participation in CSR 
initiatives. My work exposes the complex and diverse cognitive responses to 
emotionally charged situations that influence action, engagement, and critical 
evaluation of CSR practices. 

To fully comprehend the intricacies of emotional sensemaking, it is essential 
to examine the process of emotional cognition. Emotions play an indispensable 
role in human cognition by highlighting risks and opportunities while focusing 
on crucial issues. They also fuel the motivation to tackle challenges. Each emotion 
has its own unique patterns and motivational inclinations. Intriguingly, evidence 
points to a positive feedback loop where positive emotions can arise and 
encourage pro-environmental behavior. 

In conclusion, my thesis underlines the urgent need to manage emotional 
responses to CSR-related tensions effectively, given their significant impact on 
employee well-being and efficacy. This study offers invaluable insights into the 
emotional dynamics that affect employee engagement in CSR initiatives and 
overall business sustainability. By understanding the role of emotions in human 
cognition and grappling with the complexity and diversity of human responses 
to emotionally charged situations, this research provides practical pathways for 
organizations to navigate the challenges of CSR implementation successfully. 
This study also potentially fosters a positive feedback loop for those committed 
to sustainable practices. 

4.4.3 Navigating tensions and complexities: A bottom-up approach to CSR 
implementation  

The central theme of this study focuses on how tension stimulates relational 
dynamics within an organization, urging a bottom-up approach to handling 
cognitive and emotional tensions. All three articles show that these tensions often 
stem from different employee perceptions and cultural factors. This study insists 
that organizations must balance the interests of various stakeholders, from 
shareholders and customers to governments and society. To effectively navigate 
these complexities, organizations should reorient themselves cognitively by 
placing CSR at the core of their operations. A detailed look at CSR’s 
microfoundational aspects will guide the development of effective CSR strategies 
and foster sustainable business practices. 

Given its increasing complexity, implementing CSR initiatives demands a 
more nuanced, bottom-up approach. Employees and managers serve as change 
agents who understand and balance various stakeholders’ interests through 
direct interactions. Nonetheless, the range of cognitive abilities and perceptions 
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of employees can spark internal tensions and conflicts. Tensions also surface 
when organizations attempt to balance diverse stakeholder needs, including 
shareholders, customers, or governments. To address these challenges, 
organizations must accept these cognitive differences and stimulate a cognitive 
shift within the organization, starting from the ground up. 

Article II also examines how local and regional needs, influenced by 
cultural and societal backgrounds, impact individual reactions to climate change 
and CSR. These varying needs can cause tension at the microfoundational level 
during the decision-making process and CSR implementation. Addressing these 
tensions requires understanding how individuals within organizations feel 
constrained or empowered by organizational structures. The study also explores 
the tensions arising from diverse opinions on CSR spending flexibility and the 
need for varied regulatory policies. Understanding employee perceptions can 
offer critical feedback to both organizations and governments. Finally, the study 
discusses the strategies employees use to resolve emotionally tense situations 
tied to organizational CSR, including those connected to stakeholder roles, 
individual identities, and microcontextual elements. This nuanced approach 
provides insight into the multifaceted effects of individual CSR perceptions, 
underscoring the need for a microlevel approach. 

In summary, recognizing and managing the cognitive and emotional 
tensions that employees experience are crucial for successful CSR 
implementation. A detailed examination of these complexities will help 
organizations initiate a more effective bottom-up approach to CSR initiatives. 
Furthermore, understanding these intricacies will facilitate cognitive 
reorientation within the organization, leading to more fruitful CSR strategies and 
sustainable business operations. 

4.4.4 Enhanced CSR outcomes through a multilevel approach in 
management 

Broadening our perspective on CSR implementation enhances outcomes through 
a multilevel management approach. This approach advises against examining 
phenomena in isolation at a single level. Instead, it recommends focusing on 
interactions across multiple levels, such as individual, group, and organizational. 
This multilevel view allows for a more nuanced understanding of the 
mechanisms driving stakeholder value through increased efficiency, innovation, 
and adaptability. 

Articles II and III of this thesis emphasize the need for a multilevel approach 
to decipher the complexity of organizational phenomena. They explore how 
causality and feedback loops operate across different levels of analysis in the 
context of CSR. 

Article II shows employees' critical role as intermediaries in implementing 
CSR initiatives. They bridge the gap between organizations and external 
stakeholders, such as governments, and offer firsthand insights into the 
effectiveness and practicality of mandatory CSR regulations. This feedback is 
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essential for refining and improving CSR regulations at multiple levels, leading 
to a better understanding of CSR implementation and its impact on stakeholders. 

Article III focuses on the role of employee emotions in shaping phenomena 
at the organizational level, especially when an organization faces reputational 
challenges related to CSR. This study uses a multilevel approach to emphasize 
the context of organizational phenomena and how employees' emotional 
management strategies improve the organization's relationship with society. This 
study highlights the need to scrutinize microlevel behavioral processes and 
identify cross-level effects. This approach provides organizations valuable 
insights into the complex relationships among employees, organizations, and 
external stakeholders. It also facilitates the design of effective CSR strategies and 
practices. 

Thus, a multilevel management approach can significantly improve CSR 
outcomes. By considering the perspectives and experiences of employees and 
examining the interactions among different levels, organizations can better 
understand the challenges related to CSR implementation. This comprehensive 
understanding can improve stakeholder relationships and lead to overall success 
in CSR initiatives. 

4.4.5 Importance of relevant information through feedback channels 

Feedback loops relay significant information that shapes the multifaceted 
dynamics of CSR. Understanding the complex relationship between employees 
and CSR initiatives is crucial in an ever-changing CSR environment. Multitiered 
communication significantly influences the CSR landscape. These dynamics can 
improve relationships among organizations, employees, and other vital 
stakeholders. 

Employees' perspectives and experiences help us understand the 
complexities of CSR implementation and the role of feedback loops in successful 
CSR outcomes. Article II shows that employees are essential intermediaries in 
mandatory CSR regulations in India. Their feedback highlights the need for more 
flexibility in CSR spending and diverse national policies. It also focuses on the 
tension between uniformity and flexibility in CSR initiatives, suggesting the role 
of local and regional governments in moderating national CSR regulations. 

Article III demonstrates that feedback is crucial to understanding how 
employees respond to emotionally charged CSR situations. Employees use 
various sensemaking mechanisms to navigate such situations. This feedback is 
invaluable for organizations seeking to refine their CSR strategies, engage 
employees effectively, and manage their societal reputations. Effective feedback 
communication is critical to understanding the complexities, implementation, 
and impact of CSR regulations on employees. When used effectively, this 
feedback can guide the development of more effective CSR initiatives and 
improve stakeholder engagement. 

Combining the insights from Articles II and III indicates that employees 
play a vital role as intermediaries in mandatory CSR regulations and have 
emotions associated with CSR initiatives. It is essential to understand the impact 
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of emotions on organizational phenomena related to CSR and societal 
reputations. This combined view highlights the need for multilevel studies to 
understand CSR's complex relationships among employees, organizations, and 
external stakeholders. Effective feedback channels serve as essential conduits for 
relaying information, contributing to successful CSR implementation, and 
improving stakeholder relationships. 

Summarizing the insights gained from this thesis, it becomes evident that 
employees are pivotal intermediaries in shaping CSR dynamics. Their feedback 
sheds light on the nuances of CSR implementation and plays a crucial role in 
navigating emotionally charged CSR situations. This finding highlights the 
importance of effective communication channels for relaying complex and 
multifaceted feedback. When such feedback is used constructively, it refines CSR 
strategies, enabling better stakeholder engagement and fostering a more nuanced 
understanding of CSR complexities. Therefore, in the broader scope of CSR 
research and practice, transparent, credible, and effective communication is not 
merely advantageous; it is indispensable for successfully implementing CSR 
initiatives and cultivating meaningful stakeholder relationships. 
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5 CONTRIBUTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS  

This section explores the theoretical contributions and practical implications of a 
research thesis focused on micro-CSR and the role of employees in its 
implementation. This thesis proposes a comprehensive meta-framework for 
organizations to optimize CSR by leveraging employee diversity. Furthermore, 
the validity and reliability of the research are assessed using a pragmatic 
approach to evaluate its real-world applicability and impact. The study also 
acknowledges its limitations, which should be addressed in the future. 

5.1 Theoretical contribution 

The discussion section examines the impact of the thesis on CSR, proposing a 
multifaceted approach that combines emotional, cognitive, and organizational 
aspects. It highlights five key contributions, shifting the discourse from top-down 
to bottom-up and emphasizing employees as agents of change. It bridges macro-
and micro-analyses with a multilevel approach and introduces “cognitive 
organizational reorientation” to advocate for foundational CSR change. It also 
emphasizes local and cultural contexts in CSR decision-making, enriching 
academic discourse and practical applications. This thesis adopts a 
multidimensional approach to address the central research question: How can 
organizations effectively comprehend and accommodate employee diversity to 
implement CSR initiatives? By taking a pragmatic stance rooted in the 
philosophy of pragmatism, this research examines the microfoundational aspects 
of CSR, focusing on individual employee attitudes and their impact on broader 
organizational CSR implementation. This study unpacks the complexities of the 
employee-CSR relationship through a comprehensive literature review and two 
empirical case studies. It goes beyond traditional industrial psychology to 
explore how variations in individual attitudes can influence the execution of CSR 
strategies at both organizational and institutional levels. 
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The thesis is designed to contribute to a theoretical meta-framework that 
bridges micro-CSR initiatives and macro-CSR regulations, thereby enhancing the 
nuanced understanding of CSR from an individual perspective. The research 
reveals that recognizing and managing employee diversity is crucial for the 
success of CSR initiatives. By breaking down CSR to the microlevel and looking 
at individual attitudes, the study posits that organizations can tailor their CSR 
approaches more effectively, fulfilling their broader CSR objectives. By setting 
these boundaries, the research provides valuable insights that help organizations 
refine their CSR decision-making processes. It advocates for a more 
comprehensive and informed approach to CSR strategy formulation and 
implementation. 

The first contribution of this thesis is its holistic approach to 
understanding CSR. Traditionally, CSR studies have often compartmentalized 
various elements, such as stakeholder relations, financial performance, and 
employee engagement, treating them as isolated variables. However, this thesis 
aims to provide an integrated perspective that combines emotional, cognitive, 
and organizational dynamics, thus enriching the knowledge of how CSR 
initiatives can be more effectively implemented and sustained. 

CSR literature has traditionally been divided into economic (e.g., 
Friedman, 2007) and sociological (e.g., Carroll, 1991) perspectives. Studies have 
also focused on stakeholder engagement (Freeman, 1984) and strategic 
sustainability (Porter & Kramer, 2006), but these need to integrate the different 
aspects, especially the microfoundational aspects. Aguinis and Glavas (2012) 
proposed that CSR should be a core competency, but this approach overlooks 
employee emotions and cognitive tensions. This thesis seeks to fill this gap by 
creating a unified framework incorporating diverse elements, particularly 
employee emotions and cognitive tensions. CSR research is enriched by 
employee emotions and cognitive dynamics, which offer practical applications. 
Companies can benefit from understanding and responding to employee 
emotions, motivating them to impact society positively (Farooq & Salam, 2021). 
Cognitive tensions can help organizations manage competing objectives and 
priorities (Tarba et al., 2020). This thesis places the human factor at the center, 
connecting it to organizational objectives and stakeholder needs to create a more 
comprehensive CSR view. This approach adds complexity to CSR research, 
enabling more sustainable business practices, as Liboni et al. (2017) discussed. It 
also offers practical applicability, as organizations can create strategies that 
consider multiple variables and their interactions, leading to better CSR decision-
making. This thesis broadens the existing CSR literature by integrating often 
overlooked employee emotions and cognitive dynamics. It provides a more 
comprehensive view than traditional compartmentalized perspectives. 

In addition to the contributions from the articles, various scholars have 
emphasized how individual and collective cognitive frameworks guide actions 
within organizations (Cornelissen et al., 2015; Haack et al., 2019b). While this 
perspective is valuable, it has its critics. Some argue that such a cognitive focus 
may bypass the more nuanced social constructs that shape organizational 
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behavior (Cornelissen et al., 2015; Jepperson & Meyer, 2011; Suddaby, 2011). 
Despite this ongoing scholarly debate, one thing is clear: understanding and 
effectively managing the broad array of cognitive and emotional responses 
among employees is integral to overcoming the challenges organizations face 
during CSR initiatives' planning, implementation, and communication stages. 

The second contribution of this thesis is its emphasis on employees as 
central agents of change in the implementation of CSR. Most CSR literature 
focuses on top-down strategies and decisions by executives or boards of 
directors. However, this thesis highlights the bottom-up approach, illuminating 
how employees contribute significantly to CSR outcomes through their cognitive 
and emotional experiences. This new focus helps explain the nuances involved 
in effective CSR implementation, emphasizing that employees are not mere 
implementers of CSR policies but active contributors to their success or failure. 

As discussed, Deephouse and Jaskiewicz (2013) primarily concentrated on 
top-down strategies and policy implementation in CSR literature, emphasizing 
the roles of executives and boards. Middle management and employee roles in 
CSR implementation and experience should be addressed (Nazarov & Klarin, 
2020). Most studies on employee-driven CSR focus on activities and results rather 
than cognitive and emotional elements (ibid.). This thesis seeks to bridge this gap 
by exploring CSR from the perspective of employee experience and cognitive 
processes. Employees can shape CSR outcomes through cognitive and emotional 
reactions. They argued that employees should be involved in CSR 
implementation, requiring an approach considering employee roles and 
emotions. This thesis also emphasizes the need to investigate the connections 
among employee emotion, cognition, and CSR initiatives. This thesis shifts the 
focus from top-down strategies to employee roles in CSR implementation and 
experience, in addition to the existing CSR literature. This study highlights the 
need to consider employees' cognitive and emotional aspects and how they affect 
CSR initiatives. This suggests more sophisticated and emotionally intelligent 
CSR strategies that recognize employees as agents of change. 

The third contribution of this thesis is the introduction and advocacy of a 
multilevel approach to understanding and implementing CSR strategies. Many 
previous studies have confined their focus to the organizational or individual 
level, thereby missing the interconnectedness across levels. This thesis, however, 
emphasizes that successful CSR initiatives should not be viewed in isolation but 
should incorporate various interacting levels, such as individual, group, and 
organizational levels, for a more comprehensive understanding. 

The traditional literature on CSR has often adopted an immovable 
approach, focusing either on macrolevel strategies involving the organization 
and its stakeholders (Carroll, 1991; Freeman, 1984) or on microlevel aspects, such 
as employee engagement and job satisfaction linked to CSR (Aguinis & Glavas, 
2012, 2019). However, these studies have frequently overlooked the dynamic 
interactions among these levels, creating a segmented and incomplete view of 
CSR implementation. A few studies have touched upon multilevel analyses, but 
often as a secondary focus. For instance, studies that have examined cross-level 
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influences only sometimes make them the main focal point of the study (Hahn et 
al., 2018; Miska & Mendenhall, 2018). As a result, the richness that comes from 
understanding these cross-level interactions still needs to be explored. This thesis 
fills this gap by systematically applying a multilevel lens to CSR. It describes and 
substantiates through its case studies the effectiveness of multitiered approaches 
in CSR strategies. By highlighting the interactions among different management 
and implementation levels, this thesis argues for a more nuanced, interconnected 
view of CSR that considers the complexities inherent in balancing the interests of 
diverse stakeholders, from employees to governments to society. This thesis 
provides a more comprehensive framework for understanding CSR, extending 
beyond traditional single-level models. To truly embed CSR within an 
organization, we must acknowledge the intricate dance between its various 
levels. An integrated approach, recognizing this interdependence, unlocks more 
compelling and nuanced strategies. 

The fourth essential contribution of this thesis is introducing the concept 
of “cognitive organizational reorientation” in the realm of CSR. This idea is 
particularly vital, as it highlights the necessity of changing policies or practices 
and the very cognitive frameworks that underpin these practices within an 
organization. Doing so paves the way for a more ingrained, effective, and 
sustainable implementation of CSR initiatives. CSR literature has usually 
concentrated on superficial changes, such as launching initiatives or engaging 
stakeholders (Carroll, 1990; Porter & Kramer, 2006). These are essential but often 
overlook the systemic changes needed for CSR to be effective. A few studies have 
examined this cognitive aspect, but usually in an isolated manner. Walsh (1995) 
and Daft and Weick (1984) studied organizational cognition but not in the CSR 
context. The traditional CSR literature has mainly focused on surface-level 
changes, such as stakeholder engagement and new programs (Deephouse & 
Jaskiewicz, 2013; Naghshineh et al., 2021). These efforts are essential, but they 
often neglect the systemic changes needed for CSR to be effective. There is a need 
for studies that focus on the cognitive side of organizational change, focusing on 
sensemaking in the CSR context (Mashne & Baracskai, 2020). 

This thesis adds a new dimension to the CSR discourse by introducing the 
concept of cognitive organizational reorientation. Recent research has recognized 
that organizational cognition must shift to address workforce tensions and 
employees’ emotions (Mashne & Baracskai, 2020). This could explain why some 
CSR initiatives fail despite best practices and intentions. This paradigm opens 
new research possibilities in CSR, highlighting the need to consider 
organizational cognition when implementing CSR initiatives. This thesis 
combines the CSR literature and organizational cognition studies, stressing the 
need for cognitive organizational reorientation for successful CSR 
implementation. It provides case studies and empirical data to support this 
argument. This research offers new insights into understanding and improving 
CSR initiatives within organizations. 

The fifth significant contribution of this thesis is the integration of local 
and cultural contexts into decision-making processes for CSR implementation. 
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By exploring how different cultural and regional nuances influence employees' 
perceptions of and reactions to CSR initiatives, this study provides a roadmap 
for more tailored and effective CSR strategies. Traditionally, CSR studies have 
been mainly conducted from a Western perspective, emphasizing universal 
principles and ignoring or underestimating the role of local and cultural contexts 
(Crane et al., 2008; Glavas, 2016; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). Some studies have 
mentioned the importance of context, but usually as a secondary concern or 
complicated factor to be controlled for (Matten & Moon, 2008; Welford, 2005). 

This study departs from the norm by emphasizing CSR implementation's 
local and cultural contexts. This reveals that one-size-fits-all approaches often fail 
because of a need for more sensitivity to the context. This thesis uses multiple 
case studies and data to demonstrate how understanding and incorporating local 
and cultural factors can lead to more successful and sustainable CSR results. This 
thesis challenges the standard, one-size-fits-all approach to CSR, urging us to 
embrace the importance of local and cultural considerations. Doing so gives us a 
more nuanced understanding of CSR, empowering organizations in diverse 
regions and cultures to develop effective strategies. Integrating cultural and local 
contexts directly into CSR frameworks enhances their theoretical soundness and 
practical effectiveness, leading to more impactful initiatives. 

This thesis contributes to the literature on CSR by interlinking emotional 
understanding with other contextual factors at the individual and organizational 
levels. It builds upon existing academic paradigms and provides a pragmatic 
framework for businesses looking to implement more effective and nuanced CSR 
initiatives. Through its multifaceted and deeply integrated approach, it promises 
to substantially enrich both academic discourse and practical applications in the 
field of CSR. 

5.2 Practical contribution  

This section presents the inclusive and collaborative CSR engagement meta-
framework, a tool designed to optimize CSR by leveraging employee diversity. 
Created through the synthesis of three articles that form the basis of this thesis, 
the framework fills a gap in the existing literature by providing a holistic, seven-
stage guide for organizations. This aligns with critical theories, such as Freeman’s 
stakeholder theory (1984), and micro-CSR literature, such as Gond et al. (2017). It 
encourages organizations to focus on diverse human cognition, emotional 
intelligence, and tension management while advocating for agile, iterative 
approaches to CSR. In doing so, the framework offers a nuanced understanding 
of CSR dynamics, fostering more sustainable and responsible business practices. 

This study presents a framework for incorporating employee diversity 
into CSR, emphasizing cognitive diversity and skills in emotion understanding, 
tension management, strategy assessment, change negotiation, and signal 
monitoring. Practitioners should use a flexible, iterative approach to address 
flaws, enabling agile decision-making. The inclusive and collaborative CSR 
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engagement meta-framework aids organizations in managing diversity, 
enhancing CSR impact, and fostering inclusivity. This merges frameworks and 
theories to encourage sustainable business practices. This study seeks practical 
guidance on leveraging employee diversity for CSR by addressing the lack of a 
holistic framework for individual CSR responses (Gond et al., 2017). This thesis 
presents a new meta-framework that accounts for various cognitive skills and 
enables effective strategies across organizational levels. It provides a holistic 
perspective on the psychological processes affecting responses to CSR initiatives 
and allows the development of tailored CSR strategies by recognizing unique 
traits and motivations. Its flexibility will enable stakeholders to use it either alone 
or together, fostering a holistic CSR perspective. 

Collaboration with employees is, therefore, crucial. Conversations and 
feedback pinpoint concerns, allowing for tailored CSR initiatives and shared 
responsibility. Diverse viewpoints foster innovation. Regular talk with staff 
enhances efficiency and enables tweaking. Teamwork leads to impactful CSR 
initiatives. The meta-framework enhances CSR strategies by revealing 
psychological mechanisms. It provides a seven-stage guide for organizations to 
manage diversity and CSR, starting with maximizing the impact of CSR. Human 
cognitive diversity is recognized, and emotional conflicts are managed. 
Engagement is ensured by evaluating strategies, negotiating changes, and 
monitoring the indicators. The inclusive and collaborative CSR engagement 
framework is iterative and interconnected to address possible shortcomings. It 
promotes adaptability, evaluation, integration, quick decision-making, 
managing diversity and emotions, negotiating changes, and monitoring signals. 
This fosters an inclusive CSR environment by utilizing employee diversity. This 
framework offers a comprehensive strategy to enhance CSR tactics. A pictorial 
representation of this meta-framework is shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2  Meta-framework for inclusive and collaborative CSR 

The commencement phase focuses on maximizing the CSR impact. It begins with 
maximizing CSR impact, aligning CSR objectives with organizational core values 
and strategies, setting measurable targets, and continuously monitoring 
progress. This proactive approach ensures maximum engagement and 
effectiveness. By doing so, organizations can maintain a competitive edge while 
fostering sustainable business practices. Moreover, it nudges firms toward a path 
of profitability, ethical responsibility, and societal contribution. 

Diversity in human cognition is central to this discourse. This framework 
emphasizes diversity in human cognition. Based on the micro-CSR literature, 
such as Gond et al. (2017), organizations are encouraged to embrace the diverse 
cognitive abilities of employees, promote innovation and effectiveness by 
forming cross-functional teams, and initiate collaborative training programs. 
Implementing this in daily operations can lead to a harmonious and innovative 
working environment. This approach can spur creativity, leading to solutions 
that are both inclusive and out of the box. 

Diversity in human emotions helps us understand emotional intelligence, a 
third dimension. Emotional intelligence forms the next dimension, urging 
organizations to recognize and manage various emotions from diverse cognitive 
abilities. Training and supportive environments can significantly enhance 
employee commitment to CSR initiatives. Such nurturing settings can foster 
employee well-being and satisfaction. By recognizing the emotional bandwidth 
of employees, organizations can carve out avenues for healthier discussions and 
engagement. 
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Open dialogue is crucial during this stage. Managing tensions forms the 
next stage, involving open dialogue to address the different perspectives and 
emotional experiences that employees may be concerned with CSR. This aligns 
with Freeman’s stakeholder theory (1984), which emphasizes the need to engage 
multiple stakeholder groups in a balanced manner. This promotes a culture of 
transparency and mutual respect, which makes the workplace a hub for growth 
and learning. Encouraging open dialogue can also aid in pre-empting potential 
issues and fostering a proactive problem-solving approach. 

The strategy at this juncture advocates benchmarking and feedback 
assessment. This framework promotes assessing various CSR-related strategies 
through benchmarking and employee feedback. Continuous refinement and 
adaptation are encouraged, resonating with Rupp and Mallory’s (2015) call for 
dynamic CSR management practices. This dynamic approach ensures that the 
strategies remain relevant and effective in a changing business landscape. A 
commitment to continuous refinement can help stay ahead of industry standards, 
promoting excellence and forward-thinking. 

Inclusivity is a critical pathway. Furthermore, negotiating these changes is 
critical. This encourages inclusive decision-making processes, allowing 
employees to have a sense of ownership of CSR initiatives, fostering a shared 
sense of responsibility, and creating a more inclusive environment. Thus, 
companies can nurture a culture of collective growth and collaborative success. 
It forms the bedrock for holistic development, ensuring everyone’s voices are 
heard and valued. 

At the heart of the culmination lies a commitment to continuous learning 
and refinement through feedback. Monitoring feedback, participation, and other 
behaviors provides valuable insights, allowing organizations to adjust their 
strategies constantly. This creates a continuous improvement cycle, where 
feedback is used to fine-tune initiatives and drive progress. Importantly, it 
reflects a democratic approach, emphasizing that every feedback step contributes 
to improvement and efficiency. Therefore, the inclusive and collaborative CSR 
engagement meta-framework fills the gap identified by Gond et al. (2017) and 
offers a pragmatic tool for organizations. Its broad applicability extends beyond 
CSR, making it a versatile tool for managing diverse stakeholders. Focusing on 
microlevel processes provides a nuanced understanding of the complex 
dynamics of CSR and serves as a cornerstone for promoting sustainable and 
responsible business practices. 

The inclusive and collaborative CSR engagement meta-framework 
addresses complex CSR matters within organizations. This study provides a 
holistic understanding of CSR implementations by integrating various 
frameworks, theories, and models. A key feature is the focus on diverse human 
cognition. Micro-CSR literature emphasizes individual cognitive differences 
(Gond et al., 2017). Valuing cognitive diversity can foster innovation in CSR 
initiatives. This meta-framework fills a gap in the literature by acknowledging 
the significance of individual experiences and proposing a framework to address 
these issues (Gond et al., 2015, 2017). This meta-framework is compatible with 
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Freeman’s stakeholder theory (1984), which promotes sustainable and 
responsible business practices through stakeholder engagement. It is versatile 
and applicable to CSR and to other stakeholder groups. It acknowledges 
cognitive and emotional diversity, enabling innovative solutions to 
organizational and societal issues. 

Gond et al. (2017) developed a meta-framework that unifies CSR, 
stakeholder management, cognition, and emotion frameworks. This integration 
provides a comprehensive and coherent view of CSR implementation. This meta-
framework also offers a detailed understanding of the intricate dynamics of CSR 
initiatives. This understanding can help researchers and practitioners foster 
sustainable and responsible business practices. This thesis synthesizes the 
academic contributions of this study, noting that the inclusive and collaborative 
CSR engagement framework is an integrative construct derived from three 
seminal articles. This provides a comprehensive roadmap for scholars and 
practitioners. The framework is dynamic and allows for future modifications and 
adaptations. As micro-CSR advances, it provides opportunities to incorporate 
individual-level perspectives. Thus, the meta-framework should be seen as a 
living construct that can be adapted to include future micro-CSR scholarship. 
This suggests that iterative updates effectively guide organizations toward 
sustainable and inclusive CSR practices. 

In conclusion, the inclusive and collaborative CSR engagement meta-
framework provides a valid and valuable contribution to addressing CSR-related 
issues. This meta-framework offers a comprehensive understanding of CSR 
implementation by integrating diverse perspectives and theoretical foundations. 
Its focus on diversity in human cognition, emotional understanding, and multi-
level negotiation enhances its applicability to various complex issues beyond 
CSR. This meta-framework is a versatile tool for researchers and practitioners 
seeking to promote sustainable and responsible business practices (Dewey, 1938; 
James, 1907). 

5.3 Evaluation and validity of the study  

In this section, the validity and reliability of the thesis are meticulously assessed 
through a multifaceted approach that harmonizes pragmatic considerations with 
academic rigor. Initially, the section adopts a pragmatic framework, framing 
research as a "language game" that weaves together specific questions and 
methodologies to evaluate the study's applicability and impact in real-world 
micro-CSR contexts. The section then scrutinizes the context-specific nature of 
the study's contributions, highlighting intricate variables influencing its 
outcomes, such as industry, country, and particular circumstances. Finally, this 
section employs an evaluative lens to examine the study's trustworthiness using 
a set of criteria focused on dependability, transferability, credibility, and 
confirmability. By integrating these diverse elements, this section offers a 



 
 

63 
 

comprehensive and robust assessment of this thesis's academic integrity and 
practical relevance. 

First, I evaluated the study's validity pragmatically, focusing on real-
world applications, especially in micro-CSR. The study frames research as a 
"language game" to address specific questions, emphasizing the influence of 
context (Wicks & Freeman, 1998). A set of criteria assesses the study's purpose, 
methodology, and potential impact. The evaluation concludes by examining the 
study's trustworthiness, establishing its credibility, and tying the findings to the 
existing academic discourse. 

Inquiry is a foundation for a pragmatic research approach, linking 
everyday problem-solving with academic rigor. Building on Dewey's (1938) 
perspective, the essence of inquiry permeates our daily lives as I continuously 
strive to tackle and resolve issues. When this natural process is intensified and 
enriched with greater attention to detail, rigor, and self-awareness, it takes the 
form of academic research (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). This framework emphasizes 
the critical role of practical, real-world applications in shaping research 
endeavors, aiming to produce impactful and meaningful solutions to complex 
challenges (Dmytriyev et al., 2017). 

The pragmatic approach to research design goes beyond linear problem 
solving, focusing instead on thorough investigation and practical effectiveness. 
In contrast to the step-by-step orientation often associated with theoretical 
advancement (Weick, 1989), pragmatism calls for an open-ended inquiry into the 
subject matter (Mintzberg, 2005). This approach demands a flexible endpoint for 
investigation and the selection of the most compelling metaphor, model, or 
rationale (Weick, 1989). In addition, it incorporates conventional methods to test 
theories' real-world applicability. As Mintzberg (2005) and Antoft and Houlberg 
Salomonsen (2007) indicated, the goal is to confirm a theory's validity and 
evaluate its practical success across various contexts. 

Context specificity is the foundation of this study's contributions to the 
literature on micro-CSR. Supported by Felin et al. (2015) and Haack et al. (2019), 
the importance of considering context in research must be considered. Scholars 
such as Gond et al. (2017) and Rupp and Mallory (2015) have argued that factors 
such as industry, country, and unique circumstances play an essential role, 
especially in micro-CSR. Transparency in research is vital to validating and 
grounding the study's findings (Rupp & Mallory, 2015). Recognizing that the 
context heavily influences research outcomes, it is crucial to understand its 
specific effects. Therefore, my contribution to micro-CSR is inherently context-
specific. For example, Article II, which focuses on India, demonstrates the 
complexities of reconciling national and local interests in a geographically 
diverse country. While these findings have broad implications for larger nations, 
they may need to be more relevant for smaller countries. 

Research functions as a "language game," serving as just one narrative 
among many that seek to answer specific research questions. This idea aligns 
with the pragmatic perspective of knowledge building (Wicks & Freeman, 1998; 
Freeman et al., 2010). To validate the study results, I employed a set of questions 
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proposed by Freeman et al. (2010), drawn initially from Gonin (2007). These 
questions were also used by Tapaninaho (2022, p.85) to validate her doctoral 
thesis. The questions are as follows:  

 
“1) Does this work answer the question(s) it proposes? 
2) Were the questions meaningful and appropriate?  
3) Are there alternative modes of research that could lend insights into the 
research question(s)?  
4) What are the direct consequences of this research?  
5) If we teach this insight to managers and students, what might be the 
result if they act on it?  
6) What is the background narrative(s) of this research?  
7) How will we begin to see ourselves and others if we act on this work?  
8) How will this work shape the context in which value creation and trade 
occur?” 
 

Regarding the primary question, the central purpose of this dissertation is to 
explore how organizations can comprehend and address diversity in their 
employees' perspectives to incorporate CSR initiatives effectively. The research 
question examined how an organization can leverage employee diversity to 
strengthen its CSR endeavors. This dissertation provides theoretical and 
empirical evidence of employees' varied responses and behaviors in different 
CSR-related scenarios. Articles I–III shed light on the elements constituting the 
microfoundations of CSR and emphasize the existence of distinct cognitive 
processes among individuals. Furthermore, it underlines the role of emotional 
sensemaking in molding perceptions, thereby engendering constructive tension 
that can be harnessed to amplify CSR outcomes and foster a feedback mechanism 
for potential enhancements. In this regard, the research question posed in this 
dissertation was addressed. 

In response to the second question, the research question is deemed both 
relevant and apt, given that micro-CSR is continually escalating in significance to 
organizations, stakeholders, and society at large, a trend observed in both 
academic research and practical application. As micro-CSR gains traction, it 
becomes increasingly important to scrutinize the nuances that dictate individual 
and group behaviors in corporate settings. This trend indicates a broader shift in 
focus from merely a macro perspective to one that encapsulates the subtle yet 
substantial microlevel influences, shedding light on the pivotal roles played by 
individuals and small groups in shaping the CSR landscape. 

In response to the third question, several alternative research 
methodologies exist that can enhance the depth of insights into the posed 
research question. For instance, a quantitative research methodology, such as a 
survey questionnaire, could have been employed to comprehend the diversity 
among employees held by a broader range of staff members involved in the 
implementation of CSR. Moreover, using focus groups could have allowed for 
examining the meta-framework for practical viability in organizational contexts. 
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Arguably, the most intriguing alternative research approach that could have 
been pursued might have been action or ethnographic research. I could have 
embedded myself within an organization for an extended period, facilitating 
using the meta-framework to manage employee diversity. This could have 
helped add the practitioner's narrative to the thesis.  

To answer the fourth question, assessing the immediate implications of 
this research presents a challenge. Although Articles I–III are readily accessible, 
determining the thesis' overall impact remains complex. This research aspires to 
offer meaningful insights to academics and professionals keen to investigate 
business outlooks that transcend conventional managerial and organizational 
viewpoints that typically emphasize economic value generation. This thesis aims 
to motivate employees and managers in the evolution of CSR practices by 
incorporating various participants and fostering contributions that promote 
comprehensive CSR. 

The fifth question concerning teaching is more straightforward, as the 
substance of this thesis is integrated into all my teaching at the university. I 
observed the relevance and resonance of the human aspects of CSR in a green 
organization as a concept among today's master's degree students. The findings 
of this thesis will enable students and managers to perceive business through a 
more intricate and multifaceted lens than is currently understood. Furthermore, 
the findings will be communicated to the business community on various 
platforms and in industry-level workshops.  

In response to the sixth question, the foundational context of this research 
is deeply rooted in my past workplace experiences, classroom discussions as a 
student, and my reading of the micro-CSR literature. I observed that employee 
diversity can be an issue concerning tensions within this domain, and I cannot 
move forward because of differences. However, the notion of micro-CSR is 
steadily gaining prominence in both academics and organizations. Businesses 
will step up in acknowledging and managing this diversity of overall advantage 
to achieve the ultimate purpose of CSR initiatives.  

Regarding the seventh question, aligning our actions more closely with 
the narrative explained in this thesis will foster a more sympathetic perception 
of us and others. This could enhance our recognition of individuals' inherent 
interconnectedness and interdependency in acting responsibly regarding matters 
related to CSR. Comprehending these linkages will help advance organizational 
strategies to encourage cooperation and the recognition of CSR as a collective 
effort by addressing individualistic approaches and concerns that impact us 
universally. 

In response to the eighth question, this thesis examines the actual 
environment in which CSR challenges are discussed. While the natural setting 
presents challenges in addressing diversity among individual employees, it is 
equally inspiring, as it provides the opportunity to collectively generate solutions 
for implementing real CSR. Consequently, the primary objective of this thesis is 
to enhance collective efforts by addressing diversity. 
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To ensure the merit and reliability of this thesis, I have used a 
multidimensional approach to trustworthiness, incorporating the criteria of 
dependability, transferability, credibility, and confirmability, as framed by 
Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) and Lincoln and Guba (1985). I start with 
dependability. The research procedures were meticulously outlined in each 
stand-alone study, and this thesis acts as a summary, providing a detailed 
account of the overall research process. 

Regarding transferability, it is essential to clarify that each study was not 
an island. Instead, they were contextualized within the larger academic 
landscape, explicitly linking to existing research on micro-CSR, thereby 
enhancing the scope and relevance of the findings. This implies that the 
conclusions drawn have broader applicability, grounded not just in isolated 
occurrences but in patterns observed across various studies. Interlinking research 
facilitates a richer, more rounded perspective that can pave the way for informed, 
substantiated arguments in future scholarly pursuits. Furthermore, it aids in 
creating a comprehensive knowledge base that can influence policy decisions 
and organizational strategies, leaning on a robust foundation of interconnected 
studies that echo a concerted narrative, thus standing as a testament to the 
collaborative spirit of academic research. 

Turning to credibility, this thesis's foundation lies in subject matter 
expertise and robust data. In particular, I grounded my claims through an 
exhaustive literature review on the employee–CSR relationship in Study I and 
utilized two empirical datasets to explore employees' diverse perceptions and 
emotions concerning CSR. Although interpretations can be subjective, they stem 
from rigorous data analysis and are further corroborated by the existing 
academic literature. To mitigate personal biases and foster a comprehensive 
interpretation, multiple co-authors were involved at various stages in the 
analytical process. 

Finally, for confirmability, I want to emphasize that all conclusions and 
interpretations in this thesis are intrinsically tied to the data and results from 
Articles I–III. In other words, the conclusions are not arbitrary but are directly 
rooted in these studies, serving to answer the overarching research question and 
objectives outlined in this thesis. This meticulous adherence to the data ensures 
that the results remain objective, transparent, and devoid of personal bias, 
fostering scientific rigor that stands up to scrutiny. Moreover, it validates the 
integrity of the thesis, showcasing a disciplined approach in which each assertion 
can be traced back to specific findings in the cited articles. This not only reinforces 
the credibility of the thesis but also provides a clear pathway for peers to verify 
the findings, promoting a culture of openness and collaborative verification in 
academic research. This approach lays a solid groundwork for future research, 
encouraging further exploration and discussion in the micro-CSR domain, 
anchored in verifiable facts and a clear rationale. 

In conclusion, this thesis has thoroughly examined its validity and 
reliability by employing a multidimensional approach that harmonizes 
pragmatic and academic considerations. Beginning with a pragmatic framework 
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that views research as a "language game," this section evaluates the study's real-
world applicability and impact, especially in the micro-CSR domain. It then 
delves into the nuances of context specificity, emphasizing the influence of 
various factors, such as industry, geography, and unique circumstances, on the 
study's outcomes. Finally, the study's trustworthiness was scrutinized through 
dependability, transferability, credibility, and confirmability criteria. This 
meticulous assessment bolsters the thesis's academic integrity and practical 
relevance, reinforcing its contributions to the understanding of CSR in complex 
and varied contexts. 

5.4 Limitations and future studies 

Every research endeavor has strengths and limitations; this study is no exception. 
While it provides essential insights into micro-CSR within specific organizational 
and geographical contexts, it is equally crucial to scrutinize the boundaries and 
constraints of the study. This transparency lends credibility to the present work 
and helps define fruitful directions for future research. 

5.4.1 Limitations 

The following discussion describes these limitations, which range from 
methodological choices and scope to geographic and industry-specific 
constraints. 

The intentional focus on micro-CSR allows for an in-depth exploration of 
CSR at the employee level, yet it omits broader organizational and macro-CSR 
aspects. This narrow scope questions the study's applicability to broader CSR 
discourses, a decision made to dive deeply into specific facets of CSR. Specificity 
is purposeful but may not capture the full breadth of CSR practices across 
organizational hierarchies or economic sectors. 

Similarly, the choice of methodologies employed, precisely the qualitative 
nature of the study, offers depth but may need to pay more attention to 
quantitative metrics and large-scale trends, thereby offering a limited viewpoint. 
While qualitative methods excel at capturing nuanced human behavior and 
experience, they can miss larger patterns that become apparent only through 
quantitative analysis. 

The geographical and industrial confines of this research also bear mention. 
For example, Article II focuses heavily on the steel industry in India, while Article 
III narrows its study to an organization in Finland. These specific focuses were 
deliberate but restricted the generalizability of the findings to other industries 
and cultural contexts. As such, the study deeply dives into specific regions and 
sectors but raises questions about its applicability elsewhere. Moreover, both 
articles are qualitative studies, so generalizability is not the focus area of the 
thesis. 
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Furthermore, the literature review, confined to the period between 1990 and 
January 2019, introduces a limitation. The time-based constraint could overlook 
recent developments in the field, as academic understanding is continuously 
evolving. This makes research vulnerable to quickly becoming outdated, 
especially given the dynamic nature of CSR as a field of study. Consequently, 
there is a pressing need to update the literature review constantly. Moreover, 
researchers and scholars venturing into this domain must approach with 
foresight, accommodate rapid developments, and be prepared to integrate fresh 
perspectives to present a well-rounded view. 

In addition, the prolonged timeframe needed to complete this thesis could 
result in specific early data becoming less relevant. For instance, interviewees' 
perspectives could have shifted, changing the landscape of the study's findings. 
These dynamics raise questions regarding the temporal validity of the results, 
making them less generalizable over an extended period. 

Moreover, this study's focus on individual understanding and 
interpretation of CSR leaves potential gaps in exploring how organizational 
culture influences these processes. This aspect could limit understanding of the 
complex interplay between CSR interpretation's individual and organizational 
aspects. This limitation also opens the door to future research that could more 
fully explore the synergistic effects of individual and organizational cultures on 
CSR perception. 

Finally, the selection methodology used to select the experts interviewed, 
especially in Articles II and III, aligns with qualitative research principles but 
could introduce biases in the data. Focusing on individual experts with specific 
experiences in sustainability initiatives may offer a constrained understanding of 
CSR regulations and emotional sensemaking in broader contexts. This selective 
focus implies that the study's conclusions may be primarily driven by the 
perspectives of a narrow set of experts, which adds another layer of limitations. 

In summary, these limitations contribute to the potential challenges in the 
breadth and contemporaneity of the findings. However, they also offer 
opportunities for future research to build upon this work, enriching our 
understanding of CSR interpretation and sensemaking across organizational and 
cultural contexts. Acknowledging these limitations adds depth to the current 
study and provides a roadmap for addressing these gaps in future research.  

5.4.2 Future studies 

As this thesis aims to shed light on the complexities of micro-CSR within 
organizational settings, it is essential to acknowledge that the journey of 
understanding this area still needs to be completed. The narrow yet deep focus 
on employee perspectives serves as a foundational step, opening doors for 
further investigations in the multifaceted field of CSR. In recognition of this 
thesis's limitations and specialized scope, this section delineates several 
promising avenues for future scholarly work. The goal is to remedy the identified 
limitations and enrich the academic discourse on CSR by offering a roadmap for 
research that is broader in scope, richer in context, and dynamic in methodology. 
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As we outline these future research directions, we aim to construct a scaffold 
upon which subsequent studies can be built, thereby contributing to developing 
more responsible and sustainable business practices. 

As highlighted in this study, integrating the micro-CSR lens provides an 
invaluable starting point for future research to broaden its scope to include 
individual-level processes and experiences across various stakeholders. Given 
the limitations of focusing primarily on employees, future studies should 
consider extending this framework to customers, suppliers, shareholders, local 
communities, and NGOs. This broader stakeholder engagement promises a 
multifaceted, nuanced understanding of CSR's impact from different viewpoints, 
adding complexity and depth to the existing literature. 

Furthermore, developing the stakeholders' thoughts and the intentional 
inclusion of customer and supplier perspectives can further refine our 
understanding of CSR's impact. Considering the rise of ethically and socially 
conscious consumers, there is a rich opportunity to explore how customer 
interpretations of an organization's CSR initiatives affect purchasing decisions. 
Likewise, investigating suppliers' perspectives could illuminate an 
organization's commitment to ethical sourcing and production, adding another 
layer to the discussion initiated in this study. Expanding the research landscape 
to engage stakeholders such as shareholders, local communities, and NGOs 
could result in a well-rounded understanding of CSR's influence. As these 
stakeholders have unique expectations and perceptions of an organization's CSR 
activities, their inclusion could offer new dimensions to the discussion of CSR in 
long-term sustainability, profitability, and societal well-being. 

Another aspect that merits exploration is geographical and organizational 
diversity in CSR interpretation. This study's focus on specific industrial sectors 
and geographical locations offers a rich but narrow lens. Future research should 
consider the influence of national culture and geographical diversity on 
organizational sensemaking. Extending the reach of investigations to include 
organizations across different countries and cultures would diversify the 
research landscape and potentially reveal different patterns of CSR sensemaking 
attributable to various organizational structures, leadership styles, and cultural 
contexts. 

Emerging trends and novel insights have characterized the dynamic field 
of CSR. As the literature review had a cut-off in January 2019, an updated 
literature review capturing the most recent developments can offer a more 
current snapshot of the field. This is particularly useful given the evolving nature 
of CSR as a subject matter. Keeping alongside the latest studies and findings will 
enhance the analysis's richness and identify gaps that earlier reviews may have 
yet to address. Therefore, a revised examination is a vital resource for advancing 
scholarly dialogue and fostering a deeper understanding of the contemporary 
landscape of CSR. 

The temporal validity of the findings in this study also raises questions 
that only a longitudinal approach can answer. Future research should track how 
the interpretations and understanding of CSR initiatives evolve. Such an 
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approach would offer a dynamic view, allowing for examining significant 
organizational events, societal norm shifts, and their impact on individual 
sensemaking processes over extended periods. 

Additionally, exploring organizational culture's and subcultures' role in 
individual sensemaking presents a fascinating research avenue. Given the 
present study's focus on individual interpretations of CSR, a logical next step 
would be to explore how different aspects of organizational culture, including 
subcultures, influence these individual perspectives. This line of inquiry could 
provide deeper insights into the complex dynamics of CSR interpretations within 
various organizational environments. 

Finally, considering both cognitive and rational sensemaking strategies 
can add another layer of depth. While this study emphasizes emotional 
sensemaking, a broader lens incorporating other cognitive processes could 
provide a more holistic view of how individuals interpret and respond to CSR 
initiatives. 

In summary, these avenues for future research offer a comprehensive 
roadmap for deepening our understanding of CSR from various perspectives. By 
engaging with a broader spectrum of stakeholders, considering diverse cultural 
and organizational contexts, and adopting a longitudinal perspective, future 
studies can shed light on the multifaceted nature of CSR. This enriched 
understanding could lead to more effective CSR strategies and practices, thereby 
contributing to developing more sustainable and responsible businesses. 
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Abstract

Within recent years, the literature on employee–CSR relations has grown signifi-

cantly. However, the research is fragmented throughout various journals and disci-

plines, and we still lack a comprehensive literature review on the topic to show what

we currently know about the employee relationship with CSR, and what we do not

know. In this study, we conduct a systematic literature review on employee relations

with CSR, based 331 journal articles. We analyze their methodological and theoreti-

cal approaches. Based on their key findings, we build a categorization of dominant

research findings and their connections. Building on our review, we show how the

research has been dominated by a focus on the organizational implementation of

CSR and organizational benefits. Employees have been mainly perceived as imple-

menters of top-down sustainability policies and as mediators towards organizational

CSR-related benefits. We also discuss the need for future research on the more

active role of employees in CSR relations, especially bottom-up change processes

and understanding the role of tensions and complexities.

K E YWORD S

corporate social responsibility, employees, human resource management, literature review,
sustainability, sustainable development

1 | INTRODUCTION

In the corporate social responsibility (CSR) literature, employees are

often identified as key stakeholders for CSR (Carroll, 1999; Preuss

et al., 2009) who are, along with other stakeholders, pushing organiza-

tions towards responsible behavior (Aguilera et al., 2007). Since the

early works, the role of employees in pushing companies for social

and environmental responsibility has been recognized. For example,

Henriques and Sadorsky (1999) identified employees among the orga-

nizational stakeholders demanding that businesses pursue environ-

mental protection, what has then been supported, for example, by

Sharma and Henriques (2005) and Preuss et al. (2009). Employees

take often direct interest in the CSR initiatives and policies of the

organization (Rupp et al., 2006). Through their interest, they con-

stantly judge the CSR performance of the organization (Sarina, 2013).

More recently, the views of employees as stakeholders in CSR have

started to diversify. In addition to their ability to influence CSR poli-

cies and practices among other stakeholders, the research has also

studied employee engagement in CSR policies, especially its means

and benefits (see, e.g., Zhou et al., 2018). Yet, employees have fewer

means to adopt or contribute to the CSR policy of an organization

(Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). Thus, the role and relationship of

employees to CSR is more multifaceted than first believed. They may

take roles in not only pushing the organizations and influencing CSR

policies, but also implementing and encouraging CSR, experiencing

the outcomes of CSR or lack of it, and in evaluating CSR approaches.Bhavesh Sarna contributed equally to this study.
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However, the literature still lacks conceptual clarity on employee–

CSR relationship. In this study, we analyze all different research

streams to create a comprehensive understanding of the interaction

between CSR and employees.

Employees as a group have been studied in the CSR literature for

many years, and the studies have dealt with multiple perspectives.

The literature has studied employee roles in CSR from managerial,

organizational, and individual perspectives. Moreover, the research

has been conducted over multiple disciplines, such as organization sci-

ence, sustainability science, and organizational psychology, as well as

from multiple theoretical perspectives such as organizational culture

theory, organizational identification theory, and stakeholder theory.

However, the research remains fragmented, spread throughout vari-

ous journals and disciplines, and no comprehensive, systematic

reviews of the employee relationship with CSR have been presented.

The prior literature reviews on the employee–CSR relationship

have contributed important insights to our understanding. Three

reviews have reviewed literature on how sustainable human resource

management may increase employee engagement (Boyd &

Gessner, 2013; Tariq et al., 2016; Voetglin & Greenwood, 2016), and

three employee sustainable or green behaviors by employees

(Francoeur et al., 2019; Norton et al., 2015; Ones & Dilchert, 2012).

These reviews have contributed important insights into how

responsibility-related behavior may be encouraged through HRM activ-

ities, and identifying its antecedents. However, no comprehensive

review on the employee–CSR relationship has been presented, and the

phenomenon has not been reviewed as two-sided: based on the influ-

ence of both, managerial and employee perspectives. In this review, we

take a wider perspective and review the CSR–employee literature from

both management and employee perspectives. We conducted a sys-

tematic review based on the search words “employee” and “CSR/sus-
tainability” in the Web of Science. Such comprehensive understanding

is important due to the strong role employees have in influencing and

being influenced by CSR. This understanding is not only conceptually

important but also practically: it helps managers and CSR professionals

to analyze diversity of employee roles in relation to sustainability strat-

egies. While organizations constantly make choices between various

stakeholder demands (Aguilera et al., 2007), many sustainability-related

decisions depend upon employees' understanding of sustainability and

CSR issues (Rupp et al., 2006).

Based on our systematic literature review, the main aim of this

study is to develop a categorization of the vast available literature and

report the research gaps for future studies. Furthermore, we wish to

understand what types of methodological and theoretical approaches

have been applied in the prior research, as well as to summarize the

dominant key findings and understandings pertaining to the

employee–CSR relationship.

As a result of our study, we identified three categories that have

dominated research on the employee–CSR relationship, as well as

subcategories of these larger classifications. We also identified three

categories that we term mediating categories, which connect two of

the main categories. The findings from most of the analyzed 331 jour-

nal articles fall into these categories, and many articles fall into more

than one category. Based on our review, we show how CSR–

employee research has been dominated by a focus on the organiza-

tional implementation of CSR and organizational benefits. Employees

have been mainly perceived as implementers of top-down sustainabil-

ity policies, and as mediators towards organizational CSR-related ben-

efits. We also discuss the need for future research on the more active

role of employees in CSR relations, especially bottom-up change pro-

cesses and understanding the role of tensions and complexities.

The rest of the review proceeds as follows: first, we first intro-

duce the principles of our systematic review. In the results section, we

then introduce the theoretical, methodological, and contextual

approaches identified in the articles. We next proceed to the thematic

categories identified based on main findings in the reviewed literature.

After introducing the dominant categories, we describe the mediating

categories and their subcategories. We conclude by discussing the

contributions of our review and directions for future research.

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Literature review and data collection

To gain insight into the current state of research on the CSR–

employee relationship, we applied the methodology of systematic lit-

erature review (Danese et al., 2018; Fisch & Block, 2018). The aim of

a literature review is a systematic process of identification, evaluation,

and interpretation of existing literature based on an explicit and repro-

ducible design (Fink, 1998). We applied a literature review method

defined by Wolfswinkel et al. (2013). It enables an inductive style of

research and the development of significant models/theories arising

from the literature data. Based on Wolfswinkel et al. (2013), we

describe six stages of our review in the following (see Figure 1):

In stage 1, we defined our benchmarks. The benchmarks used for

the identification of articles were: (i) journal articles from different

F IGURE 1 Stages of our review
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disciplines, (ii) journal articles that are published in English, and

(iii) journal articles that were peer-reviewed.

In Stage 2, we conducted our search through Web of Science

using the following search words: “corporate social responsibility and

employees,” “CSR and employees,” and “sustainability and

employees.” The search was conducted in January 2019, bringing the

total number of articles to 1638. However, it was noticed that Web of

Science was a limited tool for tracking the roots of research on CSR

and employees. Therefore, Scopus was used to complement our sea-

rch for years between 1990 and 2004. Through Scopus, 134 more

articles were identified. Thus, the final number of articles was 1772.

In Stage 3, we refined the sample of 1772 articles by setting the

boundaries for this literature review. We included those articles that

were peer-to-peer reviewed full papers, and not an extended abstract

and discussed employees as a well-developed theme or objective of

the study. We refined the sample of articles by reading the abstract,

titles, and keywords of all the articles. We excluded all those papers

where employees were considered as one of multiple stakeholders in

the study. After this process, our data set consisted of 331 articles. The

number of articles started to increase notably from 2009, and especially

rapidly since 2015. The selection of articles and their constituent num-

bers at the different steps of the study are described in Figure 1, and

the amount of articles per year in Figure 2. The first article included in

our analysis was published already in 1997, although the initial search

also produced results dating from 1991. However, the earliest articles

were excluded based on our exclusion criteria, as described above.

At this stage, we noticed that some journals had published nota-

bly high numbers of studies. The Journal of Business Ethics had publi-

shed the highest number of studies (69), while the second highest

number was in Sustainability and in Corporate Social Responsibility and

Environmental Management, with 15 articles in both. However, most

of the studies were scattered around different journals, as the major-

ity of journals had published only one to three articles on the topic.

The journals with highest numbers of studies are listed in Table 1.

In Stage 4, we conducted a selective coding of the articles. We

analyzed in each article the following: framing of employee–CSR rela-

tion; research areas, theories, and methodologies addressed and key

findings. We reviewed the key findings of each study and were thus

able to identify patterns of similarities between the studies, and to

start grouping them into categories. In this phase, we identified cer-

tain dominant categories, mediating categories based on connections

between two of the dominant categories and subcategories for each

main and mediating category.

In Stage 5, we wrote the descriptions of dominant, mediating, and

subcategories (described in chapters 4 and 5, Tables 2 and 3). And finally

in Stage 6, we focused on discussing the implications of our study and

directions for future research. We will next describe the theoretical,

methodological, and contextual approaches taken in the reviewed litera-

ture. We will then present the key findings of our review in Figure 1,

and in the following provide a detailed description of each category.

3 | THEORETICAL, METHODOLOGICAL,
AND CONTEXTUAL APPROACHES

As a part of our analysis process, we reviewed the theoretical and

methodological approaches applied in the studies as well as the con-

texts in which the empirical studies were conducted. Concerning the

methodological approaches, we noticed that quantitative research has

dominated the study of the CSR–employee relationship. The level of

preference for this approach is notable—out of the total of

331 reviewed studies, 229 were conducted quantitatively. Qualitative

F IGURE 2 Number of studies on
CSR–employee relationship between
years 1991 and 2018 [Colour figure
can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

TABLE 1 The journals with highest number of studies

Journal

Number of

articles

Journal of Business Ethics Seventy-nine

articles

Sustainability Fifteen articles

Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental

Management

Fifteen articles

International Journal of Human Resource

Management

Eleven articles

Business Strategy and the Environment Eight articles

Social Responsibility Journal Eight articles

Frontiers in Psychology Six articles

Business and Society Six articles
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methods were applied in 46 studies, and mixed methods research in

11 studies. Seven articles were labeled as literature reviews. We fur-

ther categorized 38 studies as “other studies.” These studies included

conceptual and theoretical studies, modeling and mathematical

modeling-based studies, as well as studies in which the method was

somewhat unclear.

In the quantitative studies, specific causal relationships were

explored, and the connections between employee CSR perceptions

and outcomes were established (Graves & Sarkis, 2018; Hur

et al., 2018). In contrast, the qualitative studies focused more on cre-

ating an understanding of the different types of employees, relation-

ships, conflicts, HRM practices, and emotions related to CSR

(Järlström et al. 2018; Rodrigo & Arenas, 2008). The mixed methods

studies combined various different types of understandings.

Concerning the theoretical approaches, we noticed that a clear

majority of the studies did not apply a specific, well-defined theory.

Instead, the theoretical chapters of the studies we constructed based

on literature reviews on the key concepts of the study. In those stud-

ies, which were clearly connected to certain theoretical discussions,

we noticed a fragmentation around multiple theories. For example,

stakeholder theory, institutional theory, and social exchange theory

were all applied. Despite this fragmentation, we noticed that social

identity theory has dominated research on the employee–CSR rela-

tionship. It was applied in 45 of the 331 studies we reviewed.

Concerning the contextual approaches, we also reviewed the

dominant national or industry contexts. The research was scattered

around different industries and multiple countries. A focus on multiple

industries was the most dominant industry context (46%). This meant

that the data collection had targeted organizations operating in differ-

ent fields of industry. Out of those studies that focused solely on one

industry, the highest number (15%) was in the manufacturing industry,

followed by the financial sector (12%), the oil, gas, and energy sector

(11%), and the hospitality and tourism sector (5%). The rest of the

studies (11%) focused on other sectors, such as exports, newspapers

and the media, education, the food industry, the packaging industry,

construction, and retail. Concerning the contexts, most of the studies

were carried out in European countries (65 studies), followed by the

United States (32 studies). China (16 studies), South Korea (14 studies),

the United Kingdom (12 studies), India (9 studies), Canada (5 studies),

and Australia (4) also had multiple studies. However, most of the stud-

ies (167 studies) were scattered around different countries.

4 | DOMINANT RESEARCH CATEGORIES
AND THEIR CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE
REVIEWED LITERATURE

In the following section, we will introduce the categories of the domi-

nant research streams providing our understanding of the employee–

CSR relationship. We identified three dominant categories of

research: (1) the organizational implementation of the research, (2) the

benefits of employee CSR engagement, and (3) employee perceptions

of CSR and their differences. Each of these categories is divided into

subcategories that emerged from the research.

TABLE 2 Number of studies in each main category and
subcategory

Dominant categories and their

subcategories Number of studies

1. Organizational implementation of CSR One hundred three

studies in total

1.1. The importance of organization–
employee fit, congruence, and

organizational harmony

Thirty-two studies

1.2. The importance of organizational

level policies, practices, and leader

behavior

Seventy-one studies

2. Benefits to organizations One hundred thirty-

four studies in total

2.1. Stronger organization–employee

relationship

Fifty-five studies

2.2. Positive outcomes to employees'

work and non-work life

Forty studies

2.3. Reputation and external image Fourteen studies

2.4. Positive outcomes to employee and

organizational performance

Twenty-five studies

3. Differences in employee CSR

perceptions and their explanatory

factors

Forty-eight studies in

total

3.1. Differences in employees' CSR

perceptions and their explanatory

factors

Thirty-two studies

3.2. Tensions and complexities in CSR

understandings

Sixteen studies

TABLE 3 Number of studies in each mediating category and their
subcategories

Mediating categories and their subcategories Number of studies

1. Interaction between organizational

implementation of CSR and employee CSR

perceptions

Twenty-four

studies in total

1.1. How do organizational practices shape

employee CSR perceptions and

engagement

Fourteen studies

1.2 The effects of (un)successful CSR to

employee perceptions, experience, and

employee organization-fit

Ten studies

2. Interaction between benefits to

organizations and employee CSR perceptions

Twenty-two

studies in total

2.1. Employee CSR perceptions' influence on

organizational benefits

Eleven studies

2.2. Further impacts of employee CSR

perceptions' influence on organizational

benefits

Eleven studies

3. Interaction between organizational

implementation of CSR and benefits to

organizations

Twenty-four

studies in total
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In addition, we identified a significant body of research combining

two of the main categories, and named these as mediating categories.

The mediating categories are: interaction between organizational

implementation of CSR and employee CSR perceptions, interaction

between benefits to organizations and employee CSR perceptions,

and interaction between the organizational implementation of CSR

and benefits to organizations. The main categories and mediating cat-

egories are illustrated in Figure 3.

In the following table (Table 2), the number of studies contribut-

ing to each category is listed. It is notable that a part of the reviewed

studies did not have one clear key finding, but instead two key find-

ings. They thus contributed to more than one category. This explains

the fact that the total amount of studies shown in these tables do not

match with the amount of studies (331) reviewed in the literature

review. In addition, the data set included some studies that did not fall

under any of these main categories, and were thus excluded from the

analysis. Those studies were single cases with different focuses such

as building safe working environment (Hemphill & White III, 2018). As

shown in the table, the research showing how employees should be

engaged with CSR implementation (94 studies in total) and studies

focusing on the benefits of employee engagement with CSR (131 stud-

ies in total) have dominated the field of research. Studies dealing with

differences in employee perceptions of CSR were also identified, but

were not numerous (48 studies in total). The number of findings posi-

tioned in mediating categories was notably lower, varying between

21 and 24 studies in total. These are presented in Table 2.

4.1 | Organizational implementation of CSR

The first group of studies focuses on an organizational level perspec-

tive to the implementation of CSR. These studies stress the impor-

tance of the organizational level shared meanings of CSR, and the

importance of organizational practices and leader behavior.

Employees' role in CSR is perceived as being implementers of organi-

zational level CSR policies. This group of studies perceives CSR within

organizations as a top-down managed phenomenon, and focuses on

the creation of organizational level commitment to CSR. Instead of

focusing on individual level differences, employees are treated as

groups of people who should share visions towards CSR. Thus, the

studies focus on analyzing questions such as: how are shared mean-

ings and values of CSR created within organizations? How and when

do employees implement CSR policies? How is CSR engagement

encouraged within organizations?

Two subcategories were identified in this group of studies: the

importance of organization employee fit, congruence, and harmony,

and the importance of organizational level policies, practices, and

leader behavior.

4.1.1 | The importance of organization–employee
fit, congruence, and organizational harmony

The findings of these studies highlight the need for organization–

employee fit, and congruence in values, harmony, and consistency as

a precondition for CSR becoming an organization-wide and accepted

phenomenon. Not only does this harmony need to exist between

organizational support and employees, but also among different indi-

vidual employees (Saifulina & Carballo-Penela, 2017), and to this must

be added the fit between employees' and leaders' motivations (Shao

et al., 2017). A shared approach towards CSR also moderates the

effect that personal environmental values have on environmental

behavior (Chou, 2014). For example, Brunton et al. (2017) show that

CSR initiatives in organizations are essentially influenced by the per-

ceived value congruence between managers and employees. De

Roeck and Farooq (2018) add the need for consistency between

employees' perceptions of CSR and ethical leadership. Organization-

wide CSR approaches are also seen as a prerequisite for changing the

behavior of those employees with less interest in CSR issues. For

example, Ruepert et al. (2017) show that organization-wide shared

CSR approaches may also encourage those employees with relatively

weak environmental values to engage in CSR-based behavior.

F IGURE 3 Main categories,
mediating categories, and their
relationships
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4.1.2 | The importance of organizational level
policies, practices, and leader behavior

The second subcategory developed in a similar way, by focusing on

how employees start implementing organizational CSR policies and

how those policies become accepted throughout the organization.

The results of these studies have especially stressed the importance

of communication and green HRM for engaging employees. Addition-

ally, the studies have stressed the relationship between CSR attitudes,

the behavior of leaders, and that of employees.

Already Ramus (2002) indicated that clear sustainability policies and

supervisory support increase employee willingness to take sustainability ini-

tiatives. Concerning communication, Potoski and Callery (2018) studied

employees' engagement with CSR and showed that new modes of internal

communication can strengthen companies performance and improve

employee engagement with CSR policies. On the other hand, Halter and

de Arruda (2009) stressed that the negative outcomes related to lack of

communication and transparency may lead to irresponsible decisions

among employees. According to their conclusions, internal communication

within the organization is crucial for complying with CSR policies.

Concerning HRM, the studies have shown the need for changes

to provide support for spreading organizational CSR. The concept of a

green and sustainable HRM has been introduced. For example,

Dumont et al. (2017) show how green HRM affects both employee in-

role and extra-role workplace green behavior, but only as mediated

through different social and psychological processes.

Furthermore, the studies show how organization-wide accep-

tance of CSR policies depends on leader support. Supervisors provid-

ing examples through responsible leadership is an important mediator

for employee CSR behavior (Gao & He, 2017), and leader responsible

behavior seems to lead to increasing responsible behavior among

employees (Kim, Kim, et al., 2017; Wang, 2018).

Based on the main category of “organizational implementation of

CSR” and its two subcategories, the following understanding can be

summarized concerning the employee–CSR relationship:

• Employee implementation of CSR policies requires a fit with values

and cultures.

• Employee engagement in CSR requires active communication and

green HRM.

• Employee engagement with CSR requires leader support.

4.2 | Benefits to organizations

This main category focuses on the benefits that employee engagement

with CSR provides, especially from the perspective of the organization.

These studies focus on concepts such as image, reputation, and perfor-

mance. They especially focus on analyzing how employee CSR engagement

may be beneficial for the organization, and also examine, although from a

bit more limited view, how CSR engagement may be beneficial to employee

work and non-work lives. Thus, these studies focus on analyzing questions

such as: How do organizations benefit from involving employees in CSR?

How can organizations leverage employees' initiative/voluntarism in CSR?

How does employee engagement with CSR provides mutual benefits?

Within this main category, four subcategories were identified:

stronger organization–employee relationship, positive outcomes on

employees' work and non-work life, reputation and external image,

and positive outcomes for employee and organizational performance.

Out of these subcategories, only the second (positive outcomes on

employees work and non-work life) has an employee level focus. The

other subcategories focus on organizational level benefits.

4.2.1 | Stronger organization–employee
relationship

The findings in this subcategory focus on showing how CSR

strengthens the organization–employee relationship and supports

affective organizational commitment as well as organizational identifi-

cation. These studies have mainly taken quantitative approaches. For

example, De Roeck and Maon (2018) showed how CSR can

strengthen the employee–organization relationship and also support

microlevel outcomes. To stress the emotional aspects of CSR, multiple

studies have shown that internal CSR and employee experiences of it

also support the affective commitment to the organization (Kim, Rhou,

et al., 2017; Mory et al., 2016; Shen & Jiuhua Zhu, 2011) and related

organizational citizenship behavior (Kim, Rhou, et al., 2017).

In addition to affective commitment, the research has explored the

relationship between employee commitment and the CSR of the employing

organization. Asrar-ul-haq et al. (2017) show that CSR highly influences

organizational commitment in general. CSR not only enhances the commit-

ment of employees but also their organizational citizenship behavior

(Choi & Yu, 2014; Lee & Seo, 2017). The CSR-related employee commit-

ment, and related organizational citizenship behavior, further mediates the

organizational performance (Ali et al., 2010; Choi & Yu, 2014).

The research further suggests that CSR, and related increase in

organizational (affective) commitment and organizational identification,

also influence employee turnover intentions. The decrease in turnover

intentions is especially mediated by CSR perceptions, belief in the

importance of CSR and CSR awareness (Chaudhary, 2017a), and the

trust employees have in their organization (Hansen et al., 2011).

4.2.2 | Positive outcomes to employees' work and
non-work life

The findings in this subcategory have highlighted the benefits of

employee CSR engagement, focusing on the level of the individual

employee. The research has shown benefits for both employees' work

and non-work life. The research has linked CSR engagement and the

perceptions of employees with higher job satisfaction (Asrar-ul-Haq

et al., 2017; Barakat et al., 2016), which is also shaped by the organi-

zational image (Barakat et al., 2016).

Furthermore, these studies have shown that employees' CSR per-

ceptions support their experienced quality of working life (Kim, Rhou,
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et al., 2017), as well as employee attitude and behavior at work

(Chaudhary, 2017b). The research has also noticed that CSR engage-

ment at work can influence employees' non-work and family lives. For

example, Lee et al. (2018) indicate that CSR experienced in work life

positively influences employees' overall satisfaction in life.

4.2.3 | Reputation and external image

The findings in this subcategory show that employee CSR engagement pro-

vides benefits for organizations' efforts at improving their external image.

This type of research has been conducted in different contexts. For exam-

ple, Raub (2017) connected to corporate philanthropy and showed how it

may encourage employees to act to support the external image. Dögl and

Holtbrügge (2014) supported this by showing how different types of

employee engagements can support the environmental reputation of the

employing organization, including its reputation as an employer.

4.2.4 | Positive outcomes to employee and
organizational performance

The findings in this subcategory have linked employee CSR engage-

ment with organizational performance, and shown how it supports per-

formance at the organizational level, such as in financial outcomes. On

the other hand, the research has also shown how the CSR practices of

the organization support employee performance at the individual level,

such as in creativity or job satisfaction. Thus, the research has shown

an interactive relationship between CSR practices, employee engage-

ment, organizational performance, and employee performance.

First, the research has shown how employee engagement assumes a

mediating role in the relationship between CSR practices and organiza-

tional performance. While Wolf (2013) states that employee engagement

moderates the relationship between firm performance and CSR imple-

mentation to some extent, Buči�unienė and Kazlauskaitė (2012) suggested

that there is a clear link between HRM, CSR, and performance outcomes.

In this case, the positive relationship required well-developed CSR poli-

cies. Faleye and Trahan (2011) showed that those practices significantly

outweigh, and thus support the firm's financial outcomes as well.

Muthuri et al. (2009) support the perspective of the benefits of

employee volunteerism, as it creates opportunities for building new

partnerships.

Second, the research has shown how CSR practices support

employee performance on an individual level. For example, Sun and

Yu (2015) took showed a positive relationship between CSR and

employee performance. Glavas and Piderit (2009) and Gharleghi

et al. (2018) showed that CSR seems to especially increase creativity

among employees. More specifically, Glavas and Piderit (2009) high-

light that employees who perceive higher levels of CSR are more

eager to engage, and also to involve creatively.

Based on the main category of “benefits to organizations,” and its

four subcategories, the following understandings can be summarized

concerning the employee–CSR relationship:

• CSR strengthens employee organization fit, identification with the

firm, and (affective) commitment, what may lead to less turnover

intentions.

• Employee CSR perceptions support job satisfaction, and the quality

work and non-work life.

• Employee CSR engagement improves an organization's external

image and attractiveness as an employer.

• Employee CSR engagement improves organizational performance,

and CSR practices improve employee performance.

4.3 | Differences in employee CSR perceptions and
their explanatory factors

This group of studies focuses on a more individual level perspective to

the implementation of CSR, by identifying differences in employees' per-

ceptions of CSR and exploring their explanatory factors. However, a clear

microlevel perspective is still missing, as the studies target employees as

groups regarding their perceptions of CSR, for example by creating

employee typologies based on their CSR approaches. The research has

also identified multifaceted meanings, practices, and conceptualizations of

CSR among employees, and shown how these may cause tensions and

complexities for the implementation of CSR. However, this notion has

not been explored further. Thus, the studies focus on analyzing questions

such as: how do employees perceive CSR? How do employee perceptions

differ? What explains the differences in employees' CSR perceptions?

Two dominant subcategories were identified within this main cat-

egory: differences in employee CSR perceptions and their explanatory

factors, and tensions and complexities in the understanding of CSR.

4.3.1 | Differences in employees' CSR perceptions
and their explanatory factors

The studies within this subcategory have shown that employees' CSR

perceptions differ, and have explored the explanatory factors for

those differences. The findings of these studies have identified both

demographic factors, for example relating to employees' education

and life situations, as well as differences drawn from organizational

level factors. Concerning demographic factors, for example, Lu

et al. (2017) and Rosati et al. (2018) suggest that age, gender, level of

education, site of living, level of incomes, and marital status influence

employee CSR behavior. Vitell and Hidalgo (2006) added that CSR

perceptions also depend on the country of residence. Farooq

et al. (2014) support the perspective that organizational level differ-

ences can better explain differences in CSR perceptions—they show

how employee experiences of CSR activities explain their perceptions

of CSR. Kim, Kim, et al. (2017) add that employee perceptions are also

shaped by colleagues' green behavior. Inevitably, employee percep-

tions are also influenced by their personal environmental beliefs,

values, and attitudes. For example, Chou (2014) and Huber and

Hirsch (2017) suggest that they are an important moderating factor

for employee environmental behavior.
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The researches have also created typologies based on the differ-

ences in CSR perceptions and approaches among employees. For

example, Du et al. (2015) identified categories of idealists, enthusiasts,

and indifferents depending on their demand for organizational CSR.

Rodrigo and Arenas (2008) further categorized employees based on

their attitudes towards CSR program implementation. Onkila (2015)

categorized employee perspectives on employing an organization's

CSR based on their emotional arguments and responses.

4.3.2 | Tensions and complexities in the
understanding of CSR

Within this subcategory, the research showed that employees' different

understandings of CSR, even within an organization, may include tensions

and complexities. Puncheva-Michelotti et al. (2018) relate these tensions

to stakeholder role and the varying identities of individuals, while

Edwards and Kudret (2017) stress that there are also complexities in

employee responses to CSR practices. Onkila (2017) specified that

employees' understandings of whether the organizations should, or

should not, take responsibility for its environmental impacts is particularly

tension-filled, and depends on micro-contextual aspects. Seivwright and

Unsworth (2016) identified two contrasting cohorts of employees, divided

according to their CSR engagement and how CSR contributes to the

meaningfulness of their work. This research perspective also moves

towards a more microlevel understanding of the employee–CSR relation-

ship. For example, Rupp et al. (2013) show how the effects of individuals'

CSR perceptions are more complicated than previously noticed, and fur-

ther understanding would require a microlevel approach.

Based on the main category of “differences in employee CSR per-

ceptions and their explanatory factors,” and its two subcategories, the

following understanding can be summarized concerning the

employee–CSR relationship:

• Employee perceptions on CSR differ depending on demographic

and organizational factors.

• Employees assign multiple meanings to CSR that often incorporate

complexities and tensions.

5 | MEDIATING RESEARCH CATEGORIES
AND THEIR CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE
REVIEWED LITERATURE

5.1 | Interaction between organizational
implementation of CSR and employee CSR
perceptions

Concerning mediating categories—meaning studies that connect the

main streams of research, as we explained in Section 4—we found

several studies in which the connections between the organizational

implementation of CSR and employee CSR perceptions are

established and explored. We identified two dominant categories of

those studies: how organizational practices shape employee CSR per-

ceptions, and engagement and the effects of (un)successful CSR on

employee perceptions, experience, and employee–organization fit.

5.1.1 | How do organizational practices shape
employee CSR perceptions and engagement

The studies within this subcategory focus on explaining the meaning

and importance of organizational-level CSR practices, such as differ-

ent kinds of CSR initiatives, influencing how employees perceived

CSR, and their tendency to engage in CSR activities within the organi-

zation. For example, Opoku-Dakwa et al. (2018) studied how CSR ini-

tiatives may promote employee engagement with CSR, depending on

how well the initiatives fit with the employees' personal CSR expecta-

tions and Spanjol et al. (2015) added that employees perceive CSR

more positively when there is a fit between an employee's personal

concern for the environment and organizational concern for the

environment.

5.1.2 | The effects of (un)successful CSR on
employee perceptions, experience, and employee–
organization fit

This subcategory consists of studies in which the effects of successful

(or unsuccessful) CSR are related to the development in employee percep-

tions, experiences, and employee–organization fit. For example, El Akremi

et al. (2018) showed how higher level CSR positively influences organiza-

tional pride, job satisfaction, organizational identification, affective commit-

ment, and perceived organizational support. Allen et al. (2017) added that

the perceived CSR performance of the employing organizations, as well as

organizational identification, influence affective organizational commitment,

and Afsar et al. (2018) showed how perceived CSR influences, through

organizational identification, also employee behavior.

Based on the mediating category of “interaction between organi-

zational implementation of CSR and employee CSR perceptions” and

its two subcategories, the following understanding can be summarized

concerning the employee–CSR relationship:

• Depending on contextual factors, successful organizational CSR

initiatives increase employee engagement and produce positive

CSR perceptions among employees.

• Perceived levels of (un)successful CSR can support positive/

negative perceptions of CSR among employees, as well as

employee–organization fit.

5.2 | Interaction between benefits to organizations
and employee CSR perceptions

The second mediating category connects the benefits of employee

CSR engagement with differing employee CSR perceptions. We
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identified two dominant categories within those studies: the influence

of employee CSR perceptions on organizational level benefits, and the

impacts of that relationship on benefits and perceptions.

5.2.1 | The influence of employee CSR perceptions
on organizational benefits

The studies in this subcategory have shown how the positive CSR percep-

tions of employees provide support to the organizational level benefits of

employee CSR engagement. For example, Rupp et al. (2018) showed that

employees who perceive higher CSR-specific autonomy also had stronger

work engagement. This was supported by Ditlev-Simonsen (2015), who

noticed that CSR perceptions predict affective commitment to the firm, but

this is influenced by perceived organizational support. Im et al. (2017) con-

tinued by indicating that the CSR participation of employees positively influ-

ences their job satisfaction, organizational identification, and organizational

commitment. McNamara et al. (2017) further showed how both externally

and internally focused CSR supports employees' affective commitment.

5.2.2 | Further impacts of the influence of
employee CSR perceptions on organizational benefits

While a significant body of research has shown how employee CSR per-

ceptions connect with organizational benefits, another stream of research

has deepened this discussion to further analyze the impacts of this relation-

ship. For example, Shin et al. (2016) extend the relationship between per-

ceived CSR and organizational identification to positive impacts on

employees' job performance. De Roeck and Delobbe (2012) supported this

view by showing that perceived CSR positively relates to organizational

identification, and then also moderates the relationship to organizational

trust. Raub and Blunschi (2014) took a wider view, and suggested that CSR

perceptions relate to job satisfaction, personal initiative, and perceived task

significance. On the other hand, the relationship also decreases emotional

exhaustion, and thus the danger of negative responses.

Based on the mediating category of “interaction between bene-

fits to organizations and employee CSR perceptions” and its two sub-

categories, the following understanding can be summarized

concerning the employee–CSR relationship:

• Positive CSR perceptions among employees support organizational

commitment.

• Positive CSR perceptions, and the related organizational commit-

ment, further explain positive employee performance at work and

trust in the employing organization.

5.3 | Interaction between the organizational
implementation of CSR and benefits to organizations

Within this mediating category, the studies focused on the relation-

ship between the organizational level implementation of CSR and

benefits to organizations. These studies were especially related to the

question of how the fit between employees' CSR approaches and

organizational CSR approaches positively influence, for example, orga-

nizational commitment and environmental performance. No clear sub-

categories were identified within this mediating category.

The research positioned under this category focused particularly

on discussing how CSR-related employee–organization fit also pro-

vides organizational level benefits. For example, Kang et al. (2018)

found that the fit between employee approaches and organizational

CSR positively influences commitment. Haski-Leventhal et al. (2017)

also showed that a congruence connecting employees and employers

can be a foundation for a successful CSR model that results in positive

organizational outcomes. The congruence of CSR and environmental-

related programs also positively associates with job satisfaction, but

this requires a cooperation with other management practices

(Delmas & Pekovic, 2018), and possibly the implementation of multi-

ple policies within the organization (Valentine and Fleischman, 2008).

John et al. (2017) showed that CSR supports employees' organiza-

tional identification, increases their pride in the employer, and finally

leads to a willingness to make an impact through work.

Based the mediating category of “interaction between the organi-

zational implementation of CSR and benefits to organizations,” the

following understanding can be generalized concerning the

employee–CSR relationship:

• CSR-related employee–organization fit also provides organizational

level benefits.

6 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

6.1 | The state of the art in employee–CSR
research

The aim of this literature review was to systematically review the CSR

research that focuses on employees and to identify how the CSR–

employee relationship has been studied and what the dominant key

findings are. In the review, we identified three main categories of

research that have dominated the field of CSR–employee research:

(1) the organizational implementation of the research, (2) the benefits of

employee–CSR engagement, and (3) employee perceptions of CSR and

their differences. Thus, the review shows that CSR–employee research

has been dominated by focuses on the organizational implementation of

CSR and organizational benefits. In those studies, employees are mainly

perceived as implementers of top-down sustainability policies and as

mediators towards organizational CSR-related benefits, and the focus

has been placed on the question of how employees can contribute to

CSR within their employing organizations. In addition, the review

showed that differences in employee perceptions have been recognized,

and that their explanatory factors, as well as tensions in employees' CSR

understandings, have been identified, but not explored further.

Our review illustrates the complex and interactive relationships

prior research has identified concerning CSR–employee relations. We
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identified a significant number of studies positioned within mediating

categories that combined two of the main categories. This means that,

for example, the possible organizational benefits of employee engage-

ment with CSR depend on how CSR has been organizationally

implemented, and that organizational implementation of CSR shapes

employee–CSR perceptions. This shows how difficult CSR–employee

relationships are to analyze, and then also to manage.

Our review provides a conceptual understanding of the relation-

ship between employees and CSR. This is important due to the strong

role employees play in influencing and implementing CSR policies. It

clarifies conceptual linkages between different perspectives, and

shows how they may influence each other. Such conceptual under-

standing offers managers and CSR professionals tools for in-depth

analysis on how employees can be better engaged in CSR, how it may

be beneficial for the organization and how the diversity of employees

could be in CSR management practices. Based on the understanding

created in our study, arguments for inclusion of employees in CSR

management and planning can be constructed.

The prior research has been able to show how multiple factors

eventually influence CSR–employee relationships. However, the

research still seems theoretically fragmented, and largely produced by

qualitative methodologies. As pointed out before, from a theoretical

perspective the reviewed studied were rather limited. While the

majority of the studies applied no clear theory, in those studies apply-

ing specific theories, social identity theory was clearly dominant. We

believe that such lack of clear theories relates to diverse role of

employees in relation to CSR. We do not believe that this phenome-

non should be studied through only limited amount of theories in the

future either. Instead, we believe that a more in-depth understanding

can be gained by more extensively applying theories of individual and

organizational behavior, agency, psychology, social networking, and

structure. From the perspective of methodology, there was more

rigor; the studies applied both quantitative and qualitative methodolo-

gies, as well as mixed method and conceptual research. However, the

research was dominated by quantitative approaches. Moreover, no

experimental approaches were identified. Such focus on quantitative

research has allowed repetitive and comparative findings by focusing

on extensive research approaches and data sets. However, more focus

on qualitative and experimental research would help us to find more

in-depth approaches, as well as understanding nuances and individual

and contextual approaches, to this multifaceted relationship between

employees and CSR. Thus, there is room for broadening both the the-

oretical and methodological approaches in employee–CSR research, in

order to gain a deeper understanding of this complex relationship.

Our review thus contributes to the CSR–employee literature by

providing a comprehensive overview of the current state of the art of

that research, identifying the dominant themes in research as well as

the complex, interactive relationships between those dominant cate-

gories. However, the review naturally carries some limitations. First,

the search was limited to a specific databases, and different databases

could have yielded different results. Second, the search was focused

only on the specific search words “employees” and “corporate social

responsibility/sustainability/CSR,” and applying such search words as

“greening organizations” and “organizations & sustainable changes,”
for example, might also have yielded different search results. Further-

more, we decided to focus only on journal articles, while several inter-

esting book chapters have also been published on the topic.

6.2 | Future research directions

Based on the contributions of the study, there are multiple gaps that

should be covered by future research on the CSR–employee relation-

ship. Based on the current literature review, four concerns emerge

about the previous studies, and these provide suggestions for future

streams of research. These relate to bottom-up change processes

started by employees, employees as targets of responsibility, deepen-

ing perspectives on the tensions and complexities in employees'

understanding of CSR, and expanding the theoretical rigor, methods,

and contexts of future studies. Many of these suggestion for future

research deal with adding microlevel CSR research (Jones et al., 2017),

and thus approaching employee–CSR research more as an individual-

level phenomenon.

First, the prior findings show a lack of understanding about how

employees can initiate and drive sustainability changes within organi-

zations. The reviewed research was dominated by top-down manage-

ment approaches, and employees are mainly seen as implementers of

organization-level policies. This deals with activity and agency, and

especially with the bottom-up actions of employees. Future research

should especially focus on questions such as: how and in which situa-

tions are bottom-up actions by employees enabled? What are the

challenges in the bottom-up CSR actions of employees? What influ-

ences the employees' ability to act on such initiatives? What stories

and narratives are related to successful bottom-up CSR action within

organizations? These research questions would be especially fruitful

for in-depth case studies, based on which an understanding of the

phases and influences of such complex bottom-up processes could be

created; the studies could also apply theories such as issue life-cycle

theory (see, e.g., Zyglidopoulos, 2003) and human agency theory

(Bandura, 1989).

Second, somewhat surprisingly the reviewed literature focused

on treating employees as implementers of responsibility, and showing

differences in their perceptions, but only dealt with the role of

employees as targets of responsibility in a very limited way. Although

employees are one of the key stakeholder groups, to whom the com-

pany is seen as being responsible (see, e.g., Peloza & Shang, 2011), the

views of employees as targets of responsibility was not given the

appropriate amount of interest. Studies on the social dimensions of

CSR should largely focus on employee well-being and justice. How-

ever, they were only marginally addressed in the reviewed research.

We suggest that future research should apply theories of business

ethics, and both qualitative and quantitative research approaches, to

map employee experiences of their employing firms' CSR, especially

relating to questions such as equality in the work-place, well-being,

and social justice. This would involve research questions such as: how

are employee experiences as targets of responsibility influenced by
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CSR initiatives? What are employees' expectations for CSR initiatives,

from the point of view of their workplace well-being and equality?

Third, the reviewed research has identified that there exists ten-

sions and complexities in employee understandings of CSR. While

they were identified as naturally existing, they were not explored fur-

ther. We need more understanding of individual-level differences

related to CSR initiatives, and how such differences (e.g., different

backgrounds, different individual value priorities) influence employee

willingness to participate in CSR, or to initiate changes. This would

require both in-depth case studies, experimental studies, and quanti-

tative studies, and would involve research questions such as: how and

when do such tensions and complexities in CSR understanding

develop? How do they influence organizational CSR processes? What

are the outcomes of such tensional understandings, and do they pro-

vide obstacles for change? How does one deal with such complexities

and tensions? How can one promote CSR despite the existence of

such complexities and tensions? Although we are currently gaining

more and more understanding of CSR as a tensional and paradoxical

phenomenon (Hahn et al., 2018), this understanding does not yet

appear in the CSR–employee literature. In certain situations, such dif-

ferences in understandings may also trigger new changes, as they may

raise new perspectives that have not been previously thought of

within the organization. Thus, we would encourage a move in the lit-

erature from “shared meanings” to “discovering a multiplicity of

meanings” for CSR.
Finally, as noted previously in this article, we call for more theo-

retical, methodological, and contextual rigor in future research.

Research has been dominated by certain methods and one specific

theory. Otherwise, approaches have been rather fragmented. We also

call more appreciation for the contexts of multiple meanings. Future

research should also focus more on contextual influence, and analyze

how stakeholder willingness to participate in CSR initiatives is

influenced by different contextual factors, such as external pressures,

different legal requirements, and differences in managerial support.
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Social Responsibility Journal
Rationality, experiences, or identity work? Sensemaking of emotionally tense experiences 
of organizational sustainability

Abstract 
Purpose – Although emotional tensions related to organizational sustainability have been 
identified, little is known about how employees aim to resolve such situations. This study aimed 
to explore how employees use sensemaking to resolve emotionally tense situations concerning 
organizational sustainability.
Design/methodology/approach – We studied a case in which, while employees attached 
positive emotions to organizational sustainability, external stakeholders viewed it negatively. 
Specifically, we analysed how employees used sensemaking to resolve such tense experiences, 
and how this sensemaking eventually influenced their actions. To this end, we interviewed 25 
employees at an energy company who had experience participating in its sustainability work. 
Findings – The analysis revealed three sensemaking mechanisms for resolving emotional 
tensions related to organizational sustainability caused by discrepancies between external 
reputation and internal personal experience: rational sensemaking, experiential sensemaking, 
and identity work. The complexity of sensemaking was reflected in the mixed use of these three 
mechanisms, as employees constantly moved from one to another.
Originality – This study demonstrates employees’ tendency to defend their positive emotions 
about their organization’s sustainability in tense situations. It further provides insights into 
related sensemaking processes and shows how they can result in different levels of action. 

Keywords Employees, Emotions, Organizational sustainability, Sensemaking, Tensions

Introduction

As sustainability awareness has increased, both cognitive and emotional reactions to 
sustainability challenges have become increasingly apparent. Particularly climate stress has 
recently been associated with multiple emotions, such as fear and anger. Thus, sustainability is 
increasingly framed as an emotional phenomenon. In the organizational context, sustainability 
is inherently an emotionally laden phenomenon and is often portrayed in emotional terms 
(Andersson and Bateman, 2000). Research has shown that employees attach both positive and 
negative emotions to organizational sustainability, depending on the sustainability issue 
involved (Fineman, 1996; Russell and Ashkanasy, 2007; Wright and Nyberg, 2012; Onkila, 
2015). Employees associate self-conscious emotions, such as pride and shame, with 
sustainability initiatives and their outcomes in the organization (Morales-Raya et al., 2019).

Although sustainability has been identified as an emotionally laden phenomenon, research on 
employees’ emotions regarding sustainability has only recently emerged (e.g., Onkila, 2015; 
Blomfield et al., 2016). Studies have shown that sustainability in the workplace is emotionally 
important to employees and that employee participation triggers emotional responses (Rupp et 
al., 2006; Voronov and Vince, 2012). Emotions may be triggered by certain responses to 
sustainability events (Harvey et al., 2017) and may contribute to organizational actions towards 
sustainability (Highhouse et al., 2009). Research has revealed the multiplicity of emotions 
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related to organizational sustainability and their consequences (e.g., Russell and Ashkanasy, 
2007; Ditlev-Simonsen, 2015) and the ways in which these emotions influence sustainability 
actions within organizations (e.g., Carrus et al., 2008). However, while tensions and the 
attachment of opposite emotions to sustainability have been identified (Wright and Nyberg, 
2012; Mitra and Buzzanell, 2017), little is known about the ways in which employees aim to 
resolve emotionally tense situations and the consequences of such solutions for their 
engagement in sustainability action.

To fill this knowledge gap, we conducted a micro-level study of an energy company whose 
employees describe emotional tensions related to organizational sustainability between 
themselves and external stakeholders. Whereas the former attach positive emotions, such as 
pride, to their employer’s sustainability performance, the latter perceive it negatively, and the 
company generally has a poor sustainability reputation, of which the firm’s employees are 
aware. Specifically, we analysed how employees use sensemaking to resolve such tense 
experiences and how this sensemaking eventually influences their actions. We aimed to answer 
the following research question: How do employees use sensemaking to resolve emotionally 
tense situations concerning organizational sustainability? We interviewed 25 employees who 
had experience participating in the employer’s sustainability work.

This study contributes to the literature by identifying various sensemaking mechanisms for 
resolving emotional tensions caused by discrepancies between external reputation and personal 
experience. Our results provide insights into the complexity of such sensemaking, as indicated 
by the mixed use of its various types. The study also contributes to the literature on emotions 
related to organizational sustainability by showing how such sensemaking influences 
employees’ sustainability actions. 

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. We first review the literature on the meanings of 
emotions related to sustainability within organizations. We then introduce our sensemaking 
approach and particularly its emotional features. Subsequently, we describe our data collection 
and analysis. Next, we report our findings. Finally, we conclude by discussing our findings and 
comparing them with the literature.

Emotions related to organizational sustainability 

Sustainability in organizations is a multidimensional topic with multiple interpretations. We 
define organizational sustainability according to Dahlsrud’s (2008) analysis, which includes an 
organization’s environmental impacts, the relationships between business and society, 
financial aspects, and interactions with stakeholders. Furthermore, following Dahlsrud (2008), 
we consider sustainability actions voluntary rather than required by law. 

Emotions in organizations are a complex phenomenon. They appear to be essentially social, 
emerging within social collectives (Rafaeli and Worline, 2001). Organizational-level outcomes 
and decision-making are essentially affected by employees’ emotions (Huy, 2011; Lebel, 2017; 
Rothman and Melwani, 2017). Due to its complexity, the concept of emotions is difficult to 
define, and there is no single, accurate definition (Scarantino, 2012). Based on earlier 
definitions, we define emotions as physical states associated with neurophysiological changes 
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related to thoughts, behavioural responses, and a degree of pleasure or displeasure (Ekman and 
Davidson, 1994; Damasio, 1998; Cabanac, 2002).

Research has shown that organizational sustainability is associated with both positive and 
negative emotions. Employees’ perceptions of organizational sustainability trigger not only 
behavioural and attitudinal responses but also emotional responses (Rupp et al., 2006). 
Emotional responses range from utterly positive emotions, such as pride, joy, and satisfaction, 
to negative emotions, such as fear, shame, cynicism, and irritation (Russell and Ashkanasy, 
2007; Onkila, 2015), and vary depending on employee perceptions and experiences of 
organizational sustainability (Mäkelä et al., 2018). 

Multiple studies have shown that positive experiences of organizational sustainability, 
especially feelings of pride, are an important source of employees’ affective commitment to 
the employer (e.g., Ditlev-Simonsen, 2015). Such feelings of pride arise especially as a result 
of actions and policies aimed at improving sustainability performance and responsibility 
towards stakeholders (McNamara et al., 2017; El Akremi et al., 2018), sustainability initiatives 
and accomplishments (Potoski and Callery, 2018), and a climate promoting sustainability 
within an organization (Rodell et al., 2017). However, studies have also highlighted the 
complexity of the relationships between employees’ perceptions and experiences of 
sustainability and their pride and affective commitment. Such relationships are influenced by 
multiple mediating factors, such as leadership styles (Allen et al., 2017), job satisfaction, and 
employees’ attitudes (Rahman et al., 2016).

Prior research has further shown that emotions towards organizational sustainability eventually 
influence how sustainability is spoken of and how organizational members take sustainability 
actions. Fineman (1996) showed that managers use emotion-related arguments to justify their 
attitudes towards an organization’s actions (or lack thereof) to go green. Wright and Nyberg 
(2012) demonstrated that societal emotions impact organizational discourses on climate 
change. Besides the way in which sustainability is spoken of, emotions also influence concrete 
actions. Positive emotions, such as pride, may offer solid ground for organizational 
sustainability, while negative emotions, such as shame, may hinder sustainability 
improvements (Mäkelä et al., 2018). Sekerka and Stimel (2012) proposed a model for 
environmental sustainability decision-making and showed that negative emotions may hinder 
and positive emotions may promote sustainability action. On the other hand, an eagerness to 
avoid negative emotions, such as shame, may also increase employees’ desire to engage in 
sustainability action (Carrus et al., 2008). Furthermore, emotions attached to sustainability 
influence corporate decision-making. Muller et al. (2014) showed that organizational 
members’ collective empathy is a basis for managerial decision-making and organizational 
approaches to corporate philanthropy. Moreover, emotions influence sustainability actions in 
wider contexts. Fontana et al. (2021) studied negative emotions (fear and anger) in apparel 
supply chains in Bangladesh and Pakistan after the Rana Plaza incident, the collapse of garment 
factory. The authors found that the incident resulted in market and social tensions caused by 
buyers’, workers’, and societies’ demand for more attention to labourers’ working conditions. 
These tensions led to different sustainability actions in the two countries. In one country, 
limited action was taken because the economic burden of sustainability initiatives and the 
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likelihood of unrest among employees were considered too high, while in another country, 
sustainability was considered to offer competitive advantages in the markets. 

Recent research has demonstrated that sustainability-related emotional outcomes are not static 
but give rise to tensions and require negotiations (Mitra and Buzzanell, 2017). When such tense 
situations arise, organizations employ strategies to manage them (Daddi et al., 2019). Such 
strategies may involve reconciling conflicting goals, making decisions, or balancing competing 
aims (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). While this tendency to solve tensions on the 
organizational level has been shown, the strategies for solving emotionally laden tensions on 
the individual level are still poorly understood. It remains unknown how employees react to 
and aim to resolve emotionally tense situations and what this implies for their actions for 
sustainability. This understanding is crucial, since emotional experiences of organizational 
sustainability can powerfully explain how employees act (or do not act) for sustainability. 

Sensemaking approaches to emotional tensions 

Emotionally tense experiences trigger sensemaking. Sensemaking is usually thought to be 
triggered by actions or circumstances whose meaning is unclear or of which one has conflicting 
expectations (Maguire et al., 2011). With sensemaking, people give meaning to experiences 
(Weick, 1995).

Weick (1993, 1995) introduced the concept of sensemaking to organizational studies to explore 
how organizations cope with uncertain or ambiguous situations. Sensemaking refers to the way 
in which members of an organization continuously construct intersubjective realities through 
communication and interaction (Weick, 1995). It is triggered when an event causes an 
individual to challenge a previous understanding under new circumstances and gives rise to a 
new, ambiguous phenomenon (Maguire et al., 2011). For example, emotionally tense views on 
organizational sustainability are seen as triggering a process in which many agents act and react 
to each other (Nijhof and Jeurissen, 2006), which may cause confusion (Dahlsrud, 2008; Ziek, 
2009) and high equivocality (Weick, 1995). Such situations in organizations lack clarity and 
consistency and lead to a search for meaning because of too much or too equivocal information 
(van der Heijden et al., 2010).

Emotions are an essential part of sensemaking processes at both the individual and collective 
levels (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014). They play a critical role in triggering sensemaking 
(Maitlis and Christanson, 2014) and in individuals’ participation in it (Schmidt and Weiner, 
1988). Steigenberger (2015) suggested that emotions are both an input and an outcome of 
sensemaking processes and shape the content and motivational accounts of sensemaking.

Both positive and negative emotions serve as stimuli for sensemaking processes (Weick, 1993, 
1995; Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010). Sensemaking may take on multiple forms. For example, 
narratives help employees take account of their own experiences, which are selected, 
organized, and interwoven to answer questions about their individual actions (Riessman, 1993). 
Identity work is another form of sensemaking (Weick, 1993). Sensemaking can also influence 
how individuals act in conflicting and tense situations (Maitlis, 2005).
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Materials and methods

Research context

This was a case study of a northern European energy company. This company employs 
thousands of people, and its operations encompass the generation, distribution, and sale of 
electricity and heat, along with related expert services. It is a public company owned by its 
stockholders. This firm provides an interesting research context for two main reasons. One 
reason is its relatively bad public reputation. The other reason is its strong focus on developing 
organizational sustainability. 

The company’s bad reputation has frequently been discussed through various channels. For 
years, it has received low scores in corporate reputation surveys conducted in the country in 
which it is based. Its poor reputation is also evident in the official ratings of ESPI Rating, which 
conducts market analyses in the UK, the Netherlands, the Nordic countries, and the Baltic 
countries. The company’s ratings are well below the industry average. One year, it was even 
voted in the top five most hated companies in its country. This bad reputation extends to 
external stakeholders’ perceptions of its sustainability approach. 

On the other hand, the company has a broad background in and a strong demand for 
sustainability. The sustainability work in the company is directed by a sustainability director, 
who answers to the board of directors. A member of the board handles sustainability issues, 
which are embedded in its corporate strategy. The company has published environmental and 
sustainability reports for a long time and is nationally recognized for its sustainability reporting. 
It participates in multiple sustainability projects, and some of its employees are active members 
of various sustainability networks. The company is also listed in several sustainability indexes 
(e.g., the Dow Jones Sustainability World Index and the Carbon Disclosure Leadership Index). 
Nevertheless, it continues to face evolving sustainability requirements due to the significant 
environmental impacts of the energy industry.

Research material

This study focused on how employees of the case company make sense of emotionally tense 
experiences related to organizational sustainability. We adopted the constructionist and 
interpretative research approach (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Weick, 1995), which 
characterizes sensemaking studies (e.g., van der Heijden et al., 2010). 

The research material consisted of qualitative, in-depth interviews with employees. All 
interviews focused on the meaning of sustainability in the organization and encompassed four 
themes: a description of the interviewee’s job, views on sustainability in the company, internal 
sustainability management and communication, and external sustainability management and 
communication. All topics were openly discussed from the viewpoint of the employees’ daily 
work.

A total of 25 people were interviewed. The interviews lasted from 19 to 65 minutes. The 
interview data are summarized in Table I in the Appendix. The interviewees were selected in 
cooperation with company representatives. The researchers established selection criteria 
according to which company representatives named individuals for the interviews. To ensure 
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that the interviewees understood the firm’s sustainability approach, the focus was on employees 
with knowledge and experience of sustainability in the company. The interviews included 
individuals from two levels of the organizational hierarchy: nine managers (e.g., the heads of 
finance, human resources, and communications) and 16 experts (e.g., environmental engineers, 
environmental health and safety managers, and business development managers). Our selection 
criteria excluded shop floor employees from the interviews. 

Interview data analysis 

We adopted Gioia et al.’s (2013) four-stage data analysis to move from data to theoretical 
interpretations and used Atlas.ti for the analysis. Although here we describe it as a series of 
chronological stages, the analysis moved back and forth between the stages and the literature 
and was thus an iterative process. The stages are detailed below and described in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Emotionally tense experience in the data

Based on Gioia et al. (2013), the first stage encompassed the development of detailed 
descriptions. First, we identified parts of the interviews related to the interviewees’ emotionally 
tense experiences. We then analysed each part separately, based on how sustainability was 
approached and connected to emotions. Next, we compared these parts and compiled a list of 
first-order concepts. We were thus able to identify differences in how tension was described 
and how interviewees reacted to it, as well as differences in terminology and intensity, sources 
of interaction, and actions for sustainability.

In the second stage, we compared the coded sections for each first-order concept, especially 
the ways in which emotions were related to emotionally tense experiences. We identified 
differences in the descriptions of emotions, the sensemaking mechanisms employed to resolve 
tensions, the sources from which views of negative sustainability perceptions were derived, the 
intensity of the terminology used to describe tensions, and engagement in sustainability while 
making sense of tensions. Based on this, we identified second-order concepts to summarize the 
above mentioned differences. It was apparent in the empirical data that expressions of pride 
and satisfaction were especially related to the resolution of tense experiences.

In the third stage, we integrated the previous two stages of the analysis with the theory of 
sensemaking to identify sensemaking mechanisms described in the literature. We first noted 
that the empirical findings pointed to three emotionally laden categories: defending pride, 
maintaining pride, and settling with satisfaction. This helped us identify how sensemaking was 
used in the three categories and included going back and forth between the empirical data and 
sensemaking literature. In this phase, we explored the characteristics of each category based 
on the second-order concepts, emotional aspects, the level of tension, and indications of 
employee action. We continued going back and forth between our empirical data, key themes, 
and the literature. Thus, we identified three sensemaking mechanisms for resolving and 
explaining the emotionally tense experiences: rational sensemaking, experiential sensemaking, 
and identity work.
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Sensemaking for resolving emotional tensions related to organizational sustainability 

Emotional tensions related to organizational sustainability trigger sensemaking. In the studied 
case, the interviewees highlighted the importance of sustainability in their organization and 
used positive, emotionally laden expressions signifying pride and satisfaction. All interviewees 
were aware of the firm’s poor sustainability reputation and employed multiple types of 
sensemaking, such as rationality and counterarguments, narratives, and identity work, to refute 
these perceptions. Notably, almost all interviewees employed all three types of sensemaking—
rational sensemaking, experiential sensemaking, and identity work—while discussing 
sustainability, constantly moving from one type to another. 
 
Resolution through rational sensemaking 

Rational sensemaking was used to question negative external perceptions and thus resolve 
emotionally ambivalent experiences. This allowed the interviewees to defend their pride in 
organizational sustainability. They deployed rational arguments, including facts and figures, 
and stressed the firm’s sustainability achievements. This suggests deliberate and cognitive 
reasoning. Rational sensemaking was triggered when employees experienced a pronounced 
mismatch between their feelings of pride and external stakeholders’ negative perceptions. The 
interviewees expressed the need to communicate more extensively on sustainability and spread 
“reliable”, “black-and-white information” (Interview 16). They suggested that resolving the 
mismatch required honest external communication that could allay external suspicions. The 
following interview extract exemplifies how the interviewees resolved the tension by stressing 
facts, figures, and achievements, thus defending their pride: 

Then, of course, the important thing above all is that it’s the kind of company you can be proud 
of. It is said that the relationship with the media in particular has been difficult, and it’s not often 
that you see anything positive written about [name of the company] in the press. It’s certainly 
something like with this sustainability issue, that it’s done in such a way that, regardless of what 
is written about it with a negative tone, you know the good that we do, and it’s through those 
examples that we can still be proud of our employer. (Interview 7) 

Rational sensemaking was employed particularly in cases in which the experienced tension 
was particularly high. This was reflected in the use of extreme terms and expressions when 
contrasting self-experienced pride with the hostility of external stakeholders. An interviewee 
even suggested that external stakeholders considered the company evil (Interview 8). 
According to the interviewees, this external negativity was mainly based on two sources: 
general perceptions of the “bad public image of the company” and more concrete media 
discussions and face-to-face conversations. The following extract exemplifies how such 
intensity was constructed using emotionally charged expressions, such as “bad guy,” 
“cheating,” “disliking,” and “lying”: 

When talking about social responsibility, we are seen as a sort of bad guy … we’re not particularly 
liked. We’re not attractive, and even when we do good, the first thought is that we’re up to 
something—that we’re still cheating. (Interview 8) 

Rational sensemaking also had implications for employees’ actions towards sustainability, 
increasing their engagement in sustainability, as well as their awareness of the need for 

Page 7 of 22 Social Responsibility Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Social Responsibility Journal
changes. The interviewees described concrete actions that needed to be taken to improve the 
company’s negative image. They suggested that the company needed to be more proactive in 
addressing any complaints, improving its social and economic sustainability performance, and 
engaging with stakeholders in face-to-face meetings to present specific facts and figures. 
However, many interviewees stated that although this was already being done, external 
stakeholders were not responsive to their communication. The following interview extract 
exemplifies how such change agency was expressed: 

So, it might be worth focusing on what we have. And of course, there needs to be a focus on 
developing new things and not just be in the position of being blamed. In other words, important 
things also include this world of reality [sustainable development work] and communicating the 
good in it. In my opinion, there could be more of that. (Interview 4) 

 
Resolution through experiential sensemaking 

Experiential sensemaking was used to shift attention from external negativity to internal, 
emotionally positive experiences. This also allowed organizational members to maintain their 
pride. Experiential sensemaking was predominantly based on narratives contrasting the 
interviewees’ positive emotional experiences with external stakeholders’ negative attitudes. 
Narratives focused on daily and practical descriptions of change processes within the firm and 
organization-wide sustainability integration, which was described as a notable achievement. 
Sustainability was stressed as an organization-wide approach. 

The narratives mostly highlighted two aspects. First, they described how well sustainability 
practices were internally distributed. Second, they emphasized how strategically important, and 
thus prioritized, they were in the firm. They narrated situations and changes indicating that 
sustainability was important and meaningful throughout the company. These stories included 
multiple practical examples: all the projects reflected the principles of sustainable 
development; the company held active internal sustainable development days, during which 
good practices were spread; the company had a broad background in sustainability; there was 
a high level of cooperation for sustainability within the company; and, overall, a lot of work 
had been done on sustainability. The belief in a well-distributed sustainability approach among 
all organizational members was a common theme in the narratives. The interviewees also 
stressed that sustainability was a strategically important differentiating factor for the company. 
The following interview extract exemplifies this type of sensemaking: 

I’ve been positively surprised since the moment I came to work here that it [sustainability] really 
is our mission and our strategy, and also here in this division. It’s part of the purpose of our 
operations, and it is in an important position. … It started with environmental thinking and then 
gradually spread, and there are still areas that it hasn’t quite reached, but it’s expanding to social 
and financial aspects, and it really is in upper management, in the strategy—at least in our 
division. (Interview 6) 

Experiential sensemaking was employed particularly in cases in which tensions were 
experienced as rather moderate. In these cases, the terms and descriptions used when referring 
to external stakeholders’ negative perceptions were not as extreme as when rational 
sensemaking was employed. The interviewees still maintained that external stakeholders were 
suspicious of the company but did not use descriptions of hostility. Instead, when speaking of 
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external stakeholders’ approaches to the firm or organizational members to ask about issues 
concerning sustainability, they attributed the reasons to having a “critical question” (Interview 
7) or a complaint (Interview 6) and acknowledged that society might react negatively to the 
company’s sustainability operations (Interview 8). The following interview extract exemplifies 
how such expressions were used: 

Sometimes there are fairly concrete questions, such as “Well, what about your emissions?” As a 
matter of fact, there can be more questions like this, and you can generally answer pretty well and 
with pride. Even when the questions are pretty critical, the truth is generally rather positive. 
(Interview 7) 

This kind of sensemaking did not lead to taking action for changes, as rational sensemaking 
did. However, it was based on the view that widespread organizational sustainability 
commitment promoted each organizational member’s ability to act. Shared practices provided 
the framework for such action. A need for changes in sustainability practices was not identified. 
Such a view was constantly brought forth in the interviews as an achievement within the firm. 
The interviewees noted that individuals could take action for sustainability according to shared 
guidelines. This is exemplified in the following interview extract: 

[Describing what was done well in the company.] Here in my unit, I have cooperated with 
communications in the same organization, and I have found it [sustainability communication] 
very functional. I have liked it; I have found it very good. First of all, communication takes place; 
they have great ideas about how things can be achieved in my work, or they promote my 
communications matter really well and in things that I wouldn’t even have considered [gives a 
concrete example]. (Interview 10) 

 
Resolution through identity work 

Sensemaking through identity work was also used to narrow the gap between the two opposite 
perceptions and resolve emotional tensions. It allowed organizational members to settle with 
the satisfaction they feel with organizational sustainability and argue that the two opposite 
views were not that apart from each other. To narrow the gap, the interviewees invoked internal 
and external limitations to sustainability and used very mild expressions to describe the 
mismatch between their satisfaction with organizational sustainability and external 
stakeholders’ negative views. 

The interviewees invoked limitations to their own identity, organizational identity, and 
industrial characteristics to reduce the gap between the two opposing perspectives. They first 
stressed the congruence between personal and organizational values. From the perspective of 
personal values, they connected sustainability, for example, to the need to preserve the planet 
for their children and observe environmental laws. However, the interviewees constructed a 
somewhat limited personal and organizational sustainability identity. The interviewees 
constructed an identity of, for example, “light green experts” who believed in sustainability at 
home but were not fanatic about sustainability issues. For example, they stated that they 
consumed organic products, tried to save materials, used wood to heat their homes, recycled, 
and made other personal sustainability-related choices. They also claimed that organizational-
level values matched their own. However, the sustainability approach was also seen as 
somewhat limited. The interviewees maintained that sustainability was not the top priority 
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among employees or external stakeholders. They also narrowed the gap between their own 
positive emotions and bad publicity by naturalizing the firm’s heavy environmental impact and 
presenting negative attitudes as a feature of the industry. They explained that the energy 
industry is environmentally intensive, and therefore negative attitudes towards it were a natural 
consequence. However, conducting operations in this energy-intensive sector in a sustainable 
and efficient manner would fit their “light green” identities well. The following extract 
exemplifies how such identity work was done in the interviews: 

I would call myself “light green.” Environmental issues have always been important for me, and 
at university I studied communication and environmental science. Communication and 
sustainable development have always been part of my work. Previously, I was a consultant, and 
I drew up environmental reports, so it’s an area, content-wise, that’s very close and dear to me. 
In my personal life, too, I try to live like that—recycling, sorting and living a little bit green. It’s 
important to me, so this job description fits really well with me. (Interview 6) 

The tension perceived in these cases was relatively low, and the terms used by the interviewees 
to describe the two opposite views were rather neutral. The interviewees still mentioned their 
employer’s poor external reputation but considered it a given, or even natural, for a company 
within this industry. Instead of feeling shame due to bad publicity, they attached positive 
emotions, especially satisfaction, to the firm’s sustainability approach. Interviewees still 
believed that multiple external stakeholders were naturally interested in the company’s 
sustainability issues. They felt that there was, for example, a degree of obscurity surrounding 
the firm’s interactions and reputation, although they described no direct interaction with 
stakeholders. The following interview extract exemplifies how the intensity of opposite views 
was described in such cases: 

I would imagine that it [organizational sustainability communication and reporting] could interest 
our customers, since we have industrial customers. So, they might be interested in knowing the 
type of company they buy their products from. And I’ll point out that I’m the one who separately 
reports to the authorities. This report isn’t really reviewed by the authorities because they have 
their own systems and their own perspectives. They aren’t really interested in sustainable 
development but rather in facts, such as the amount of emissions to air and water, among other 
things. (Interview 4) 

Sensemaking through identity work had implications for sustainability action, placing clear 
limitations on it. It constructed both organizational and individual identities as moderately 
green (or “light green”), with the interviewees mentioning small and rather obvious actions for 
sustainability both at work and at home, such as saving energy. They also noted that this was 
not the most important thing to do. This is exemplified in the following interview extract: 

[Regarding the significance of sustainable development in the company.] I wouldn’t say that it is 
necessarily the top priority in all employees’ minds, so it’s not the core of everything in this sense. 
... It is certainly present all the time, in one way or another, but perhaps not in the way one might 
imagine, with every workstation constantly being reminded and everyone constantly thinking, 
“Let us do this or that.” I don’t quite believe it because many things that we do don’t really have 
a big influence. We have a vast number of office workers, so it’s difficult to influence matters. 
(Interview 7) 

 

Page 10 of 22Social Responsibility Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Social Responsibility Journal
Summary of the findings

To resolve emotionally tense experiences related to organizational sustainability, employees 
use different sensemaking mechanisms: rational sensemaking, experiential sensemaking, and 
identity work. The key features of these sensemaking processes are summarized in Table I. 
Rational sensemaking is deliberate cognitive reasoning and processing (Molecke, 2014) 
relying on rational accounts (Maitlis, 2005) that lead to the refutation of negative perspectives 
using factual counterarguments (Billig, 1996). By creating rational accounts (Maitlis, 2005), 
such sensemaking fosters engagement in sustainability and promotes action. Experiential 
sensemaking utilizes previous experience to resolve situations (Parry, 2003). The narrative 
features of sensemaking (Riessman, 1993) turn attention to a more positive experience of 
organizational sustainability. Using this type of sensemaking, action for sustainability is 
framed as collective, with all organizational members having the capacity to act, but a need for 
changes in sustainability practices is not perceived. Thus, action is mainly taken in the form of 
habitual agency that reproduces previously implemented practices (Fan and Zietsma, 2017). 
Identity work engages an identity-based perspective in sensemaking (Weick, 1995) to narrow 
the gap between the two opposite perspectives. Organizational members refer to limitations 
and use mild language. Identity work is frequently employed in sensemaking, especially when 
a threat to identity is perceived (Rothausen et al., 2017). It imposes limitations on action for 
sustainability and constructs moderately green individual and organizational identities. 

Table I Sensemaking types for resolving emotional tensions related to organizational 
sustainability

Discussion

Contributions to literature

In this study, we have shown how employees aim to solve emotionally tense experiences 
related with organizational sustainability and what it implies for employee sustainability action. 
Our study makes two contributions to the literature. We will discuss these in the following 
from the point of view of emotional tensions, and employee participation in organizational 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

First, our study expands the literature on emotional tensions in organizational sustainability 
and CSR. As the concepts of organizational sustainability and CSR are considered as near-site 
concepts, or often even as sharing same meanings, our study contributes both to CSR and 
organizational sustainability research on emotions. Prior studies have shown that both positive 
and negative emotions are attached to organizational sustainability (Fineman, 1996; Russell 
and Ashkanasy, 2007) and that a good sustainability reputation leads to positive emotions, such 
as pride and satisfaction (Morales-Raya et al., 2019). However, it was not previously 
understood how employees deal with emotionally tense situations. Our study shows that when 
experiencing such situations, employees tend to defend positive views of their employer by 
engaging in three types of sensemaking. Thus, this study’s findings are not in line with 
suggestions that a bad sustainability reputation creates feelings of shame among employees 
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(Onkila, 2015). Despite being aware of the organization’s bad reputation, employees do not 
entertain negative feelings associated with it. Instead, they use argumentation, narratives, and 
identity work to present reasons, explanations, justifications, and limitations to overrule, 
question, or undermine such emotions. The sensemaking process is multifaceted, and 
employees constantly move from one type to another. Thus, unlike prior studies suggesting 
that congruence between firms’ sustainability actions and society’s perception thereof creates 
positive emotions, such as pride (Fineman, 1996; Wright and Nyberg, 2012), we found that 
emotions are elicited by personal and organizational experiences and are strenuously defended 
when threatened. 

Second, our study provides insights into how organizational sustainability and CSR are 
practiced among employees within organizations. Prior research has suggested that employee 
participation in organizational sustainability triggers emotional responses (Rupp et al., 2006). 
However, our findings show that sensemaking based on emotions can also result in different 
levels of action. Emotional responses are not only a result of employee engagement in 
organizational sustainability but also a starting point for different levels of action. While Fan 
and Zietsma (2017) suggested that emotions enable and affect agency and facilitate reflexivity, 
commitment, and engagement, in our study, only rational sensemaking enabled active 
engagement. Conversely, when engaging in experiential sensemaking and identity work, action 
was only habitual or even limited, without an evaluative or critical approach to sustainability 
practices. Thus, it is important to explore how such tense situations can be managed within 
organizations so that more critical approaches and discussions that promote changes for 
sustainability can be enabled instead of maintaining the status quo and reproducing habitual 
actions by defending positive emotions. Based on our study, we found an interesting aspect 
enforcing organizational sustainability: negative sustainability reputation of the employer may 
actually turn employees to improving sustainability actions and their commitment to 
sustainability. This seems to be a result of their tendency to defend sustainability position of 
the employing organization. 

Practical contributions

Our findings also have practical implications for organizations that have poor sustainability 
reputations despite solid sustainability performances. Experiential sensemaking shows that 
employees rely on their employers to implement and communicate sustainability actions and 
practices. In our case, for example, employees were more interested in participating in hands-
on sustainability approaches and less interested in reading about large-scale sustainability 
projects (i.e., sponsorship of a national football team) in annual sustainability reports or internal 
newsletters. We found that it is important for employees to have a personal experience of 
sustainability, and especially of success stories, to build on their pride. Organizations with poor 
sustainability reputations should constantly disseminate information on such actions to 
employees and other stakeholders. This can help reduce employees’ anxiety, thereby reducing 
emotional tensions and generating motivation to defend and maintain pride in the organization. 
It can also give them confidence in dealing with critical external voices. We encourage 
discussions within organizations on such emotionally tense experiences. Our results suggest 
that holding only positive views within an organization leads to maintaining the status quo and 
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reproducing ingrained habits. Sustainability still requires drastic changes and improvements in 
businesses. We suggest that enabling critical voices in internal organizational sustainability 
processes is essential for encouraging further improvement and change.

Overall, these findings show the importance of level of sustainability communication with all 
types of organizations. Based on our findings, it is important for organizations to connect with 
employees through authentic stories to convince them that everything possible is being done to 
improve the sustainability reputation. This does not only help in opening both sided 
communication within the company, but also in creating a dialogue with the community. The 
employees who receive the story start to own it, and they take these stories to the communities 
where they live and help to build the organizational sustainability reputation. Employees also 
bring authentic feedback from the community, which helps the organization adjust its actions 
and narrative. In this process of dialogue, the organization may then start building a positive 
sustainability reputation.

Limitations and future research 

This study has certain limitations. First, we studied only one company. Future studies should 
explore this phenomenon in more detail and focus on how such tensions may be experienced 
by different stakeholders, such as employees, the media, and large audiences. They should also 
investigate sustainability issues that lead to emotionally tense situations by examining multiple 
organizations across several industries, countries, and cultures. Second, because multiple 
stakeholders influence corporate environmental issues, future studies should conduct more in-
depth investigations of organizations, including individuals with less engagement in 
organizational sustainability (e.g., shop floor employees). Similarly, the role of the media as 
sustainability stakeholders and their relationship with other stakeholders also need to be further 
explored. Third, we recommend a deeper exploration of how employees’ emotions arise in 
various situations, including internal employee meetings and public communications, and how 
internal sustainability data are measured and documented. This would offer a broader 
understanding of employees’ emotions and related tensions in organizational contexts. 
Fourthly, acknowledging the strong role of organizational culture influencing organizational 
sustainability and sensemaking within organizations, we limited our study more 
communicative features of sustainability and sensemaking. However, we highlight as an 
important future research topic analysis on how cultural features of sustainability are 
meaningful in such tense situations, and how sensemaking in such situations is influencing and 
influenced by organizational culture. 

Conclusions

Emotionally tense experiences related to organizational sustainability trigger sensemaking to 
resolve situations. Different employees engage in sensemaking in different ways hence, 
employees' actions to resolve the situation are also diverse in nature. We identified three types 
of sensemaking: rational sensemaking, experiential sensemaking, and identity work. When 
experiencing tense situations, employees respond by refuting negative external perceptions 

Page 13 of 22 Social Responsibility Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Social Responsibility Journal
with facts and figures, shifting attention to positive internal experiences, or narrowing the gap 
and the level of tension through identity work that constructs “light green” identities on both 
the individual and organizational levels. Sensemaking mechanisms employ counterarguments, 
narratives, and choice of terminology. Sensemaking has implications for employees’ actions 
for sustainability. While one type promotes change, another encourages only limited action. 
Our empirical findings also highlight the mixed use of sensemaking mechanisms in 
emotionally tense situations. The interviewees constantly moved between the three types of 
sensemaking, which indicates the complexity of the experience and its resolutions. 
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Table I Sensemaking types for resolving emotional tensions related to organizational 
sustainability

Sensemaking type Emotional 
elements

Sensemaking devices Implications for action

Rational 
sensemaking 

Maintaining pride Questioning using 
counterarguments 

Active action for change

Experiential 
sensemaking

Defending pride Using narratives to 
shift attention from 
external negativity to 
internal positivity

Collective action, no 
need for further changes 

Identity work Settling with 
satisfaction

Identity work Limited action
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Table I Interview data

Number Title (gender) Interview 
type

Interview 
length

1 Sustainability manager (female) Video 41
2 Environmental engineer (female) Telephone 20
3 Environmental manager (female) Video 44
4 Environmental manager (male) In-person 46
5 Environmental health and safety manager 

(female)
In-person 36

6 Manager (certain geographical areas) (female) In-person 55
7 Communication director (female) In-person 46
8 Head of financial issues (male) In-person 43
9 Head of external communications (male) In-person 49
10 Environmental manager (male) In-person 65
11 Environmental health and safety manager 

(female)
In-person 46

12 Human resources director (female) In-person 19
13 Purchasing manager (female) In-person 26
14 Environmental expert (male) In-person 20
15 Sustainability coordinator (female) In-person 39
16 Financial manager (male) In-person 23
17 Communications and sustainability manager 

(female)
Video 46

18 Environmental health and safety manager (male) Video 35
19 Legal counsel (male) In-person 37
20 Production manager (female) In-person 62
21 Business development manager (female) Telephone 36
22 Environmental health, safety, and quality engineer 

(female)
In-person 33

23 Occupational health physician (female) In-person 25
24 Financial coordinator (female) In-person 25
25 Business development manager (male) Telephone 45
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