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Summary 
The importance of addressing the topic of sustainable development has been widely 
acknowledged, and the researchers call for future studies that would develop new 
perspectives on integrating sustainability in the business context. Currently, most of 
such studies focus on large companies, whereas it has been shown that the impact of 
SMEs on the economy, the society and the environment is also significant.  

The present work aims at exploring the integration of corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) and corporate sustainability (CS) in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
in the Nordic countries. Adopting a qualitative dominant mixed research method, the 
following objectives are achieved: using content analysis, we analyse the activities 
disclosed by SMEs and describe their type and focus. Further, the multiple case study of 
13 SMEs operating in Sweden, Finland, Norway, Denmark and Iceland allows 
exploration of the process of CSR integration in companies in more detail.  

Using the abductive approach to analysis and systematically combining the existing 
approaches to analysing CSR integration with the empirical findings, we are able to 
distinguish several specifics of SMEs. Namely, the process of CSR integration in SMEs 
may be different due to increased role of the top management commitment and the 
varying degree of externally formalising CSR and CS through obtaining certifications. 
This allows us to design suggestions for the updated model of CSR integration, which 
would reflect these specifics of SMEs.  

The present work contributes to current research by exploring CSR and CS integration 
in the context of SMEs, which have been previously identified as research gaps. We 
develop suggestions for modifying an existing framework for analysing CSR integration 
that combines the focus on specific business operations and the stages that a company 
can undergo in implementing CSR. The developed model could be used as a practical 
tool for analysing the company and the potential areas that would lead to CSR 
integration on a more strategic level. The qualitative nature of the present work and 
supporting the theoretical reflections with quotes from SME managers and owners 
provides opportunities for naturalistic generalisations and gaining insights on what 
activities could be implemented in companies. 

We acknowledge that our work has several limitations. The qualitative nature of the 
study does not allow statistical generalisation; thus, further research is recommended to 
enhance the findings and test the developed model in different context and using 
different methods, as well as targeting not only managers and owners whose 
responsibilities are related to strategy and sustainability, but also employees from other 
functions. Quantitative and qualitative studies of SMEs in the analysed region 
conducted by native speakers are also recommended.  
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1 In troduc tion  
This chapter outlines the research topic and the theoretical background of the present 
study. The importance of exploring new perspectives on integrating corporate 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility is discussed, and the gap in the 
existing research concerning CSR in SMEs leads us to formulating the purpose and the 
questions for the present study. 

Sustainable development and the integration of sustainability in the organisational 
business processes have been recognised as crucial by academics and business 
professionals, and the vitality of making the development of the humanity sustainable 
“to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 16) is widely 
acknowledged. In the corporate context, the interest towards such concepts as corporate 
social responsibility and corporate sustainability and their formalisation and integration 
in the business practices is also growing (Carroll, 2015, p. 88). 

From the environmental perspective of sustainable development and the position on 
whether human capital could substitute natural capital, weak and strong sustainability 
are distinguished (Heikkurinen & Bonnedahl, 2013, p. 191; Pezzey & Burke, 2014, p. 
141). Weak sustainability or the “ecological optimism” assumes that natural and man-
made capital is substitutable, while the basic assumption for strong sustainability is 
“ecological pessimism” and the notion that man-made solutions cannot replace what is 
provided by the ecosystem.  

As argued by Heikkurinen & Bonnedahl (2013, p. 196), if the man-made capital can 
only function as a complement for the natural resources, there is a strong need for a 
strategy that is based on strong sustainability to enable corporations to contribute to 
sustainable development. Ang & Van Passel (2012, p. 257) further encourage to 
broaden the perspective on the relationships between the humans and the environment 
and recognise their complexity. Málovics et al. (2008, p. 916) stress that active 
participation and cooperation of businesses, governments and communities is needed 
for defining the role of organisations within the strong sustainability approach. 

At the same time, critics point out the increasing trend of “greenwashing” and using 
corporate social responsibility as a communication strategy while misleading customers 
about the sustainability practices of the company (Delmas & Burbano, 2011, p. 64; 
Parguel et al., 2011, p. 15). Researchers suggest to investigate new perspectives on the 
integration of corporate sustainability and responsibility in organisations that would 
provide an alternative to existing approaches and lead to the creation of sustainable 
value through transforming the business models of organisations (Chandler, 2014; Hart 
& Milstein, 2003, p. 65; Heslin & Ochoa, 2008 p. 142; Visser, 2014, p. 20). This 
highlights the importance of researching current practices and the potential for 
integrating sustainability in business. 

The main purpose of the present study is to gain a deeper understanding of the 
integration of corporate sustainability and corporate social responsibility in small and 
medium-sized enterprises in the context of the Nordic countries. By using a qualitative 
dominant mixed research method for exploring the specifics of CSR and CS integration 
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in businesses, our research aims at making both theoretical and managerial 
contributions. 

The main reason for choosing to narrow down the study to this area was the fact that the 
discussion of corporate sustainability and corporate social responsibility integration in 
the context of SMEs is scarce (Inyang, 2013, p. 130; Johnson, 2015 p. 282; Sloan et al., 
2013, p. 27; Spence, 2007, p. 549). Moreover, the five Nordic countries of Sweden, 
Denmark, Norway, Finland and Iceland are among the top twenty most competitive 
nations in terms of corporate ethics (World Economic Forum, 2016), and the interest 
towards analysing CSR practices in these countries is growing, as they demonstrate the 
ability to integrate business competitiveness and the social welfare (Gjølberg, 2010, p. 
209).   

1.1 Theore tical Background  
Sustainability can be approached on various levels of analysis: the society level would 
imply the analysis of the economic growth, the social development, the government 
policies and regulations; the organisational level would concern the specific actions or 
projects that companies pursue in order to implement sustainability; finally, the 
individual level would mean the responsibility that individuals, including leaders in 
organisations, bear for contributing to sustainable development (Cavagnaro & Curiel, 
2012, p. 4; Chasin, 2014, p. 346). Similarly, though the word “corporate” in the term 
Corporate Social Responsibility implies the focus on organisational specifics, the 
policies and actions of companies are also influenced by actors on all levels of analysis, 
including institutional, organisational and individual (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012, p. 933). 
The present paper focuses on the organisational level and on the processes related to 
CSR and CS implementation in organisations. 

In the corporate context, the concepts of sustainability and corporate social 
responsibility are sometimes used as inter-exchangeable or could be understood 
differently depending on the context (Carroll, 2015, p. 90; Montiel, 2008, p. 264), while 
executives “latch onto a term that seems to be in vogue and from time to time change 
language and frameworks to always appear to be on the cutting edge” (Carrol, 2015, p. 
90). According to Paul (2008, p. 69), 55% of the most sustainable Global 100 
companies primarily use the terms ‘social responsibility / corporate social responsibility 
/ responsibility (CSR)’ in reporting, another 29% refer to corporate sustainability, and 
11% adopt other related terms in corporate disclosure. In the present work, both 
concepts of corporate sustainability and corporate social responsibility are explored in 
their relation to what is going on in organisations – that is, focusing on the specific 
practices leading to corporate sustainability and CSR integration.  

Defining Corporate Sustainability and Corporate Social Responsibility  
One of the most popular approaches for analysing corporate sustainability is the concept 
of the triple bottom line that was developed by Elkington (1994). The framework 
advocates that companies need to address not only the traditional bottom line of 
financial performance, but also the “triple bottom line” of the broader economy, the 
society and the environment. Companies are encouraged to develop partnerships and 
increasingly extensive relationships with stakeholders to be successful in defining and 
meeting the responsibilities regarding the triple bottom line (Elkington, 1998, p. 50). 
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Elkington, (1994, p. 99) stresses that the challenge facing organisations in the 21st 
century would be to find ways of integrating the principles of wider benefits for the 
company, the environment and the society, or the “win-win-win” initiatives, in their 
strategies.  

The triple bottom line framework has been widely implemented by academics, 
businesses and non-governmental organisations with connection to both corporate 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility. For instance, Lozano (2011, p. 50) 
suggests the following definition of corporate sustainability: “corporate activities that 
proactively seek to contribute to sustainability equilibria, including the economic, 
environmental and social dimensions of today, as well as their interrelations within and 
throughout the time dimension (i.e. the short, long and longer term), while addressing 
the company’s system – operations and production, management and strategy, 
organisational systems, procurement and marketing, and assessment and 
communication.” This definition addresses the “triple bottom line” of the economic, 
environmental and social dimensions that seem to be the most widely accepted pillars of 
sustainability together with the time dimension and the need to consider both the short-
term and the long-term perspective. Another important element of this definition is the 
company systems – the fact that in the business context, it is important to not only 
recognise the importance of implementing sustainability, but to relate it to specific 
processes and systems. 

According to some researchers, CSR being a philosophy of management infusing the 
firm, “all firms do strategic CSR, whether they realize it or not; it is just that some firms 
do it better than others” (Chandler, 2014). However, this definition would not bring 
much understanding of possible proactive strategies or activities for CSR. In the most 
general terms, CSR implies “those actions which managers and organizations take to 
protect and improve the welfare of society along with business’s own interest” (Carroll, 
2015 p. 90). The definition of CSR proposed by Sarkar & Searcy (2016, p. 1433) 
expands the notion of corporate sustainability mentioned earlier. The authors suggest 
that “CSR implies that firms must foremost assume their core economic responsibility 
and voluntary go beyond legal minimums so that they are ethical in all of their activities 
and that they take into account the impact of their actions on stakeholders in society, 
while simultaneously contributing to global sustainability” (Sarkar & Searcy, 2016, p. 
1433). According to the authors, sustainability in this definition is primarily understood 
from the point of view of considering the environmental issues and the long-term 
perspective in decision making, thus, most of the dimensions mirror the elements of 
corporate sustainability identified above. At that, the dimensions of being voluntary and 
ethical and involving the stakeholders that can affect or be affected by CSR are added.  

Most researchers state that there is no consensus and no single explanatory theory for 
the concepts of CS and CSR; however, this variety of perspectives and levels of 
analysis should rather be perceived as a strength, as it allows to combine the knowledge 
accumulated from various disciplines (Ahen & Zettinig, 2015, p. 277). Whereas the 
challenge should be not defining CSR and CS, but understanding how it is applied in a 
specific context and how to take it into account in developing specific strategies 
(Dahlsrud, 2008, p. 6). As a possible connection between CSR and corporate 
sustainability, Heikkurinen & Bonnedahl (2013, p. 196) suggest using the concept of 
sustainable development orientation (SDO), where the important aspect is that a 
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corporation values sustainability and aims at becoming sustainable, and this position is 
not dependent on the ways that other actors perceive sustainability. Thus, the 
organisation is responsible for the formulation and the implementation of the values of 
sustainability.  

The concept of sustainable development orientation as the motivation to become more 
sustainable serves as the starting point with the current paper, as we do not aim at 
differentiating CSR and CS, but explore the meanings that they may have in 
organisations and the practices related to them. In the literature analysis, the concepts of 
both sustainability and CSR are addressed, so that the different aspects of the 
phenomena are explored. In the empirical part, we focus on the informants’ perception 
of corporate sustainability and CSR and address specifically the “triple bottom line” of 
the economic, social and environmental dimensions together with the ethical and 
voluntary aspects. Furthermore, in order to take into consideration the time dimension 
noted by Lozano (2011, p. 50) corporate sustainability and corporate social 
responsibility in the present paper are addressed as a continuous process, when a 
company’s business processes are modified basing on external and internal motivations. 

CSR and CS Integration in Organisations 
Companies implement CSR and CS activities that imply strategic and organisational 
change and lead to different levels of CSR integration (Ingham & Havard, 2015, p. 1). 
By a thorough examination of the business context from the economic, social and 
environmental points of view, a company can get an understanding of the business case 
for CSR or the potential benefits for implementing it, as well as of what to do and how 
to do it (James, 2015, p. 32). 

Researchers suggest to approach activities related to CSR as projects and aggregate 
them on the corporate level using project portfolio (Salazar et al., 2012, p. 176). At the 
same time, it is hard to define what exactly are CSR projects, as a company can 
implement various ways of tackling the specific CSR dimensions: ensure adherence to 
standards or go beyond their requirements, implement social employee or community 
benefits, target more environmentally-friendly technologies, etc. (Martinuzzi & 
Krumay, 2013, p. 427; Sánchez, 2015, p. 319; Williams et al., 2015). Moreover, some 
“firms are more interested in being perceived as good corporate citizens than in actually 
improving the social wellbeing of the recipients targeted by their CSR activities” 
(Salazar et al., 2012, p. 183), which makes the analysis of the actual impact of their 
activities even more difficult. 

Additionally, the extent to which CS and CSR are a part of a company’s strategy can 
vary, leading to a varying impact on the society, the environment and the company 
performance (Ingham & Havard, 2015, p. 25; Lozano, 2011 p. 46; Lozano et al., 2016, 
p. 170; Visser, 2014, p. 9). The framework introduced by Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013, 
p. 437) summarises the types of business operations related to CSR into four stages that 
a company can undergo in adopting CSR, as shown in the Figure 1. These stages are 
Project-Oriented, Quality-Oriented, Strategic and Transformational CSR. This 
framework is used as the base in the present work, as it connects the specific projects 
and activities to the degree of CS and CSR strategic integration. Additionally, the 
authors of the framework suggest conducting further case studies to deepen the 
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understanding of the stages and enhance the model (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 
438).  

 

Figure 1 CSR stage model. Source: Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 437 

The Context of SMEs in the Nordic countries 
The present research focuses on the context of SMEs in the Nordic countries of Sweden, 
Denmark, Norway, Finland, Denmark and Iceland. SMEs are defined as enterprises 
with less than 1000 employees and no more than 50 million euro/equivalent of annual 
turnover (Global Reporting Initiative, 2014, p. 3). All business organisations including 
SMEs are often seen as a part of the society that provides social cohesion and stability 
(Vives, 2006, p. 40). Consequently, the society seems to demand for certain obligations 
and responsibilities from these business organisations (Inyang, 2013, p. 123). However, 
there are distinct characteristics of SMEs compared to larger companies. Coppa & 
Sriramesh (2013, p. 32) note that the differences between SMEs and large companies 
can be seen from “the amount of resources available, strategies, drivers, importance of 
managerial values, level of involvement and stakeholder prioritization.”  

According to the Eurostat statistical data 67% of employment and 57% of the value 
added within the non-financial business economy in the EU account for SMEs 
(European Commission, 2011, p. 11). Similarly, SMEs in Iceland and Norway also 
make a significant contribution to the national economy (European Commission, 2015, 
p. 3, 2014, p. 2). The significant contribution of SMEs to the social and environmental 
impact also highlights the importance of exploring the integration of sustainability 
principles in such organisations (Johnson, 2015, p. 272; Vives, 2006, p. 40).  

The Nordic region is an official term that is adopted by The Nordic Council of 
Ministers, and consist of Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Iceland, as well as 
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the Faroe Islands, Greenland and Åland (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2016). The 
present study concerns the five countries of Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and 
Iceland that are considered to be representative of the region as a whole and in the 
present research are called the Nordic countries.  

1.2 Res earch Gaps  
The research questions in the present study are designed to fill the gaps identified in 
analysing the existing academic literature. The three areas of the research that are 
encouraged by academics to be explored further are related to the topics of (1) corporate 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility, (2) small and medium-sized 
enterprises, and (3) the Nordic countries.    

The academic research calls for linking the theory and practice of corporate 
sustainability integration in strategic management by shifting the focus from whether or 
not companies should engage in corporate sustainability to the specific drivers, tools 
and communication processes used (Engert et al., 2016, p. 2843). The need for further 
research on the integration of CSR in the core business processes is highlighted by Asif 
et al. (2013, p. 7). Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013, p. 438) call for empirically testing the 
stage framework that brings together the levels of CSR integration in business 
operations and the analysis of company maturity regarding CSR. 

Although the significance of the contribution of SMEs to the development of the society 
and the economy has been widely acknowledged (Fuller, 2003, p. 303; Johnson, 2015, 
p. 272; Vives, 2006, p. 40), there is a gap in the CSR research in the context of SMEs 
(Inyang, 2013, p. 123; Jenkins, 2006, p. 241; Moore & Spence, 2006, p. 222; Sloan et 
al., 2013, p. 28). According to Adámek (2013, p. 164), most research in CSR focuses on 
the context of large companies. Perrini et al. (2007, p. 287) argue the importance of 
exploring CSR in SMEs basing on three arguments: (1) the significant share of SMEs in 
creating employment and supporting the economy, (2) the argument that “many large 
firms have been small firms” (3) and the lack of this kind of research on a large scale. 
Finally, Sloan et al. (2013, p. 28) call for future research focusing on the motivations for 
SMEs to become more sustainable and on the operational and organisational processes 
used in this, as well as for analysing the applicability of the models of change towards 
sustainability that have already been developed. 

The researchers draw the attention of CSR and CSR focus specifically to the region of 
Scandinavia as a “possible inspiration for CSR and sustainability” (Strand et al., 2015, 
p. 13). At the same time, it is noted that though historically Scandinavia refers to 
Denmark, Sweden and Norway, Finland is also often included in literature as part of 
Scandinavia. Additionally, the terms Nordic and Scandinavian can sometimes be used 
as interchangeable and refer to not only a geographical, but a cultural construct (Strand 
et. al., 2015, p. 3). This argument, combined with the recognition of a distinct Nordic 
Model of CSR (Carson et al., 2011, p. 4, 2015 p. 19; Midttun et al., 2006, p. 376; Strand 
et al., 2015, p. 4) and with the fact that the business literature also refers to the Nordic 
countries as exemplary in the area of CSR (The Economist, 2013) were at the basis of 
expanding the research geography to all the Nordic countries, as we believe that the 
inclusion of Finland and Iceland could enhance the quality of our research. 
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Considering the gaps in the existing literature, we attempt to contribute to research by 
exploring the integration of CSR and corporate sustainability in SMEs in the Nordic 
countries of Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland and Iceland. 

1.3 Res earch Ques tions  
Basing on the research gaps identified in the existing literature, namely, the importance 
of exploring CS and CSR integration in small and medium-sized enterprises and in the 
Nordic region, and the lack of research focusing on the context of SMEs, the present 
research aims at answering the following research questions: 

1. What are the CSR activities in SMEs in the Nordic countries?  
2. How is CSR and CS integrated in SMEs in the Nordic countries? 

1.4 Res earch Objec tives  
In relation to the above-mentioned research questions, the present research aims at 
achieving the following objectives: 

1. To identify the CSR and CS activities implemented by SMEs in the Nordic 
countries.  

2. To classify these activities in accordance with the previously identified 
theoretical constructs to get a systematised overview. 

3. To explore the specifics of CSR integration in SMEs in the Nordic countries by 
relating the existing concepts with the empirically obtained information. 

Following the objectives, the present research is focused on exploring CSR integration 
in SMEs in the Nordic countries. The quantitative content analysis allows to fulfil the 
first two objectives and get an understanding of the activities performed. The case study 
of SMEs in the Nordic countries allows to further explore the specifics of CSR 
integration, relate it to the existing theory and attempt at expanding it.  

1.5 The  S truc ture  of the  S tudy  
The present paper begins with Chapter 1: Introduction. In the introductory section, an 
overview of current literature and the research gaps are discussed. Moreover, the 
purpose, the research questions and the objectives that guide the research are presented.  

In the Chapter 2: Research Methodology, the positioning of our philosophical stances in 
terms of ontology, epistemology, and axiology is discussed. The reasoning regarding 
the chosen research approach, strategy, type and design are elaborated. This chapter 
ends with the discussion of the literature selection methodology.  

The Chapter 3: Theoretical Frame of Reference focuses on the discussion of corporate 
sustainability, corporate social responsibility and their strategic integration, as well as 
explores the related concepts of the CSR drivers, the business case for CSR and CSR 
communication through sustainability reporting and elaborates the context of SMEs and 
the Nordic countries.  
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In the Chapter 4: Empirical Method: Qualitative Dominant Mixed Research, the details 
of the process of collecting the data for the quantitative content analysis and the 
multiple case study are provided and the process of coding and analysing the data is 
elaborated. Additionally, the aspects of ensuring the quality of the present research and 
the ethical considerations are discussed. 

The Chapter 5: Empirical Results: the Practice of CSR Integration in SMEs provides the 
step-by-step discussion of the empirical data analysis. In this section, the empirical data 
is matched with the theoretical frameworks discussed in the Chapter 2, and the 
conclusions are drawn regarding the more in-depth understanding of CS and CSR in 
SMEs in the Nordic countries.  

The Chapter 6: Discussion addresses the findings of our study and relates the empirical 
results with the previously identified theoretical models. In this chapter, we also discuss 
our proposal to modify the CSR stage framework.  

Finally, Chapter 7: Conclusions and Recommendations presents the main conclusions, 
as well the theoretical contributions, the practical contributions, the limitations and the 
directions for further research. 
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2 Res earch  Methodology  
In this chapter, an overview of the methodology that guided the present research is 
given. The philosophical considerations underpinning the study, as well as the research 
approach, strategy and design are justified and described.  

2.1 Res earch Philos ophy  
The research philosophy is an important element within the research process with 
regards to its role in providing guidance for developing knowledge and understanding 
the nature of knowledge. Moreover, the chosen philosophical perspective guides 
researchers in designing the research strategy, approach and methods used during the 
research process (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 108). The three important elements regarding 
the philosophical considerations that guided the present research, namely, ontology, 
epistemology and axiology, are discussed below.  

2.1.1 Ontology  
In the context of research, ontology is a philosophical consideration that concerns the 
nature of reality (Raadschelders, 2011, p. 918). The main discussion is related to 
whether social entities are considered an external actor with regard to reality, or whether 
they are a part of the social construction of reality based on perceptions and actions 
(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 32). In this sense, ontology can be categorised into two 
viewpoints: objectivism and subjectivism (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 110). Objectivism 
states that the existence of the social phenomena is “beyond our reach or influence,” it 
is thus independent of human beings as social actors (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 21). 
Alternatively, subjectivism views social phenomena as a result of social interaction that 
is constantly being revised (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 22). 

The present research aims at exploring corporate sustainability and corporate social 
responsibility integration in SMEs within the context of the Nordic countries and adopts 
a subjectivism perspective. The SMEs that are the object of the present study are 
approached as social actors that continuously interact with the society and the 
environment, and their perspectives of the social phenomena of CSR and CS require 
socially constructed interpretation. This position of subjectivism is also supported by 
the large number of definitions and interpretations of CSR and CS available in 
literature, implying that these are socially constructed phenomena. In addition, 
academic literature studying SMEs stresses the role of owners and managers, as well as 
other employees, in constructing the companies’ approaches to corporate sustainability 
and CSR. In all the organisations that are part of our study, we identify the strong 
contribution of people within the organisation to initiating and developing CS and CSR 
activities. Therefore, we believe that CS and CSR cannot stand independently outside 
the role of social actors and need to be studied within the subjectivism perspective. 

2.1.2 Epis tem ology  

Epistemology is concerned with how knowledge is understood, developed, and 
observed, and whether social sciences should be studied in the same manner as the 
natural sciences or not (Bryman, 2012, p. 27). Epistemology can be differentiated into 
three main categories: positivism, realism, and interpretivism (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 
134-137).  
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The positivism perspective confirms facts and phenomena through the testing of 
hypotheses, because the argument is that knowledge can be gained through the role of 
researcher as an external observer (Saunders, et al., 2012, p. 114). Similar to the 
positivism stance that suggests that a scientific approach is needed in gaining 
knowledge, the realism perspective suggests that researchers should be assuming the 
position of an external actor independent from the reality (Saunders, et al., 2009, p. 
114). However, the realists view that the objective reality could be defined in different 
ways. The two types of realism are empirical realism and critical realism. While 
empirical realism argues that the reality could be fully understood “through use of 
appropriate methods” (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 17), critical realists view that the reality 
could be sensed and experienced in different ways (Saunders, et al., 2012, p. 137). In 
contrast to the positivism and the realism perspectives, interpretivists argue that the 
social world is too complex, and that humans as social actors could understand the 
social phenomena subjectively in different ways (Saunders, et al., 2009, p. 116). To 
understand a particular action, “the inquirer must grasp the meanings that constitute that 
action” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 191). In addition to the three differentiation of 
epistemological stances, researchers could adopt pragmatism position, which argues that 
the research question is the most important consideration in determining the research 
philosophy (Saunders, 2009, p. 109).  

Focusing on our effort in answering the research questions, it seems decisive to take a 
pragmatism perspective (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Moreover, this research is 
conducted by using a mixed method approach combining qualitative and quantitative 
inquiry. However, as argued by Schwandt, both our quantitative and qualitative studies 
require, to some extent, different level of subjective interpretation (Schwandt, 2000, p. 
210, cited in Johnson et al., 2007, p. 117). For instance, the sustainability reports 
analysed in the quantitative part of the study were prepared by organisations based on 
their own perceptions and interpretations. Furthermore, even though we tried to ensure 
the maximum level of unambiguity in developing the coding instruments and 
performing the coding, we added some interpretation in analysing the data as 
researchers.  

Thus, we are positioning our epistemological stance in the interpretivism viewpoint. In 
this research, our attempt to capture the aspects of integrating corporate sustainability 
and CSR in organisations requires subjective interpretations from both the informants 
(e.g. the managers and the owners) and the researchers. First, we are aware that we 
should consider different perspectives of informants as social actors. In conducting our 
research, we attempt to understand their point of view and adopt the empathetic stance 
(Saunders et al, 2009, p. 116). Second, as researchers, we take role in constructing our 
own interpretations when analysing the data, which makes us subjective in our 
relationship regarding the development of knowledge in this research.  

Moreover, the interpretivism perspective also supports our view of CS and CSR 
integration in companies’ business operations as a dynamic process, as we argue that 
companies can move from one stage to another stage of CSR integration, and we aim at 
studying the specific values, goals and processes that constitute this, with a focus on the 
companies’ interpretations. Our approach is a dynamic approach, meaning that 
companies can choose the direction that is suitable for them and that there is no one-
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size-fits-all approach. Therefore, based on the considerations abovementioned, we argue 
to position our research in the interpretivism stance. 

2.1.3 Ax iology  
According to Saunders (2012, p. 137), axiology is related to the values that affect the 
research process and thus have an impact on the results of this research. Researchers 
articulate their values in the research process starting from deciding the topic, 
positioning the philosophical approach, and choosing for the data collection methods 
(Heron, 1996, p. 11; Saunders et al, 2009, p. 116). We realise that our values influence 
our present research in several ways. 

Firstly, we have different nationalities and cultural backgrounds, which allow us to 
think and analyse the topic from different perspectives. As we are international students 
coming from outside Europe, we do not have deep experience of engaging with SMEs 
in the Nordic countries. However, we perceive this situation as a positive factor as we 
can be more unbiased, due to absence of personal connections with the countries and 
organisations in the scope of our research.  

Secondly, our chosen philosophical stance and our approach to analysing the issue were 
based on our previous knowledge. As students of the MSPME programme, both of us 
did the same courses at Heriot-Watt University, Politecnico di Milano and Umeå 
University. However, our previous educational and professional background also 
affected the way we are doing our research. Anton is from Indonesia and has a 
background in accounting. He graduated from Parahyangan Catholic University and 
completed an undergraduate thesis on management auditing of small and medium-sized 
enterprises in West Java, Indonesia. He has several years of experience as a financial 
auditor and corporate finance analyst, and he is familiar with analysing sustainability 
reports that are commonly used as one of the reporting tools in the area of 
environmental management accounting. Vasilia is from Russia, she graduated from 
Saint Petersburg State University. Her educational background in Sociology and her 
work experience in marketing research could influence the methodological choices for 
the present work, as well as the way the results are presented. Nevertheless, as we have 
different ways of thinking and different approaches towards tackling the topic, we 
believe that the diversity allowed us see and analyse the issue from different 
perspectives and contributed to the quality of the work. 

Thirdly, we do not have special interest or specific intention regarding the companies 
selected as cases for our analysis. The topic was selected based on our common interest 
in the field of corporate sustainability and corporate social responsibility, and we tried 
to ensure impartiality by relying on a broad selection of academic literature in 
conducting the study. 

2.2 Res earch Approach  
Typically, the two forms of research approaches that can be used by researchers are 
deductive and inductive reasoning (Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013, p. 71). The deductive 
approach involves the development of theory through hypotheses testing based on 
existing theories (Saunders, et al., 2009, p. 124). Additionally, in the deductive 
approach, researchers deduce hypotheses that will be exposed to empirical analysis 
Bryman (2012, p. 24). On the contrary, the inductive approach starts with the empirical 
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findings which lead to the development of a theory (Saunders, et al., 2009, p. 126). In 
the inductive approach, “theory is the outcome of research” (Bryman, 2012, p. 24). 

In our research, the theory analysed in the literature review guides the data collection 
processes. We formulate a framework based on the existing theories, and perform 
quantitative content analysis using the deductive approach to quantify the elements of 
this framework, namely, to understand which CSR activities are used by the analysed 
companies. In the qualitative part of our study, the framework is further used for 
guiding the data collection and analysis. However, the inductive approach is used to 
explore the ways how corporate sustainability and corporate social responsibility are 
integrated in the business operations of SMEs. Consequently, this research uses the 
abductive approach of both deductive and inductive reasoning through systematic 
combining, as recommended by Dubois & Gadde (2002, p. 559) for refinement of 
existing theories. We base all the tools for data collection on the previously identified 
theories and models. However, in the course of the fieldwork we explore the elements 
underlying those theories in more depth, and are constantly “going back and forth 
between framework, data sources, and analysis” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 556) 
starting from the quantitative part of the research when, as will be demonstrated further, 
we develop a suggestion for modifying some elements of the framework. Eventually, 
basing on the insights gained during the empirical stage of the work, we suggest 
expanding the initial framework. 

2.3 Res earch S trateg y  
Bryman & Bell (2015, p. 37) define research strategy as “a general orientation to the 
conduct of business research”, which implies that the chosen research strategy will 
guide the overall research process. Typically, quantitative and qualitative research 
strategies are distinguished; some researchers also define the third strategy of mixed 
research. For instance, Johnson et al. (2007, p. 123) define mixed methods as “an 
intellectual and practical synthesis based on qualitative and quantitative research; it is 
the third methodological or research paradigm (along with qualitative and quantitative 
research)”. 
We argue that our general orientation for this study is the qualitative dominant mixed 
research strategy, the method being a qualitative dominant mixed research (Johnson et 
al., 2007, p. 124). The quantitative content analysis method will serve as a 
complementary and foundational block in understanding the key characteristics of 
corporate sustainability or corporate social responsibility in the Nordic countries. 

The mixed research methods are usually associated with a pragmatic research 
philosophy, as they try to consider multiple perspectives and standpoints (Johnson et al., 
2007, p. 125). At the same time, Schwandt (2000, p. 210) states that “All research is 
interpretive, and we face a multiplicity of methods that are suitable for different kinds of 
understandings”. Johnson et al. (2007, p. 124) represent research method paradigms on 
a continuum ranging from purely qualitative to purely quantitative methods, with the 
different versions of mixed methods being in the middle areas of the continuum. The 
authors define the qualitative dominant mixed research method as “the type of mixed 
research in which one relies on a qualitative, constructivist-poststructuralist-critical 
view of the research process, while concurrently recognizing that the addition of 
quantitative data and approaches are likely to benefit most research projects” (Johnson 



13 

 

et al., 2007p. 124). This is the case of the present study, with the descriptive content 
analysis providing a more solid basis for the qualitative case study. Thus, the qualitative 
dominant strategy guiding the research is aligned with both our ontological position (i.e. 
subjectivism) and epistemological perspective (i.e. interpretivism).  

2.4 Res earch Type   
Research also could be differentiated into three types of descriptive, exploratory, and 
explanatory studies based on the purpose (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 138-141). 

A descriptive research attempts to create an accurate profile of a social phenomenon 
(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 140). In this context, the content analysis conducted within the 
present research aims at providing a mapping on corporate sustainability and corporate 
social responsibility activities of SMEs in the Nordic countries, thus answering the first 
research question. In the context of SMEs in the Nordic countries, a descriptive study is 
needed, as the current literature is mainly focused on large companies. 

The present research also aims to explore the approaches to integrating corporate 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility in SMEs in the Nordic countries. To 
achieve this objective, the multiple exploratory case study of SMEs in Nordic countries 
is performed. The method attempts to explore a new insight in this topic, which is one 
of the important characteristics of exploratory research (Robson, 2002, p. 59; Saunders 
et al, 2009, p. 139). Hence, the present research aims to tackle both descriptive and 
exploratory objectives.  

2.5 Res earch Des ign  
As was stated before, a mixed method research approach is adopted to answer the 
research questions stated above. The stages of the research conducted encompass an 
analysis of the existing literature, a content analysis of sustainability reports published 
by small and medium enterprises and a multiple case study of small and medium 
enterprises operating in the Nordic countries. The selection of mixed research 
methodology is usually motivated by exploration, triangulation and complementarity 
(Bentahar & Cameron, 2015, p. 5). We believe that combining content analysis and 
multiple case study in the present research allows us to benefit from the strengths of 
these two methods and get a more profound understating of the specifics of CSR and 
organisational change towards sustainability in SMEs in Nordic countries. 

Among the other reasons for using a mixed method research design is obtaining data 
triangulation. Denzin (1978, p. 301) outlines several types of triangulation that we tried 
to utilise in the present research. Data triangulation refers to using multiple data sources, 
investigator triangulation requires the participation of more than one researcher, theory 
triangulation implies that several theories and perspectives are used in the interpretation 
of the results, and methodological triangulation means using multiple research methods. 
Regarding the methodological triangulation, between-method triangulation, or using 
both qualitative and quantitative methods in one study, would mean that “the bias 
inherent in any particular data source, investigators, and particularly method will be 
cancelled out when used in conjunction with other data sources, investigators, and 
methods” (Denzin, 1978, p. 14, cited in Johnson et al., 2007, p. 115).  
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Thus, the research design encompasses a content analysis that allows to answer the first 
research question and get an understanding of what the SMEs do and disclose as CSR 
before proceeding to a more in-depth analysis of these activities and their connection 
with CSR and CS integration, which is the second research question. 

 

Figure 2 Summary of the research methodology 

2.5.1 S us tainability  Reporting  Content Analys is  

The main principle in content analysis is to classify words in a text into several content 
categories (Kothari et al. 2009, p. 1648). In the present research, the method of content 
analysis was used for identifying and classifying CSR and CS activities performed by 
small and medium-sized enterprises who published sustainability reports in 2015. This 
allowed us to get an overview of what SMEs do and disclose as sustainability and 
prepare for the qualitative part of the study, when we could explore those activities in 
more detail. 

The sustainability reports published by SMEs in the Nordic countries were downloaded 
from the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Sustainability Disclosure Database. GRI is 
an international independent organisation that pioneered sustainability reporting since 
the late 1990 (GRI, 2016). GRI is also one of the globally accepted standards for 
sustainability reporting (Lozano & Huisingh, 2011, p. 100) that aims at enhancing the 
communication between businesses and stakeholders and enabling transparency and 
accountability of organisations (GRI, 2016). Sustainability reports in the GRI database 
are publicly available.  

The descriptive nature of the content analysis part of the research implied that no 
hypotheses testing was conducted at this stage (Paul, 2008, p. 68), but rather a mapping 
of the type and nature of CSR activities of SMEs in the Nordic countries was 
performed. Sustainability reports from 16 SMEs in the Nordic countries, which is all the 
reports for the year 2015 published in English. No additional software was used for to 
retrieving and translating the text and counting the words. 

The CS and CSR activities identified were coded and classified into three type of 
categories. First, these activities were classified based on their type of activities as 
adopted from Maon et al. (2015, p. 9). The classification of was then performed in 
accordance with the triple bottom line framework (Elkington, 1997, p. 50) and CSR 
stage model (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 437). 
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2.5.2 Multip le  Cas e  S tudy  
According to Yin (2009, p. 18), a case study is “an empirical enquiry that investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real life context, especially when the 
boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly evident.” Case 
studies are generally recommended for “why” and “how” explanatory types of research 
questions. Their use is also justified in exploratory research projects where an extensive 
and “in-depth” description of a social phenomenon is required (Rowley, 2002, p. 17; 
Yin, 2009, p. 9). The present study uses the method of a multiple case study and 
explores 13 cases of SMEs in the context of the Nordic region.  

The present study addresses SMEs and their functioning in the context of the Nordic 
countries. The unit of analysis is the organisation, or the case itself (Miles & Huberman, 
1994, p. 25). The primary sources for obtaining information about the companies were 
the key informants – the people “who are considerably knowledgeable and articulate, 
people whose insights can prove particularly useful in helping an observer understand 
what is happening” (Patton, 1987, p. 95), though other sources such as company 
websites and published sustainability reports were also used.  

2.6 Literature  S e lec tion  Methodology  
Existing literature helps to acknowledge previous research that is relevant to the study 
and allows to identify gaps in the research. The present work builds on the existing 
literature in formulating the theoretical framework that guides the research process.  

Primarily, the databases of the Umeå University Library and the Heriot Watt University 
Library were used to access academic articles from such publishers and databases as 
Emerald Insight, Wiley, Sage Journals Online, Elsevier Science Direct Journals, 
Springer Journals, Business Source Premier, Taylor&Francis, JSTOR and others. 
Additionally, printed books available in the Umeå University Library were used, 
particularly, in designing the research methodology. 

Certain key words were used in the systematic search for the academic literature, such 
as: corporate sustainability, corporate social responsibility, CSR implementation, CSR 
integration, sustainability reporting, small and medium-sized enterprises, Nordic 
countries, and the combinations of these key words. The citations mentioned in the key 
articles, as well as the articles citing the identified sources were also reviewed to expand 
the range of literature analysed, as suggested by Webster & Watson (2002, p. xvi). The 
literature search process is a learning process, and the range of the key words widened 
as we gained more understanding of the topics and explored the various aspects that 
could be related to them.   
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3 Theore tical Fram e  o f Re ference  
The present chapter elaborates the background of the research questions tackled in the 
present study. The approaches to analysing the topics of corporate sustainability and 
corporate social responsibility and their integration in companies’ business operations 
are analysed, as well as the specifics of the organisational context of SMEs and the 
geographical context of the Nordic countries. Basing on the literature review, we define 
the framework and the structure for collecting and analysing the empirical data.  

3.1 Unders tanding Corporate  S us tainability and CS R  

3.1.1 Corporate  S us tainability  
In the broadest sense, corporate sustainability means “the art of doing business in an 
interdependent world” (Savitz & Weber, 2013, p. 1) and stresses the mutual dependence 
between companies and their multiple stakeholders. To be integrated successfully, 
corporate sustainability should be implemented at all organisational levels and be 
included in the formulation of corporate goals, strategies, policies and processes 
(Krechovská & Procházková, 2014, p. 1150).  

Kleine & Hauff (2009, p. 522) introduce the framework of integrative sustainability 
triangle (IST) based on the triple bottom line as a multi-purpose portfolio method for 
corporate social responsibility. In the model, every corner of the triangle represents a 
dimension of the triple bottom line (economic, social, environmental). The distance to a 
corner represents the strength of the association with the respective dimension. The 
triangle is divided into ten zones, each representing either strong or weak relationship 
with each of the dimensions. Thus, the zones closest to the corners indicate strong 
relationship with the dimensions corresponding to those corners, and the zone in the 
centre represents equal association with each of the three dimensions. The main aim of 
the triangle is to visually represent the degree of horizontal integration or, in other 
words, the degree of alignment between the interests of diverse stakeholders and the 
specific activities. This, in turn, is among the factors of CSR effectiveness (Kleine & 
Hauff, 2009, p. 523). 
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Figure 3 The integrative sustainability triangle. Source: Kleine & Hauff, 2009, p. 523 

The sustainability triangle can serve as a tool for empirically analysing a given 
company’s approach to corporate and the degree of alignment of the perceived 
stakeholder interests with the company’s activities through utilising the elements of the 
triple bottom line. At the same time, it does not address the other two components of the 
definition of corporate sustainability, that is, the short-, medium- and long-term 
orientation and the organisational processes and systems. Additionally, even though the 
authors apply the triple bottom line principles, they refer to the term “corporate social 
responsibility,” which needs to be explored further. 

3.1.2 Corporate  S oc ial Res pons ibility  
Over the past decades, the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility has been widely 
researched in the academia and implemented by companies, and the interest in the topic 
has been increasing recently. The modern era of corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
starts with the publication of the book Social Responsibilities of the Businessman by 
Howard R. Bowen in 1953 with the initial idea that businesses have obligations to 
pursue policies, decisions and actions seen as desirable by the society (Carroll, 2015, p. 
87). Since then many scholars attempted to define the core dimensions of CSR through 
literature reviews, interviews, theoretical reasoning and content analysis (Dahlsrud, 
2008, p. 2), with the increasing amount of different definitions and dimensions 
emerging in the literature (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012, p. 934). 

The notion of CSR is also sometimes reduced to only one of its dimensions – it is 
perceived as corporate philanthropy or referred to only regarding its social dimension 
(Lozano, 2011, p. 49). However, researchers conducting systematic reviews of the 
literature available on the concept identify several dimensions that need to be addressed. 
For example, Sarkar & Searcy (2016, p. 1433) outline six core dimensions that underpin 
the concept of CSR, even though the definitions used by different authors may vary. 
They are economic, ethical, social, stakeholders, sustainability, and discretionary, which 
are considered in the present work. 
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The literature analysis demonstrates that the concepts of CSR and corporate 
sustainability are interconnected, and that focusing on only one of them in a research 
could lead to a risk of overlooking some important information (Sarvaiya & Wu, 2014, 
p. 67). Thus, the empirical part of the present work focuses on the view of CSR and 
corporate sustainability as seen by organisations, so that the components of these 
concepts are examined. The theoretical frame of reference for systematically 
approaching these views is outlined below. 

3.2 CS R Integration  in  S MEs  in the  Nordic Countries : Ke y 
Elem ents  

In analysing the literature, we are focusing on the topics summarised in the Figure 4 that 
provides an overview of what will be addressed further in the present chapter. We 
adopted the metaphor of a growing tree to demonstrate that several key elements 
contribute to the integration of CSR as a process, all of which will be further explored in 
the present chapter to obtain a comprehensive picture. 

 

Figure 4 CSR integration in SMEs. Summary of the key areas explored. Sources: Basu & Palazzo, 2008; 
Carson et al., 2011, 2015; Coppa & Sriramesh, 2013; Gjølberg, 2010; Jenkins, 2006; Kurucz et al., 
2009; Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013; Matten & Moon, 2004; Spence, 2007 

Not surprisingly, various elements contribute to the decision to implement CSR and to 
integrate the elements of corporate sustainability in the business processes. The CSR 
drivers may have diverse nature, and the ways of implementing it are numerous. 
Further, companies need to justify the implementation of corporate sustainability or 
CSR and thus support the business case for CSR.  
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Additionally, researchers distinguish several stages of implementing CSR depending on 
the tools that companies use and on the level of embeddedness of CSR into the strategy, 
which could result in different impact of the initiatives on the company itself, the 
environment and the society. The outcomes of a company’s performance regarding CSR 
can be summarised in sustainability reporting. 

As the present paper addresses small and medium-sized enterprises, the Theoretical 
Frame of Reference section also elaborates the ways that the context of SMEs can 
influence the engagement of companies in CSR and CS. Additionally, the Theoretical 
Frame of Reference outlines the context of the present research: namely, the specifics of 
CSR in SMEs an the Nordic countries are elaborated. 

3.2.1 CS R Drivers  
In the academic literature, CSR and corporate sustainability are often presented as a 
process of implementing change towards a more sustainable state (Benn et al., 2006, p. 
156; Ingham & Havard, 2015; Lozano, 2015 p. 34; Lozano et al., 2016 p. 1; Vecchiato, 
2015 p. 266). Corporate sustainability is thus perceived as a process of continuous 
adjustment and improvement of the internal structures as well as of the ways that 
companies deal with their stakeholders (Lozano, 2015, p. 34). The researchers note that 
planning the organisational change by analysing the various levels of the organisation 
can help companies to overcome the barriers to change and “integrate their efforts for 
sustainability more holistically, including technological, managerial, and organisational 
changes, i.e. taking a more holistic perspective to contribute to sustainability” (Lozano, 
2016, p. 170). 

Scholars tend to approach the drivers for CSR and classify them from various 
perspectives. Basing on the source, two main categories of drivers for CSR 
implementations can be distinguished: internal drivers that deal with the processes 
inside the corporation and external drivers concerning the relationships with external 
stakeholders (Lozano, 2015, p. 35). While the internal motivations are related to the 
need for cost saving, customer demands and expectations, moral and legal obligations, 
etc., the external drivers result from regulations and legislation, raising society 
awareness and collaboration with external organisations. In this respect, the drivers are 
related to defining the business case for CSR, as they dictate how a company sees the 
reasons for the change and communicates it to stakeholders.  

Similarly, the classification of the drivers suggested by Basu & Palazzo (2008, p. 122) 
identifies stakeholder driven view of CSR that sees it as a response to the demands of 
different stakeholder groups, performance driven view that focuses on the actions 
undertaken within a company’s CSR on the effects of those actions, and the motivation 
driven approach that examines the reasons why companies engage in CSR (such as 
corporate reputation, responding to NGO action, generating customer loyalty, etc.). 

Vecchiato (2015, p. 266) takes a different approach and classifies the drivers for change 
towards a more sustainable state basing on the turbulence of the context. The 
continuous drivers support and enhance traditional identity of the main components of 
the industry and typically lead to incremental change, while discontinuous drivers lead 
to the development of completely new products. While for continuous change, strategic 
planning and foresight approaches are recommended, discontinuous drivers of change 
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should emphasize strategic flexibility and learning. In this respect, the organisational 
change in CSR and CS integration relates to innovation for sustainability, which implies 
the “development of something new, be it intentional or not, that improves performance 
in the three dimensions – i.e. environmental, economic and social – of sustainable 
development” (Szekely & Strebel, 2013, p. 468). The spectrum of strategic innovation 
for sustainability can range from incremental innovation with novelties at the level of 
products, services and processes, to radical innovation that means closer interaction 
with external stakeholders and game-changing innovation that could constitute a 
transformation of the practices, structures and even the very aims of business. And 
while solving global social and environmental challenges requires game-changing 
innovation level, businesses without experience often start with incremental innovation, 
as this would mean a better chance of succeeding (Szekely & Strebel, 2013, p. 476). 
Similar to the concept of organisational change, innovation for sustainability implies 
that companies actively engage with the wider context in which they are operating.  

Thus, in analysing CSR and CS implementation as a continuous process, it is important 
to understand the drivers that motivate companies to engage in this process, as they can 
mean different levels of strategic integration of CSR and CS as well as lead to different 
outcomes. Another element to be addressed is the business case for CSR, or the 
justification for its implementation.   

3.2.2 Defining the  Bus ines s  Cas e  for CS R 

For any given organisation that is willing to implement CSR or corporate sustainability, 
it is important to define its meaning to the business and the way that CSR will be 
reflected in the company’s procedures and businesses (Williams et al., 2015).  

CSR can sometimes be considered a waste of resources and an unrealistic task by 
different groups of stakeholders (Sundaram & Inkpen, 2004, p. 353). In such cases, the 
argument is that a company should focus on profit maximisation for shareholders, 
hence, CSR costs would be illegitimate (Schreck, 2011, p. 167). Brown (2006, p. 106) 
argue that the legitimacy in an organisation is often a ‘perceived conflict’ rather than a 
‘real conflict’ between the business and the stakeholders. To reconcile this conflict, 
Schreck (2011, p. 167) proposes to prove the business case for CSR so that the CSR 
expenditures could become legitimate, provide economic benefits and align with the 
company obligations.  

In the practical sense, a business case is defined as “business justification and rationale; 
that is, the specific benefits to businesses in an economic and financial (‘bottom-line’) 
sense that would flow from CSR activities and initiatives” (Carroll & Shabana, 2010, p. 
92). This definition implies that managers should be able to justify that CSR is 
beneficial for the company’s strategy and financial performance. O' Sullivan (2006, p. 
50) found that many top managers are keen to put emphasis on creating a link between 
CSR and profitability. Therefore, the issue is not to choose between either CSR or the 
company’s profit, but how to create an alignment between CSR and the company’s 
profit.  

According to Berger et al. (2007, p. 147), the business case for CSR can be seen from 
two views: the narrow view and the broad view. The narrow view suggests that there 
should be a direct link between CSR initiatives and the company’s financial 
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performance. On the other side, the broad view represented by “the syncretic 
stewardship model” suggests that the relationship between CSR and the company 
performance could be both direct and indirect. 

After analysing both theoretical and empirical research, Weber (2008, p. 247) suggests 
that there are five benefits of CSR: (1) positive effects on the company image and 
reputation, (2) positive effects on employee motivation, retention, and recruitment, (3) 
cost savings, (4) revenue increases from higher sales and market share, and (5) CSR-
related risk reduction or management. Similarly, Kurucz et al. (2009, p. 103) note that 
the business case for CSR can include: (1) cost and risk reduction, (2) gaining 
competitive advantage, (3) developing reputation and legitimacy, and (4) seeking win-
win outcomes through synergistic value creation.  

The model suggested by Kurucz et al. (2009, p. 103) is displayed in the Figure 5. It is 
important to note that the authors also implement a dynamic approach for analysing 
CSR and argue that companies move from the first stage of cost and risk reduction 
driven by shareholder primacy towards synergistic value creation that is based on 
organisational learning and is “focused on seeking opportunities to unearth, relate, and 
synthesize the interests of a diverse set of stakeholders, broadly conceived” (p. 92). The 
four types of the business case are further elaborated below.  

 

Figure 5 Four models of value creation in the CSR business case. Source: Kurucz et al., 2009, p. 103 

The first type of the business case for CSR is cost and risk reduction. According to 
Kurucz et al. (2009, p. 88), “the primary view is that the demands of stakeholders 
present potential threats to the viability of the organization, and that corporate economic 
interests are served by mitigating the threats through a threshold level of social and 
environmental performance.” Carroll & Shabana (2010, p. 97) argue that CSR could 
reduce the cost and risk in three ways: (1) equal employment opportunity policies and 
practises, (2) energy-saving and other environmentally friendly production, and (3) 
building positive community relationships. Moreover, the authors reported that ‘cost 
saving’ were one of the main reasons for companies to initiate CSR.  
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The second type of the business case for CSR is using it for “adapting and leveraging 
opportunities” and thus focusing on a wider set of stakeholders for gaining competitive 
advantage (Kurucz et al., 2009, p. 89). Smith (2003, p. 67) argues that the CSR strategy 
initiated by a company could be unique, if framed carefully. In this sense, the 
uniqueness of CSR can be understood as a differentiation strategy which promotes the 
company’s competitive advantage and positively influences the decisions made by 
stakeholders.  

Further, companies can move to the focus on creating value through aligning 
stakeholder interests and thus enhancing reputation and legitimacy (Kurucz et al., 2008, 
p. 90). Legitimacy is defined as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions 
of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed 
system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). Companies 
adopt certain disclosure and reporting strategies to depict social and environmental 
phenomena related to their corporate reputation (Brammer & Pavelin, 2004, p. 94). 
Through this, companies become legitimate as they are able to describe that the 
company’s business is consistent with the norms and expectation in the community 
(Carroll & Shabana, 2010, p. 101). 

Finally, in the win-win-win perspective of the synergistic value creation, CSR also 
could play a role in connecting the different stakeholders’ interests by proactively 
seeking out and connecting the interests of different stakeholders, which will “open  up  
heretofore  unseen  opportunities for  multi-point  value creation”  (Kurucz et al., 2009, 
p. 91). Therefore, CSR practices can create the synergetic value that accommodates the 
different stakeholders’ demands across the wider community, while a company moves 
from the “shareholder primacy” to the integral vision of the society.  

3.2.3 CS R Integration  

Corporate social responsibility and sustainability can be implemented through various 
ways depending on the company’s vision and goals. The research to analysing the level 
of CSR integration in the business processes is also conducted from different 
perspectives. Researchers tend to approach the analysis of CSR integration by creating 
either typology models or stage models for classifying companies or by addressing the 
components and mechanisms for such integration (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012, p. 934; 
Kolk & Mauzer, 2002, p. 28).  

The typologies provide non-linear classifications of “ideal types” that could be useful 
for understanding organisational structures and strategies (Kolk & Pinkse, 2014, p. 311; 
Lozano, 2011, p. 46; Rugman & Verbeke, 1998, p. 373).  

The stage models describe the process of organisational development towards higher-
level integration of CSR in the company and organisational change towards a more 
sustainable state (Benn et al., 2006, p. 157; Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010, p. 85; 
Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 428; Visser, 2015, p. 9). The stage models have been 
criticised for being rigid and hard to operationalise; at the same time, most of the 
environmental management models are stage models (Kolk & Mauzer, 2002, p. 23). 
The researchers point out the fact that the stage models provide a practical tool for 
companies that enables assessing the current situation and the possible directions and 
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insights into how a more mature stage could be reached (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, 
p. 429; Benn et al., 2006, p. 156; Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010, p. 87). 

Another approach focuses on the process of integration and on the top-down and 
bottom-up mechanisms that could be used for integrating CSR in a company’s existing 
management systems (Asif et al., 2013, p. 16; Perrini et al., 2011, p. 69; Yuan et al., 
2011, p. 90). Literature distinguishes implementing the principles of CSR through 
corporate social responsiveness, implying that businesses respond to issues they saw in 
the society, and corporate social performance that places more emphasis on the results 
achieved by the company (Carroll, 2015, p. 91). The important concept introduced in 
this respect is the Social Entrepreneurship as “the process of pursuing solutions to social 
problems while using time-tested business principles to help achieve total 
organizational success” (Carroll, 2015, p. 94) that reflects the strategic integration of 
CSR into the business processes.  

The present research adopts the framework for analysing the stages of integrating CSR 
developed by Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013, p. 437) as the guiding structure for 
analysing the aspects of CSR integration (see Figure 1). Expanding the action-oriented 
corporate responsibility typology suggested by Halme & Laurila (2009, p. 328), the 
model combines the features of a stage model and the focus on the business operations, 
namely, project management, quality management and strategic management. Thus, it 
can be considered to be summarising the different approaches mentioned above while 
approaching CSR as a process that implies increasing strategic integration and 
organisational change. The authors suggest that in the process of integrating CSR in the 
business operations, companies can go through the four stages of Project-Oriented CSR, 
Quality-Oriented CSR, Strategic CSR and Transformational CSR. These four stages, as 
well as the business operations related to them, will be elaborated below.  

Project-Oriented CSR 
Many companies initiate projects aimed at achieving positive social or environmental 
impact that may target either the customers of the company, its internal or external 
stakeholders (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 430). Such projects are aimed at 
achieving “good” and are thus easy to communicate. Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013, p. 
430) claim that Project-Oriented CSR is the first stage for integrating sustainability in 
organisational business operations, as projects do not require a change in the processes 
and culture of the company and have a limited timeframe. However, this is an important 
starting point, as companies “strive for doing good” and are integrating this in their 
projects. 

It must be noted that projects and project management can be approached from several 
perspectives in relation to CSR and CS. While companies can initiate external projects 
aimed at achieving sustainability goals, CSR can also be integrated in project 
management and project portfolio management. According to the framework developed 
by Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013, p. 430), only the first type can be considered Project-
Oriented CSR. Project management as the process of “managing projects sustainably” 
and the development of techniques that would integrate sustainability in the process of 
project management (Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 2015, p. 14) and portfolio management 
as the manifestation of the company’s strategy (Cooper et al. 2001, p. 361) would rather 
be relevant for Strategic CSR.  
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The examples of Project-Oriented CSR provided in the description of the framework 
developed by Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013) vary and can be targeting customers, 
internal or external stakeholders. The key criteria for defining aspects of project CSR 
are the limited timeframe and the low impact on both the organisation and the society. 

Quality-Oriented CSR 
The second stage of implementing corporate social responsibility comes with quality-
oriented CSR, or “avoiding bad things,” which fosters some changes in organisational 
processes by implementing standards or quality management systems. Implementing 
quality management systems can improve stakeholder relationships and result in 
obtaining competitive advantage (Waddock & Bodwell, 2004, p. 33), as well as fix the 
image of the firm if it was damaged.  

The international certification schemes and standards like the ISO 37101, ISO 14000 
and ISO 26000 and the sustainability reporting guidelines like the GRI establish 
systematic requirements to the performance of organisations basing on the framework 
of the triple bottom line (ISO, 2016; GRI, 2016). These organisations have also been 
working on providing guidance for using the GRI and the ISO frameworks jointly (GRI 
& ISO, 2014, p. 6). Implementing quality management systems or other operational 
improvement processes such as Total Quality Management and lean production has also 
been recognised as important in driving sustainability integration (Chiarini, 2016, p. 
361; Kuei & Lu, 2013 p. 67; Sloan et al., 2013, p. 20). Finally, membership in 
international or local organisations and aimed at promoting sustainable development 
such as the UN Global Compact, Landvernd and FIBS and adhering to the principles of 
these organisations also provides companies with systematic frameworks to address the 
topics related to sustainability (FIBS, 2016; Landvernd, 2016; UN Global Compact, 
2016). 

In the context of the Nordic countries, the Quality-Oriented stage of CSR 
implementation can be linked to the external contextual drivers of CSR, as the 
legislation in the countries demands adherence to quality standards, with increasing 
requirements on energy performance and its verification (Allard et al., 2013, p. 307), the 
Swan ecolabeling programmes (Bratt et al., 2011, p. 1632) and other initiatives aimed at 
turning the patterns of production and consumption in a sustainable direction. 

While implementing quality management and systematic frameworks for addressing the 
elements of CS and CSR have been recognised as a useful approach for CSR 
integration, the researchers point out the importance of further integration of these 
systems with the strategy and the vision of the company (Brown, 2014, p. 183; 
Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013 p. 432; Waddock & Bodwell, 2004, p. 31). 

Strategic CSR 
On the third stage of strategic CSR, environment and society are included in strategic 
decisions and integrated into all central business decisions on what, where, how, and for 
whom the company is producing (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 433). This strategic 
approach is related to creating shared value that encourages generating economic value 
in a way that also produces value for society (Porter & Kramer, 2011, p. 62), as well as 
to developing the company’s overall strategy and improving stakeholder relations. As a 
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result of integrating CSR into the corporate strategy, long-term organisational changes 
influencing the company as a whole can be achieved. This approach of integrating CSR 
into company’s strategy is also associated with increased risk (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 
2013, p. 434). 

Researchers recognise the importance of embedding the sustainability principles in the 
projects undertaken in organisations (Crawford, 2013, p. 238). However, for many 
projects within organisations, as well as for business-as-usual processes, sustainability 
may not be explicitly reflected in the goals and processes. Sustainability considerations 
and decisions being rooted in the long term, they may appear insignificant in the project 
lifetime, given the temporary nature of all projects  (Økland, 2015, p. 107). This brings 
the issue of integrating long-term sustainability perspective in all levels of decision 
making in a company, which requires ensuring that everyone involved is taking 
sustainability into account on all stages (Crawford, 2013, p. 243).  

Sustainable value creation through portfolio management allows to exploit the 
opportunity to “create shareholder wealth that simultaneously drives us toward a more 
sustainable world” (Hart & Milstein, 2003, p. 65) by addressing the long-term solutions 
and projects. With respect to linking the business strategy and the sustainability 
management, Figge et al. (2002, p. 281) propose integrating sustainability into the 
balanced scorecard. The development of a sustainable balanced scorecard would consist 
of choosing the relevant business unit, identifying its environmental and social exposure 
and determining the strategic relevance of environmental and social aspects.  

Finally, within the context of SMEs, it is important to consider sustainable 
entrepreneurship and adopting sustainability as a value proposition as a component of 
integrating CSR in the business strategy. As argued by Atiq & Karatas-Ozkan (2013, p. 
5) the entrepreneurial approach that focuses on opportunity detection and enactment can 
be combined with the principles of sustainability in Strategic CSR for creating shared 
value. As a way of adopting CS and CS on the strategic level, companies may reinvent 
the business models by, for instance, offering sustainable alternatives to existing 
solutions, and thus creating value beyond profit and balancing the three aspects of the 
triple bottom line (Gilles & Christine, 2016 p. 17; Najmaei, 2015, p. 263; Schaefer et 
al., 2015 p. 396; Spence et al., 2011, p. 335). 

Transformational CSR 
Finally, the fourth stage of transformational CSR implies that companies are 
transformed from static and reactive to dynamic, self-learning organisations. This type 
of CSR allows the parallel transformation of the company, its stakeholders and the 
whole society and is the most powerful approach to implement CSR (Martinuzzi & 
Krumay, 2013, p. 428). The focus of Transformational CSR is not on gaining 
competitive advantage, but on creating the abilities to gain it by achieving flexibility.  

The stage of Transformational CSR can be linked to several concepts identified 
previously in the literature analysis. First, organisational flexibility and learning was 
identified to be the result of the discontinuous drivers for change in more turbulent and 
uncertain environments; as was mentioned before, these drivers tend to include 
disruptive technologies and new customer needs in emerging and growing industries 
(Vecchiato, 2015, p. 268).  
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Second, the stage of Transformational CSR that “allows the parallel transformation  of  
an  organization,  its  stakeholders,  and  the  whole  society” (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 
2013, p. 428) can be associated with the win-win-win perspective for the business case 
for CSR identified by (Kurucz et al., 2009, p. 91) that also emphasises organisational 
learning and seeking opportunities to relate and synthesise the need of a broader set of 
stakeholders. In turn, organisational learning driven by the meaningful implementation 
of the principles of sustainability throughout the organisation facilitates ongoing 
innovation, long-term performance and organisational excellence (Benn et al., 2006, p. 
163; Brown, 2014, p. 189; Vilanova et al., 2009, p. 66; Wals & Schwarzin, 2012, p. 22). 

Moving along the Stages of CSR 
The fact that an organisation is moving to a new stage does not cancel the initiatives 
from the previous ones, but rather indicates a new approach to CSR. This means that 
companies on the quality-oriented stage of CSR still engage in project-oriented CSR, 
and so on. However, moving to a new stage means a change in the company’s vision of 
CSR, as well as an increased impact on the company and its competitiveness and an 
increased impact on the society and the environment (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 
437).  

Thus, the framework provided can serve as an important starting point for both 
understanding the stages that organisations go through in the process of organisational 
change towards sustainability and the ways of implementing this change (through 
projects, quality management, strategic management and organisational learning). 
However, the authors call for further testing the framework and assessing the stages as 
well as for a series of case studies that would allow to deepen the understanding of the 
contingencies and the constraints of the four stages (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 
438).  

Thus, the drivers and the business case for CSR lead to the different ways of its 
integration in the organisations’ business operations. Within this process of integration, 
the level at which CSR and CS principles are embedded in an organisation can be 
related to the degree of change in the business processes of that organisation, as well as 
with the potential to make a significant impact on the environment and the society in the 
wider sense. Organisations may then choose to communicate the activities performed in 
the spheres of CS and CSR. One of the most commonly adopted ways of such 
communication is sustainability reporting. 

3.2.4  Com m unicating CS R through  S us tainability  Reporting  
The sustainability reporting implemented by increasingly larger number of companies 
summarises the organisation initiatives undertaken in corporate sustainability. Today, 
about 95% of Global Fortune 500 companies voluntarily publish reports disclosing their 
performance in social, economic and environmental dimensions (Carroll, 2015, p. 92).  

As defined by Global Reporting Initiative (GRI, 2016), sustainability reporting is “an 
organization’s practice of reporting publicly on its economic, environmental, and/or 
social impacts, and hence its contributions – positive or negative – towards the goal of 
sustainable development.” According to Lozano et al. (2016, p. 179), the goals of 
sustainability reporting are transparency of sustainability performance, assessing 
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sustainability, promoting sustainability efforts, fostering stakeholder dialogue, 
improving sustainability reputation and fostering change.  

GRI is one of the globally accepted standards for sustainability reporting (Lozano & 
Huisingh, 2011, p. 100) that aims at enhancing the communication between businesses 
and stakeholders and enabling transparency and accountability of organisations. The 
GRI standards define the reporting principles of stakeholder inclusiveness, 
sustainability context, materiality and completeness for defining the report content, and 
the principles of accuracy, balance, clarity, comparability, reliability and timeliness for 
defining the report quality (GRI, 2016). The organisations that wish to report in 
accordance with GRI are encouraged to identify the stakeholders and the reasons for 
responding to their specific interests, to understand the wider context, to reflect on 
material impacts of their activities and to assess whether this reflection is complete. 
Thus, sustainability reporting can be claimed to be not only the reflection of a 
company’s activities aimed at implementing CSR and CS, but it could also contribute in 
formulating the goals for the specific actions that could contribute to this. 

Strategy and organisational change are among the consequences of implementing 
sustainability reporting, including the switch to a more strategic view of sustainability, a 
change from environmental to sustainability focus, expansion to include more business 
operations, better collaboration between company functions, change of employee 
attitudes and behaviours and continuous learning and improvement (Arena & Azzone, 
2012, p. 682; Higgins & Coffey, 2016, p. 27; Lozano et al., 2016, p. 176). 
Implementing sustainability reporting could also foster change in the sense of bringing 
better understanding of sustainability drivers and their relation to corporate drivers and 
a clearer internal understanding of sustainability efforts, as well as foster a dialogue 
between stakeholders. 

Lozano et al. (2016, p. 179) argue that such factors as company size, industry 
membership and perceived corporate impact (economic, environmental, social) do not 
play a big role in the decision to start publishing sustainability reports. At the same 
time, the low degree of formalisation, the scarcity of resources, lack of public visibility 
and the lower importance of reporting in general can be among the reasons why SMEs 
publish sustainability reports less often than larger companies (Bos-Brouwers, 2010 p. 
421). Given the recognised importance of reporting in strategy and management, several 
authors specifically focus on developing frameworks that would foster CS and  CSR 
reporting specifically in SMEs, as they argue that the GRI and the Sustainability 
Integrated Guidelines for Management may not be suitable for companies of smaller 
size due to their complexity (Arena & Azzone, 2012, p. 683; Klovienė & Speziale, 
2015, p. 332; Perrini & Tencati, 2006, p. 299). In the present research, sustainability 
reports published by SMEs will be used during the empirical stage to obtain the 
mapping of the activities performed by such organisations and answer the first research 
question. 

After elaborating the concepts of corporate sustainability and CSR and the key elements 
related to their integration in the business operations of organisations, it is important to 
understand the context of the present research. Thus, the following section will further 
explore the specifics of CSR and CS in SMEs and the geographical context of the 
Nordic countries. 
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3.2.5 CS R in  S MEs   
Due to the unique economic, cultural and social characteristics of any country, the 
definition of SMEs varies by country (Lindner, 2005, p. 8). The European Union 
defines SMEs as enterprises with no more than 250 employees that either have the 
annual turnover of less than 50 million euro or the annual balance sheet not exceeding 
43 million euro (European Union, 2015, p. 10). As the scope of the present research is 
within the context of SMEs in the Nordic countries, the EU definition might not 
applicable for Iceland and Norway. Alternatively, the Global Reporting Initiative 
proposes that SMEs are enterprises “with a maximum of 250-1000 employees and a 
turnover of up to 50 million euro” (Global Reporting Initiative, 2014, p. 3). For the 
purpose of this research, we define SMEs as enterprises with less than 1000 employees 
and no more than 50 million euro/equivalent of annual turnover.  

The general approach for analysing SMEs can be seen from three perspectives: the task 
environment, the organisational configuration and the managerial characteristics 
(Amboise & Muldowney, 1988, p. 277). In terms of the task environment, SMEs are 
more vulnerable to their customers, suppliers, competitors and regulatory bodies due to 
the limited financial and human resources. The authors also argue that SMEs have 
informal and less structured organisational configuration with centralised decision-
making. Moreover, SMEs tend to have specific type of managerial characteristics 
related to “owner-manager” behaviour with informal management structure and 
personal management (Jenkins, 2006). These characteristics could affect the way SMEs 
approach corporate sustainability and CSR.  

The Specifics of CSR in SMEs 
Spence (2007, p. 536-538) notes seven distinct characteristics of CSR in SMEs that are 
different from the perspective of large companies. First, there is a lack of codification of 
CSR in SMEs (i.e. SMEs unlikely to recognise the term of ‘CSR’ itself). Second, 
personal motivation is more important than other motivation (e.g. marketing, strategic, 
or public relations) for engaging in socially responsible implementation. Third, the 
owner-manager is the primary person responsible for CSR implementation. Fourth, the 
embeddedness and the moral proximity to local communities and customers affect CSR 
implementation. Fifth, cooperation through social capital and informal relationships 
based on integrity and honesty is characteristic. Sixth, the approach to CSR is affected 
by the strong consideration of employees as an important stakeholder. Seventh, the 
considering the industry in important within the context of SMEs.  

There is a debate regarding CSR performance in SMEs. As SMEs are often associated 
with entrepreneurship, it is assumed that SMEs are related to short-term profit 
maximization and uncompromising individuals (Spence, 2007). Williamson et al. 
(2006, p. 327) further argue that CSR in SMEs is motivated by a narrow view of the 
business case that stresses the direct relationship between CSR and the company’s 
financial performance. Moreover, they found that “SMEs will try to comply with, but 
will not go beyond, environmental regulations”. On the other hand, Coppa & Sriramesh 
(2013, p. 32) argue that in the context of SMEs, the personal ethics might have great 
influence on the business ethics, which consequently affect the organisational behaviour 
of the companies. Egels-Zandén (2017, p. 101) supports this argument, as he argues that 
SMEs emphasise the ethical motives rather than solely focus on rational profit motives. 
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Therefore, the role of owner-managers becomes crucial in implementing CSR in SMEs 
(Jenkins, 2006 p. 241).  

Furthermore, the stakeholder management in SMEs is also different from that in larger 
companies. (Jenkins, 2006, p. 243) notes that the stakeholder relationship in SMEs is 
“based on a more informal, trusting basis and characterised by intuitive and personal 
engagement with less of a gap between the relative power and influence of company 
and stakeholder”, which is different compared to larger companies that are “far more 
likely to engage in carefully planned, formal strategic stakeholder management with 
most power to dictate outcomes lying with them.” Such difference might affect the 
approach towards CSR conducted in SMEs. According to Jamali (2009, p. 365), CSR 
practices in SMEs are less formal in comparison to larger companies with high level of 
formalisation and standardisation. The high level of autonomy and legitimacy of owner-
managers in SMEs also influences the way the company uses the resources for CSR 
activities (Jenkins, 2006, p. 242). This is due to the fact that ownership and control are 
generally held by the same person in SMEs (Egels-Zandén, 2017, p. 99). 

Finally, SMEs can be different from larger companies from the point of view of 
strategy. Fitjar (2011, p. 33) notes that SMEs have less strategic planning related CSR 
activities due to their focus on daily operations and lack of time and resources. Hence, 
SME strategies are most likely “to form in a patchy way through emergent, rather than 
deliberate, processes” (Jamali et al., 2009; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985, cited in Egels-
Zandén, 2017, p. 99). Moreover, (Vives, 2006, p. 49) argues that CSR activities in 
SMEs need a gradual approach, and most likely will be difficult to integrate CSR into 
the company’s strategy. Thus, the challenge is to find a way to integrate CSR in the 
daily operations and the routine of the business (Perrini et al., 2007, p. 287).  

3.2.6 CS R in  the  Nordic  Countrie s  

The regional and country context plays an important role in defining the governmental 
policies towards CS and CSR. The political, financial, educational and cultural systems 
affect the different perception and approaches to CSR in different countries (Matten & 
Moon, 2006, p. 413). 

Though the countries in Nordic region have their specifics, a distinct “Nordic Model” of 
CSR can be identified that differentiates the region (Carson, 2011, p. 4; Gjølberg, 2010, 
p. 223; Strand et al., 2015, p. 3). Moreover, in 2013, the Nordic Strategy for Sustainable 
Development based on the economic, social and environmental dimensions on the triple 
bottom line was published (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2013, p. 5) that contributed to 
integrating the vision of sustainability in the region. The document acknowledges the 
common views that the Nordic countries have regarding the key social issues and the 
common vision of aiming at sustainable development. The important roles of the public 
sector, the private sector and the individual consumers in this process are noted (Nordic 
Council of Ministers, 2013, p. 24). Some researchers argue that the strong social-
democratic welfare state and the established partnership between the government and 
the businesses leave “little room for moving beyond compliance” (Carson, 2011, p. 4, 
Carson et al., 2015, p. 19). At the same time, the companies’ approach to CSR in the 
region changes over time. 
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From a broad perspective, the “Nordic Model” of CSR can be described as a version 
implicit CSR characteristic for European countries that implies CSR values, norms and 
practices that are followed but not communicated. These practices are motivated “by the 
societal consensus on the legitimate expectations of the roles and contributions of all 
major groups in society” (Matten & Moon, 2006, p. 410). The alternative model of 
explicit CSR is characterised by describing the corporate activities and is motivated by 
stakeholder expectations. The researchers note that, specifically, the Scandinavian 
countries within the Nordic region (Sweden, Denmark and Norway) are “becoming 
more communicative and outspoken on what social responsibilities they claim to take,” 
thus moving towards the explicit CSR (Carson et al., 2015, p. 30). In this context, it is 
interesting to look at the practical aspect of how companies engage in CSR and CS and 
communicate it. 
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4 Em pirical Me thod:  
Qualitative  Dom inant Mixed  Res earch  

In this chapter, we elaborate the specific procedures used during the stages of 
developing the data collection and analysis tools and the process of data collection 
itself. The present research uses a mixed method of sustainability reporting content 
analysis and multiple case study. This chapter sheds light on the process of coding and 
systematising the data, which leads us to answering the research questions. 

4.1 S us tainability Reporting  Content Analys is  

4.1.1 Retriev ing S us tainability  Reports  
The data collected for content analysis of sustainability reporting was gathered from 
Global Reporting Initiative Sustainability Disclosure Database (GRI, 2016). The reports 
were downloaded based on four criteria: (1) size of the company is SMEs, (2) region 
selected is Europe, (3) countries selected are Denmark, Finland, Norway, Iceland and 
Sweden, and (4) the reporting year is 2015. As the present research study was 
conducted in the end of 2016, the reporting year of 2015 was expected to provide the 
latest sustainability reports and yield a higher number of sustainability reports in 
comparison to the current reporting year of 2016 (Reporting year 2016: 39 SMEs, 
reporting year 2015: 46 SMEs, as of 20 December 2016). No specific criteria were 
selected regarding the sector and report type.  

Based on these criteria, 42 out of 46 sustainability reports were obtained, as 4 reports 
were not available for downloading due to technical issues in the database. From these 
42 reports, 1 report was excluded, as we found that the company cannot be considered 
an SME based on the adopted definition. Furthermore, the sustainability reports that 
were published in the local language (Finnish, Icelandic, Norwegian and Swedish) were 
excluded, as the authors are not confident with either of these languages, and including 
them could lead to increased errors. Thus, content analysis of sustainability reports from 
16 SMEs was performed. This represents 35% of all the SMEs operating in the Nordic 
countries that published their 2015 sustainability reports in the Global Reporting 
Initiative Sustainability Disclosure Database.  

As GRI is one of the most accepted standards for sustainability reporting (Lozano & 
Huisingh, 2011, p. 100), we selected GRI Sustainability Disclosure Database as the 
main source in conducting our quantitative study. Based on our findings, the utilisation 
of sustainability reports downloaded from GRI Sustainability Disclosure Database 
provide two implications that need to be pointed out. First, we noted that the reporting 
of CS and CSR activities were largely dominated by larger companies (medium sized 
enterprises rather than micro-organisations). Thus, the results of sustainability reporting 
content analysis will be skewed towards companies of larger size, whereas the multiple 
case study will allow us to complement these results with the analysis of organisations 
of varying size. Second, we found that there are some organisations that cannot be 
considered SMEs by the criteria of turnover and size that published their sustainability 
reports under the SME category. These companies were excluded from the study, 
however, such finding may enhance the awareness of future researchers to be careful in 
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collecting the data (i.e. sustainability reports), particularly if the researchers are 
interested in distinguishing the context of SME and non-SME.  

4.1.2 Content Analys is  Procedure  
The first step in performing the content analysis was to list CS and CSR in the 
sustainability reports. As noted by de Jong & van der Meer (2015, p. 6), organisations 
tend to describe a broad set of activities as socially responsible. We used the approach 
suggested by the authors and identified CSR activities based on the following criteria: 
the activity must be performed voluntarily, it must not be obligated by law, it must be 
concrete, and the organisation must participate in the activity itself. Following this 
procedure, we identified 143 activities. As we focus on the activities of SMEs in the 
Nordic countries, we excluded 13 activities implemented outside this region. Hence, a 
list of 130 corporate sustainability and corporate social responsibility activities were 
obtained for analysis. Pattern recognition and two coding procedures were performed 
for classifying these activities.  

4.1.3 Patte rn Recognition  

The type of the content analysis used in the current work is recognising pattern content 
as indicators that could mean the presence of a particular pattern, that is, the particular 
type of activity performed by the organisation (Potter & Levine‐Donnerstein, 1999, p. 
261). In this phase, 7 types of patterns were identified in the corporate sustainability and 
corporate social responsibility activities reported by companies. We adopted the 
classification of CSR activities as proposed by Maon et al. (2015) and adjusted it to the 
patterns identified in the data. The classification is not exclusive, because an activity 
may relate to more than one type. The seven types of activities are indicated in the 
Table 1. 
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Table 1 Pattern recognition in content analysis 

Type of Activities Key phrases 

CSR related to the development of product and 
services 

High quality materials, 
Non-toxic product, 
Biodegradable product, etc. 

Sourcing and procurement 
Supplier selection, 
All contractors are registered,  
Control the supplier’s production, etc. 

Certification, labels and memberships 
ISO certification,  
C2C certification, 
Licensed to use…, etc.  

Code of conduct and employee-related activities 
Job satisfaction measurement, 
Equal opportunities in workplace, 
Company culture reform, etc.  

Development of internal business processes 
Finishing treatment, 
Reduce water consumption, 
Using intermodal transport, etc. 

Donations and philanthropy 
Donations funds to…, 
Scholarship program for…,  
Raised money for…, etc. 

Business in the community 
Energy reduction project, 
Worked with the City Council, 
 Provide practical training, etc.  

While subjective interpretations are still inevitable in performing this kind of 
classification, this is consistent with our philosophical consideration of interpretivism. 
Furthermore, the content analysis was intended to be the first stage of the research that 
would allow to get an idea of what activities are performed and map them. 

4.1.4 The  Coding Proces s   

The development of the coding scheme for the content analysis of the reports was 
guided by the research of the theoretical concepts defined by theory, which implies 
using a deductive approach (Potter & Levine‐Donnerstein, 1999). The theory-based 
definition of CSR proposed by other researchers, as well as the dimensions of CSR 
identified in previous research were used in developing the coding scheme. Specifically, 
the activities were coded according to triple bottom line framework (Elkington, 1997) 
and the stage model of CSR integration (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013). 

The First Coding 
The main purpose of the first stage of the coding process was to categorise the CS and 
CSR activities according to their focus along the triple bottom line framework. The 
activities were classified according to the three pillars of sustainability: economic, 
social, and environmental (Elkington, 1997). However, as suggested by Maon et al. 
(2015), these pillars can be elaborated further to obtain a better reflection of the content. 
Therefore, the following coding scheme was used to classify the CS and CSR activities:  

ECO = economic activity that is favourable for the company’s profitability. 



34 

 

SOC_1 = internal social activity involving employees in the company  

SOC_2 = external social activity outside of the company. 

ENV = activity that has impact on the environment. 

This classification is also not exclusive, as the same activity can be classified into more 
than one category, and it also implies some subjectivity. For instance, an activity aimed 
at providing farming training to handle with climate change issue could be classified as 
both external social (SOC_2) and environmental (ENV). We coded only explicit 
mentions of specific aspects to reduce subjectivity in interpretation; for instance, if the 
economic effect of the activity was not mentioned explicitly, the code ECO was not 
applied, though the activity still may have some economic impact on the company. 

The Second Coding  
We also adopted the CSR stage model suggested by Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013) that 
aims at classifying companies based on integrating sustainability into the project 
management, quality management, strategic management and organisational learning 
(Project-Oriented, Quality-Oriented, Strategic and Transformational CSR). During the 
process of coding, the framework was expanded to allow more precision, and the 
activities were classified under four codes: PROJECT, QUALITY_1, QUALITY_2 and 
STRATEGIC. The differences were identified based on three factors: the type of 
activity, the scope of change inside the company, and the (potential) impact for the 
organisation. Strategic and Transformational CSR were not differentiated at this stage, 
as the assessment of whether an organisation implements organisational learning and 
flexibility is a question that requires more in-depth analysis. The stage of 
Transformational CSR was addressed in the semi-structured interviews.  

In the coding process, it was considered relevant to distinguish two different versions of 
Quality-Oriented CSR (see Table 2). The activities aimed at improving the quality of 
the products or of the processes in the long-term perspective were considered separately 
from the ones aiming at obtaining certifications. 

Table 2 The coding scheme for relating CSR activities with the stages of CSR integration 

Indicators PROJECT QUALITY_1 QUALITY_2 STRATEGIC 

Activities 

Projects; 
Limited 
timeframe; 
External 
orientation 

Obtaining 
certifications 

Improving the 
quality of the 
product/processes 
(proactive) 

Indicators of 
“sustainable 
mindset”; 
Portfolio 
management 

Scope of 
change  

No change 
inside the 
company or 
low change 

Change in the 
company’s 
processes 

Change in the 
company’s 
processes 

(Potential) change 
in the company’s 
culture 

(Potential) 
impact for the 
organisation 

Limited or no 
impact  Medium impact   Medium impact 

 

Most or all the 
company’s 
operations are 
affected 

This coding scheme is consistent with the philosophical considerations of 
interpretivism, as with coding latent content, full objectivity cannot be a realistic 
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expectation, and the coders’ subjective interpretations are inevitable (Potter & Levine‐
Donnerstein, 1999). However, as we coded all the information ourselves, we made sure 
that we have as close understanding of the topic and its components as possible, thus 
increasing intersubjectivity for achieving reliability.  

4.2 Multiple  Cas e  S tudy  
As was mentioned before, focused interviews conducted with the representatives of 
each company served as the main source of information in the multiple case study. The 
informants’ understanding of the topics of sustainability, corporate social responsibility 
and the specific activities related to them were investigated. During the interviews, the 
company representatives were asked to specify their perspective on sustainability and 
CSR - which, if any, term they use and how they understand it. 

4.2.1 Focus ed Inte rv iews  Guide  

In the recommendations to ensuring the construct validity for a case study, Yin (2009) 
recommends defining the specific concepts related to the studied phenomena and 
relating them to the original objectives of the study, and afterwards identifying the 
operational measures that match these concepts. The framework developed by 
Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013 as well as the concept of the triple bottom line and the 
integrated sustainability triangle (Elkington, 1997; Kleine & Hauff, 2009, p. 523) were 
used in developing the interview guidelines. To understand the process of CSR 
integration in companies’ strategies, we were trying to identify the stage at which the 
company is now, the specific practices that led to this stage, as well as the practices that, 
in the point of view of the informants, will change in the future.  

The key topics addressed during the interviews and used as a tool for the first stage of 
descriptive coding are indicated below. For the detailed Focused Interview Guide used 
in the data collection, please refer to the Appendix 2.  

The first pilot interview was conducted in order to test the interview guide and to see 
whether the designed questions reflect the topics that we intend to cover, are easy to 
understand and to reflect upon by the informants, as well as to test the duration of the 
talk (Weiss, 1994, p. 48). We found that the interview guide was sufficient for exploring 
the key themes that would lead us to answering the research question. Thus, the initially 
developed interview guide was used for conducting the reset of the interviews, and the 
information obtained in the pilot one was not excluded from the eventual results. At the 
same time, it needs to be pointed out that all the interviews were conducted in the 
format of a dialogue, so we could ask additional questions to clarify some information, 
as well as not follow the sequence of the questions.  

  



36 

 

Table 3 Structure of the focused interview guide 

Company information (sector, number of employees, how long the company has functioned, etc.) 

Respondent information (role, area of responsibility) 

Attitude towards sustainability/CSR 

CSR Drivers 

Stakeholder management 

Strategic CSR 

Project-oriented CSR 

Quality-oriented CSR 

Organisational change towards sustainability 

Sustainability reporting 

Transformational CSR 

 

4.2.2 The  Analys ed Com panies  
The summary information on each of the studied organisations is presented in the Table 
4. In total, 17 interviews with the representatives of 13 companies were conducted. 

Table 4 Multiple case study: analysed companies   

Case Sector Focused interviews Employees 
SWEDEN 

A IT Pilot interview: Business Development 
Manager 3 

B Mooring systems development CEO, CFO, Purchasing Manager, HR 
Manager 15 

C Construction Sustainability Manager 409 
D IT CEO 4 

DENMARK 

E Stationery products 
manufacturing and sales Owner 22 

F Wayfinding / Sign planning Owner 33 
G Textile production Part owner 27 
H Trading furniture Chairman 16 

FINLAND 

I Forest consulting Senior Forestry and Environment 
Specialist 57 

J Sustainability consulting CEO 3 
K Asset management Founder and CEO, COO 12 

ICELAND 
L Retail  Quality Manager 400 

NORWAY 
M Management consulting CEO 30 
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4.2.3 Data Analys is  Procedure   
According to the fundamental principle of data analysis formulated by Onwuegbuzie et 
al. (2009), both quantitative and qualitative research lead to five types of 
generalisations: internal or external statistical generalisations, analytical generalisations, 
case-to-case transfer and/or naturalistic generalisations. The current study refers to 
making analytic generalisations - “how selected cases fit with general constructs” 
(Curtis et al., 2000, cited in Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009, p. 15) and case-to-case transfers 
that involves making generalisations from one case to another similar one. The 
information from the case studies was analysed independently and was considered as 
complementary, providing a deeper insight into the processes underlying the 
engagement of SMEs in the Nordic countries in CSR (Yin, 2009).  

The initial analysis of the information obtained during the interviews was conducted on 
an on-going basis. Both of us were present at all the interviews and both were asking 
questions. With the permission of the interviewees, all the interviews were recorded. 
After each interview, we discussed the obtained information and the way it could be 
related to the theoretical concepts. Further, all the interviews were transcribed: as 
suggested by Saunders et al. (2009, p. 486), we transcribed only the answers of the 
informants, and not our questions, to reduce the time needed for transcription. No 
software was used for transcription apart from the media player, all the transcriptions 
were done manually by us. This allowed us to obtain the full text of the informants’ 
answers and proceed to coding of the data and forming the matrix of codes and related 
quotes. 

The descriptive codes related to the elements of the frameworks discussed above were 
assigned to the topics mentioned by the informants during the process of transcribing. 
These codes were created prior to the fieldwork and were based on the research 
questions and the theoretical framework (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 58). Over the 
two weeks of conducting the interviews, the codes were revised based on the 
information obtained from the participants. Thus, we moved to the inductive process of 
generating the empirically driven labels that could possibly allow to suggest a revision 
of the framework for studying SMEs.  

 

Figure 6 Multiple case study analysis process 

As a result, we could move from direct interpretation of the separate cases to the 
aggregation of findings obtained from analysing them together, as suggested by Stake 
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(1995, p. 74). Through the continuous comparison of the theory and the empirical 
findings in the abductive systematic combining, we developed suggestions for 
enhancing the theory based on the results of the research (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 
559). 

4.3 Quality o f the  Res earch  
By nature, our research is qualitative-dominant research. In ensuring the research 
quality, we follow the model proposed by Tracy (2010, p. 840) to assess the eight 
criteria for excellent qualitative research. 

Worthy Topic 
Considering the world societal and environmental situation, the recognised impact that 
SMEs have the economy, the society and the environment (Fuller, 2003, p. 303; 
Johnson, 2015, p. 272; Vives, 2006, p. 40) and the lack of research on CSR and CS 
integration in SMEs, the selected topic is highly relevant. Moreover, intergovernmental 
bodies such as the European Union also emphasise the importance of this topic related 
to its potential to boost regional economies (European Commission, 2015, p. 3).  

Rich Rigor 
As explained in the relevant chapters, this research is conducted under qualitative 
dominant mixed method, as the topic with relation to SMEs is not explored, but also 
due to our effort to go beyond the comfort zone. As such, our decision allowed us to 
obtain a richer dataset and to enhance the qualitative data with information identified 
using quantitative analysis. Our chosen methodological stances are aligned throughout 
the research process and supported by relevant literature that we systematically selected 
and analysed.       

Sincerity 
As researchers, we tried to be honest and transparent with the processes and the results 
of the present research by discussing the levels where subjective interpretations may be 
involved and the limitations of our study. We are open about the technical 
operationalisation of our data collection and analysis process.  

Credibility 
According to Tracy (2010, p. 843), credibility in qualitative research is achieved 
through thick description, triangulation, and multivocality. In this research, we attempt 
to be as detailed as possible in defining the specific terms that our readers may possibly 
not be familiar with or that may be interpreted differently. The design of our research 
also implies triangulation, as we use multiple data sources and combine research 
methods. As the present research was conducted in a pair, the topic was analysed and 
discusses from different angles. Moreover, we also obtained constructive comments 
from our research supervisor and informants, which enhanced the multivocality of the 
research. The credibility of the present work was also enhanced by improving its 
validity and reliability, as suggested by academics focusing on case study research 
(Andrade, 2009; Gibbert et al., 2008; Rowley, 2002; Yin, 2009).  



39 

 

Construct validity that would ensure establishing a link between the theoretical models 
and the empirical observations was achieved through using multiple sources of evidence 
in data collection, establishing a chain of evidence and having the key informants 
review the draft of the report (Andrade, 2009, p. 48; Gibbert et al., 2008; Yin, 2009, p. 
41). To maintain the chain of evidence, all the actions performed in the research were 
documented: the findings based secondary information sources was backed up with 
relevant citations, and all the interviews were recorded and transcribed. Furthermore, 
the participating companies were suggested to review the analysis results, which 
contributes to construct validity. 

Though our study does not imply exploring cause-and-effect relationships, we 
considered ensuring the internal validity of the constructs used by formulating the 
research framework and following it throughout the data collection and the pattern 
matching process of data analysis (Gibbert et al., 2008, p. 50).  

To ensure external validity and obtain generalisability beyond the immediate case 
study, replication logic is followed through the usage of multiple cases selected by 
using theoretical sampling (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 27; Rowley, 2002, p. 21; 
Yin, 2009, p. 38). 

Finally, reliability, which refers to the extent to which “data collection techniques and 
analytic procedures would produce consistent findings” (Saunders, 2012, p. 192) in the 
present research is achieved through ensuring the transparency of the research and 
following replication logic (Gibbert et al., 2008, p. 1468; Rowley, 2002, p. 23). The 
theoretical sampling for selecting the organisations that would be likely to replicate the 
existing theory was adopted (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537; Yin, 2009, p. 55).  

Resonance 
We consider the aesthetic presentation by visualising the important figures and 
frameworks that might be significant for understanding the flow of the research. We 
present the report following the guidelines suggested by Umeå University. We also 
believe that the results satisfy the element of naturalistic generalisation as we quote the 
leaders of the studied organisations who reflect on experience relevant for many SMEs.   

Significant Contribution 
The present research contributes to the existing theory by exploring the areas previously 
identified by academic researchers as gaps. The abductive approach allowed us to 
develop suggestions for modifying an existing stage model of CSR integration that 
would be more applicable for SMEs, specifically, in the context of the Nordic countries. 
Some managerial contributions are specifically discussed in a separate section.  

Ethical Considerations 
The ethical issue cannot be separated from any research, as it is “floating constantly 
beneath the surface of what we do” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 289). We considered 
such aspects as independency, objectivity, plagiarism, informed consent, confidentiality, 
anonymity, ownership of data, honesty and openness and transparency in formulating 
the topic of the research, collecting and analysing the data as well as the dissemination 
of the research findings. 
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We selected the topic of the research independently basing on our interest, and we have 
no interest in obtaining certain results. During the literature review process, we tried to 
be as objective as possible in analysing a wide selection of literature relevant to the 
studied area. We found this approach beneficial, as we could analyse the topic from 
several different angles and by using various theoretical frameworks. The study is based 
on works of academics; all articles and other relevant sources used are cited.  

The data for the quantitative part of the present study was collected from an open 
information source (GRI, 2016). In the search for companies that could potentially be 
representing SMEs in the analysed region for the multiple case study, several data 
sources were used. All the SMEs that published sustainability reports in the GRI 
reporting database (GRI, 2016) were contacted. Additionally, SMEs listed as members 
of UN Global Compact and SMEs in Finland that are members of FIBS Corporate 
Responsibility Network were contacted. In total, 117 organisations were approached, 
with 10 of them agreeing to help us. Two of the organisations studied were referred to 
us by our research supervisor or by the representatives of companies that we tried to 
contact, and the company for the pilot interview was referred by one of our colleagues 
at Umeå University. Thus, the study composition is mainly based on the availability of 
the companies. We ensured transparency in communicating with the companies, 
disclosing our status and the aims of the research and providing any relevant clarifying 
information if needed. 

The ethical aspects were also considered in the process of data analysis. The dataset was 
not manipulated, and no substantial exclusion of the data was made, unless stated 
specifically in the relevant chapter. The information obtained from the interviews was 
used only for the purpose of this research and was coded systematically. The case 
companies are presented anonymously, unless they agreed to disclose the names. In the 
end, we sent emails to all the informants that participated in the present study thanking 
them for their time and contribution. We will also provide all the participants with the 
final document.  

Meaningful Coherence  
We believe that the present research demonstrates meaningful coherence, as we align 
the elements of the research design, which leads us to answering the research questions. 
The selected methods and the analysed literature support us in achieving our objectives.  
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5 Em pirical Res u lts :  
The  Prac tice  o f CS R In tegration  in  S MEs  

In this chapter, the empirical results obtained during the empirical stage of the research 
are presented. The findings of the multiple case studies are combined with the 
quantitative analysis of sustainability reports to obtain a comprehensive view of the 
specifics of CSR and CS integration in SMEs in the Nordic countries. 

5.1 Mapping CS  and CS R Activ ities  of S MEs  in  the  Nordic  
Countries  

As was noted in the Empirical Method section, 130 CSR activities performed by SMEs 
in the Nordic Countries were identified in the sustainability reports and further 
classified. The types of activities, the focus and the relevance to the stage of CSR 
integration were analysed.  

Types of CS and CSR activities: Focus on Internal Processes and Quality 
Certifications   
The type of CS and CSR activities were categorised according to the procedure that was 
discussed earlier in the Pattern Recognition section. Based on the data, the activities 
related to the development of internal business processes are the most frequent type of 
activities (32%). The second most frequent type of activities is obtaining certifications, 
labels and memberships accounting for 29% of the activities. The third most frequent 
type of activities is code of conduct and employee-related activities with 18% 
frequency. These three categories in total represent 79% of activities, which illustrates 
the focus of CSR and CS practices in SMEs in the Nordic countries. On the other side, 
CSR related to the development of products and services (9%), and sourcing and 
procurement (5%) are less frequent. The Figure 7 illustrates the overall distribution of 
activities.  

 

Figure 7 Types of CSR and CSR activities performed by SMEs in the Nordic countries  

Focus of the Activities: Balancing the Triple Bottom Line 
As a result of implementing the first coding scheme related to the focus of the activities, 
it was found that the social aspect of the triple bottom line represents the majority of 
CSR activities of the SMEs in the Nordic countries, with 66% of the activities being 
related to this pillar. Specifically, 35% of the activities analysed were conducted outside 
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of the company and were aimed at achieving external social outcomes, while the 
remaining 31% were implemented inside the company and related to the employees. 
The environmental and economic pillars represent 55% and 39% of the activities 
respectively, as illustrated in the Table 5. 

Table 5 Focus of CSR and activities performed by SMEs in the Nordic countries 

CSR Concerns Code Number of Activities  Percentage 
Economic ECO 51 activities 39% 
Social (internal) SOC_1 40 activities 31% 
Social (external) SOC_2 46 activities 35% 
Environment ENV 71 activities 55% 

CSR Integration in Business Operations: Balancing Activities Related to Different 
Stages 
The third classification was aimed at relating the activities to the stage of CSR 
integration in the business operations, adapted from the framework of Martinuzzi & 
Krumay (2013). It was found that the activities distribution is relatively balanced 
between the Project-oriented CSR, the Quality-oriented CSR related to obtaining 
certifications, the Quality-oriented CSR related to improving business processes and the 
Strategic CSR. The activities distribution is represented in the Figure 8.    

 

Figure 8 CSR activities relevance to the stage of CSR integration in business operations 

The CSR activities performed by SMEs in the Nordic countries are dominated by the 
Quality-Oriented CSR that represents 54% of total activities. These activities involve 
obtaining certifications and improving the quality of the products and process in equal 
proportion. Project-oriented CSR and Strategic CSR represent 21% and 25% of the 
activities, respectively.  

At this point, we have provided an overview and mapping of CS and CSR activities of 
SMEs in the Nordic countries. The following sections will be predominantly based on 
the analysis of the focused interviews and will be related to exploring the drivers for 
implementing CSR and CS activities, defining the business case for CSR and the 
integration of CSR and CS into the business operations. 
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5.2  In itiating  CS R in  S MEs  in  the  Nordic  Countries  

5.2.1 CS R Drivers  
In the literature, the drivers can be classified as internal and external (Lozano, 2015, p. 
35), as well as continuous and discontinuous (Vecchiato, 2015, p. 266), depending on 
the context. CSR can also be identified as stakeholder driven, performance driven, and 
motivation driven (Basu & Palazzo, 2008, p. 122). In the multiple case study part of the 
present research, we tried to understand the reasons for engaging in corporate 
sustainability and CSR activities as perceived by the managers of the companies. 

The drivers for engaging in CS and CSR activities in the analysed SMEs tend to be 
more continuous and leading to incremental rather than disruptive change. In the 
context of the Nordic countries, the external influence of the regulations and industry 
standards, as well as of the demand towards more sustainable products, plays an 
important role. However, the analysed companies tend to be either stakeholder driven or 
motivation driven. The internal drivers seem to be related to the context of SMEs: 
namely, the top management commitment and the initiatives from employees often 
serve as a starting point for CSR.  

Regional Context Specific Drivers 
In the context of the Nordic countries, one of the main drivers for integrating the aspects 
of corporate sustainability and CSR in the business is related to the legislation 
requirements: “From the UN, which is not a legislation, but still… from the EU, from 
the Danish government, from regional and local governments as well… All these parts 
of the legislation pushing the companies to be more and more sustainable” (Company 
H, Chairman). Moreover, in outlining the drivers related to the external environment the 
informants could refer to other countries within the Nordic region that they perceive as 
more advanced with relation to sustainability: “We have to follow the Iceland law; we 
have to do it - so it comes as the external <driver>… And also, we are influenced by 
Sweden, Norway, Finland, Faroe Islands. They are leading in the world in 
sustainability. And it also has a good impact for us” (Company L, Quality Manager). 

Another way the companies are externally driven to engage in CSR and CSR is the 
public tenders. One of the companies we interviewed mentioned that a public tender 
was the first time the company considered the issue: “We, as a small company, attended 
a public tender in 2010, and they asked us about the policy on the issues of CSR or 
sustainability. And we had none, because we were then a half-year-old company. And 
we had a short discussion on that. […] What could we do on our daily basis?” 
(Company M, CEO). 

It is interesting to note that as companies relate themselves to the context, sometimes 
the internal and the external drivers are difficult to distinguish: some of the informants 
mentioned the context of functioning in Scandinavia / the Nordic countries rather as an 
element related to the internal characteristics of the organisation: “It’s on our DNA to 
create and organise a fair working environment for people. It’s not hard for most of the 
companies in Scandinavia” (Company F, Owner). Moreover, the emerging legislations 
can be seen as not a driver for being more sustainable, but as something that could be 
beneficial for a company that already perceives itself as sustainable: “I think that there 
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will come more laws and regulations to benefit us and the environment in the Marina 
world” (Company B, Purchasing and Sustainability Manager). 

Apart from the external contextual factors, the drivers mentioned during the focused 
interviews were mostly related to the internal stakeholders. These drivers will be 
elaborated below.  

Top Management Commitment and the Owner-Manager Role 
According to the interviewed representatives of companies, the management 
commitment is one of the most important internal drivers to initiate these activities: 
“But the top issue for being successful is actually to have management that is 
committed 100%” (Company C, Sustainability Manager). The management was also 
mentioned as a potential barrier for implementing initiatives related to sustainability: 
“Because the management allows to think about this. One thing is that we have Maria 
<the Purchasing and Sustainability Manager>, who is responsible in a way for the 
quality and the social things. But if the management says no, I think it’s hard to have a 
company that will go together that way” (Company B, HR Manager). In initiating CSR 
and CS practices, the top managers also need to work with the potential resistance from 
the employees: “when we moved our office just before this summer, we said to all the 
employees, we will not have any parking lots anymore. You can, of course, take a car, 
but you have to pay for parking yourself. So we are sort of forcing people to be more… 
in line with the development of the climate <issues>” (Company M, CEO).  

It can be suggested that in a way, the top management commitment can also be related 
to prioritising the initiatives: “The managers […] and the CEO, they are interested in 
the environmental issues. Therefore, we are doing quite well in waste management and 
sustainability” (Company L, Quality Manager). This aspect is also relevant to the lower 
degree of formalisation that literature distinguishes as typical for SMEs (Jenkins, 2006, 
p. 243): “Of course the sustainability strategies are important, but more important than 
the strategy paper is the management commitment” (Company J, CEO). 

As was noted in the Theoretical Frame of Reference, the context of an SME places a 
special accent on the attitude of the owner-manager. This specific characteristic of 
SMEs is also an important internal driver for initiating CSR in some of the analysed 
companies. The value system of the owner can even serve as the driver for starting a 
company that would be sustainable:   

“The starting point was absolutely about me feeling very proud about how well I could 
invest money, and I felt uncomfortable being in another company, because I felt that 
they were trying to do things that were not transparent...” (Company K, CEO). 

Similarly to the aspect of top management commitment, as well as being the key driver 
for engaging in CSR and sustainability practices, the owners can act as a significant 
barrier for this: “You can say that in the beginning, we had a very strong base on 
sustainability, and then we got the new owners which corroded that base a little bit” 
(Company D, CEO). 

Summarising, the informants mention the important role that the owners and the top 
management of the companies play regarding engaging in CSR activities. The top 
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management commitment makes the employee initiatives more significant, which leads 
to further CSR and corporate sustainability integration. 

Initiatives from the Employees 
In the context of a strong commitment of the top management, the employee initiatives 
start playing an important role in further moving CSR and sustainability beyond what is 
already being done and beyond what is required by regulations. One of the companies 
interviewed serves a good illustration for this: 

“Now we have a garden here also. Last year, we put potatoes down, and carrots and so 
on. And we could use it here in our kitchen. […] And this was the idea coming from one 
of the employees – instead of buying potatoes and carrots, we could make it by our own, 
and it’s less footprint, more sustainable, no pesticides” (Company L, Quality Manager). 

This brings the issue of the degree to which the top management is open to the 
employee initiatives. Some of the interviewed companies mentioned the importance of 
listening to the suggestions of the team members: “We have 7 persons now, and we can 
say that 10% is about me, and the rest is the other persons. I would say that that is the 
beauty of it all. As long as we, on a helicopter perspective, share the common sound 
values” (Company K, CEO). In the case of SMEs, the knowledge of a single employee 
and the openness of the top management to new ideas can be the key to initiating the 
new practices or goals. “And why specifically B Corp, that was the one that he 
happened to know about. And I kind of am inclined in thinking that I need to be 
especially open-minded with everybody who are much younger than I am, because these 
sustainability issues are going to affect your generation even more than mine and the 
older ones” (Company K, CEO). 

The internal and external drivers for engaging in CSR are closely related to the business 
case – that is, to the specific benefits that a company aims to achieve by implementing 
CSR activities (Carroll & Shabana, 2010, p. 95). This aspect will be discussed below.  

5.2.2 The  Bus ines s  Cas e  for CS R 
The informants stress the importance of defining the business case for CSR, or the 
rationale to implement these activities, with the intention to obtain specific benefits:  

“That is crucial, because you have to be talking with the big bosses of the companies, 
with the top management. And they are usually interested in the numbers, and in the 
revenues, etc. That is not about talking, like, well, we should be solidary with other 
people, not leave anybody behind… I mean, these are really nice, but they don’t 
convince the business leaders” (Company J, CEO).  

The first type of the business case defined by shareholder primacy is cost and risk 
reduction, where companies perceive that there is a trade-off between the financial 
performance and the CSR activities (Kurucz et al., 2009), p. 87. Engaging in CSR as a 
type of risk management was mentioned by our informants working in spheres related 
to sustainability consultancy, as a way for justifying the benefits of these activities for 
the clients: “you can actually sell the idea of sustainable business and, for example, put 
investing in an investment fund like a local impact investment fund by saying, if there is 
a blocade, and you can’t produce or take minerals out of the area, this costs you… 
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whatever, hundreds of thousands or even millions. So, again, bringing back the 
economic losses or the numbers.” (Company J, CEO).  The informants mentioned the 
long-term financial benefits that CSR activities would bring for the company itself, 
which would make additional justification for implementing CSR: “Sometimes, when 
you are doing a certification scheme, for example, you have a small outcost. But the 
payback on that is not even questionable, to be honest…” (Company C, Sustainability 
Manager). However, these long-term benefits were not always mentioned among the 
key ones; some informants only referred to them after a separate question and seemed 
uncertain about the long-term financial implications: “In general, I also feel that the 
long-term profits of having more focus on sustainability can offset the initial higher 
cost, perhaps” (Company B, CFO). 

One of the companies that we interviewed for the pilot interview, being a start-up with 
the product specifics not related to sustainability, mentioned that they are not yet 
considering aspects of sustainability: “Sustainability is not something that is probably 
on our mind because we focus on survival. If you study or read the entrepreneurship 
literature, you will find that more than 90% of start-ups fail in the first year, so the first 
thing is to survive” (Company A, Business Development Manager). The companies also 
admit that in many cases, having stable profit is a prerequisite for engaging in more 
sustainability practices: “After the crisis, we needed to cut all our costs in the company. 
And then we might not have a possibility to choose the most friendly, the most long-time 
material. But if you are stable as a company, then we try to think about this in the way 
we can” (Company B, HR Manager). 

The implementation of CS and CSR activities is also seen by the interviewed companies 
as tools to gain competitive advantage by meeting stakeholder demands, which 
corresponds with the second type of the business case outlined by Kurucz et al. (2008, 
p. 88): “It’s really interesting to show to potential clients that you have these things on 
control, that you are focused on it, that you follow up on it and that you basically 
integrate it as part of the business concept” (Company E, Owner). This leads to the 
issue of communicating the sustainability and CSR initiatives, which includes obtaining 
certifications: “We see more and more, in order to get a blue stamp and a branding on 
our products, we need more sustainability certifications. For instance, if we can get a 
Swan certification on our school chairs and school tables, we will have much better 
time selling this to Danish schools, for example” (Company H, Chairman). The 
business case of building a competitive advantage and enhancing reputation and 
legitimacy can thus combined with the external stakeholder-driven CSR: “Nowadays, I 
feel that <sustainability> is like a competitive advantage, because more and more 
customers want to go green, they want sustainable products” (Company B, CFO). The 
important thing to mention is that some of the companies that we interviewed believe 
that their product is already sustainable, and that thus the issue is to communicate this to 
the potential customers: “We need to find the business model that supports 
sustainability, to find a new concept how to do this. We have a product that is already 
environmentally friendly, but the way how we are selling it has to be in line with those 
goals” (Company B, HR Manager). 

Regarding the third type of the business case that involves enhancing reputation and 
legitimacy, the companies demonstrate that they can meet the needs of stakeholders by 
at the same time strengthening the profitability (Carroll & Shabana, 2010, p. 101). This 
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element of enhancing the reputation was also mentioned by several interviewed 
companies, who connect it with the need to communicate sustainable practices: “It is 
important for society to know that we are working in the sustainable way. At the 
moment and in the future, it will help our business as well” (Company K, COO). 
Another element of this is creating long-term relationships with stakeholders on the 
basis of trust: “So it’s sort of a balance – you have to have money and resources to 
make what you want, but you also have to build up your reputation, cause that’s the 
main competitive advantage that you can have as a small company within this field, that 
people believe in you and they trust you” (Company D, CEO). 

As for the fourth type of the business case for CSR that involves synergistic value 
creation, several companies mention the attempt to identify the needs of a wider set of 
stakeholders and try to approach the society as a whole:  

“Within our premises, there are approximately 300 000 people every day. Which means 
that when we build our houses or our small communities, we need to do that in a wise 
way, so that the people who are in those houses or communities can perform at their 
best. Because when they perform at their best, Sweden will develop as a country” 
(Company C, Sustainability Manager). 

To conclude, the interviewed companies noted that the business case serves as the 
foundation to make efforts or have certain expenditures. These foundations are linked 
with the degree to which CSR is integrated in the organisation strategy. 

5.3 In tegrating  CS R in to  Bus ines s  Operations  
During the semi-structured interviews, we followed the framework suggested by 
Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013) to understand the specific business operations related to 
the stages of CSR integration. These stages of Project-Oriented, Quality-Oriented, 
Strategic and Transformational CSR, from the perspective of the informants, are 
explored below. 

5.3.1 Projec t-Oriented CS R  
The project-oriented CSR is positioned by researchers as the first stage in a company’s 
change towards a more sustainable state (Martinuzzi & Krumay 2013). As was 
mentioned in the Theoretical Framework chapter, such projects are easy to 
communicate, as they do not require any changes in the processes or the culture of the 
company. However, as the analysis of the case studies suggests, this stage may not 
always be relevant for small and medium size enterprises.  

According to the quantitative content analysis, 21% of the activities disclosed in the 
sustainability reports can be classified as Project-Oriented CSR. This was to a certain 
extent found in the analysis of the focused interviews with company managers: “We 
have always had a tradition of employing people who are basically out of the work… 
people who have been unemployed for many years for various reasons […] We see it as 
a mix of the business and good intentions of treating other people well” (Company E, 
Owner).  
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The projects conducted by companies can also be related to internal stakeholders. The 
example below is related to project-oriented CSR according to the framework of 
Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013), as it does not lead to explicit long-term changes in the 
business processes of the organisation. However, it also seems to be an evidence of a 
wider commitment to combining the vision of bringing a benefit for the community 
with a potential benefit for the company. 

“In 2011, our people had very high blood pressure. One of the things to make it lower is 
to work on something, or mobilisation. And we have offered contracts: you got 7500 
Icelandic Krona a month if you travel eco-friendly, like bus, run, walk or bicycle […] 
And 53% of our people, they are using it. And it has been a very good path for the body 
and soul, so mentally we have seen progress” (Company L, Quality Manager). 

Thus, some of the interviewed companies are involved in Project-Oriented CSR. 
However, the performed activities are mostly still connected with the strategic focus: 

“We introduced you to our task to develop good societies - I think that is the biggest 
contribution that we can do to the society. [...] within our employees’ base, we have 
possibilities of mentorship, and we work with gymnasium and younger students in order 
to give them an interest in our field. We also work with people that have come to 
Sweden, refugees, in order to help them to get work” (Company C, Sustainability 
Manager). 

Another example of the connection of Project-Oriented CSR with the strategy of the 
organisation is illustrated by the quote below: 

“So we <gathered> some decision-making people of Helsinki and the capital area, and 
we toured them around Helsinki, showing them different places where you can find 
street arts and these artists. [...] We see that it’s important to be a part of this. And as 
our clientele also highly values the culture and art, so we see there’s a relation for our 
clients as well, that they see us as a more easy to approach company, and also the 
values we have here... […] maybe, it’s more tangible” (Company K, COO). 

Moreover, some of the interviewed companies often found it difficult to answer the 
question on specific projects conducted with the aim of fostering sustainability. Some of 
the interviewed representatives of SMEs do not find such projects worth mentioning: 
“We support four charities, this is a very simple choice, it’s a matter of sending them 
some money, it’s not so complicated” (Company E, Owner). Another aspect is that for 
SMEs that perceive themselves as sustainable, the resources are prioritised towards 
strategic issues: “The easiest thing is to donate some money to a local NGO, but if you 
cannot connect it to your strategy or your business model, then don’t do it. [...] 
Sometimes we donate money to local NGOs, but this is because Henrik <the CEO> is 
very much grounded in the local society” (Company H, Chairman). Some of the 
companies could not recall activities that could be classified as Project-Oriented CSR: 
“We don’t have separate projects, because we are all the time trying to be more 
sustainable” (Company J, CEO).  

Project-based organisations could find talking about external projects aimed at 
achieving sustainability goals somewhat confusing, as their consideration is to 
implement sustainability on project management and project portfolio level: “We have 
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projects that are more or less focused on sustainability. There are some really nice 
examples of the sustainability projects, […]. But then of course we also have smaller 
projects” (Company C, Sustainability Manager). Thus, the term “project” would rather 
be connected with having CSR and CSR on the level of the company’s vision: “I think 
that every project that we have, orders from customers around the world, we have the 
ambition to have them sustainable, everything should be sustainable” (Company B, 
Purchasing and Sustainability Manager)  

Thus, Project-Oriented CSR may not always be relevant for SMEs due to lack of 
resources or the intention to integrate the principles of sustainability in the strategy of 
the company. It could be suggested that some companies skip this stage, as from the 
interviews, it was found that the organisations still implement the elements of the 
Quality-Oriented and Strategic CSR.  

We would like to conclude the section on Project-Oriented CSR with a quote from one 
of the informants that highlights the importance of exploring the aspects of the next 
stages of Quality-Oriented, Strategic and Transformational CSR and of defining the 
company values at a higher level: 

“And now we are starting to get the first company bicycles. I don’t think you will find 
that many finance companies driving around with bicycles either. But those are more 
for ourselves, they are like fun nice things for ourselves, and we want them to be in line 
with the bigger issues, where we are very strict. But it’s not that we would expect that 
they would have any kind of impact on anything” (Company K, CEO). 

5.3.2 Quality -Oriented CS R  
The content analysis of companies’ sustainability reports revealed that 27% of all the 
CSR activities implemented by SMEs in the Nordic countries are aimed at obtaining 
various quality certifications, and another 27% of the activities target the improvement 
of the company business processes and the quality of the products. In total, this means 
that more than half of all the activities can be classified as Quality-Oriented CSR. Based 
on the analysis of the case companies, several aspects can be pointed out.  

Some interviewed companies state that they are committed to the principles of 
sustainability and quality management, though they don’t have official certifications. 
This is mainly related to the costs related to them: “Being a very small business, for 
many years we have not been able to afford official certifications, and obviously, we 
don’t have CSR department <...>. It’s something that we have as a culture in the 
company, and we gradually build it up” (Company E, CEO). At the same time, the 
informants acknowledge the benefits of quality management in accordance with 
standards, even if it does not imply having an official certification: “Currently we don’t 
have a valid ISO certificate. But we have a quality management system, and it’s more 
or less compatible with the ISO 9000. […] In fact, we had a certificate, but then decided 
that actually it costs a lot, and then related to the benefits that it gave us… but that 
decision can be rethought at some point” (Company I, Senior Forestry and Environment 
Specialist). The absence of a certificate may still imply some formal quality 
management processes: “We are not certified ISO 9001 quality system or ISO 40001, 
but we know a lot about them, and we follow all these guidelines. We use internal 
audits, we use plan-do-check-act PDCA-model to improve the system” (Company L, 
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Quality Manager). The companies may also formulate alternative internal quality 
requirements that may be informal: “The main quality standard that’s really important 
for us is that our technical system works well <...> if you try to use existing standards, 
you kill a small company, cause we are… a developing company” (Company D, CEO). 

In the context of SMEs in the Nordic countries, obtaining certifications can be 
perceived as a strategic choice or as a way of gaining a competitive advantage. “ISO 
certification is a competitive advantage, and we have some customers that ask about it” 
(Company B, CFO). Companies may perceive obtaining certifications as a strategic 
choice for targeting a certain group of potential customers: “The next one is a more 
proactive thing that we can actually brand ourselves and get new customers on top of 
the customers that we already have by branding, like the Swan certification, on the 
products” (Company H, Chairman). A possible alternative to obtaining certifications, in 
the case of companies that position themselves as committed to sustainability, is being 
transparent and communicating what is done in the area to the public: “We don’t have 
an army of people who can control and monitor and document things, we can only be 
transparent” (Company E, Owner). 

One of the companies that we interviewed mentioned obtaining certifications as a way 
of not only gaining competitive advantage, but creating a demand for it by educating 
customers: “People as consumers have a hard time understanding certifications [...]. 
But when you keep talking about business behaviour, when you keep talking about no 
harmful chemicals, and you keep talking about recycling and stuff like that, when it 
becomes a part of your brand image, then you will gain a competitive advantage” 
(Company G, Part-Owner). 

Obtaining a quality certificate can also become a way of systematising a company’s 
approach to incorporating aspects of sustainability in their business. The companies 
stress that in this case, the primary aspect is having the commitment which can be 
supported by obtaining certifications and adhering to standards. “We work with 
improvements, always. And that’s the main part with the ISO certification - always 
work with improvements, even if things work good” (Company B, Purchasing and 
Sustainability Manager). Moreover, supporting the findings of the academic literature 
(Brown, 2014, p. 183; Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013 p. 432; Waddock & Bodwell, 2004, 
p. 31), company representatives also stress the importance of integrating the quality 
management into a systematic strategic approach to be successful: “You need to have a 
clear vision of where you want to go, and then you can have support in the systems or in 
the certification schemes” (Company C, Sustainability Manager). Apart from being a 
supportive system for the strategy, certifications can also serve as a framework for CSR 
strategic integration in SMEs: “It’s more to have a system, you can say, to put our 
improvements into, instead of just doing a little bit of this and a little bit of that. So 
certifications are good for making a system” (Company H, Chairman). Thus, adopting 
certifications as the strategic guidance companies can move towards being more 
sustainable: “Three years ago, we started the Cradle to Cradle certification process, we 
started with the basic, bronze, and last week we got the silver. Every time you take up a 
level, you need to make some more sustainable initiatives […] That’s one of the things 
we did to become more sustainable and achieve higher level of certification” (Company 
F, Owner). 
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For some SMEs, membership in local or international organisations or following the 
GRI standards can also be perceived as an alternative to getting a certification, as this 
means that the company expresses the commitment to adhering to certain standards: 
“We have taken part in the UN principles of responsible investing, PRI, that's something 
we have signed this year that we will follow these guidelines. We also have joined the 
Finland Sustainable Investment Forum (FINSIF), and also the Finland Corporate 
Responsibility Network (FIBS), and we have also signed this equality document that we 
will follow when it comes to people that we are working with” (Company K, COO). The 
companies see dual benefits in becoming members of organisations promoting 
sustainability: it may mean both the reputational gains and the increased awareness, as 
well as a systematisation of what can be done in the area. “<Membership in the UN 
Global Compact> It’s an easy way to get a signal to the world that you actually care 
about sustainability. And then it’s a good way for the company to start making these 
COP reports year, and then they are forced into making KPIs, more improvements, 
materiality analysis, risk analysis… Step by step” (Company H, Chairman). Though 
membership in organisations does not impose specific regulation on companies, it can 
still provide them with certain frameworks or systems for implementing CSR: “And we 
are participating in the UN Global Compact event just to keep up with what’s going on, 
what are the plans and how do the various companies in Scandinavia and 
internationally approach this” (Company M, CEO).  

Similarly to the aspects of certifications being costly, the SMEs mention the barrier of 
the costs related to the membership in international organisations:  

“Today, we are part of an organisation where we can audit our suppliers, so we can 
make sure that they pay their people the right salary, that they don’t do overtime, that 
the security is okay. But being members of an organisation where you can audit also 
costs money, being part of UN Global Compact costs money. […] That’s one of the 
things that make companies refrain from working with CSR” (Company G, Part-
Owner).  

Thus, the qualitative multiple case study also provides support to distinguishing the 
different levels of Quality-Oriented CSR that may or may not imply external 
formalisation (obtaining official certifications) that was suggested in the sustainability 
reporting content analysis. Similar to the stage of the Project-Oriented CSR, the 
Quality-Oriented CSR stage defined as “avoiding doing bad” through quality 
management systems or following formalised quality management guidelines 
(Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 432) has its specifics in SMEs. Due to lack of 
resources, official certifications may be replaced by the willingness to adhere to 
standards and implementing quality management systems not externally formalised or 
by communicating the commitment to sustainability through transparency.  

Apart from the reputational benefits, Quality-Oriented CSR can serve as a way for 
SMEs to put the values of sustainability and CSR into a systematic approach. Even 
though not all the analysed companies mentioned the presence of quality standards and 
certifications, almost all of them can be classified as having the principles of CSR 
embedded at the strategic level. Regarding the stage of Strategic CSR, some specifics of 
the analysed SMEs were found. They will be discussed in the following section.  
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5.3.3 S trategic  CS R 
As was found in the content analysis of sustainability reporting, a quarter of all the CSR 
and CS activities implemented by SMEs in the Nordic countries can be classified as 
related to Strategic CSR and leading to a long-term impact on the business operations. 
Linking the company approach to sustainability to competitiveness is one of the key 
elements of Strategic CSR, (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 434). Most of the 
interviewed companies strongly relate themselves to the principles of sustainability and 
CSR and believe that adhering to them may bring competitive advantage; at the same 
time, the reasons and the methods of integrating these principles in the organisations’ 
strategy can vary.  

Starting as Being Sustainable  
Some of the companies started as offering a sustainable product or a more sustainable 
alternative to existing products: “In our case, sustainability is our business idea, 
basically” (Company B, CFO). Moreover, sustainability for some of the interviewed 
SMEs is the value proposition itself: “To say bluntly, we make business out of 
sustainability” (Company J, CEO). Finally, as was mentioned in the Business Case for 
CSR, some companies start as aiming to be sustainable: “I wanted to start something 
that does everything 100% transparent, as simple as it is” (Company K, CEO). 

At the same time, in forming the value proposition, the social and the environmental 
benefits of the products need to be balanced with the economic component: “There’s 
only a really small proportion of the people who really go for quality or really go for 
sustainability. […] But if you have similar kinds of coffees, for example, of similar 
price, there the sustainability can really make a difference” (Company J, CEO). The 
organisations identify the stakeholder demands to address them in the value proposition 
and balance the economic and environmental aspects in the value proposition: “The 
problem is that it usually becomes more expensive, if we’re changing the components to 
more sustainable materials. So, how much the customer prioritises this aspect of the 
product directly impacts ours focus in improving them” (Company B, CFO). 

In addition, companies that perceive themselves as sustainable due to having 
sustainability as the value proposition may not recall significant strategic changes 
towards sustainability affecting the business operations: “This Company started as a 
sustainable company, and we have been working like this all the time” (Company D, 
CEO). For such companies, the focus can shift from integrating sustainability in 
strategy to communicating it to potential customers: “The biggest change that we made 
is we focus more on advertising the green aspect of the product, instead of the economic 
aspect” (Company B, CFO). The informants mentioned the growing demand for more 
environmentally sustainable products, which lead to a change in marketing, but not a 
change in the strategy, given the context of a product that is a sustainable alternative to 
conventional solutions. 

Positioning the Product as Sustainable 
For those organisations that do not have sustainability as the value proposition, the 
situation may still be similar to the one described above. Some of the informants believe 
that the change towards being more sustainable is rather communicating better the 
principles that the company is already following: “We believe that we are on a very 
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good level with many things, we just don’t communicate it very well” (Company E, 
Owner). The strategic importance of sustainability integration throughout the company 
is recognised: “So in order to get customers in the future, whether you are a B2B or a 
B2C company, you have to behave more sustainable, you have to be more transparent 
and accountable” (Company H, Chairman). 

Continuous Process of Learning in Strategic CSR 
In the context of SMEs, the awareness about sustainability can depend a lot on the 
management team. Some of the informants mentioned that over time, a more systematic 
approach evolves. “We were not very aware of how we work as a company, and now 
we’ve become much more strategic. In the beginning, things were a little bit… by 
coincidence” (Company E, Owner). The informants highlighted the importance of 
learning in developing the approach to sustainability: “You start reading a lot, you start 
going to conferences, you start to be interested in this subject, and all of a sudden, you 
get to know more, you get more input from outside, and more ideas come to mind” 
(Company G, Part-Owner). This emphasises the importance of raising awareness about 
the possibilities available for SMEs in becoming more sustainable. This increased 
awareness of the different aspects of sustainability and the ways that the company can 
implement it is sometimes hard to distinguish from the stage of Transformational CSR 
that is related to the ongoing process of organisational learning (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 
2013, p. 435). 

5.3.4 Trans form ational CS R : Work ing for the  Greater Im pac t 
In the quantitative content analysis, the activities identified were only classified to the 
first three stages of Project-Oriented, Quality-Oriented and Strategic CSR, due to the 
difficulty of identifying elements of organisational learning from the secondary data 
source. The specific questions on Transformational CSR were also not included in the 
interview guide, as we did not want to prompt the informants to give “socially 
desirable” answers. It was intended to understand the level of companies’ flexibility 
related to the trends ongoing in society basing on the informants’ answers to other 
questions. All the information related to knowledge sharing, organisational learning, 
flexibility and the broader view of the impact on society was coded from the interview 
transcripts. We also tried to tackle whether the companies’ perception and approach to 
implementing CSR and CS changes over time. 

The Change Process of CSR Integration 
The interviewed companies do not perceive their products as changing over time due to 
sustainability. However, sustainability can be integrated in the process of the overall 
reorganisation of the company: “The company is undergoing a complete upgrade on 
every front: communication systems, workload, supply chain, everything. And of course, 
in that process, we are only going to strengthen our CSR policies, making them work 
even better” (Company E, Owner). Identifying the activities related to sustainability can 
also be seen as a change process of becoming more sustainable: “The problem is not 
that people don’t want to. I would say that the main challenge is to understand where 
do we have leverage, where should we actually engage? So, it’s a kind of a search and 
find process right now” (Company C, Sustainability Manager). The informants mention 
the emergence of a more systematic approach to CSR and CS over time: “What has 
changed is that we are looking more into more systematic reporting and measuring, 
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because we haven’t done that” (Company J, CEO). The increased strategic focus of 
CSR through learning is also relevant for another company that we interviewed: “Now, 
we are more focused on it, and we know more about our footprint. We are always 
learning a lot about it […]. We know our business much better, and therefore we know 
what the biggest problem is, and we can focus on it” (Company L, Quality Manager).  

Knowledge Sharing and Learning 
The interviewed companies mention the importance of acquiring new knowledge and 
sharing it, which leads to increased integration of sustainability in business:  

“We had a trainee this summer, and he was asking us if we know about B-corporations, 
and we absolutely did know nothing about B-corporations. But we took a look at it, and 
in the end of the summer we filled in the application to see if we would qualify already. 
We did not qualify, it was not a surprise, but in the long run, that is how we want to see 
our business” (Company K, CEO).  

Similarly to the findings in the previous sections, the increased role of the managers 
seems to be a distinctive characteristic of SMEs related to knowledge sharing and 
learning in CSR and CS integration: “When I started, nobody knew anything about CSR 
and sustainability. And now it’s kind of getting into the culture” (Company H, 
Chairman). Another aspect is the necessity to “educate” the owners in the presence of 
different perceptions on the benefits of integrating CS and CSR in the business 
operations: “In the beginning, we had a very strong base on sustainability, and then we 
got the new owners which corroded that base a little bit. [...] And then you have to sort 
of educate the new owners about this idea, so they get a deeper understanding of it” 
(Company D, CEO).  

Perceived Potential for Transforming the Society 
One of the companies that we interviewed mentioned the possibility to transform the 
approach to some processes within a wider set of stakeholders: “For me, CSR is also a 
process. When you keep asking, keep asking for good materials and for being certified, 
eventually, it will create a new norm. Just keep asking” (Company G, Part-Owner). This 
process of engaging with a wider set of stakeholders for creating a new norm aimed at 
reaching a more sustainable state can be considered one of the elements related to 
Transformational CSR.  

Another aspect for the potential of engaging in Transformational CSR is the expressed 
willingness to change the conventional practices of a certain industry by being a role 
model: “A pioneer in being internally responsible – if you think about internal aspect of 
responsibility, there we are sure that we are a pioneer” (Company K, CEO). This 
position would still require the continuous learning and transformation: “But then 
again, the external part is responsible investing, there I’m not willing to say it, I think 
nobody is doing a good job yet, not us either” (Company K, CEO). 

It is important to note that the two companies that we interviewed that are state-owned 
have the mission of bringing benefits to the society integrated on the strategic level, 
even though the products of these companies are not related to sustainability. 
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“We have a broader perspective on our commitment to the society […] If we can 
provide premises and housing that make people be at their best - then they will do their 
best at work or studies, which also means high-quality and highly educated people 
within our country.” (Company C, Sustainability Manager).  

“We are selling alcohol in wine stores in Iceland. […] We are state owned, and 
therefore our policy is to have less consumption. We have CSR in our main policy, and 
our policy in the core is that we intend to be among Iceland’s leading service 
companies and to be a role model in the area of social responsibility […] And we are 
analysing what product we are selling, and the effect on the market, on the people” 
(Company L, Quality Manager). 

Summarising, several aspects related to Transformational CSR as described by 
(Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 436) can be pointed out as a result of analysing the 
focused interviews with managers and owners of SMEs in the Nordic countries. CSR as 
part of the strategy can be associated with the process of continuous learning, through 
which companies can develop a more systematic approach to its integration in the 
business operations. This learning and knowledge sharing process can also be extended 
outside the company to a wider set of stakeholders, which can allow to create a new 
norm in an existing sector. An important element for analysing Transformational CSR 
in the context of the Nordic countries is the role of the state and the state-owned 
companies that position CSR as an element of strategic vision and aim at bringing a 
benefit by interconnecting the needs of a wider set of stakeholders in the society, as well 
as at serving as a role model of a responsible business.   
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6 Dis cus s ion   
The analysis of the sustainability reports and of the information obtained in the focused 
interviews allows to point out the specifics of CSR and corporate sustainability 
integration in SMEs in the Nordic countries. As a result of summarising these specifics, 
a modification of the stage model of integrating CSR and CS activities in companies’ 
business operations is proposed. 

The quantitative content analysis of sustainability reports published by SMEs operating 
in the Nordic countries allows to get an overview of the types of activities performed. 
SMEs in the Nordic countries tend to perform activities related to improving internal 
business processes (32%), obtaining certifications, labels and memberships (29%), as 
well as the employee-related activities. The focus of the activities relating to the triple 
bottom line framework (Elkington, 1994) tends to be approximately evenly distributed 
between activities focused on environmental, external social, internal social and 
economic activities (see Figure 7 and Table 5 for more information). Regarding the 
relevance of the identified activities to the stages of CSR integration (Martinuzzi & 
Krumay, 2013), most of the activities (54%) are related to Quality-Oriented CSR and 
are aimed at either improving the business processes or obtaining quality certifications.  

Based on the key theoretical frameworks identified in the literature and relating these 
frameworks to the data obtained during the qualitative multiple case study stage of the 
present research, the specifics of CSR and CS integration in SMEs in the Nordic 
countries can be pointed out.  

21% of the activities reported by SMEs whose sustainability reports are published in the 
GRI database (2016) can be identified as Project-Oriented CSR. At the same time, the 
company representatives tend to not consider projects aiming to reach sustainability 
objectives that are not integrated in the company strategy to be very important, due to 
either resource constraints or the focus on the strategic decisions when it comes to 
corporate sustainability.  

Another aspect related to the specifics of SMEs is that due to resource constraints, they 
may not always be able to obtain the certifications related to the Quality-Oriented CSR. 
On the other hand, the process of obtaining higher level certifications can be integrated 
in the company strategy, as SMEs see them as a way of structuring and systematising 
the initiatives in the area of CSR and corporate sustainability. With respect to Quality-
Oriented CSR, it is suggested to distinguish the initiatives aimed at improving the 
business processes of the company not related to obtaining a certificate and the 
certifications to consider the different degree of external formalisation.  

The stage of integrating CSR in the company strategy and relating it to competitive 
advantage can also be related to different levels of formalisation. Some SMEs start as 
sustainable companies or companies that “make business out of sustainability,” which 
implies the presence of sustainability as the strategic component, but may not imply 
formal certifications or the presence of CSR projects. The low degree of formalisation 
can also be true for other companies that do not perceive sustainability as the value 
proposition but have integrated in the strategy of the business, which is consistent with 
the view of the academic literature (Jenkins, 2006, p. 253). 
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Finally, several representatives of the interviewed companies mentioned the 
organisational learning and the flexibility that can be related to the stage of 
Transformational CSR. In the strategic vision of these companies, there is an element of 
the willingness to not only transform the company itself, but to bring positive 
transformations by integrating the needs of stakeholders within the wider community.  

Thus, it can be suggested that some of the aspects of the framework developed by 
(Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013), specifically, the Project-Oriented CSR may not be 
relevant for SMEs. Though some companies in activities related to Project-Oriented 
CSR, they can be perceived as of little significance or, by contrast, integrated in the 
strategy.  At the same time, some parts of the framework could be expanded to better 
reflect the specifics of SMEs.  

The Revised Model for Analysing CSR Integration in SMEs 
Based on the results of the qualitative dominant mixed methods research of SMEs in the 
Nordic countries, it could be suggested to revise the model of CSR integration in the 
business operations of companies, so that it would be more relevant for understanding 
small and medium-sized enterprises.  

First, it is suggested to include the possibility of external formalisation being a 
systematising and strategic tool in CSR integration. According to the interviewed 
companies, obtaining certifications as part of Quality-Oriented CSR can serve as a tool 
for integrating elements of sustainability into business operations and systematising this 
process. This amendment will also allow the possibility of companies being on the stage 
of Strategic CSR skipping the stage of Quality-Oriented CSR, as it was found in the 
empirical part of the present research.  

Second, the empirical results suggest that though most of the companies consider CSR 
and CS as parts of the strategy, they relate to different sets of stakeholders. The 
elements of Strategic CSR that are related to gaining competitive advantage through 
addressing stakeholder demands can be related to the “stakeholder management” stages 
of the business case for CSR (Kurucz et al., 2009, p. 103). Similarly, on the stage of 
Transformational CSR companies tend to address a wider set of stakeholders and aim at 
bringing a change to the society through organisational learning, which can be related to 
the social integration stage of the business case related to synergistic value creation. The 
first stage of CSR not leading to long-term changes in company processes that may or 
may not involve activities related to Project-Oriented CSR can be argued to be related 
to the shareholder primacy stage of the business case when the company is more 
focused on cost and risk reduction regarding CSR. 

Thus, for the revised model (see Figure 9), it is suggested to consider two axes: the 
locus of value definition, as adapted from the CSR business model by Kurucz et al. 
(2009, p. 103), referring to either shareholder primacy, stakeholder management or 
social integration and the degree of external formalisation. 

With respect to the horizontal axis, companies can undergo three stages. The first stage 
is low priority of CSR due to lack of resources or other reasons; this stage can be 
relevant for start-ups, where the priority is obtaining profit and reaching economic 
sustainability, or for companies where CSR importance is not recognised at the strategic 
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level. The second stage of stakeholder primacy reflects the actions that a company 
undertakes to become more sustainable and address the needs of the internal and 
external stakeholders. Due to the specifics of SMEs, namely, the increased influence of 
the owner-manager, the lack of codification and the importance of informal relations, 
this stage also may or may not include obtaining the formal quality certifications. 
Finally, the social integration or the vision for transforming the society reflects the third 
stage of CSR locus of value definition. Basing on the empirical findings, some 
companies believe that their mission is to “bring a greater good to the society” or 
transform the way things are done conventionally in the area. This is done through the 
process of continuous learning and knowledge sharing, which is consistent with the 
stage of Transformational CSR outlined by Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013, p. 435) and 
with the synergistic value creation definition of the business case by Kurucz et al. 
(2009, p. 91). The suggested model, however, would allow that on this stage, the SMEs 
also may or may not be seeking obtaining formal certifications supporting what is being 
done.  

Based on the analysis of the empirical data, the vertical axis for the proposed model of 
the stages of CSR integration is the degree of external formalisation referring to the 
presence of official certifications and externally formalised quality management 
systems. The suggested revised model is displayed in the Figure 9. 

 

Figure 9 Proposed framework for analysing the stages of CSR integration in organisations 

Using the revised model, it is possible to integrate the different levels of formalisation 
that the SMEs can have.  

The companies that were interviewed during the empirical stage of this research can 
thus be allocated into the different stages of the model (See Figure 10). To make the 
mapping more illustrative, we included the dimension of having “sustainability as the 
value proposition” (organisations typed in green) for the analysed companies that are 
engaged in sustainability consultancy services or offer sustainable services or 
sustainable alternatives to existing solutions. It is interesting to note that though these 
businesses strongly relate to sustainability on strategic level, basing on the results of the 
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focused interviews, they do not tend to engage in aligning the needs of a wider set of 
stakeholders for synergistic value creation of the stage of Transformational CSR.   

 

Figure 10 Mapping the analysed cases using the suggested framework of stages of CSR integration 

In the proposed framework, companies are differentiated basing on the level of strategic 
importance of engaging in activities related to sustainability and CSR, as well as the 
degree of externally formalising the approach through obtaining quality certificates. It 
should be noted that none of the analysed companies can be identified as Quality-
Oriented CSR aimed at obtaining certifications (shareholder primacy + high degree of 
formalisation). This can be explained by the fact that, apart from the Companies A, B 
and D, the remaining analysed cases were primarily identified using the voluntarily 
sustainability disclosure database and the organisations related to sustainability with 
voluntary membership (FIBS, 2016; GRI, 2016; UN Global Compact, 2016), which 
implies that these organisations consider the issue of corporate sustainability and CSR 
and voluntarily engage in it. We believe that a wider random selection of companies 
would allow to identify companies belonging to all the stages of the framework 
proposed. 
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7 Conc lus ion  and Recom m endations  
The aim of the present study was to explore CSR integration in small and medium-sized 
enterprises in the Nordic Countries. The conclusions and implications derived by using 
the abductive approach of systematically combining the existing theory with the 
empirical findings are presented below.  

7.1 CS R Activ ities  in  S MEs  

Research Question 1 
What are the CSR activities in SMEs in the Nordic countries?  

Given the lack of CSR research in the context of small and medium-sized enterprises 
(Jenkins, 2006, p. 241; Moore & Spence, 2006, p. 222; Sloan et al., 2013, p. 28), as well 
as the call for exploring CSR and corporate sustainability in Scandinavia and the Nordic 
region as exemplary in this area (Carson et al., 2011, p. 4, 2015 p. 19; Midttun et al., 
2006, p. 376; Strand et al., 2015, p. 4), the first research question we were aiming to 
answer was describing the activities performed by SMEs in the Nordic countries, which 
would provide us with a ground for further analysis of the specifics of these activities. 
Using the method of quantitative content analysis of sustainability reports published in 
the GRI Sustainability Disclosure Database (GRI, 2016), 130 activities were identified 
from reports published by 16 SMEs. Further analysis allowed to draw several 
conclusions for this research question. Given the overall qualitative focus of our 
research and the small sample size, these findings should be treated as interesting 
insights that would be developed further in the multiple case study, while further 
research is needed for their quantitative verification.  

Conclusion 1.  
Balancing the Economic, the Environmental and the Social Dimensions of CSR 
Applying the modified triple bottom line framework (Elkington, 1994; Maon et al., 
2015, p. 8) for coding the activities disclosed by Nordic SMEs in sustainability reports, 
it can be concluded that social, environmental and economic concerns tend to be 
balanced in these enterprises: 66% of the activities are related to internal and external 
social issues, 55% have environmental application, and 39% mention economic 
concerns.  

Conclusion 2.  
The Tendency to Focus on Improving Internal Business Processes 
Coding the activities according to their area by adapting the approach of Maon et al. 
(2015, p. 9) showed that CSR activities in SMEs in the Nordic countries are primarily 
related to the development of internal business processes (32%) and to obtaining 
certifications, labels and memberships (29%). Thus, it can be argued that SMEs could 
demonstrate a more quality focused approach than large corporations. While in the 
study by Maon et al. (2015, p. 9), such activities as charity and community involvement 
practices were also identified as widely implemented, only 15% of the activities of 
SMEs from our sample are engaged in activities related to donation and philanthropy.   
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Conclusion 3.  
Distinguishing External Formalisation in Quality-Oriented CSR 
Finally, in coding the relevance of the activities to either Project-Oriented, Quality-
Oriented or Strategic CSR, it was found that the stage of Quality-Oriented CSR, as 
introduced by Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013, p. 438), could be suggested to be 
differentiated into two subgroups of obtaining certifications and improving business 
processes. These types of activities are equally represented among the ones disclosed by 
SMEs in sustainability reports, which suggests the importance of exploring the degree 
to which Quality-Oriented CSR and CS and CSR practices are externally formalised in 
SMEs. 

7.2 CS R Integration  in  S MEs  in the  Nordic Countries  

Research Question 2 
How is CSR and CS integrated in SMEs in the Nordic countries?  

The second research question aimed at further exploring the meaning behind the 
activities related to CSR and CS with the use of a qualitative case study method. 17 
representatives of 13 SMEs in the Nordic countries of Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 
Finland and Iceland were interviewed regarding CSR and CSR practices in their 
organisations, with the empirical results being matched with existing theories to 
understand the specifics of SMEs. 

Conclusion 4.  
Project-Oriented CSR Relevance in the Context of SMEs 
Though projects aimed at achieving sustainability outcomes within a limited timeframe 
account for 21% of all the CSR and CS activities disclosed in the sustainability reports 
analysed, companies do not often perceive them as important or relevant. Furthermore, 
the context of limited resource availability encourages SMEs to relate all the CSR and 
CS initiatives to the company strategy. 

Conclusion 5.  
Top Management Commitment Driving CSR in SMEs 
While the regional context plays an important role in driving CSR and CS 
implementation in SMEs in the Nordic countries through regulations and obligatory 
quality standards, the studied organisations also demonstrate strong internal motivations 
for engaging in CSR and CS. Specifically, these internal drivers are related to the top 
management commitment and the strong role of the owner-managers, which is 
consistent with the findings of the previous studies of CSR and CS in SMEs (Coppa & 
Sriramesh, 2013, p. 32; Jenkins, 2006 p. 241). 

Conclusion 6.  
Transparency as an Alternative for Certifications 
Consistent with the findings of the existing literature, the degree of formalisation in 
SMEs may be low (Jamali et al., 2009, p. 365). This results in the specific approach to 
quality management: some SMEs may not be aiming at obtaining the formal quality 
certifications, while trying to follow the guidelines of these certifications to improve the 
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business processes and perceiving aspects of CSR and CS as strategic. As obtaining 
certifications is associated with certain costs, companies expressing commitment to 
CSR and CS may choose to be transparent and communicate it to gain competitive 
advantage. This aspect is also related to another distinctive feature of CSR integration in 
SMEs that is consistent with previous research, namely, adopting quality management 
systems and certifications as the systematic strategy of the company (Brown, 2014, p. 
183; Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013 p. 432; Waddock & Bodwell, 2004, p. 31). 

Conclusion 7.  
Employees Could Make the Difference 
The context of high commitment from top management and the low degree of 
formalisation encourages initiatives from employees, which leads to enhancing 
organisational learning and can be suggested to be among the components that lead to 
integrating the needs of multiple groups of stakeholders (Kurucz et al., 2009 p. 91; 
Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 435) and thus, the stage of Transformational CSR.  

Conclusion 8.  
Sustainability as the Value Proposition is Not Always Transformational CSR  
The distinctive feature of some of the studied SMEs is the fact that sustainability is 
integrated in the value proposition of the company (sustainability consultancy, 
sustainable alternative to existing solutions). Consistent with the suggestion of 
Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013, p. 435), Strategic CSR and recognising sustainability as a 
potential competitive advantage may not imply organisational learning and the intention 
to relate the common interests of multiple sets of stakeholders that would allow 
synergistic value creation as a win-win-win solution (Kurucz et al., p. 91; Martinuzzi & 
Krumay, 2013, p. 435) of Transformational CSR. 

Conclusion 9.  
Importance of Communicating the CSR Practices that are Already Adopted 
Due to the increased role of the managers’ motivation and the importance of informal 
relations in the studied SMEs, the issue of communicating CSR and CS initiatives and 
opportunities should be stressed. While this communication may attract new customers 
and enhance competitive advantage, it is also important in spreading the knowledge 
about the solutions implemented by companies that others could adopt and possibly 
enhance. Given the complexity of the existing sustainability reporting frameworks, they 
may not be applicable for SMEs (Arena & Azzone, 2012, p. 683; Klovienė & Speziale, 
2015, p. 332; Perrini & Tencati, 2006, p. 299). Thus, exploring new ways of 
communicating the initiatives is encouraged by both the existing literature and the 
informants from the case companies. 

Conclusion 10  
Considering Internal and External Formalisation for all CSR Stages 
Finally, CSR and CS in the studied companies can be adopted as a process of 
continuous learning, with the intention of changing the existing industry practices or 
relating the common interests of multiple sets of stakeholders allowing synergistic value 
creation as a win-win-win solution, which corresponds to the stage of Transformational 
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CSR (Martinuzzi & Krumay, 2013, p. 435 Kurucz et al., p. 91). The distinctive feature 
of SMEs at this stage is the fact that CSR may still not be formalised externally. 

The above-mentioned specifics of CSR integration in SMEs in the Nordic countries 
combined with the existing theoretical research allows us to propose a modified model 
for analysing CSR integration (see Figure 9) that would allow to consider these 
distinctive features in analysing the development of CSR and CS in SMEs. 

7.3 Theore tical Contributions  
We see the main theoretical contribution of the present work in expanding the literature 
on corporate sustainability and corporate social responsibility with insights on their 
integration in SMEs, which has been identified as a research gap (Inyang, 2013, p. 123; 
Jenkins, 2006, p. 241; Moore & Spence, 2006, p. 222; Sloan et al., 2013, p. 28). Our 
study is based on SMEs operating in the Nordic region, which has been acknowledged 
to be an inspiring example of establishing effective partnerships between the regulatory 
bodies and the businesses (Carson, 2011, p. 4, Carson et al., 2015, p. 19).  

Another theoretical contribution of the present work is related to expanding the 
literature on linking the theory and practice of CS and CSR by studying their integration 
in the business operations of companies, which has been highlighted as the area that 
needs further exploration (Asif et al., 2013, p. 7; Engert et al., 2016, p. 2843). We also 
see the empirical investigation and suggestion for potential development of the CSR 
stage model introduced by Martinuzzi & Krumay (2013) as a theoretical contribution. 
First, we see the model as having high potential, as it relates the elements of a stage 
model of CSR integration with the more practical aspect of the business operations of 
companies. Second, we explore the applicability of the framework in the context of 
SMEs and draw conclusions on how the reflections of company representatives on CSR 
practices may be related to the stages defined by the model. Finally, we develop 
suggestions for expanding the model by including dimensions reflecting the context of 
SMEs in the Nordic countries, which could be of use for future researchers working on 
the topic. Further research on the topic for testing and enriching the proposed model 
within a different geographical context and with companies of different size, sector and 
expressed commitment to CSR and CS is recommended.   

From the methodological perspective, the present work contributes to the business 
research through the utilisation of qualitative dominant mixed method approach. As 
noted by (Harrison, 2013, p. 2153), “while the mixing of qualitative and quantitative 
data is not new to business scholars, the use of mixed methods principles and design 
types is”. The present study contributes to this agenda by showing the possibility for 
enhancing qualitative research with the insights obtained using a quantitative method.     

7.4 Managerial Im plications  
Our research highlights the importance of enhancing communication among the 
regulatory bodies, the businesses and the communities and of increasing the awareness 
of CSR and CS possibilities that would allow to recognise and integrate the 
opportunities for “synergistic value creation” (Kurucz et al., 2009, p. 103). We believe 
that the present work may also be of interest for managers working in SMEs in the 
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Nordic countries, as well as for everyone interested in the topics of corporate 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility.  

The findings of the present paper and the suggested developed CSR integration stage 
model could be used by SMEs as a practical tool for analysing the present position of 
the company and the possibilities for CSR integration on a more strategic level. Given 
the qualitative nature of the present work, we also hope that the specific examples of 
practices and the quotes from the managers of the analysed companies would be of 
interest both for the case organisations and for a wider audience for gaining insights on 
what could be implemented in businesses in the practical sense. 

7.5 Lim itations  and Further Res earch  
Although we believe that the present study makes a theoretical contribution to the 
existing literature and has managerial implications, we acknowledge that there are 
several limitations that need to be pointed out. 

First, even though the use of quantitative method was supplementary to the qualitative 
one, we realise that there is a possibility to increase the sample size of sustainability 
reports for content analysis that would allow generalisability of the results. The small 
number of reports analysed was related to the fact that only 46 SMEs in the Nordic 
region published their reports in the GRI Sustainability Disclosure Database in 2015 
(GRI, 2016), and this number had to be further decreased due to language barriers and 
the methodological considerations. However, we believe that the quantitative content 
analysis of sustainability reports provided a base for the more in-depth multiple case 
study. This limitation also opens a room for researchers in the Nordic countries who are 
native speakers of Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, Finnish or Icelandic to conduct future 
studies that would include higher number of companies. 

The second limitation related to language is the fact that as we are two international 
students, all the communication with the case study companies was conducted in 
English. Given our interpretivist perspective, this could mean that some of the meanings 
that the informants tried to communicate were lost due to the fact that both the 
interviewees and the interviewers are not native speakers. Also, as the emails with the 
invitation to participate in the study were written in English, this could have been a 
barrier for some of the potential informants. This also highlights the opportunity for 
future studies conducted by native speakers that could reduce this communication 
barrier and enhance the depth of the research. The fact that the report is written in 
English can also be a benefit in making the study accessible for a wider audience. 

Another limitation is related to the informants who agreed to be interviewed for this 
research. Most of them are either the top managers or the owners of the companies, and 
three of the informants have CSR or CS related positions (sustainability manager, 
quality manager). Obtaining the interpretations of the people who are involved in 
defining the strategy was essential for the present research; however, it is recommended 
to explore the wider perspective of employees involved in different functions in SMEs.  

Finally, for the multiple case study part of the present research we contacted the 
companies who either published sustainability reports in 2015 or are members of 
sustainability networks such as FIBS and UN Global Compact. Only three of the 
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studied companies were referred to us by our research supervisor, by colleagues or by 
other informants. Thus, most of the studied organisations consider CS and CSR and 
take actions in acknowledging it. We believe that this allowed to explore the different 
perspectives on CSR and CS from the companies who are engaged in these practices; 
however, it is recommended to conduct future research that would not have this 
limitation. 
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Appendix  1. S um m ary o f S us tainability Reports  
Availab ility  
Table 6 Summary of the availability of sustainability reports. Source: adapted from the Sustainability 
Disclosure Database (2016, December 15) 
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Appendix  2. The  Focus ed  In te rv iew  Guide  
Please note that in the interview guide, the indicative topics and interview questions are 
given. The semi-structured nature of the interview implies free conversation flow, thus, 
the structure of the conversation could be different, as well as the specific questions 
asked. The questions in italic are optional, to provide the interviewer with guidelines on 
what topics need to be covered. If the informant finds a specific topic necessary to 
elaborate, they are not to be interrupted. The information gained during the pilot 
interview was used to elaborate the interview guide for the further interviews 

1. Introduction and warm-up. The interviewee is given a brief introduction of the 
research project and of the goals of the research. A permission to record the 
interview is asked. The interviewee is assured that all the information provided 
during the interview will be treated as confidential. 

2. Company Overview 
a. Could you give an overview of your company? What is the sphere of your 

business? How long has the company been operating? Could you give an 
example of the projects or activities that your company performs, so that we 
would have an idea? Do you consider your company a project-based 
organisation? Does the company only operate in Sweden or internationally? 

b. Could you briefly describe the team? How many people are employed in 
your company? What professionals are they? 

3. The respondent. Could you briefly describe your role in the company? What is 
your area of responsibility? 

4. Attitude towards sustainability / corporate social responsibility. Do you think 
your business is sustainable? Do you think your business applies corporate 
social responsibility? We are interested in your perspective, so if you find the 
question hard to answer, please tell us. How do you understand 
sustainability/corporate social responsibility? 

(if the respondent finds the question hard to answer). Do you think your company 
takes into account ethical considerations in projects? How about the usual company 
processes? If so, do you think that your business is doing something beyond what is 
required by the governmental standards or regulations? Could you give examples. 
How about the environmental impact of your company’s operations. Is it considered? 
In what way? 
5. Stakeholder management. In defining the activities/projects, what elements 

are taken into account? Do you consider different groups of people that could 
be affected by the activity/project? What groups of people they are? Which ones 
are more or less important? Can you give an example? 

6. CSR Drivers (If the company believes that they are engaged in 
sustainability/CSR). why do you think your company engages in 
sustainability/CSR? Who initiated it? Has the attitude towards sustainability 
changed over time? In what sense? 
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7. Strategic CSR. On the strategic level, do you think the principles of 
sustainability are embedded in your company’s strategy? (speak, basing on an 
example of a project or an activity, whether social and environmental parameters 
are taken into account in selecting the project, managing the project, evaluating the 
success of the project) 

8. CSR Activities 
a. Project-oriented CSR. Are there any projects in your company aimed 

specifically at sustainability? If so, could you give examples?  
(if the question is not clear). Does your company conduct activities aimed specifically at 
improving the well-being of the people affected by the company’s operations? The 
employees of the company? Other groups of people? Could you give examples?  

x Who initiates these activities?  
x How are they conducted? 
x Do you thing they are successful?  
x Is the success measured in some way?  
x Have these activities affected the way “things are done” in the company? In 

what way? 
x What was the impact of the project on the society / the environment / the 

organisation? 

(if the question is not clear). Does your company conduct activities aimed specifically at 
improving the environmental impact of the company’s operations? In what sense? 
Could you give examples? 
b. Quality-oriented CSR.  

To your knowledge, does the company use some quality standards or quality 
management systems aimed at regulating the environmental impact? Could 
you give examples? 
To your knowledge, does the company use some quality standards or quality 
management systems aimed at regulating the relationships with employees or 
the employee well-being? What about the groups of people outside the 
company that can be affected by its operations? Could you give examples? 

9. Organisational change for sustainability.  

a. Do you think your company is undergoing any changes regarding 
sustainability? What is change for you?  

Do you think something is changing regarding the way the company is obtaining 
profits? Could you please give examples?  
In the way the company is working with the employees? In the way the company is 
working with other groups of people that may be affected by its activities? Could you 
please give examples?  
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In the way the company is working with the environmental impact of its activities? 
Could you please give examples?  

b. Could you please remember the situation one or two years ago. Do you 
think your company was different then, if we speak about sustainability? If 
so, what exactly was different?  

Do you think something has changed regarding the way the company is obtaining 
profits? Could you please give examples?  
In the way the company is working with the employees? In the way the company is 
working with other groups of people that may be affected by its activities? Could you 
please give examples?  
In the way the company is working with the environmental impact of its activities? 
Could you please give examples?  

c. Do you think that your company will undergo any changes regarding 
sustainability in one-two years time? If so, what exactly will be different? 

Do you think something will change regarding the way the company is obtaining 
profits? Could you please give examples?  
In the way the company is working with the employees? In the way the company is 
working with other groups of people that may be affected by its activities? Could you 
please give examples?  
In the way the company is working with the environmental impact of its activities? 
Could you please give examples?  

d. Why is this change happening? 
e. Is there something preventing such change? 

10. Sustainability reporting.  
Does the company publish sustainability reporting? Why is it done? Does 
sustainability reporting contribute to a change towards sustainability? In what 
way? 

11. Closing-out the interview and thanking the informant. 
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