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Abstract 

Introduction: Vietnam is a developing country that has had rapid economic 

growth during the last 25-30 years. Alongside, the waste and pollution of the 

country has increased where both the economy and pollution is expected to 

grow even further in the upcoming years. Simultaneously is the challenge of 

protecting the environment, especially for businesses to take responsibility 

through implementing Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in their 

business. Furthermore, Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs) make up 

90% of the businesses in the world and therefore have great influence. CSR is 

well researched in developed countries, but the developing countries are as 

important in the work towards sustainable development, where specifically 

SMEs in developing countries are not as researched.  

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to explore the implementation of 

CSR activities of SMEs in Vietnam as a developing country. 

Research questions: 

• How is CSR perceived by SMEs in Vietnam? 

• How do SMEs in Vietnam engage in CSR activities? 

• What are the reasons behind SMEs engagement in CSR activities in 

Vietnam? 

Methodology: The methodological approach of this research was based on a 

qualitative nature with an ontological perspective. Furthermore, the sample 

consisted of five SMEs in Vietnam and data was gathered through email-

interviews.  

Conclusion: It was found that SMEs in Vietnam do have a somewhat clear 

perception of what CSR involves and that the SMEs engage in several CSR 

activities. Although, vague regulations and guidance from the government, 

alongside with scarce financial resources makes it more challenging for the 

SMEs in Vietnam to engage in CSR activities.  

 

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, CSR, Vietnam, Small and 

Medium Sized Enterprises, SMEs, Sustainable Development, Agenda 2030, 

Environment, Societal, Economic, Resources, Sustainability.  
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1. Introduction 

This chapter will present the subject of this research which involves Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) of Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs) in 

Vietnam as a developing country, together with the purpose and research 

question. 

1.1 Background  

This research explores how Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs) in 

Vietnam implements Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Whereas, 

protecting the environment is one of the biggest challenges that the world is 

currently facing (WWF, 2019; Kinhal, 2019), consequences of climate change 

that have been predicted by scientists in the past, such as loss of sea ice, 

accelerated sea level and more intense heat waves, are now happening (Nasa, 

2019a). Climate change is affecting the environment and societies all over the 

world (Nasa, 2019a), and this results in changes in global development and the 

economy (Huusko, 2019). It is argued that human activities, such as industrial 

activities, are the causes of climate change (Nasa, 2019b; The world bank, 

2011) where globalization also has its role in the increased impact businesses 

have on the environment and society (ISO, 2010). However, it is believed that 

the damage that has been done so far can be reversed if actions are to be made 

(Kinhal, 2019). As individuals have their share of responsibilities in protecting 

the environment, businesses have a bigger responsibility in taking action 

regarding this as they have a greater power to make an impact (Byskov, 2019). 

The pressure is bigger than ever to take care of the environment (ISO, 2018) 

and accordingly, businesses can make a change and engage in environmentally 

friendly activities (Huusko, 2019). One way for companies and businesses to 

do so is through implementing CSR into the business model (Schooley, 2019).  

 

According to what is referred to as the Triple-Bottom-Line approach (TBL), 

CSR includes economical, societal and environmental aspects (Henriques & 

Richardson, 2004) that are all interconnected with each other (ISO, 2010). 

Economic factors refer to describing CSR in terms of the economic impact on 

society (GRI, 2018a), societal factors refer to the impact a company has on 

society (GRI, 2018c) while the environmental dimension involves the 

environmental impact a business has on the environment (GRI, 2018d). 

Moreover, according to ISO (2018), there should be a balance between those 
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three dimensions in order to create a sustainable future. The need for 

sustainable development is not a recent problem, as it has been argued for in 

the United Nations Brundtland commission in 1987 (UWCED, 1987). 

Sustainable development is defined by UWCED (1987, p.43) as “development 

that meets the needs of the present, without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs”. Moreover, there are three different 

relationships to consider regarding CSR, the relationship between the business 

and the stakeholders, between the stakeholders and society and between the 

business and the society (ISO, 2010). 

 

Due to pressure from stakeholders for companies to take responsibility for the 

society and environment, CSR has become a serious responsibility for 

companies to manage (Kanji & Chopra, 2010; Tata & Prasad, 2015; Latapí 

Agudelo, Jóhannsdóttir & Davídsdóttir, 2019; United Nations, 2019a). 

However, at the same time as companies need to take responsibility for the 

economy, society and the environment, the degree of how much responsibility 

they can take depends on how much resources the companies have (ISO, 

2010). In addition, the different resources and capabilities to address this 

responsibility depends on the size of the company (Dean, Brown & Bamford, 

1998; Smith, 2014). More specifically, it is more common for large companies 

to work with CSR compared to SMEs whereas specifically the SMEs in 

developing countries are not fully aware of the impact on society and 

environment of their business (Rangarajan & Dutta, 2019).  In addition, since 

SMEs make up 90% of the businesses in the world (United Nations, 2019b), 

SMEs are essential for the economic development and the society and hence 

sustainable growth (OECD, 2019). With that in mind, the SMEs are important 

to consider and to understand in order to make sure that CSR is implemented 

in those businesses in the aspect of the great impact that those businesses have 

on society (OECD, 2019; United Nations, 2019b). The United Nations 

Brundtland commission in 1987 argues for the importance of specifically 

developing countries' role in taking action in sustainable development 

(UWCED, 1987). 

 

Vietnam is a developing country that took huge environmental, social and 

economic damage from the war with the US which made this country one of 

the most underdeveloped countries in the world in the 90’s (Nguyễn, 2010). 

The reasoning of investigating Vietnam as a developing country and how they 

implement CSR is based on that Vietnam has had a rapid economic growth 

during the last 25-30 years and has gone from being a poor country to a country 
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that is in the lower middle class (Swedenabroad, 2018; The world bank, 2019). 

Vietnam has during the years made improvement regarding their agriculture, 

export and technology and has become a competitor in the world market 

(Nguyễn, 2010). Further, Vietnam's Human Capital Index is greater compared 

to other countries with the same level of income (The World Bank, 2020a), 

which involves the education and health level that contributes to economic 

development in the country (The World Bank, 2020b). The economic growth 

and industrialization in Vietnam has resulted in sustainability and 

environmental issues including increasing waste and pollution, and the 

government is aware that they need to manage their environmental impact 

(Nguyễn, 2010;The world bank, 2019) where the implementation of CSR in 

Vietnam is in progress (Chi, 2017;The world bank, 2019). Simultaneously 

with that Vietnam’s economic development is expected to further grow in the 

upcoming years (Swedenabroad, 2018), the waste and pollution are expected 

to double within the upcoming 15 years (The World Bank, 2020). 

1.2 Problem discussion 

The definition of CSR is still not defined in a universal way (Armstrong & 

Green, 2013), and therefore can be interpreted differently among different 

countries (Freeman & Hasnaoui, 2011). Panwar et al (2014) state that it is a 

challenge for smaller companies to gain the resources needed to implement 

environmentally friendly actions into the business. In addition, a piece of 

research by Hossain et al (2016) reported that in a developing country, 

corporate sustainability actions can be hindered by regulations, politics, 

corruption, and due to lack of awareness of CSR practices among stakeholders. 

In a developing country such as Vietnam, CSR is a new concept (Chi, 2017) 

that is not fully understood by businesses (Tran & Jeppesen, 2016; Chi, 2017) 

which thereby might make it hard for companies to implement it. The 

perception and attitudes of social and ethical issues are varied among diverse 

countries where the perception of CSR differs across cultures (Gonzalez-

Rodriguez et al., 2015). In fact, Vo and Arato (2020) found that Vietnam 

differs from developed countries in regard to what socially responsible actions 

are considered important and not. Furthermore, CSR has become a global trend 

(Jamali et al., 2017) and as CSR is a construct and phenomenon that is 

originated from developed countries and are based on their perspective 

(Dobers & Halme, 2009; Nguyen et al., 2018), there are differences between 

developed and developing countries regarding the implementation of CSR 

(Jamali et al., 2017). Hence, it cannot be assumed that developing countries 
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and developed countries have the same perception of CSR and therefore might 

implement it differently which makes it important to investigate how a 

developing country implements CSR based on their perception. Moreover, as 

multiational corporations (MNCs) in developed countries are the most 

powerful and SMEs in developing countries are less powerful, most research 

focuses on the CSR of MNCs in developed countries compared to studying the 

CSR of SMEs in developing countries (Karam & Jamali, 2017). As a matter 

of fact, most affected by climate change are the developing countries (The 

world bank, 2011), which at the same time are the countries that might have 

least resources to contribute to sustainable development (Panwar et al., 2014). 

Likewise, many businesses in Vietnam believe that CSR is solely for MNCs 

in addition to not being relevant for a developing country (Chi, 2017). 

 

Even though Vietnam has had a rapid economic growth (Swedenabroad, 2018; 

The world bank, 2019) and has become more globalized, there are still old 

norms and values that stay rooted within businesses with implementations of 

practices and values from before CSR arrived to Vietnam (Tran & Jeppesen, 

2016). Thus, especially for SMEs in Vietnam, it is not solely for management 

to hastily change the standards according to the global pressure (Tran & 

Jeppesen, 2016). SMEs are especially important for the socio-economic 

development in Vietnam as they create many job opportunities and contribute 

to over 40% of the GDP of the country (Vietnamnews, 2019). Furthermore, 

climate change is a serious challenge for Vietnam as it is one of the most 

vulnerable countries of climate change that is affecting their economic growth 

and sustainable development (The world bank, 2011; USAID, 2019). The 

climate challenges in Vietnam makes it a country of great importance to 

implement CSR in, and especially in the SMEs that have difficulties in the 

international adaptation of implementing CSR (Vietnamnews, 2019). The 

research about CSR in developed and developing countries is according to 

Jamali et al. (2017) not enough and there is a need to conduct more studies on 

CSR in the context of developing countries to get a better understanding of the 

issue. Hence, in order to get a full understanding of CSR globally, SMEs in 

developing countries need to be evaluated and studied (Karam & Jamali, 

2017). Therefore, it is of interest to explore a developing country with rapid 

economic growth, such as Vietnam, regarding their CSR activities. With CSR 

being about sustainable development, this research will contribute to retaining 

the goals of Agenda 2030 that involves 17 global sustainable development 

goals for a better world (United Nations, 2020). By getting data about how 

SMEs in Vietnam implement and perceive CSR, this can be used in the work 
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of implementing the sustainable development goals for the future in both 

developed and developing countries (United Nations, 2020). With that being 

said, this research contributes to an understanding of how Vietnam as a 

developing country perceives and engages in CSR activities and the reasoning 

behind it in order to get a better understanding of CSR globally in the progress 

of sustainable development. 

1.3 Purpose  

The purpose of this research is to explore the engagement in CSR activities of 

SMEs in Vietnam as a developing country. 

1.4 Research questions: 

In order to explore the purpose of this research, these three research questions 

were formed:  

 

• How is CSR perceived by SMEs in Vietnam? 

• How do SMEs in Vietnam engage in CSR activities? 

• What are the reasons behind SMEs engagement in CSR activities in 

Vietnam? 
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2. Theoretical framework  

This chapter will present the theory of Corporate Social Responsibility 

through the Triple-Bottom-Line, which includes economic, societal and 

environmental CSR, alongside, the stakeholder theory is presented.  

2.1 CSR 

Armstrong and Green (2013) state that there are no universal definition of CSR 

and what it involves, as what is considered to be socially responsible is 

something that frequently changes over time. The definition of CSR is 

different across countries and how it is interpreted is crucial on how CSR is 

implemented in the company (Freeman, & Hasnaoui, 2011). However, the 

European Commission (2011, p.6) defines CSR as “the responsibility of 

enterprises for their impact on society”. Social responsibility is to what degree 

a company is involved in sustainability regarding the society and environment 

(ISO, 2018). According to Visser (2014), working with CSR is about 

incorporating a sustainable and responsible business model in order to make 

the world better. Furthermore, International Organization for Standardization 

(ISO) is an organization that provides standards and guidance through ISO 

26000 of how businesses can conduct business in a socially responsible way 

in accordance with the UN Agenda 2030 sustainability goals (ISO, 2020). 

Likewise, as ISO, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) provides global 

standards of corporate social responsibility (GRI, 2018a) whereas both GRI 

and ISO are using the three dimensions, societal, environmental and economic 

(TBL), of CSR in their global standards (GRI & ISO, 2014). Engaging in CSR 

can provide the business with several benefits such as good reputation, 

competitiveness, improving relationships with stakeholders, lower costs and 

so on (ISO, 2010). ISO (2010) states that when engaging in CSR, the main 

goal should be to contribute to sustainable development to the whole planet, 

as it is not about the sustainable development of the specific business. 

 

Armstrong and Green (2013) further explain that forced social responsibility, 

by government regulations or similar, reduces the welfare of society in contrast 

to when it is voluntary to be socially responsible. The reason behind this is that 

when it is voluntary, it is easier to identify activities that benefit customers and 

stakeholders and at the same time make a profit. Likewise, Sheehy (2015) 

states that political regulations of CSR contributes to both obligations and 

obstacles for CSR activities, whereas guidance and rules by non-governmental 

associations, such as nonprofit organizations, can improve the implementation 
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of CSR. Nonetheless, the implementation of CSR is deriving from inside the 

company as well; the understanding of the benefits of CSR activities and 

having an organizational culture that values social responsibility in addition to 

that a business should work further than solely according to the law or 

regulations (ISO, 2010). According to Garriga and Melé (2004), the main 

purpose of CSR is to make long-term profits, be responsible in how to use the 

business influence, incorporate social demands and to contribute to society 

through ethical actions. For SMEs, the first step is to get an understanding of 

CSR in order to implement it in the business to further along engage with 

stakeholders to get an understanding of the most important activities for the 

specific company (Jenkins, 2009). A company needs to identify what issues 

the company will address depending on what issues that are a consequence of 

the business activities of the stakeholders, whereas there can be consequences 

that the company simply cannot affect (Epstein et al., 2017). 

 

2.1.1 Economic dimension of CSR 

GRI (2018a) states in their sustainability standards that the economic 

dimension of CSR includes the economic impact a company has on the 

stakeholders of the company in addition to the economic impact on society. 

According to Carroll’s pyramid of CSR (1991), the economical profit of a 

company is the foundation of being able to perform sustainable activities. This 

includes purchases outside the company, payments to government, community 

investments, and wages and benefits for the employees (GRI, 2018a). 

Likewise, according to Visser (2014), the economic dimension in CSR is more 

than the financial benefits that the company itself maintains, namely, to 

contribute to the economic development outside the company in terms of the 

economic environment where the company is active. Visser (2014) continues 

that the economic development of CSR includes capital investments, such as 

the manufacturing, offering sustainable products or services in a way where 

the offering contributes to improving the standard of living, being an inclusive 

business, and creating jobs. Furthermore, the competitive behavior affects the 

market and therefore the economic efficiency and sustainable growth in the 

society (GRI, 2018b). Tang et al (2012) further states that it is of importance 

that CSR activities are implemented frequently, otherwise the activities are 

seen as disingenuous and will yield a negative financial impact. According to 

Torugsa et al (2012), companies need to be proactive in their CSR-activities 

in order to enhance their financial performance and thereby yield economic 
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benefits for the company. The authors further explain that a company can be 

proactive in their CSR-activities through implementing values and goals that 

are consistent throughout the organization and implement trust-based 

relationships both with external and internal stakeholders as well as 

encouraging new business ideas and opportunities within the company.  

 

2.1.2 Societal dimension of CSR 

According to GRI (2018c) and their sustainability standards, the societal 

dimension of CSR includes the impact that the company has on the social 

system where it is active. Carroll (1991) states that the societal aspect of CSR 

involves the responsibility the company has towards satisfying the 

stakeholders. Moreover, Kim et al (2013) explain that activities such as 

volunteering, and philanthropy are two important parts of societal CSR. The 

authors further states that donating money and being involved in activities 

where the company volunteer is seen as a positive attribute of societal CSR 

activities. Macaulay et al (2018) add that companies who are involved in 

volunteer work gain benefits through gaining a better reputation in society. 

Furthermore, Visser (2014) states that, besides donating money to charities, 

the societal contribution of CSR involves making the products and services 

available for everyone in the community in addition to making sure that there 

are fair labor practices within the company. The author further argues that 

engaging the stakeholders and participating in the community is one of the 

most important aspects of CSR. Whereas, Lin and Müller (2013) explains that 

societal CSR also concerns making contributions to society by implementing 

actions that have a positive effect on society. In addition, if a company is 

socially responsible and behaves in a responsible way, it will make consumers 

more willing to purchase from the company (Grimmer & Bingham, 2013). 

According to Panwar et al (2014), a company that engages in a socially 

responsible manner is seen as more legitimate, which also yields a better 

reputation. According to Lin and Müller (2013), societal CSR does not only 

include actions that are seen as good by the stakeholders, but also to avoid 

irresponsible actions throughout the company.  
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2.1.3 Environmental dimension of CSR 

The environmental dimension is an important part of CSR as the environment 

is essential for life on earth (ISO, 2010). According to GRI (2018d) and their 

sustainability standards, the environmental dimension of CSR includes the 

impact a company has on the environment which includes the land, air, water 

and ecosystems. Seemingly, the environmental dimension of CSR concerns 

diminishing pollution and negative environmental outcomes (Macaulay et al., 

2018) where the business needs to use its resources in an efficient way in order 

to reduce the pollution (ISO, 2010). Additionally, Flammer (2013) explains 

that it is beneficial for companies to engage in environmental actions to gain 

value and new resources for the company. Likewise, Visser (2014) states that 

the environmental goal of CSR is to keep and enhance the ecosystems and 

Macaulay et al (2018) adds that in environmental CSR, the goal for a company 

is to reduce pollution of the environment and contribute to a sustainable 

environment in the community. Furthermore, Hart (1995) states that 

environmental CSR does not merely concern pollution but also developing the 

business and production in a sustainable manner that is not harmful for the 

environment. Likewise, ISO (2010) states that a business needs to take 

responsibility for the environmental impact that is generated due to the 

business activities and try to reduce that impact, but also that the business 

should work towards improving its own performance. Alongside, Konar et al 

(2001) note that if a company engages in environmental activities, the 

reputation of the company will improve which will yield a more competitive 

stance on the market. Tang and Tang (2012) explains that companies need to 

be encouraged to act environmentally friendly through regulations from the 

government. Aren (2014) continues that in order for a company to engage in 

environmentally friendly activities, it is of importance that the company has 

the tools and ability to implement it, where being motivated to be sustainable 

is not enough.  

 

2.2 Stakeholder theory and CSR 

According to Harrison et al (2015), stakeholder theory promotes a practical, 

efficient and ethical way to manage organizations in a highly complex and 

turbulent environment. Öberseder et al (2013) state that stakeholders consist 

of everyone who has an interest in the company, such as customers, 

employees, shareholders, and suppliers. Cheong et al (2017) add that 

stakeholders are external forces that affect the company and its decisions. 
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Additionally, Perez‐Sanchez et al (2003) explain that customers and 

legislation are driving factors for SMEs in the implementation of sustainable 

activities. Likewise, Eesley and Lenox (2006) state that the demands of the 

stakeholders greatly influences the decision a company makes. Stakeholders 

can thereby influence the company to act in a more sustainable way than the 

company had previously done (Easley & Lenox, 2006). Although, the authors 

further state that companies need to be aware that different stakeholders have 

different abilities to affect others, where stakeholders with strong opinions on 

sustainability will have a great effect on the company. Agle et al (1999) add 

that which stakeholder has the most impact on the company is affected by the 

attributes of the stakeholder, such as how legitimate the stakeholder is and how 

much power it has affects the priority that stakeholder will be given. Öberseder 

et al (2013) further explain that companies need to be aware of their 

stakeholders and what parts are of importance for them in order to satisfy their 

wants and to keep a strong relationship with the stakeholders. In addition, 

Greenwood and Buren (2010), and Scandelius and Cohen (2016) note that 

trustworthiness between stakeholders is a prominent part of stakeholder theory 

where it is crucial that the company is truthful to the stakeholders to build good 

relationships. Likewise, Morioka and Carvalho (2016) state that when it comes 

to CSR, it is important for the business to manage a relationship with the 

stakeholders and to understand and integrate their interests, needs and values.  

 

Although, Harrison and Wicks (2013) report that companies need to consider 

how to both satisfy their own needs while also satisfying the stakeholders 

needs and wants, where what stakeholders want might differ compared to what 

the company wants. However, different stakeholders can have different 

interests, although society's interest can be understood through laws and 

regulations (ISO, 2010). Regardless, the expectations of the stakeholders need 

to be involved in the economical, societal and environmental activities of the 

business (Kanji & Chopra, 2010). Searcy (2012) argues that the demand of 

stakeholders differs, and priorities continuously changes and hence companies 

have to adapt and develop sustainability activities that fit the local environment 

of the company through plans and programs that are connected to 

sustainability goals. Seemingly, companies need to follow demands of their 

stakeholders, such as act in accordance with regulations, laws and through 

communicating with their surroundings (Colovic et al., 2019). Cheong et al 

(2017) further concludes that companies can improve their CSR efforts while 

also responding to stakeholder demands in order to build a long-lasting trust 

between the company and its stakeholders. Tang and Tang (2012) further 
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explains that the most important stakeholders are the customers since they 

affect the profit of the company. The authors thereby state that customers 

should be of focus when implementing CSR-activities. Hillman and Keim 

(2001) add that through satisfying stakeholders' needs and building 

relationships with them, the company will differentiate themselves from others 

and gain a competitive advantage on the market.  

 

2.3 CSR and SMEs in Vietnam  

CSR was introduced in Vietnam in the early 2000s but did not start to actually 

be implemented in the country until 2010 (UNIDO, 2013). In 2010, the 

guidelines of ISO 26000 were introduced where the goal was to improve the 

awareness, understanding, and usage of CSR in Vietnam (UNIDO, 2013). 

However, there are still limited implementations of CSR in Vietnam (Nguyen 

& Nguyen 2020) where CSR activities are not widely performed in Vietnam 

due to that there is a lack of awareness regarding the subject (Van-Thanh & 

Pordruzsik, 2018). Likewise, Khoa and Lieu (2018) explain that firms in 

Vietnam do not have all the information needed to efficiently implement CSR. 

The authors further state that companies in Vietnam's motivations are to gain 

economic benefits, to gain personal benefits, or because the company has to 

follow the legal guidelines concerning CSR. Further, it is indicated that the 

problems of implementing CSR in Vietnam lays on the lack of understanding 

of how to change the business accordingly to what is needed in order to meet 

the international requirements of CSR (Tencati et al., 2010). It is further argued 

that CSR must be voluntary and include more actions than what is required by 

the law, which means that CSR activities per se are to a high degree determined 

on the laws (Vo & Arato, 2020). In a country like Vietnam, this means that 

many of CSR actions are solely in accordance with the laws, however the laws 

and regulations are not clear enough which results in vague guidelines to 

follow for the companies (Vo & Arato, 2020). According to Tencati, Russo 

and Quaglia (2010), the costs of implementing CSR of international standards 

is a barrier for companies in Vietnam, especially SMEs where support from 

governance is important in the sustainable development of businesses in 

Vietnam. Tran and Jeppesen (2016) found in their research that SME managers 

are aware of CSR, but they do not afford to be certified or put the time in that 

is needed. Simultaneously, consumers in Vietnam are aware of what CSR 

means and have expectations on the companies to take responsibility for the 
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society and the economy while following the laws and regulations (Huang et 

al., 2019).  

 

In 2011, in the beginning of the implementation of CSR in Vietnam, it was 

recognized that it was difficult to make this implementation fit the SMEs and 

to make them see the long-term benefits of it (UNIDO, 2013). Van-Thanh and 

Pordruzsik (2018) explains that CSR activities are mostly performed by large 

and international companies in Vietnam, and that SMEs in Vietnam does not 

engage as much in CSR. Perrini (2006) states that there is a large difference 

between how a SME company and a large corporation are able to engage in 

CSR, where the main differences are SMEs relationships with their 

stakeholder and their social capital. The author explain that the social capital 

SMEs have consists of norms, trust, legitimacy, reputation and networks, all 

of these parts affect the relationships with the stakeholders and makes it easier 

for SMEs to create relationships through engaging in CSR. Likewise, 

Szczanowicz and Saniuk (2016) state that in order for SMEs to compete with 

larger organizations, the companies need to engage in the local community 

they operate in, and thereby build valuable relationships. The authors further 

explain that SMEs have an advantage when engaging in CSR since they have 

a closer connection to the community and are thereby able to participate in 

meaningful activities for the community. 

 

SMEs in Vietnam have limited resources to implement CSR into their business 

in the form of weak capital and financial resources as well as management 

capacity (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2020). Due to that SMEs have restricted 

financial resources it is more difficult for these companies to change their 

business into implementing CSR (UNIDO, 2013). In addition, according to 

Nguyen and Nguyen (2019) there is a misallocation of the resources in 

Vietnam where the SMEs are getting affected with their low competitiveness 

in the market. Furthermore, Ikram et al (2019) state that the dimensions of 

CSR also lead to an increase in the financial performance for SMEs, where it 

also will help build a positive reputation and closer relationships with 

stakeholders. Furthermore, the authors explain that in developing countries, 

the financial benefits SMEs gain from incorporating CSR in their business, 

helps the economic growth of the country. Stoian and Gilman (2017) continue 

that SMEs that engage in CSR activities are able to grow their company faster 

and gain benefits such as recognition and a good reputation. 
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3. Method 

In this chapter the methodology of this research is presented, where this 

research is based on an ontological perspective through a mix of an inductive 

and deductive approach. Furthermore, email interviews with SMEs in Vietnam 

were conducted. 

3.1 Scientific perspective and approach 

Ontological perspective, which is one of the scientific perspectives, concerns 

that society is a social entity that is interchangeable at all times, which will 

affect the way a research will be conducted (Bryman & Bell, 2011). When a 

researcher takes on an ontological point of view, the researcher often studies 

social constructions and structures within an organization (Saunders & 

Thornhill, 2016). Whereas, for this research the research questions were based 

on how SMEs in Vietnam perceive and engage in CSR and what the reasons 

behind this is, which explores social constructions and pressures from others 

to engage in CSR, and hence an ontological point of view was applied. 

Furthermore, within ontology, there are both objectivism as well as 

subjectivism point of views, where objectivism concerns that the reality and 

social entities are not affected by how others perceive it, but it remains the 

same, nonetheless. Whereas, subjectivism takes on a view that how humans 

perceive reality and social entities is different made up by each actor (Saunders 

& Thornhill, 2016). One viewpoint within subjectivism is the view of 

constructionism, which entails that social phenomena is constructed by social 

actors and can be changed and revised at all times (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Constructionism was fitting for the purpose of this research since it 

investigates social actors such as companies to gain a deeper understanding of 

their behavior, which is made up of the behaviors of the social actors within 

the companies. 

  

Furthermore, there are two main approaches of the process of conducting a 

research, namely a deductive and an inductive approach, which are two ways 

of explaining the link between theory and research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). An 

inductive approach starts with observations or findings and ends up in theory 

where the process goes back and forth in the different steps to collect more 

data if needed (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Contrasting to a deductive approach 

that is a rather linear process that starts with theory and ends up in the findings 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Likewise, this research has used theory as a basis in 

terms of an operationalization (seen in chapter 4) in order to collect data and 
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end up with the findings. This research was following a rather linear approach 

of collecting data and analyzing that data without going back to collect more, 

which are in line with the deductive approach. Normally, the deductive 

approach derives hypotheses based on the theory that are either rejected or 

accepted in the findings (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Although, for this research, 

research questions were instead formed prior to the theory and hence no 

hypothesis was rejected or accepted in the findings but rather the research 

questions were answered. In addition, this research ends up in findings that are 

not testing a theory, but more generating new assumptions and answers in the 

research questions, similar to an inductive approach that is generating a new 

theory (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Hence, there are similarities to an inductive 

approach in addition to the deductive one. However, since this research is 

based on theory for the collection of data and is using a rather linear approach 

in the process to end up with findings, it is affirmed that this research is 

primarily using a deductive approach to the research process even though there 

are similarities to an inductive approach as well.  

3.2 Research design and method   

A research design presents the criteria used when collecting data and the 

research method presents what technique is used in order to collect the data 

for the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). These are all determined based on the 

purpose of the research where the purpose of this research was to explore the 

behavior of organizations in terms of how they engage in CSR activities. 

Hence, the choice was to get in contact with several organizations through a 

cross sectional research design which involves collecting data of more than 

one case at a single point of time (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Selecting more than 

one case is beneficial in terms of that it yields more variations in the findings 

that are examined in order to identify a pattern (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Moreover, a cross-sectional design is suitable when the aim of the findings is 

to provide generalizable findings where there is no focus on a specific case 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Hence, as this research requires more than one case 

in order to make a generalization of the behavior of SMEs in Vietnam, in 

addition to that the time frame is limited, a cross sectional design was found 

to be suitable. Cross sectional design research can be done in a variety of 

research methods, where one of them is through interviews (Saunders & 

Thornhill, 2016). 
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In research that wants to get rich and deep data in order to understand the view 

of the respondents, semi-structured interviews are one way to accomplish this 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Semi-structured interviews are beneficial in an 

exploratory research and when the purpose is to understand the what, how and 

why of a subject (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016), which goes in line with the 

research questions and the exploratory purpose of this research.  A subjective 

approach of the interviews has been used, where it is taken into consideration 

that the view of the respondents in addition to the interviewer is under the 

influence of social constructions (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016). The interview 

questions for this research have been constructed as being open ended due to 

the fact that it gives the respondents the possibility to answer freely without 

the questions being leading and that it will provide deeper data (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). As the interviews needed to cover specific topics it needs to have 

some type of structure of the questions (Bryman & Bell, 2011), where for this 

research there was a list of questions lined out that covered specific topics 

related to the research which is seen in Table 2 in chapter 4.  

 

However, during the time period for this research the situation of Covid-19 

appeared which resulted in limited possibilities to conduct semi-structured 

interviews face to face with companies, especially with companies situated in 

a different country than the researchers. Therefore, measures had to be taken 

where interviews were conducted through email instead. Although, the 

questions remained the same as if the interviews would have been conducted 

face to face but due to the situation, they were instead e-mailed in a document 

to the companies to fill in themselves in writing. These questions are seen in 

Appendix 1 where a more detailed interview questionnaire can be seen. 

However, the questions have been rearranged in another order from the order 

of the operationalization, so that questions with similar topics are asked 

consecutively in order to facilitate the structure of the interview and to make 

it easier for the respondent to answer accordingly. The interview questionnaire 

further displays ethical considerations that were explained for the respondent 

before answering the questions. As a result, the interview was very similar to 

a structured interview with a self-completion questionnaire since the 

respondents are filling in the answers to the questions themselves (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). However, in contrast to structured interviews, in semi-structured 

interviews there is a possibility to ask follow up questions in order for the 

respondent to develop and explain their answer further which will make the 

data collected richer and deeper to address the research questions (Saunders & 
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Thornhill, 2016) which was still applied in this research where follow up 

questions were asked if it was necessary.  

 

3.3 Sampling method 

The sampling method used in this research was purposive sampling, which 

consists of that the researcher chooses the respondents who are found fitting 

for the research in a strategic manner (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Since 

the population investigated was specifically SMEs in Vietnam, a purposive 

sampling was found fitting since the companies that were contacted to 

participate in an interview for this research were intentionally chosen to be 

contacted with a request to participate in an interview for this research. 

Furthermore, purposive sampling is beneficial when conducting interviews 

with a small number of respondents (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016) and since 

the number of respondents of this research was five, it was found as a fitting 

sampling method. The population for this research was further somewhat 

specific, whereas in purposive sampling there are often some criteria that the 

respondents need to fulfill (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016). Specifically, for this 

research the purpose was to investigate SMEs in Vietnam where according to 

European Commission report (EU) 2015/1824978 (2015), SMEs are 

companies with 10-250 employees. Thereby, the criteria of companies in 

Vietnam that has between 10-250 employees was implemented when finding 

and selecting companies to interview.  

  

The companies were further found through a diverse number of ways. Firstly, 

searching online for companies in Vietnam in order to find the web pages of 

the companies with the criteria of being a SME. Therefore, it was controlled 

by searching for information on the webpage regarding the number of 

employees in the company. Through finding an email address on their web 

pages, the companies were contacted with an introduction of the research 

alongside with a request to participate in the research. If no information 

regarding the number of employees was found, that was a question included 

in the email in order to make sure that they met the criteria. In addition, various 

organizations in Vietnam related to business, CSR or SMEs were contacted in 

order for them to further assist in connecting with potential companies. 

Alongside, people in Sweden were reached out to in online forums where some 

were found to have contacts in Vietnam and through that, contact was made 

with companies.  
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3.3.1 Sample 

A total number of 102 companies and organizations were directly contacted 

via email, in addition to posts in 4 different forums on social media in the 

search for companies to participate. A total of 5 companies participated in the 

research and answered the questions. When calculating the response rate of 

the direct emails alone, the response rate is 4,9% which means that the total 

response rate is less than 4,9% when taking into account the posts on social 

media groups. Table 1 presents the final sample of this research together with 

demographic factors. 

  

Table 1. Sample presentation 

  

Interviewee Industry Nr of 

employees 

Position in the 

company 

Company 1 Pharmaceutical manufacturer  200 Deputy Director 

Company 2 Petrol station 50 Founder 

Company 3 Manufacturing dried nuts and 

fruits 

50-60 Export Manager 

Company 4 Hotel operator  70 Manager 

Company 5 Chocolate production and 

retail  

150  Director  

 

3.4 Analysis method 

Analyzing qualitative data is a progressive process that requires thoughts and 

reflection due to that qualitative data is more complex than quantitative data 

as it is richer and deeper in comparison (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016). How 

qualitative data are analyzed depends on the research approach, whether the 

research is following a deductive or inductive approach (Saunders & 

Thornhill, 2016). For this research, as stated before, the main basis was a 

deductive approach, with a combination of an inductive approach in some 

manners, which thereby resulted in that the data was analyzed in a thematic 

approach due to that the research questions were based on theory (Saunders & 

Thornhill, 2016). In order to make sense of the data gathered, a thematic 

analysis was applied, where the researchers were able to identify themes from 
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the answers. In order to find these themes, coding of the data needs to be done 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Coding involves dividing the data into categories to 

be able to analyze the data further (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016). 

  

The first step was to read through the answers several times without taking any 

note to any coding to get acquaintance with the data in order to ease the 

following process of coding (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016). The coding 

involved finding labels and categories from the data collected (Saunders & 

Thornhill, 2016). Each interview question was given a number in order to be 

able to organize the questions and to be able go back and forth in the coding 

without risking losing track of the source of the code. Once the coding was to 

start, the companies were coded one at a time starting with coding all of the 

interview questions at once. Each interview question was labelled with several 

codes that represent the answer. Next, the coding notes were divided into 

groups of each research question it was delegated to answer. Codes that 

represent one research question were bundled into categories based on 

similarities and patterns. When this was done for all the companies, the 

categories were compared with each other to find similarities and themes 

between the companies. After this was done extensively, theoretical saturation 

was achieved and no more data could be analyzed (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The 

final themes were later analyzed, which can be found in Appendix 2, in order 

to derive at a conclusion. 

3.5 Scientific credibility 

Scientific credibility regards the trustworthiness of a research (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). In qualitative research, validity and reliability can be adapted as 

criteria for the trustworthiness (Bryman & Bell, 2011) and are presented 

below. 

3.5.1 Validity   

Within validity there is both internal validity and external validity that needs 

to be ensured when conducting a research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Firstly, 

external validity concerns that the research should be able to be applicable and 

generalizable in other settings then the one studied (Saunders & Thornhill, 

2016). According to Bryman and Bell (2011), external validity is harder to 

accomplish in qualitative research since it is harder to replicate a qualitative 

research than it is a quantitative research. Hence, the findings are not likely to 

have a high degree of generalizability due to that this research explored a small 
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sample of cases and was specifically targeting the specific country of Vietnam. 

Secondly, internal validity concerns how the observations, or the investigation 

is connected to the theory that it is based upon, which also affects how 

believable the findings are (Bryman & Bell, 2011). For this research, the 

theory of CSR was gone through in depth and the questions for the interview 

was based on this theory. Thereby, the results of this research have a very 

strong connection to the theory, which further goes in line with Saunders and 

Thornhill (2016) who describe that qualitative research often has a strong 

internal validity since it is based on rich theory. Furthermore, to ensure the 

validity of the questions of this study, the questions that were based on the 

operationalization were controlled by an expert and researcher in the field of 

CSR in order to make sure that they were legitimate in addition to that they 

would provide relevant data.  

3.5.2 Reliability  

Reliability in a research involves two parts, which are external reliability and 

internal reliability (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016). External reliability refers to 

how easily a research can be copied by others, where other researchers have 

the opportunity to perform the exact same research, in order for the research 

to be conducted in another social setting (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Although, 

since this research is of qualitative nature, it becomes harder to replicate the 

research since the social situation that the interviews are performed can affect 

how the research will be conducted (Bryman & Bell, 2011). However, in order 

to ensure external reliability as much as possible, the research process is 

described thoroughly in order to make it more likely to be replicated in other 

contexts or by other researchers. In this research the interview questionnaire, 

which can be found in Appendix 1, and the method meticulously describe the 

process of this research and what the interview questions are based on. 

Thereby, a replication of this research might be possible, and it could be tested 

in other environments. Furthermore, internal reliability involves having more 

than one researcher in order to ensure that the researchers understands what 

they see and hear in the same way (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016), thereby 

internal reliability was ensured through having two researchers throughout the 

research that both agreed upon the results and findings.  

3.6 Ethical and societal considerations 

The ethical considerations are an important aspect of the success of a research, 

especially when the research involves other human beings as participants 
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(Saunders & Thornhill, 2016), as is the case of this research. Ethics involves 

the behavior towards the participants of the research and provides guidelines 

on how to behave and handle situations (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016). To start 

with, before the interview, the participants were presented with information of 

the purpose of the research, what it is about and an introduction to the subject, 

together with other information that explains their rights, what will be done 

with the data and asking for consent (can be found in Appendix 1). Providing 

the participants with as much information as possible was done in order so that 

they could make an informed decision about taking part of this research in 

addition to not being deceived about what the research is about (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). Moreover, it is important that the researcher must ensure the 

anonymity of  the participants of the research (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016) 

which have been ensured in this research through not disclosing any names of 

participants or even names of the companies they work at in order to diminish 

the risk of anyone being able to identify someone based on disclosed position 

together with the name of the company.  

  

In addition, that the anonymity was protected ensures that there was no 

physical or psychological harm to the participants as a consequence of taking 

part of this research, such as for example a bad reputation (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). Doing so, together with solely asking questions about the company and 

the participants position in the company, there was no invasion of privacy 

which further is an aspect that needs to be ensured in research (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). As stated, it is important to not cause any harm to the participants, 

physical or psychological (Bryman & Bell, 2011), which was ensured through 

it not being private or sensitive questions asked which limited the risk of 

causing any form of stress or similar psychological harm. In addition, the 

participants were informed that they do not need to answer all the questions if 

they do not want to, which also ensures that no participants were forced to 

answer a question if it despite all odds makes them feel uncomfortable in any 

way or that they would experience an invasion of privacy. Due to the current 

situation of the virus Covid-19, the participants physical safety was ensured 

through not meeting with them face to face but to conduct the interviews 

online.  

  

Furthermore, apart from ethical considerations, societal considerations also 

need to be taken into account. A huge societal concern throughout the world 

is to protect the environment, and to create a sustainable future (ISO, 2018), 

since climate change and pollution is increasing at a fast rate (Nasa, 2019a). 
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Additionally, businesses have a major impact on the environment, and also 

have an opportunity to make a change (Byskov, 2019), which makes them 

important actors when it comes to creating a sustainable future. When it comes 

to SMEs in Vietnam, their fast-economic development has increased their 

waste and pollution in the country (The world bank, 2019) while the awareness 

of CSR in Vietnam is in progress, but it is not substantial yet (Chi, 2017). 

Hence, Vietnam is a country who seems to lack awareness and implementation 

about the subject but at the same time is growing at a fast rate, which makes it 

of importance to gain knowledge of how companies in Vietnam can take 

responsibility to decrease the negative impact. In order to meet the goals of 

Agenda 2030 (United Nations, 2020), every country needs to be investigated 

in order to know what needs to be improved and worked on. The result of this 

study contributes to knowledge about the situation for these companies in 

Vietnam which will contribute to both the Agenda 2030 goals and to help 

provide knowledge to the companies of what CSR is about as a guidance to 

increase awareness and facilitate the implementation of it. As a consequence, 

this helps in the process of making businesses throughout the world implement 

CSR and through that, it will help protect the society and environment in the 

goal of a sustainable future.  
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4. Operationalization 

In Table 2 an operationalization of the theoretical framework is displayed. 

Theory has been divided into concepts that are to be measured. In turn, the 

definition of the concept has been used as a basis for the formulated interview 

questions where those questions have been sectioned in relation to what 

research question they will provide an answer to. Furthermore, the interview 

guide based on the questions in Table 2, can be found in Appendix 1. 

 

Table 2. Operationalization. 

Research 

Question 

Theoretical 

concept  

Definition of concept  Interview 

question  

How is CSR 

perceived by 

SMEs in 

Vietnam? 

CSR Armstrong and Green 

(2013) states that there 

are no universal 

definition of CSR and 

what it involves, as 

what is considered to be 

socially responsible is 

something that 

frequently changes over 

time. 

1. What does CSR 

mean to you and 

your business? 

 
Economic 

CSR 
Likewise, according to 

Visser (2014), the 

economical part in CSR 

is more than the 

financial benefits that 

the company maintains, 

namely to contribute to 

the economic 

development outside 

the company in terms 

of the economical 

environment where the 

company is active. 

2. How do you 

consider that 

companies in 

general can 

contribute to 

economic 

development in 

society? 

 
Economic 

CSR 
Visser (2014) continues 

that the economic 

development of CSR 

includes capital 

investments, such as the 

manufacturing, offering 

sustainable products or 

services in a way where 

3. How does your 

product/service 

affect the standard 

of living in your 

community? 
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the offering contributes 

to improving the 

standard of living, 

being an inclusive 

business, and creating 

jobs. 
 

Societal CSR Where Lin and Müller 

(2013) explains that 

societal CSR also 

concerns making 
contributions to society 

by implementing 

actions that have a 

positive effect on 

society. 

4. How do you 

consider that 

companies in 

general can 
contribute to a 

better society?  

 
Environmental 

CSR 
According to GRI 

(2018d) and their 

sustainability standards, 

the environmental 

dimension of CSR 

includes the impact a 

company has on the 

environment which 

includes the land, air, 

water and ecosystems. 

5. How do you 

consider companies 

in general can be 

environmentally 

friendly?  

How do SMEs 

in Vietnam 

engage in CSR 

activities? 

Economic 

CSR 
According to GRI 

(2018a) the economic 

dimension of CSR 

includes the economic 

impact a company has 

on the stakeholders of 

the company in 

addition to the 

economic impact on 

society.  

6. What does your 

company do in 

order to have a 

positive economical 

impact on society? 

 
7. What do you 

think is your 

company’s 

economic impact on 

your stakeholders? 
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Societal CSR The authors (Kim et al., 

2013) further states that 

donating money and 

being involved in 

activities where the 

company volunteer is 

seen as a positive 

attribute of societal 

CSR activities. 

8. How does your 

company engage in 

activities, apart 

from economical, 

that have a positive 

impact on society? 

 
Societal CSR Furthermore, Visser 

(2014) states that, 

besides donating money 

to charities, the societal 

dimension of CSR 

involves making the 

products and services 

available for everyone 

in the community in 

addition to making sure 

that there are fair labor 

practices within the 

company. 

9. How would you 

describe the 

working 

environment in your 

company?  

 
Societal CSR Furthermore, Visser 

(2014) states that, 

besides donating money 

to charities, the societal 

contribution of CSR 

involves making the 

products and services 

available for everyone 

in the community in 

addition to making sure 

that there are fair labor 

practices within the 

company. 

10. For whom are 

your 

products/services 

available? 
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Environmental 

CSR 
According to GRI 

(2018d) and their 

sustainability standards, 

the environmental 

dimension of CSR 

includes the impact a 

company has on the 

environment which 

includes the land, air, 

water and ecosystems.  

11. What impact 

does the business 

activities of your 

company have on 

the environment? 

 
Environmental 

CSR 
Seemingly, the 

environmental 

dimension of CSR 

concerns diminishing 

pollution and negative 

environmental 

outcomes (Macaulay et 

al., 2018) 

12. How do you 

work to diminish 

the environmental 

impact of your 

business activities? 

 
Environmental 

CSR 
Furthermore, Hart 

(1995) states that 

environmental CSR 

does not merely 

concern pollution but 

also developing the 

business and production 

in a sustainable manner 

that is not harmful for 

the environment.  

13. How do you 

believe you will 

work with 

environmental 

issues in the future?  

What are the 

reasons 

behind SMEs 

engagement in 

CSR Likewise, Sheehy 

(2015) states that 

political regulations of 

CSR contributes to both 

obligations and 

14. What obstacles 

do you experience 

to be able to execute 

CSR activities? 
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CSR activities 

in Vietnam? 
obstacles for CSR 

activities, whereas 

guidance and rules by 

non-governmental 

associations, such as 

nonprofit organizations, 

can improve the 

implementation of 

CSR. 

15. What guidance 

do you get from 

non-governmental 

associations to 

implement 

CSR activities?  

 
CSR ISO (2010) states that 

when engaging in CSR, 

the main goal should be 

to contribute to 

sustainable 

development to the 

whole planet. 

16. What is your 
organization's main 

goal of engaging in 

CSR activities? 

 
Societal CSR According to GRI 

(2018c) and their 

sustainability standards, 

the societal dimension 

of CSR includes the 

impact that the 

company has on the 

social system where it 

is active. 

17. What benefits 

do you believe 

society gets from 

your engagement in 

CSR activities that 

motivates your 

company? 

 
Economic 

CSR 
Furthermore, the 

competitive behavior 

affects the market and 

therefore the economic 

efficiency and 

sustainable growth in 

the society (GRI, 

2018b).  

18. How does your 

competitors affect 

your engagement in 

CSR activities? 

 
Economic 

CSR 
According to Carroll’s 

pyramid of CSR 

(1991), the economical 

profit of a company is 

the foundation of being 

able to perform 

sustainable activities.  

19. How do your 

financial resources 

affect your 

engagement in CSR 

activities? 

 
Environmental 

CSR 
Aren (2014) continues 

that in order for a 

company to engage in 

20. What resources 

(apart from 

financial resources) 



 

 27 

environmentally 

friendly activities, it is 

of importance that the 

company has the tools 

and ability to 

implement it, where the 

author states that being 

motivated to be 

sustainable is not 

enough.  

do you have that 

help your company 

to be 

environmentally 

friendly? 

 
Environmental 

CSR 
Tang and Tang (2012) 

explains that companies 

need to be encouraged 

to act environmentally 

friendly through 

regulations from the 

government. 

21. What are the 

regulations from the 

government that 

you need to follow 

in regard to 

environmentally 

friendly business 

activities? 
 

Stakeholder 

theory 
Agle et al (1999) adds 

that which stakeholder 

has the most impact on 

the company is affected 

by the attributes of the 

stakeholder, such as 

how legitimate the 

stakeholder is and how 

much power it has 

affects the priority that 

stakeholder will be 

given.   

22. What 

stakeholder groups 

influence your 

business the most? 

 
Stakeholder 

theory  
Where Cheong et al 

(2017) continues that 

stakeholders are 

external forces that 

affect the company and 

its decisions. 

23. How do your 

different 

stakeholders 

influence the 

business decisions 

of your company? 
 

Stakeholder 

theory 
Öberseder et al (2013) 

further explain that 

companies need to be 

aware of their 

stakeholders and what 

parts are of importance 

for them in order to 

satisfy their wants and 

24. What do you 

believe are your 

stakeholders’ 

expectations on 

your company?  
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to keep a strong 

relationship with the 

stakeholders.  
 

Stakeholder 

theory  
Seemingly, companies 

need to follow demands 

of their stakeholders, 

such as act in 

accordance with 

regulations, laws and 

through communicating 
with their surroundings 

(Colovic et al., 2019). 

25. How do you try 

to meet the 

expectations of your 

stakeholders? 
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5. Empirical data  

In this chapter, a summary of the interviews is presented. 

5.1 Perception of CSR 

When asking the companies regarding their perception of CSR, all of the 

companies mentioned environmental impact as an important part of CSR, 

where it was mentioned that it is important to diminish pollution, to work with 

waste disposal and to recycle in order to reduce their environmental impact. 

Company 3 also stated that CSR is about being “responsible for everything we 

are doing in our everyday business routine” and in addition stated the 

importance of “using all resources properly”. Contributing to society and to 

the sustainable development of the planet was also mentioned in addition to 

make a sustainable profit alongside progressing the business. Company 1 

explained that “by practicing CSR, the company will gain many benefits such 

as improving its image”. Although, Company 4 expressed “Here in Vietnam, 

we almost know about CSR, but it is so vague”. Furthermore, a subject 

mentioned by the majority of the companies was regarding their employees in 

terms of educating employees to increase their awareness and responsibility of 

the environment, but also that the working environment is an important aspect.  

 

As stated by Company 2 “By performing such activities, we would like to 

express our responsibilities to society in general, and to ensure that each of our 

employees understands their accountability on maintaining the balance of 

using and restoring natural and socio-economic resources.”. Alongside 

treating the employees fairly, it was further mentioned from several companies 

that CSR is about taking care of and respecting all people, including business 

partners and the families of the employees. Company 3 explained it as that 

CSR “ does not necessarily mean donating a big sum of money to charity 

activities and then publicizing that news to the audiences, but it can also mean 

‘the business is making everyone a better person, having a better life and 

creating fair, stable income for them’ ” whereas Company 4 said “ respecting 

people and dealing fairly with all our partners are all part of things that we 

consider when making decisions.”. Lastly, it was mentioned by one company 

that CSR also includes paying tax to the state and following the laws of 

Vietnam.  

 

Furthermore, regarding how companies can contribute to economic 

development in society, Company 1 presented several ways; “provide jobs, 
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develop resources, figure out and deliver services to both consumers and other 

businesses, handle distribution of everything, manufacture just about 

everything, build and repair structures, develop and provide energy, boost 

productivity, contribution to public finances via taxes and other levies.”. As 

Company 3 highlighted that “I believe companies are the foremost force that 

can push economic development in society, then comes policies makers and 

other stakeholders”, others mentioned that it is important that products and 

services meet the requirement of consumers and that “Companies have to 

create friendly competition business”, mentioned by Company 4. In addition, 

Company 5 mentioned that the economic development in society is measured 

in the GDP of the country. 

 

When further discussing how the products and services of the companies are 

affecting the standard of living in their community, the majority of the 

companies mentioned that their business improves the standard of living in the 

society. Company 4 explained that their services for travelers makes people 

relax and hence “they can enjoy higher standard of living” and Company 1 

explained it as being through that they “produce and promote products for the 

society according to their needs and tastes at a reasonable price which makes 

people aware about them and creates a demand for the products, encouraging 

customers to use them”. Likewise, stated Company 3 that their products “raises 

the awareness of natural products/ green lifestyle.”. Furthermore, Company 5 

explained that through paying fair wages and having fair prices, “the added 

value from our products and services are shared with our providers and 

employees”. Lastly, Company 2 also mentioned that businesses support socio-

economic development.  

 

When asked how the companies consider that companies can contribute to a 

better society in general, the majority of the respondents mentioned paying fair 

wages and creating jobs, where Company 1 expressed that “These people 

make money to support themselves and their families, pay taxes and use their 

wages to buy goods and services.”.  Alongside with this, the majority of the 

companies also mentioned that it is of importance to take care of employees 

and give them a safe working environment, educating them, value each 

employee and enabling opportunities for them. Company 3 also expressed that 

it is not only the employees that need to be taken care of but also “taking care 

of the next generation, which means the staffs’ children, by offering them good 

health care and education support”. Furthermore, all of the companies 

answered that companies can also contribute to a better society through being 
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environmentally friendly, such as waste collection, recyclable and reusable 

packaging, saving energy, using environmentally friendly materials and 

having an environmentally friendly manufacturing process and 

environmentally friendly products.  

 

Mentioned by the majority of the companies was also charity and helping out 

in the community, where Company 1 expressed that companies should “do 

social and environmental activities such as volunteering in the community, 

charitable giving, improving labor policies”, whereas Company 5 mentioned 

that companies can be “giving money to charity and make some positive 

activities together”. Although, Company 5 also expresses that “We do 

participate in some charity events but that tends to be small in both impact and 

resources allocated. Feeling good about something we do and doing good are 

unfortunately not always tightly correlated”. However, Company 3 mentions 

that some CSR activities from companies are not genuine, but that “there is a 

feeling that companies with good will do not publicize their charity activities 

just because they did it, but they will keep silent and it still has positive impacts 

on internal staff and society. Some companies that do giant campaigns on CSR 

with marketing motivation do not really make a big impact. The impact is 

overloaded with untold motivations”. Further, in regard to how companies in 

general can be environmentally friendly, Company 5 stated “Companies must 

start by measuring their impact on the environment. You can’t meaningfully 

act on something you don’t know” and “Reducing in % is great but reducing 

in absolute terms is better and should be the ultimate goal”. Other companies 

mentioned that it is necessary to use energy more efficiently, especially using 

environmentally friendly manufacturing and packaging, and to reduce 

pollution. Company 2 further highlighted that “Employees recognize and 

could raise concern on social issues, especially those related to the 

environment” and Company 3 stated “What we can change, we have 

changed.”.  

5.2 Engagement in CSR activities 

Something that was frequently mentioned among the companies regarding the 

economic impact on society and stakeholders was that they create jobs and pay 

fair wages to the employees. Company 3 highlighted that through growing the 

business they can hire more people and hence it is creating even more jobs 

where they also mentioned that “The salary and bonus of staff are getting 

higher year by year.”. Company 4 also explains that they try to make a clean 
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working environment for the employees alongside helping people in society. 

In addition, one important aspect that was mentioned by the majority of the 

companies was to pay taxes, where Company 3 argued that by doing so they 

“contribute to public finance” and continued with “... which will be used for 

other social activities by the government.”.  

 

Besides, it was highlighted that it is important to offer quality products and 

services at a reasonable price by, for example, reducing production costs. 

Company 1 stated about the subject; “We always aim at productivity increase 

and cost reduction to produce high-quality products that are economically 

viable for our customers”. Company 2 also mentioned that by promoting 

consumption it has a positive economic impact on the society, at the same time 

as companies contribute to “mutual support for stakeholders”. Company 4 

similarly states that “Stakeholders and companies impact each other; we create 

the benefits to each other.”. Company 3 further discussed that their specific 

company’s products contribute to the image of Vietnam and therefore the 

tourism economy of the country in addition to the green economy and where 

suppliers and customers can “help to spread the natural products and lifestyle 

to a broader spectrum”. Further, it was mentioned by Company 5 that by 

making profits, growing the business and reinvesting the profits it has a 

positive economic impact on society. Similarly, Company 1 mentions that 

making profit and reinvesting it brings benefits to the shareholders “so that 

they are more attached to the company”. Company 1 further also mentions that 

by using suppliers, they can become long-term partners and promote the 

development of each other.  

 

Moreover, when discussing activities that are performed by the companies that 

have a positive impact on society, the environment was the main subject for 

the majority of the companies. For Company 1 this involves “saving energy, 

reducing packaging and waste, recycling materials, and limited use of 

environmentally hazardous chemicals” and Company 2 stated that they are 

“Participating in environmental-action programs organized by the government 

and social organizations.”. It was further mentioned by Company 3 that they 

choose farmers with high prices in order for them being able to have enough 

money to support their families and to have the capacity to “follow sustainable 

growing practices”. Company 4 mentioned that they engage in charity for poor 

parts of Vietnam, while Company 5 stated that “We could argue that we 

provide a better alternative to similar products that have a worse impact than 

us on society”. Other activities that were mentioned were social activities, 
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where Company 1 explained that “We also do social activities regularly. In the 

current COVID-19 situation, we have provided free hand sanitizers and 

mouthwashes for our employees and the local government.”.  

 

Besides the environmental aspect of activities, some of the companies 

mentioned the importance of employees. Including raising awareness among 

employees about the environment, and to have team building activities 

together with the families of the employees where Company 3 states “We 

support staff with subsidies for their children’s healthcare and education 

services, which will help the next generation to have fair access to education 

and will become a better generation.”. Further in the discussion about 

employees and the working environment, regulations on minimum wage and 

working hours were mentioned to be ensured of, in addition to employee 

insurance. Moreover, payments and acknowledgement according to working 

efficiency among the employees was mentioned. Other ways that the working 

environment was explained was democracy, inclusiveness, acceptance and 

equality. Company 1 further explained their working environment as “...quite 

open and friendly, people exchange frankly and respect each other. The staff 

have the opportunity to develop their skills and advance in their career.”. 

Among the different companies there were different types of consumers who 

the products and services are available for.  As for Company 1, their products 

are available for “patients with diverse medical needs and people with health 

care and beauty needs.” whereas for Company 3 they stated that their products 

and services are available for “Vietnamese and foreigners who love natural 

products from Vietnam origin.”. Regarding the rest of the companies, their 

products and services are available for all consumers.  

 

Further, all of the companies mentioned at least one negative impact that their 

business activities have on the environment. Company 4 mentioned that their 

business destroyed nature from building properties but also added “but in a 

positive way we create more jobs and nice places for people.”. Whereas 

Company 2 mentioned the pollution in the environment as a consequence of 

running the business, several companies mentioned the variety of resources 

that is used in their business, such as plastic, water, electricity, gas, paper, 

energy and other types of resources necessary. In addition to “The raw 

materials for manufacturing can leak out into the environment.” stated by 

Company 1. Company 5 also concluded “so like all economic activity ours has 

an impact on the environment”. The companies explained how they work with 

diminishing the environmental impact of their business activities. The majority 
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of the companies mentioned that they are thinking about limiting the use of 

resources in order to be more environmentally friendly, where it was 

mentioned that they are using environmentally friendly material and that they 

are using recyclable packaging for their products. Company 3 also added that 

they are “Asking farmers not to use chemical spraying and additives” and 

“Never use chemicals in processing and manufacturing”. Especially limiting 

the use of plastic was mentioned by Company 1 and Company 3.   

 

Moreover, the majority of the companies stated that they recycle and make use 

of safe waste disposal.  Company 4 further added that they educate their 

employees “about their responsibility with the environment”. For Company 5, 

the most important decision in the work of diminishing the environmental 

impact of their business activities is to “focus on our domestic market rather 

than exports. Getting worldwide businesses to become more local is an 

obvious first step towards diminishing the environmental impact of all 

business activity.” The future work with environmental issues in the future of 

the companies were discussed in different manners. Company 1 discussed a 

goal of EHS (environment, health and safety) management system “to manage 

EHS risk and performance effectively”. Moreover, they want to “select 

suppliers and business partners with consideration of their ability to run safe 

and environmentally responsible operations'' as well as to educate and 

motivate the employees “to work in a safe, environmentally responsible 

manner”. Likewise, Company 3 have a plan for the upcoming 3 years to create 

reusable packaging “For example: we make a handcrafted mini-conical hat on 

top of the plastic jar, and punch holes on the lid, so customers can use the 

plastic jar as an air-freshener container afterwards”. Company 2 simply stated 

that “We understand the relationship between environmental issues and 

sustainable development.”. Further, while Company 5 thinks that “things 

could work in a much more frugal and local way in the future.” and “We’ll see 

how it works out.” , Company 4 states “I believe that people in other countries 

can be, but in Vietnam it is impossible. Here we live in a communist country, 

so it is hard to say anything about it for sure.”.  

5.3 Reasons behind engagement in CSR activities 

The companies expresses that finance is a factor that makes it harder to engage 

in CSR activities since it is costly to engage in CSR, where Company 1 said 

that “In situation of scarce financial resources, we tend to allocate resources to 

initiatives that are more remunerative in the short term, rather than CSR 
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investments, which generally provide financial advantages only in the mid- to 

long-term period”. Where other companies also stated that CSR yields more 

long-term benefits than short-term, which makes it harder to see the 

advantages of it. Likewise, the majority of the companies communicated that 

regulations and laws are a part that challenges the company when wanting to 

engage in CSR. Furthermore, the majority of the companies’ state that they do 

not get any guidance regarding CSR from non-governmental organizations. 

According to Company 3, the company stated that “we have to study it by 

ourselves based on what we learnt from universities”. Although, Company 1 

explains that there is an “ISO 26000 Guidance on Social Responsibility” which 

non-governmental organizations provide. One company expresses that 

through CSR they gain long-term profits and shareholder trust, while another 

states that their goal with engaging in CSR is to have a sustainable 

development, while others communicated that it is something all business 

should be involved in CSR no matter the end-result of it in order to contribute 

to a good society and to societal development.  Company 1 mentioned that 

their main goal of engaging in CSR is “to increase long-term profits and 

shareholder trust through positive public relations and high ethical standards 

to reduce business and legal risk by taking responsibility for corporate 

actions.” An important aspect the majority of the companies express is that 

through engaging in CSR, society will be well-developed and become better 

since companies will take responsibilities for their actions. Company 1 also 

communicated that “employees feel respected and supported in their jobs, so 

they are more productive and satisfied at work”.  

 

Moreover, the majority of the companies agree that there are barely any SMEs 

who participate in CSR, and thereby there is no competition between the 

companies in the matter. Although, Company 1 expresses that “CSR is a 

valuable resource and may help to achieve a competitive advantage”. 

Regarding the financial resources and how it affects the companies’ 

engagement in CSR, the companies express different concerns. Some of the 

companies do not see the financial part as an issue, where they either use their 

profits, do it voluntarily or allocate their financial resources to be able to 

execute CSR activities. Although, some companies experience that they have 

weak financial resources to engage in environmentally friendly activities. The 

majority of the company communicated that the main resource they have to be 

environmentally friendly is human resources, namely, hiring skilled 

employees that contribute to an environmentally friendly business. 

Additionally, one company states that they encourage their suppliers to be 
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environmentally friendly as well. All of the companies answered that they 

follow laws and regulations from the government when it comes to 

environmentally business activities, although according to the majority of the 

companies there are not many laws in this concern. Company 2 states that they 

follow “fire prevention” and that they “collect, classify and treat waste 

according to regulations”. While Company 5 says that the laws are “not 

extremely demanding”. However, Company 4 expresses that the laws in 

Vietnam are “massive and intricate”.  

 

Furthermore, all of the companies answered that the customers are the 

stakeholder group that influence the business the most, while one company 

also added that suppliers also influence, and another company added that 

employees also influenced the most. Each stakeholder influences the business 

in different ways according to all the companies’ answers, and that it is 

important to fulfill all stakeholders demands. The majority of the companies 

concur that it is of importance to fulfill customer needs and demand. 

Moreover, one company expresses the importance of taking care of employees 

and for them to have the opportunity to express their opinions to management. 

It is also of importance to form good relationships with suppliers, where 

Company 1 says that “Suppliers provide our company diversified goods, then 

we must choose the best partners based on the quality and price”. Furthermore, 

one company communicated that shareholders influence the business through 

having voting rights in important decisions. All of the companies answered 

that it is important to provide customers with products and services that have 

reasonable prices and that are of good quality.  

 

Furthermore, the companies agree upon that employees’ expectations is to 

have a good working environment, fair wages, benefits, stable jobs and 

promotion opportunities. The majority of the companies also expressed that 

stakeholders expect the company to develop in a sustainable manner, whereas 

Company 2 also communicated that transparency is of importance to all 

stakeholders. Further, the majority of the respondents answered that suppliers 

expect long-term relationships and to be paid fair prices. Company 1 expressed 

that “Suppliers look forward to long-term cooperation and prompt payments 

or payments as per the terms agreed upon”. In the answers from the companies 

they all answer that they try to meet the expectations of the stakeholders 

through creating jobs, meeting customer needs and providing quality products. 

Furthermore, one company expresses the importance of having skilled 

employees that can provide quality products that meet stakeholders’ 
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expectations. Likewise, Company 2 states that it is important to “maintain the 

supply chain of products”. Moreover, Company 1 states that in order to meet 

stakeholders’ expectations, it is important to “find solutions to save production 

costs, increase productivity, optimize production processes to reduce costs, 

increase profits”. Nevertheless, the majority of the respondents also answered 

that good relationships with suppliers are important.  
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6.  Analysis 

In this chapter, the final analysis is made based on the empirical data and 

theoretical framework in order to answer the research questions and reach a 

conclusion. 

 

6.1 Table of themes  

Based on the coding schedule found in Appendix 2, final themes were derived 

which represent the main results from the empirical data and function as a basis 

for the analysis. 

 

Table 3. Themes.  

Research 

question 

How is CSR 

perceived by 

SMEs in 

Vietnam? 

How do SMEs in 

Vietnam engage in CSR 

activities? 

What are the 

reasons 

behind SMEs 

engagement in 

CSR activities in 

Vietnam? 

Themes  - Environmental 

impact 
- Employees  
- Societal 

responsibilities 
- Economic 

development 
- Philanthropy 

- Philanthropy  
- Stakeholder relationship 
- Employees  
- Business growth and 

profit 
- Environmentally friendly 

activities  

- Finance 
- Stakeholder 

relationship 
- Sustainable 

development 
- Regulations and 

guidance  

 

6.2 Perception of CSR 

In regard to the research question “How is CSR perceived by SMEs in 

Vietnam?”, it is clearly shown that one major part that the companies perceive 

as important is the environmental aspect. Namely, it is clear that the companies 

are aware of the importance of taking care of the environment alongside with 

using natural resources carefully, which goes in line with Macauley et al 

(2018) who explains that the environmental aspects of CSR concerns reducing 

pollution and contributing to a more sustainable environment. Furthermore, 

the SMEs perception goes in line with the theory of ISO (2010) who states that 

CSR is not merely concerning the business, but rather to contribute to a 

sustainable development for the planet. This can be shown since the companies 
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mentioned that CSR concerns contributing to a better society, which shows 

that the companies have a perception that CSR is not only about the benefits 

they get for their company, but also benefits for society. Altogether, it can be 

seen that the environmental aspects are clearly perceived as a major part of 

CSR for the SMEs in Vietnam. In addition, it was found that employee welfare 

was one of the main parts that was expressed regarding their perception of 

CSR, where all of the SMEs expressed that there should be a lot of focus on 

creating a positive working environment and educating their employees. 

Furthermore, the companies expressed that the employees can help raise 

awareness on societal issues, and that aware employees are important. Hence, 

it can be seen that employees are very important stakeholders for the 

companies in terms of both that their welfare is important but also that they 

contribute in the work towards sustainability. This goes in line with Easley and 

Lenox (2006) who explains that stakeholders can influence the company to act 

more sustainably, which shows that employees clearly have a large influence 

on the SMEs in Vietnam.  

 

Further, it can be seen that the SMEs perception is that companies should have 

a business that helps society. Similarly, ISO (2018) defines social 

responsibility as to what degree a company is involved in making a more 

sustainable society and hence it can be seen that the SMEs have awareness of 

social responsibilities. One of the main parts of social contributions expressed 

by the companies was that they create jobs, pay wages and pay tax as a way to 

contribute to both a better society and economic development. Economic CSR 

also concerns contributing to the economic development of society (Visser, 

2014) where it is shown that it is clear that the SMES understand that 

businesses contribute to the economic development in society. However, the 

answers indicate that when the SMEs consider economic development, it is 

not as focused on CSR and sustainability, but rather more on the economic 

responsibilities and benefits the company gets. This goes in line with Tencati 

et al (2010) who explains that companies in Vietnam are often motivated by 

economic benefits or engage in CSR activities because of laws. Hence, it can 

be seen that when considering the economic development, the SMEs mostly 

focused on following regulations and economic benefits gained for the 

company. Thereby, the companies do have knowledge about the economic 

benefits they create for society, but it might not be as thorough as the 

perception they have regarding the environment.   
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The companies further seem to be expressing the importance of taking care of 

society, mainly through focusing on creating jobs and paying wages, but also 

a perception that philanthropy, charity and volunteering is important. This 

goes in line with the theory of CSR that philanthropy and volunteering are 

important parts of CSR (Kim et al., 2013), which is supported by the fact that 

the companies all expressed that volunteering and helping the community was 

perceived as important. Although, the SMEs expressed that it does not merely 

concern giving money, which could be seen as being disingenuous, but to 

rather help out in the ways possible. Further, it is seen that SMEs in Vietnam 

thinks that contributing to society gives the company a good reputation, which 

is supported by Macaulay et al (2018). However, there are opinions that 

societal activities should not be performed in order to improve the image of 

the company, but rather for the good cause of it. As the main goal of CSR 

should be to contribute to the sustainable development (ISO, 2010), the fact 

that some companies have the perception that it should be done for the good 

cause of it and not due to reputation shows that the companies care about 

society and not only benefits for the company. Lastly, the answers indicate that 

the SMEs in Vietnam has a strong general perception of what CSR means, 

which disproves previous research by Van-Thanha and Pordruzsik (2018) who 

states that there is a lack of awareness regarding CSR in Vietnam. Jenkins 

(2009) states that the first step in order to implement CSR in the business is to 

first have an understanding of CSR, which means that since SMEs in Vietnam 

have a somewhat clear perception of what CSR is, they have a good foundation 

in the process of engaging in CSR activities.  

6.3 Engagement in CSR activities 

In regard to the research question “How do SMEs in Vietnam engage in CSR 

activities?”, one main activity that was commonly expressed by the SMEs is 

paying taxes, where the benefits society gets from taxes were further 

discussed. Even though paying taxes is required by law and therefore it is not 

something that is voluntary, it has positive economic benefits that are included 

in CSR (GRI, 2018a). Further, there are social activities that are performed by 

the SMEs in Vietnam that contribute positively to society. The companies 

seem to all want to do something to contribute to society, everything from 

giving out free hand sanitizer to giving money to charity. Performing these 

types of activities is seen as a part of societal CSR activities that a company 

can do in order to have a positive effect on society (Kim et al., 2013; Lin & 

Müller, 2013) where CSR is also about doing more than what the law requires 
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(ISO, 2010; Vo & Arato, 2020). Seemingly, the companies are doing different 

types of voluntary activities to support the society. The reasoning behind the 

difference in social activities are probably caused by the fact that the 

companies have a variety of resources based on their specific line of business, 

for example, a pharmacy has access to hand sanitizer in another way than 

others do. Hence, the companies have various resources in the way they can 

contribute but trying to contribute with what they can.  

 

Where the SMEs perform activities for the entire community, there are 

alongside activities related to the stakeholders. Firstly, for the majority of the 

SMEs it seems to be mainly important to take care of their employees. To start 

with, the fact that the companies are providing jobs and paying wages are 

mentioned as an economic contribution to society, as well as paying the 

employees fair wages, making sure they work according to regulations on 

working hours, and providing a good working environment. Where previously 

mentioned goes in line with the economic dimension of CSR concerning the 

importance of paying wages and providing benefits for employees (GRI, 

2018a). Further, the SMEs have a tendency to want to do more than solely 

follow regulations regarding their employees. Namely, bonuses, pay according 

to performance, support the families of the employees and to offer possibilities 

for the employees to get educated and advance in their careers. Besides this, 

the working environment for the employees are described as positive, 

democratic, inclusive, and about acceptance and equality where the welfare of 

the employees is important. This indicates that the SMEs find it important to 

take care of and satisfy their employees, which goes in line with the societal 

aspect of CSR of the company taking responsibility of satisfying the 

stakeholder (Carroll, 1991).  

 

Besides employees, other stakeholders are of importance as well for SMEs in 

Vietnam to establish good relationships with, such as suppliers, shareholders 

and business partners. While stakeholders are affecting company decisions in 

various ways (Eesley & Lenox, 2006; Cheong et al, 2017) and with regard to 

CSR, it is important to have a good relationship with the stakeholders 

(Morioka and Carvalho, 2016). As for SMEs in Vietnam, they tend to focus a 

great amount on keeping good relationships with their stakeholders, such as 

caring for their interests and needs. According to the SMEs, when making 

good business and profits, it also brings benefits for the stakeholders which 

contributes to the development of each other and society, and not only for the 

business itself. Seemingly, even though the SMEs focus a lot on their 
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relationship with various stakeholders, it seems like taking care of the 

employees is of extra importance. 

 

Furthermore, it is important for SMEs in Vietnam to make sure that they offer 

quality products and services at reasonable prices for the customers. Through 

making the products and services economically viable for the customers, the 

companies contribute positively to the economic impact of the customers 

(GRI, 2018a), who according to Tang and Tang (2012) are the most important 

stakeholders that affects the profit of the company. Moreover, according to the 

SMEs, their products and services contribute to the economy of Vietnam in 

terms of both promoting consumption but also to for example, the tourism 

economy which contributes to the economy of the entire country. The SMEs 

further mention that by growing the business and making profit, it can be 

invested in creating more jobs and being reinvested to benefit the economy. 

Particularly making profit is the basis of having resources to implement 

sustainable activities (Carroll, 1991). Seemingly, the SMEs in Vietnam seem 

to understand that their activities affect others in the society and not only their 

own company, such as making profits does not only benefit the company but 

also the economic growth of the society.  

 

Environmental activities are further an important subject for the SMEs in 

Vietnam. The companies are to a high degree aware of various negative 

impacts their business activities have on the environment, such as pollution 

and the use of resources. Reducing pollution and other negative environmental 

outcomes goes in line with the environmental aspect of CSR (Macaulay et al, 

2018), which evidently is clear to SMEs in Vietnam. Accordingly, the SMEs 

are taking action to reduce their use of resources, such as energy, plastic, 

environmentally hazardous chemicals, electricity, and water to name a few, 

which is what businesses need to do in order to reduce the pollution (ISO, 

2010). A part for the SMEs in reducing the use of resources is done through 

using environmentally friendly and recyclable material packaging for their 

products and to recycle and handle waste in a sustainable manner. This goes 

in line with Hart (1995) who highlight the importance of using sustainable 

production. Furthermore, it is of importance for the SMEs to influence their 

stakeholders into being more sustainable, such as making their employees 

aware of their environmental responsibility as well as choosing suppliers that 

work in a sustainable way.  
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As for what the future holds, some companies have clear visions of how they 

will work with CSR in the future, such as reducing the use of resources even 

more, and find additional sustainable solutions for packaging and choosing 

sustainable responsible suppliers and business partners. In contrast, some 

companies have no concrete vision of future actions in addition to having the 

feeling that it is hard to take action in Vietnam as a country. Hence, the future 

vision is a bit spread among the SMEs in Vietnam. It could be as Vo and Arato 

(2020) argue, that the laws and regulations are not clear enough which results 

in vague guidelines to follow for the companies and hence makes it difficult 

to know how to engage in CSR activities. As it is crucial that the companies 

have the tools and ability to engage in CSR (Aren, 2014), it is an issue that is 

of importance for the government and non-governmental organizations to 

provide clear guidelines in order to increase CSR activities among the SMEs 

in Vietnam. Seemingly, there are many things that the SMEs are trying to do 

in order to improve the environmental impact, as well as economic and 

societal, which seem to be somewhat contradicting to previous research that 

displays that CSR is not widely performed in Vietnam (Tran & Jeppesen, 

2016; Van-Thanh & Pordruzsik, 2018; Nguyen & Nguyen 2020).  

6.4 Reasons behind engagement in CSR activities  

In regard to the research question “What are the reasons behind SMEs 

engagement in CSR activities in Vietnam?”, it was found that financial 

resources are an obstacle for the companies, since they perceive that they have 

scarce financial resources to engage in CSR activities. This goes in line with 

the theory of Nguyen and Nguyen (2020) who explains that finance is a part 

that makes it difficult for SMEs in Vietnam to implement CSR. Moreover, the 

companies did mostly see long-term benefits with CSR and that it did not yield 

financial benefits in the short-term, which might lower their motivations to 

engage in CSR activities. This is corroborated by Khoa and Lieu (2018) who 

state that companies in Vietnam are motivated by economic gains. Thereby, 

since long-term benefits might be difficult to see, the companies might focus 

more on immediate financial benefits, which might make them perceive CSR 

activities as a financial obstacle instead of an opportunity. However, some of 

the companies did not view it as much as an obstacle as others, which could 

be explained by that their actions are more voluntary and not required by the 

laws. This goes in line with Vo and Arato (2020) and their theory that CSR 

must be voluntary and not based on regulations.  
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The results further show that one of the reasons that the SMEs engage in CSR 

activities are stakeholder relationships, since it was mentioned by all of the 

companies that it is important to fulfill all stakeholder wants and needs. In 

order for the companies to do this, they need to be aware of what wants and 

needs the stakeholders have (Öberseder et al., 2013), which the companies do 

through, for example, having fair prices and quality products. Hence, fair 

prices and quality products somewhat satisfy the needs and wants of the 

customers that are perceived as the most important stakeholder by the 

companies, which according to Tang and Tang (2012) are the most important 

stakeholder. Although, it is not merely the customer's needs and wants that 

needs to be fulfilled, but also the suppliers and employees are mentioned by 

the SMEs as important. Vasser (2014) adds that the products or services by the 

company should improve the standard of living, which it can be seen that the 

SMEs value through creating long-term relationships with suppliers and 

paying them fair prices. Thereby, the SMEs gain strong stakeholder 

relationships through engaging in CSR activities. This shows that the reason 

that the SMEs want to create long-term relationships with suppliers concerns 

that they both gain benefits through having stable suppliers, while also 

improving the standard of living of suppliers through paying them fair prices. 

Nevertheless, in order to implement CSR efficiently, companies need to have 

a company culture that enables sustainable development and encourages 

employees (ISO, 2010), which the SMEs express that they are doing by taking 

care of their employees through having a good relationship with them. 

 

Furthermore, according to European Commission (2011, p.6) CSR is “the 

responsibility of enterprises for their impact on society”. Whereas it is clearly 

shown that one of the reasons that the SMEs engage in CSR activities is due 

to the positive impact it has on society. This contradicts the theory of Vo and 

Arato (2020) that states that SMEs in Vietnam only base their CSR activities 

on laws and regulations. However, even though they do follow laws and 

regulations concerning CSR, it can be seen that contributing to their 

community and society is further important for the SMEs in Vietnam. 

Although, there seems to be some difference of opinions regarding regulations 

in Vietnam among the SMEs. Some of the SMEs express that there barely are 

any laws and regulations regarding CSR while other companies express that 

the laws are not demanding at all, which shows that the perception of what is 

required from the companies differs among the SMEs. This corroborates with 

Vo and Arato (2020) who states that laws and regulations in Vietnam are 

unclear. Seemingly, even though the companies might want to follow laws 
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regarding CSR, the information is not clear enough, which might result in an 

obstacle to engage in CSR among SMEs in Vietnam.  

 

Furthermore, guidance and regulations by non-governmental associations can 

facilitate the implementation of CSR for companies (Sheehy, 2015), which it 

was shown that the guidelines that do exist in Vietnam from non-governmental 

organization are unclear due to that the majority of the companies expressed 

that there were none, while one company mentioned one regulation from ISO. 

Thereby, it can be seen that there do exist some guidelines, but the non-

governmental organizations do not reach the SMEs in Vietnam enough, and if 

the companies want to find the information, they have to find it for themselves. 

This goes in line with the research of Khoa and Lieu (2018) who states that 

companies in Vietnam do not have all the information needed to efficiently 

implement CSR, where Tang and Tang (2012) argues for the importance of 

regulations from the government to encourage companies to act 

environmentally friendly. Seemingly, with more clear laws and regulations, 

both from the government as well as non-governmental associations, the 

implication of CSR among SMEs in Vietnam might become easier and clearer. 
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7.  Conclusions 

In conclusion, the result of this research found that the SMEs in Vietnam have 

a somewhat clear perception regarding CSR and what it includes. It can be 

seen that environmental and societal aspects are the most distinct aspects that 

SMEs in Vietnam are aware of, whereas economic aspects were discussed but 

not in an equally thorough manner. Furthermore, in terms of the SMEs 

engagement in CSR, it was found that they engage in CSR activities through 

taking care of their employees, implementing environmentally friendly 

activities, engaging in philanthropy, building relationships with stakeholders 

while also focusing on growing their business and making profits. These 

aspects go in line with their perception, and it can be seen that since the 

companies have the awareness, it also affects their implementation of CSR. It 

is further evident that the environmental aspect is a prominent part that the 

companies are aware of and implements in their business. Thereby, the result 

somewhat contradicts previous research, which has stated that there is a lack 

of awareness and implementation among SMEs in Vietnam regarding CSR.  

 

Furthermore, it was found that the reason behind why the SMEs do engage in 

CSR activities are to form strong relationships with the stakeholders, while 

also contributing to a sustainable development for their business and society. 

Alongside with this, another reasoning was that they have to follow regulations 

and laws. Although, it was found that the SMEs experience regulations and 

guidance as unclear in Vietnam, alongside having weak financial resources, 

which affect the SMEs in a negative manner. It was also found that the major 

obstacle or the SMEs in Vietnam was their finances, where finances makes it 

harder for the companies to engage in CSR in addition to weak regulations and 

guidelines. The lack of financial resources and guidelines for SMEs in 

Vietnam to implement CSR goes in line with previous research. Lastly, due to 

that the SMEs in Vietnam have a somewhat clear perception of what CSR 

includes which provides them with a good foundation of implementing CSR, 

the next step might be for the government and non-government organizations 

to provide further resources to improve the implementation of CSR for SMEs 

in Vietnam even further.  

 

7.1 Managerial Implication 

The results of this research can be used to gain knowledge of how SMEs in 

Vietnam implement CSR and their perception of it. It can help spread 
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awareness concerning CSR and give managers information as to what parts of 

CSR is used by other companies and get guidelines on how to implement it in 

their own business. As a consequence, it can help managers achieve a 

sustainable development of their company, which will also help the country as 

a whole to become more sustainable. Furthermore, the result from this research 

might help in achieving the goals of Agenda 2030 which will contribute to the 

entire planet becoming more sustainable. Moreover, the results of this research 

imply that the SMEs in Vietnam are still in need of further guidelines in how 

to implement CSR into their business as it is not the perception of CSR that is 

lacking, but it is the guidance and regulations. In addition, in order to increase 

CSR activities further, the regulations in Vietnam might also need to expand 

into becoming more demanding. Hence, government and non-governmental 

organizations in Vietnam need to provide clear information and provide 

resources to the SMEs in order to assist them in the implementation for the 

future. 

7.2 Theoretical Implication 

This study contributes to knowledge of how SMEs in Vietnam as a developing 

country perceive and implement CSR. Through this, it provides knowledge of 

CSR and what that means in a developing country such as Vietnam. CSR needs 

to be explored in all countries in order to get a full understanding of the subject 

globally. Hence, by researching CSR in Vietnam specifically, it adds to the 

existing knowledge about CSR internationally and globally and gives a 

reflection of how it actually is implemented and perceived in the world. In 

other words, even though this research is contextual and hard to generalize 

towards other countries, it contributes to the body of existing knowledge in 

CSR globally. Especially, it adds to the knowledge of how the less powerful 

companies in society, namely SMEs, perceive and implement CSR. SMEs are 

the majority of the companies in the world and through having an 

understanding of the point of views of SMEs in Vietnam, it is beneficial to get 

knowledge on what actions to take in order to help them improve regarding 

CSR. Whereas, this study contributes with valuable knowledge of SMEs in 

Vietnam that has previously not been in much focus regarding CSR.  
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8. Limitations 

There are limitations associated with this research that needs to be brought up 

to attention. Firstly, the size of the sample is limited to five companies that are 

representing the entire population of SMEs in Vietnam which can be 

considered as a rather small sample. In addition, the final sample included only 

companies with more than 50 employees. With that being said, the results 

would have been strengthened with a bigger sample as well as including 

smaller companies. There is also a possibility that companies that feel like they 

do not work much with CSR, or do not know much about it, evaded to 

participate in this research which might make the results somewhat biased and 

excluded their perspective. Furthermore, as the interview question was 

answered in writing, it most likely resulted in less deep data compared to if the 

interviews would have been conducted face-to-face. Further, as the 

participants of this research were mainly executives and management, the 

results have only portrayed their point of view and not the point of view of the 

employees or others in the company. The view of the working environment, 

for example, might not be the same for the employees as it is for management 

and could therefore have yielded a different result. The interview questions 

were further controlled by one expert in the area, and not pretested, before it 

was sent out to the participants. No pretest was done as it would require a 

company to pretest in order for it to be justifiable, where it was not possible in 

this research to get a company to volunteer. Lastly, even though a cross-

sectional study yields more generalizable results compared to a case study, this 

research is still somewhat contextual as it applies to Vietnam as a specific 

country and its context and circumstances that affects the results. This means 

that the results can only be generalized to Vietnam. Lastly, with the situation 

of Covid-19 during the time of conducting this research, it created limitations 

that otherwise would not have been occurring if being in Vietnam, including 

the rather small sample and the limitations of not conducting the interviews 

face-to-face. 

8.1 Future research 

It is of utmost importance to conduct even further studies in the area of CSR 

in Vietnam. Especially to strengthen the results from this research regarding 

SMEs, since Vietnam is expected to double their waste and pollution in the 

next 15 years (The World Bank, 2020). Hence, environmental issues are a very 

current issue that needs to be managed properly through being explored further 

in future research, especially in Vietnam. In order to gain the knowledge 
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needed, studies with a larger and broader sample, such as including SMEs with 

less than 50 employees, needs to be conducted to gain more generalizable 

results for the population of SMEs in Vietnam. In addition, future studies 

would be strengthened further if the interviews were performed through face-

to-face interviews to collect richer and deeper data concerning CSR among 

SMEs in Vietnam. Furthermore, this study merely focused on interviewing 

managers, while not focusing on other level employees, where the employees' 

perception of CSR and how the company works with it might differ compared 

to the management. Hence, future studies should include employees from 

other levels as well. In addition, future comparative studies could be conducted 

in order to gain more information regarding the differences between 

developing countries and developed countries in order to easier identify what 

improvements can and needs to be done. Moreover, it would be beneficial to 

investigate specific industries, as they might differ in their implementation and 

perception of CSR since they possess different resources. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Interview questionnaire 

 

Dear mr/mrs, 

Thank you for taking the time to be a part of this study, your help is greatly 

appreciated. Since this questionnaire will be conducted in writing, we 

appreciate it if you answer as detailed as you can. The questionnaire is 

estimated to take approximately 30-40 min. 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the implementation of Corporate 

Social Responsibility activities of small and medium sized enterprises in 

Vietnam as a developing country and is written as a master thesis at Linnaeus 

University in Sweden. During the questionnaire you will be asked questions 

about your company and its activities, your thoughts about Corporate Social 

Responsibility and what factors that could have an effect on your activities. 

This research is further funded by an association called SIDA, Sweden 

International Development Agency.  

Before starting to answer the questions there are a few considerations we 

would like to inform you about. 

 

-    You are completely anonymous and your answers will only be used for 

the purpose of this study and no data will be saved after the thesis is 

completed.   

-    The participation of this questionnaire is voluntary and you have the 

right to choose to not answer specific questions and will not be asked for 

a reason why. 

-    There are no right or wrong answers. 

-    If you would like, we will send you the result of the thesis for you to 

read and give feedback to us in order to ensure that there is no deception 

of the subject. 

-    If we would have any follow up question to clarify anything, we might 

get back to you and would appreciate it if you have the possibility to 

answer. 
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Most importantly, if you have any questions, do not hesitate to contact 

anyone of us at any time and we will gladly get back to you. You can reach 

us at: 

Emma Malmsten: em222sd@student.lnu.se 

Malin Brunosson: mb224an@student.lnu.se 

 

No personal questions will be asked in order to not invade your privacy. 

However, in order for us to briefly introduce in the thesis what type of 

company we have been in contact with for validity reasons we have a few 

brief questions about your company. No other information about you or your 

company will be disclosed in the thesis.  

 

Please fill in all of your answers in the boxes by each question. When you are 

done, save the file and send it back to us. 

  

How many employees are there at your company? 

 

 

In what field is your company? 

 

  

What is your position in the company? 

  

  

Thank you for participating so far, now we will continue with the rest of 

the questions. 
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Do you know what Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) are? 

  

  

If yes, what does CSR mean to you and your business? 

  

  

We want to introduce you to an explanation of CSR that you can have in mind 

when answering the rest of the questions. 

CSR stands for Corporate Social Responsibility and involves the responsibility 

that companies have for their impact on society and how involved a company 

is to take responsibility for the society and environment. CSR includes 

economical, societal and environmental aspects that are interconnected and 

need to be balanced with each other in order to create a sustainable future 

and contribute to sustainable development to the whole planet. Sustainable 

development is about meeting the needs of today in a way that is not risking 

that needs in the future cannot be met. This includes taking responsibility for 

the impact of the business operations, the relationship between society and the 

company, and the environment and the sustainability of business practices.  

  

How do you consider that companies in general can contribute to a better 

society? 

For example, volunteering, giving money to charity or similar activities that 

have positive effects on your society.   
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How do you consider companies in general can be environmentally friendly? 

For example, diminishing pollution, environmental friendly production or 

similar activities. 
 

  

How do you consider that companies in general can contribute to economic 

development in society? 

  

  

What does your company do in order to have a positive economical impact 

on society? 

  

  

How does your company engage in activities, apart from economical, that 

have a positive impact on society? 

  

  

What impact does the business activities of your company have on the 

environment? 
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How do you work to diminish the environmental impact of your business 

activities? 

  

  

How do you believe you will work with environmental issues in the future? 

  

  

How does your product/service affect the standard of living in your 

community? 

  

  

For whom are your products/services available? 

  

  

What guidance do you get from non governmental associations to implement 

CSR activities? 

  

  

What are the regulations from the government that you need to follow in 

regards to environmentally friendly business activities? 

  

  



 

 64 

How do your financial resources affect your engagement in CSR activities? 

  

  

What resources (apart from financial resources) do you have that help your 

company to be environmentally friendly? 

  

  

What obstacles do you experience to be able to execute CSR activities? 

  

  

How does your competitors affect your engagement in CSR activities? 

  

  

What is your organization's main goal of engaging in CSR activities? 

  

  

What benefits do you believe society gets from your engagement in CSR 

activities that motivates your company? 
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How would you describe the working environment in your company? 

For example, being inclusive of everyone, wages, working hours and 

similar.  

  

  

What do you think is your company’s economic impact on your 

stakeholders? 

Stakeholders being everyone who has an interest in the company, such as 

customers, employees, shareholders, suppliers etc. 

  

  

How do your different stakeholders influence the business decisions of your 

company? 

  

  

What do you believe are your stakeholders expectations on your company? 

  

  

How do you try to meet the expectations of your stakeholders? 
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What stakeholder groups influence your business the most? 

 

  

That was all the questions, thank you for your time! 

Stay safe and we wish you all the best! 

Kind regards, 

Emma Malmsten and Malin Brunosson 
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Appendix 2 

 

Table of coding 

 

Research 

question 

Company 1 Company 2 Company 3 Company 4 Company 5 Themes 

How is CSR 

perceived by 

SMEs in 

Vietnam? 

- Taxes 
- Laws 
- Philanthropy 
- Social needs 
- Market 

demand 
- Reasonable 

prices 
- Company 

environment 
- 

Manufacturing 
- Productivity 
- Business 

offering 
- Create jobs 

and pay wages 
- Reduce 

environmental 

impact of 

business 

activities 
- Invest in 

environmental 

friendly 

activities 
- Environment  

- Employee 

awareness of 

responsibility 
- Working 

environment 
- Consumer 

needs 
- Business 

progress 
-Environmental 

friendly 

manufacturing 
- Societal 

responsibilities  
- Long term 

sustainable 

development 
- Energy use 
- Waste disposal 
- Recycling 
- Improve 

standard of life 
-Socio-

economic 

development 
- Environment  

- Careful use of 

natural resources 
- 

Spread  awareness 
-Philanthropy 
- Health 
- Employee 

welfare 
- Create jobs and 

pay wages 
- Support 

employees 

families 
- Taking care of 

next generation 
- Value each 

employee 
-Sustainable 

products and 

packaging 
- Companies are 

the most 

important for 

economic 

development 
- Profit 
- Not because of 

image 
- Environment  

-

Environmentally 

friendly 

production  
- Diminish 

pollution  
- Charity  
- Care about 

others  
- Quality 

services  
- Educated 

employees  
- Positive 

activities for 

society  
-Environment  

- Environment 
- Charity 
- Fair wages 
- Fair prices 
- Fair deals with 

business partners 
- Starts with 

awareness  
- Provide value 

from 

products/services 
- Respect people 
- GDP 

-Environmental 

impact  
- Economic 

development 
- Employees 
- Societal 

responsibilities 
-Philanthropy 

How do 

SMEs in 

Vietnam 

engage in 

CSR 

activities? 

- Reduce 

environmental 

impact of 

business 

activities  
- Recycle 

materials 

- Employee 

rights/regulation 
- Employee 

awareness of 

environment 
- Recycle 
- Waste disposal 
- Provide good 

service 

- Taxes 

(understand the 

benefits of taxes) 
- Create jobs 
- Recyclable and 

reusable 

packaging 
-Inclusiveness of 

employes 

-Environment 

friendly 

materials  
-Communism 

country (makes 

it harder to be 

environmentally 

friendly) 
- Create jobs 

- Focus on local 

market 
- Careful use of 

resources  
- Make profits 

and reinvest 
- Grow business 
- Same 

environmental 

- Employees  
-

Environmentally 

friendly 

activities 
-Philanthropy 
- Stakeholder 

relationship 
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- Conserve 

natural 

resources 
- Safe waste 

disposition 
- Aware of 

environmental 

impacts 
- Provide jobs 

and wages 
- Positive 

working 

environment 
- Employee 

regulations (ex 

max working 

hours) 
- Employee 

development 
- Reducing 

production 

costs 
- Tax 
- Creating 

profits 
- Meeting 

consumer 

needs 
- Quality and 

price 
- Future plans 

for 

management of 

EHS 
- Supplier & 

shareholder 

relationship 
-Social 

activities for 

community 

(free sanitizers) 

- Provide 

quality products 
- Consumer 

consumption 
- Economic 

development for 

stakeholders 
- Sustainable 

development 
- Pollution 

impact 
- Government & 

organisational 

guidance 

- Careful use of 

natural resources 
- Spread 

awareness  
-Stakeholder 

relationship 
- Employees and 

their families 

welfare 
- Fair and 

increasing wages 
- Long term 

benefits (business 

growth, tourism, 

image of 

Vietnam, next 

generation, green 

economy) 
- Taking care of 

suppliers (high 

payment, 

sustainable 

farming) 

- Good 

relationships 

with 

stakeholders 
- Educate 

employees  
- Proactive 

employees 

(takes 

initiative)  
- Employee 

responsibility  
- Clean working 

environment  
- Helping others 

in society  
- Charity   

impact as 

activities of 

others 
- Provide 

products with 

less bad impact 

on society 

- Business 

growth and 

profit  

What are the 

reasons 

behind  SMEs 

engagement 

in CSR 

-Taking care of 

employees 

(promotion, 

education, 

working 

- Product 

quality 
- Business 

transparency 
- Consumer 

demand 

- Meet consumer 

needs 
- Mutual 

relationship with 

suppliers 

- Taking care of 

employees (fair 

wages, good 

benefits) 
- Create jobs  
- Clean society  

- Follow 

regulations 
- Regulations not 

demanding 
- Not much 

guidance from 

- Stakeholder 

relationship 
- Sustainable 

development 
- Regulations 

and guidance 
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activities in 

Vietnam? 
environment, 

satisfaction) 
- Competitive 

advantage 
- Follow 

regulations and 

law 
- Ethics 
- Sustainable 

development 
- Increase 

profit 
- Hard to 

identify long 

term profit  
- Scarce 

financial 

resources 
- Optimize 

production 
- High 

implementation 

cost for CSR 

long term 
- Customer 

relationship 
- Shareholder 

relationship 
- Supplier 

relationship 
- Quality 

products 
- Reasonable 

prices 

- Supplier 

influence 
- Weak 

financial 

resources 
- Limited SMEs 

engaging in 

CSR (no 

competition) 
- Efficient use 

of natural 

resources 
- Societal 

development 
- Regulations 

and guidance 
- Sustainable 

development 
- Maintain 

supply chain 

- Regulations 

from government 
- No guidance 

from non-

governmental 

organisation 
- Self- learning 

about CSR 
- Ethical reasons 
- Develop 

company 
- Meet 

expectations of 

stakeholders 
- Skilled 

employees 
- Not use CSR as 

a marketing tool 

(obstacle)  

- Gain good 

relationships 

with 

stakeholders  
- Regulations 
- No guidance 

from non-

governmental 

organisation 
- No 

competitors in 

CSR 
- Politics 

(obstacle) 
- Take 

responsibility  
-  Volunteer 
- 

non-

governmental 

organisations 
- (Good decision 

making?) 

- Finance  
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