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CSR AND STAKEHOLDER RELATIONS

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
•

Being able to reflect on corporate responsibilities in war as well as how stakeholder
relationships are affected and potentially reconfigured in times of crisis.

•

How to get there?

•

Getting a basic understanding of corporate social responsibility (CSR)

•

Understanding the notion of stakeholder relations, including in relation to the
shareholder approach to the firm

CSR AND STAKEHOLDER RELATIONS: (1) UNDERSTANDING CSR

CSR AS A RESPONSE TO ONGOING PROBLEMS AND CRISES

How can
companies take
responsibility for
their social,
environmental,
and economic
impacts?

•
•

Avoiding
harm
Contributing
positively to
society
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DEFINING CSR

CSR = “situations where the firm goes beyond compliance and engages in
‘actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the
firm and that which is required by law’.” (McWilliams et al., 2006, p. 1)
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RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS PRACTICES

➢ Organizations are more or less responsible with regard to different areas
➢ They can be responsible in some areas and irresponsible in others and
levels of (ir)responsibility might change over time (e.g., Shao et al., 2021)
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WHY DO ORGANIZATIONS ACT MORE RESPONSIBLE?
CSR infrastructure
Intra-organizational
• Ethical leaders and/or morally committed
employees guided by moral motives
• CSR oriented corporate strategy based on
instrumental (‘business case for CSR’) or relational
motives (‘social license to operate’)
• Organizational structures, e.g., responsibility
oriented KPIs and incentive systems, guidelines,
routines

Inter-organizational, institutional
• State/government institutions, e.g., Acts and
laws, standards, directives and guidelines,
government-led educational programs
• Civil society/societal institutions, e.g., multistakeholder initiatives, NGOs, watchdogs and
activists, ratings and rankings
• Market/business initiatives, e.g., codes of
conducts, monitoring, and reporting systems,
business CSR-associations, responsible investment
• Institutionalized norms regarding appropriate
corporate behavior

Waddock, 2008; Aguilera et al., 2007; Campbell, 2007
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ORGANIZATIONS AS EMBEDDED IN SOCIETY
shareholders

Stakeholder = “any
group or individual
who is affected by or
can affect the
achievement of an
organization’s
object.”
(Freeman, 1984, p. 5)
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SHAREHOLDER VIEW OF THE FIRM

“

There is one and only one
social responsibility of
business – to use its resources
and engage in activities
designed to increase its profits
so long as it stays within the
rules of the game. (Friedman,
1970)

The Friedman doctrine:
• firms being solely responsible towards their shareholders (within the limits of the law), i.e.,
maximizing shareholder value as a form of “corporate social responsibility”

• Business as economic actors, with business and society/politics seen as separate
Friedman, 1970
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CRITIQUE OF THE SHAREHOLDER VIEW
• Promotion of short-term thinking and action
and orientation towards purely economic and
measurable success criteria
• Isolated view on the firm, e.g., ignoring
negative externalities and complexities of
firms’ effects
• Naïve understanding of regulatory processes
and firms’ compliance to law
• Lack of involvement of various stakeholder
groups in company decisions
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THE STAKEHOLDER VIEW
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The stakeholder
perspective “emphasizes
active management of the
business environment,
relationships and promotion
of shared interests” (Freeman
& McVea 2001, p. 192)
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STAKEHOLDER VIEW: HOW DIFFERENT FROM THE SHAREHOLDER VIEW?
• Important to acknowledge the firm‘s
embeddedness in society as well as the mutual
dependencies of firms and society
However…
• … solves conflicting stakeholder demands by
integrating them in instrumental logic of the
business case
• … ultimately remains in the realm of
shareholder prioritization because powerful
stakeholders close to the organization are often
preferred

Barnett, 2019
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CSR AND STAKEHOLDER RELATIONS – A CRITIQUE
•

Aggravation of systemic problems despite increase in CSR
efforts

•

CSR as ineffective to solve macro-systemic problems (e.g.,
Banerjee, 2008; Crane et al., 2014)

•

CSR as a legitimation for deregulation and dismantling of
institutionalized forms of responsibility (e.g., Marens, 2012;
Kinderman, 2012; Kaplan, 2015; Kaplan & Lohmeyer, 2021)

•

CSR as an expansion of the market and business power (e.g.,
Fleming & Jones, 2013; Schneider, 2021)

•

CSR as ‘ethical seal’ and appropriation of capitalist critique
(e.g., Costas & Kärreman, 2013; Barnett, 2019)
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CSR AND STAKEHOLDER RELATIONS IN TIMES OF WAR
•

Digging in: continuing business-as-usual in Russia,
215 companies

•

Buying time: postponing future planned
investment/development/ marketing while
continuing substantive business, 143 companies

•

Scaling back: scaling back some significant business
operations but continuing some others, 121
companies

•

Suspension: temporarily curtailing most or nearly all
operations while keeping return options open, 411
Companies

•

Withdrawal: totally halting Russian engagements or
completely exiting Russia, 319 Companies

Source: https://som.yale.edu/story/2022/over-750-companies-have-curtailedoperations-russia-some-remain, last retrieved: May 2, 2022
Picture: UN Global Compact Business Guide, 2022
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