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A tool for transdisciplinary research and CSR theory elaboration

Abstract

Global sustainability challenges can be addressed through transdisciplinary research, where 

scholars from different disciplines collaborate with stakeholders, including businesses and 

public authorities. A fundamental requirement for successful collaboration in research is that 

each participant understands the language of others. This study shows how a modified 

conceptual analysis method (CAM) can enhance the understanding between parties involved 

in transdisciplinary research. At the same time, the modified CAM can be used to develop 

contextual theory on CSR, specifically by aiding contrasting and refining concepts. The 

modified CAM procedure is presented here by eliciting micro-entrepreneurs’, public 

authorities’, and scholars’ understandings of corporate social responsibility (CSR).

Keywords: collaborative research, corporate social responsibility, modified conceptual 

analysis method (CAM), theory elaboration, micro-enterprise

1 Introduction

This study contributes to the discussion on how to lower the communication barriers in 

transdisciplinary research where scholars work with lay community or non-academics, such 

as public authorities and the owner-managers of micro- and small companies (e.g., Kieser & 

Leiner, 2012; Mauser et al., 2013) to co-produce relevant information (Mobjörk, 2010). 

Current solutions to communication challenges suggest cultivating practitioners (McCabe, 
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Parker, Osegowitsch, & Cox, 2023) and utilizing knowledge brokers or ‘translators’ with social 

skills (Grafström, Jonsson, & Klintman, 2023) to facilitate communication in workshops, focus 

groups, and working teams. Sharing a language, for example, through long-term engagement 

(Van de Ven, 2018) or ‘translators’ who have worked in both worlds, is a key to successful 

industry-academia collaboration (Bjerregaard, 2010; Di Benedetto et al., 2019). 

Scholars start interdisciplinary studies using key concepts, which are rarely self-evident 

to non-academics. As Nilsen (2005, 131) puts it, “researchers do things with words”. 

Nevertheless, two features hinder that process. First, it is surprisingly rare for scholars to 

expressly define or contextualize key concepts (Brown et al., 2022; Lamber & Newman, 2023; 

MacKenzie, 2003). Second, scholars collaborating with non-academics should not impose their 

conceptualizations on others (Kieser & Leiner, 2012). Instead, the parties should discuss and 

reveal how all involved understand the phenomenon in their contexts (Brown et al., 2022), 

especially in multidisciplinary research.

Sharing a language through long-term engagement (Van de Ven, 2018) and training 

knowledge brokers (Grafström, Jonsson, & Klintman, 2023) takes time. However, when 

initiating transdisciplinary research, a quicker solution is needed to address the lack of shared 

vocabulary (Mauser et al., 2013). This study proposes that, when modified, a conceptual 

analysis method (CAM) (Tähtinen and Havila, 2019; Tähtinen & Suomi, 2022) can be helpful in 

that endeavor. The modified CAM presented in this study reveals different understandings of 

any key concept to aid communication in transdisciplinary research. Hence, the aim of using 

the modified CAM is not to derive a single accepted definition, but to reveal how the parties’ 

understanding of the phenomenon is influenced by the contexts in which they operate. Once 

the meanings are exposed and visualized, the knowledge helps the parties avoid conceptual 

confusion that would otherwise exist between groups and even within them. Moreover, 
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scholars can utilize the results of CAM in theory elaboration (Fisher & Aguinis, 2017; Koleva & 

Meadows, 2025), refining the concept and contrasting it in various contexts. Academics and 

non-academics use theory to understand the empirical world and the role of concepts is to 

organize ideas and communicate them clearly (Bacharach, 1989). Accordingly, this work 

explores how the CAM can be modified to facilitate communication in transdisciplinary 

research. Moreover, we ask how the results of a CAM analysis can advance theory elaboration.

This study sheds light on how micro-entrepreneurs, public authorities, and scholars 

comprehend corporate social responsibility (CSR) and shows how a modified CAM reveals and 

illustrates the differences in language and understanding between and within these groups. 

In doing so, this study not only offers a tool for transdisciplinary research but also contributes 

to the elaboration of CSR theory, contextualizing the concept and comparing the 

understanding of CSR among micro-entrepreneurs, scholars, and public authorities. The 

outcomes aid transdisciplinary research collaboration in a neglected micro-company context 

and answer the call for CSR conceptualization in entrepreneurship by Koleva and Meadows 

(2025).

2 Corporate Social Responsibility in the Micro-company Context

Resolving pressing global problems requires transdisciplinary dialogue and research 

collaboration between industry and academia (Kieser & Liener, 2012). This study shows how 

the CAM can be modified to enable the parties in transdisciplinary CSR research to understand 

each other. We chose the micro-company1 context as it is under-researched (Chiesa & 

1 European Commission (2005) definition of a micro-enterprise: fewer than 10 employees and an annual 
turnover or balance sheet below €2 million.
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Pszychodzen, 2020; Homer & Gill, 2022; Soundarajan, Jamali & Spence, 2018), although 99 % 

of EU businesses in 2022 were micro or small companies (Eurostat, 2024) and make a 

substantial positive contribution to social responsibility.

Although scholars have attempted to clarify the concepts of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) and social sustainability, the conceptual landscape remains far from clear. 

The umbrella concepts have become even more abstract (Colantonio, 2009; Homer & Gill, 

2022; Matten & Crane, 2005) and have converged despite their different origins (Bansal & 

Song, 2017)2. The situation hinders the development of theoretical understanding and 

practical responsibility work (Lindgreen and Swaen, 2009).

 Some scholars have called for “a common reference point” (Okoye, 2009, p. 623) and a 

widely accepted definition (Frynas & Stephens, 2015; Godfrey & Hatch, 2007) of each concept 

with sharp boundaries (Bansal & Song, 2017). The complexity involved is encapsulated in the 

description of CSR as a tortured concept (Godfrey & Hatch, 2007) that must be flexible 

(Mitnick et al., 2021; Okoye, 2009; van Marrewijk, 2003). Moreover, CSR research 

incorporates contrasting perspectives, such as economic and moral aspects (Godfrey & Hatch, 

2007). The relationship between business ethics and CSR remains unclear (Enderle, 2010), and 

new, CSR-related constructs are continuously being proposed (De Bakker, Groenewegen, Den 

Hond, 2005). Consequently, Mitnick et al. (2021) called for systematic conceptual analysis to 

advance the field. Nevertheless, citation rates of studies conceptualizing CSR are declining 

(Frerichs & Teichert, 2023) even though understanding the language used in different contexts 

would aid effective research communication and spur advancements in the study and 

implementation of CSR. For example, to date, EU law includes 1766 instruments (EUR-Lex, 

2 For a discussion on the relationship between the concepts of CSR and social responsibility see e.g. Ashrafi et 
al. (2018).
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Access to European Union law) on CSR, all of which legislators and management strategists 

might need to be cognizant of.

The ongoing calls for more research on CSR in small companies (Chiesa & Pszychodzen, 

2020; Homer & Gill, 2022) and small business CSR (SBSR) (Soundarajan et al., 2018) and on the 

micro-level (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Frynas & Stephens, 2015) underscore the importance of 

eliciting conceptual differences to avoid misguided knowledge (Godfrey & Hatch, 2007). The 

use of and meaning ascribed to the term CSR by practitioners and the owner-managers of 

micro-companies remains a neglected research area (Lindgreen & Swaen, 2009; Koleva & 

Meadows, 2025; Weller, 2020). Moreover, micro-companies face new CSR demands. The EU 

Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (Regulation (EU) 2020/852) requires that micro-

enterprises and SMEs that collaborate with large companies provide economic, social, and 

governance (ESG) reporting to their larger partners. Although the European Commission 

proposed a Simplification Omnibus package in February 2025, national legislation in Finland 

remains unchanged, and the Omnibus package may still undergo amendment before it is 

accepted by the European Parliament.

In addition, the EU Taxonomy regulation targets increasing investment in sustainable 

activities. The regulation also directly impacts micro- and small companies through the 

availability and expenses of financing. Given that, as mentioned, 99% of EU businesses in 2022 

were micro or small companies, which employed 48% of the workforce (Eurostat, 2024), 

research on CSR in micro-companies affects a significant portion of society. Nevertheless, the 

social outcomes of CSR have not received the research interest they deserve, and research on 

the impact of CSR in business practice remains limited (Wang et al., 2020).
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3 Research Approach

The study employs abductive reasoning (Peirce, 1998), a method also advocated by Fisher and 

Aguinis (2017) for studies targeting theory elaboration. The methodology decision was driven 

by the empirical discovery made during a university-led CSR project, where micro-

entrepreneurs practicing CSR were uncertain about the ‘proper’ meaning of CSR and how to 

describe their company’s CSR activity. The discovery prompted us to study the understandings 

of the different groups that often participate in transdisciplinary projects, including 

academics, non-academics, and professional authorities who finance the projects.

The study modifies the CAM (Tähtinen & Havila, 2019; Tähtinen & Suomi, 2022) to 

analyze different user groups’ understanding of the same concept, as the CAM stresses the 

voices of the users in their context and how they shape a concept. The CAM was originally 

developed to elucidate conceptual confusion where scholars employ multiple concepts to 

refer to a phenomenon (Tähtinen & Havila, 2019). For that purpose, the CAM includes five 

steps: collecting the scholarly definitions, evaluating the conceptual status of the field, 

categorizing the meanings and boundaries of the concepts, tracing their theoretical 

underpinnings, and drawing conceptual maps (Tähtinen & Havila, 2019; Tähtinen & Suomi, 

2022). The steps of CAM have been applied in various disciplines, for example, to clarify 

concepts related to professional competence (Antera, 2021), switching costs (Kim, Byon, & 

Choi, 2020), and integration (Teräs, 2023).

For this study, we modified the first step of the CAM. In addition to using the scholarly 

definitions of CSR as data, we interviewed micro-entrepreneurs and utilized definitions used 

by public authorities that promote CSR. In addition, we elucidate only a key concept, namely 

CSR, and skip Step 4; tracing the theoretical underpinnings, which is unnecessary in pragmatic 
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transdisciplinary research. These modifications enable CAM to lay out the differences and 

similarities in the understandings of different parties, representing different contexts. 

Thereafter, the parties are in a better position to understand each other in collaboration, 

whether they decide to temporarily align their views or to embrace the variety discovered. 

However, theory elaboration might be advanced by tracing the theoretical roots of scholars’ 

understandings of the concept.

The abductive nature of the study and three user groups of the CSR concept guided the 

unconventional tripartite structure of this study. The first part presents the views of micro-

entrepreneurs, the second the views of public authorities, and the third the scholarly view. 

Each part begins with a description of the methodology for that section. The paper thus 

continues with Part One, presenting both the methodology applied in Part One and the results 

relating to micro-entrepreneurs’ understanding of CSR. The two other sections follow the 

same format. The study concludes by outlining the understanding of CSR and the modified 

CAM among practitioners, researchers, and public authorities.

4 Part One: Micro-entrepreneurs’ views on CSR

4.1 Modified CAM Methodology Applied in Part One

The empirical data for CAM consist of semi-structured interviews (Brinkman, 2014) of 23 

micro-entrepreneurs from two Finnish regions, North and South-West Finland, who 

participated in university-led CSR coaching. The interviews were conducted at the beginning 

of the coaching and were intended to help customize the coaching; thus, the coaching had not 

yet influenced the participants’ views. The timing of the interviews created a relatively equal 

position for the informants as they could freely express their understanding without fear of 

seeming unknowledgeable. This setting resembles transdisciplinary research, where we 
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suggest using the CAM at the start of the project. The informants consented to the use of the 

data for research purposes.

Table 1. Micro-entrepreneurs as informants

Industry Owner-manager
Number of 
employees

Nail and beauty salon Female -
Landscaping Male -
Social media marketing Female -
Advertising agency Female -
Accommodation Female and male -
Tourism services Male -
Tourism services Female -
Clothing retailer Female -
Management consulting Male -
Artistic creation Female -
Roastery Female 1
Restaurant services Female 1
Clothing retailer Female 1
Food production Female 1
Advertising agency Male 1
Research and development services Male 3
Upholstery business Male 4
Food production Female 4
Social and health services in homes Female 4
Field sports retailer Male 5
Technical building services Male 6
Art-based therapeutic services Female 9
Bedding manufacturer Female 8-9

Table 1 illustrates the informants’ various lines of business and showcases the variation in 

their industry-specific positioning on sustainability management. The interviews explored the 

entrepreneurs’ perceptions of sustainability, responsibility, and social sustainability, as well as 

their companies’ social sustainability practices. The audio-recorded interviews were 

conducted in Finnish, the native language of both interviewers and informants, and lasted 

between 30 and 90 minutes.
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The content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004) of the interviews is based on a data-driven 

approach. Initially, all content related to CSR was identified from direct responses to question 

“What does social responsibility mean to you / your company?” or indirect descriptions of 

company values and practices through which CSR is implemented within the companies. The 

following analysis phase identified the interview sections where the entrepreneurs describe 

their social responsibility-related values, actions, and business strategies, activities, and 

situations.

Finally, the interview extracts were categorized based on who is responsible for CSR (the 

company or the manager), at which stakeholders the social sustainability activity is directed, 

and the elements it described (social, economic, environmental, or cultural). Those categories 

were formed based on two simultaneous inductive analyses: analysis of the interview data by 

two authors and analysis of scholarly definitions from CSR research by a third author 

(described in Section 6.1). Appendix 1 shows a section of the analysis tables in Excel. All 

authors discussed and cross-checked the evolving categories and the final analysis tables to 

reach a consensus.

4.2 Entrepreneurs’ View of CSR

When asked directly how they understood CSR, several micro-entrepreneurs expressed 

uncertainty about its meaning; some requested examples, while others found it a new 

concept. The situation echoes Campopiano, De Massis, and Cassia’s (2012) findings, which 

indicate that SMEs are often unaware of the concept. However, as the discussion continued, 

the entrepreneurs described multiple practices within their firm that encapsulated social 

sustainability work, although they viewed them as routine aspects of conducting business.
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The entrepreneurs emphasized that a firm’s responsibility must be genuine, not 

superficial. Some stressed responsibility is entwined with all company activity, encompassing 

the everyday actions and decisions of the entrepreneur and the employees. For some, CSR 

was value-based, grounded in, and aligned with the entrepreneur’s personal values. Such 

entrepreneurs thus used their own agent capability in their company (Soundarajan et al., 

2018). Nevertheless, others saw CSR as a way of differentiating the firm or building its 

competitive advantage, as Simunaniemi et al. (2023) suggest. The micro-entrepreneurs saw 

that the company and the individuals representing it were active contributors to CSR.

The views on the scope of CSR differed: the broadest view encompassed the entire 

world: “Responsibility is making the world better than it was before the business was 

established.” [Advertising agency]. For micro-entrepreneurs, the target groups of CSR were 

specific and multifaceted: customers, employees, their own family, suppliers and 

subcontractors, business partners, funders, other actors in the industry, and/or in their village, 

region, or country - even ‘everybody’ (see Figure 1). Some described applying social 

responsibility to themselves, in that they addressed their own well-being and professional 

capability.

EntrepreneurFamily

Employees

Customers SuppliersLocal 
society

Wider 
society
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Figure 1. The target groups of micro-entrepreneurs’ CSR

The nature of CSR was described in terms of encompassing integrity and reliability, being as 

good as one’s word. This view reflects values deeply ingrained in Finnish culture (Helkama & 

Portman, 2019). Honesty was concretized with example activities in marketing (keeping one’s 

promises), not hiding anything, being honest with customers about the characteristics of the 

offering, and in customer service, admitting mistakes when they occur. A strong value base of 

CSR could result in choosing to serve only those customers that share the same values, 

“…selecting customers so that you don’t co-operate with or use your expertise to advance 

activities that you don’t see as ethical.” [Bedding manufacturer]. CSR can also extend beyond 

satisfying customer expectations or interests and could include providing a positive role model 

that encourages customers to be socially responsible. That perception supports Soundarajan 

et al.’s (2018) results, which revealed that small businesses use their social capital innovatively 

to wholeheartedly promote social responsibility.

Micro-entrepreneurs practiced CSR primarily because they wanted to make the world a 

better place and/or because it was financially beneficial. Some recognized a tension in 

balancing their sustainability values and the expectations of certain stakeholders (e.g., 

financers and advisers), in the sense that actions must always benefit the business, given that 

some responsible actions can adversely affect profits.

Some viewed CSR as a standard requirement or a hygiene factor that no longer generates 

competitive advantage. Some stated that their firm did not communicate a CSR program for 

fear of customers disputing its claims and being accused of brown-washing.   Those micro-

entrepreneurs chose to convey their responsible actions implicitly: “To me, it [responsibility] 

is self-evident. It would feel stupid and a bit hypocritical to write about it.” [Upholstery 
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entrepreneur]. This supports Morsing and Spence (2019) theorizing of SMEs implicit CSR 

communication. However, the current national legislation requires explicit communication of 

CSR to larger partner companies at least.

5 Part Two: Public Authorities’ Views on CSR

5.1 Modified CAM Methodology Applied in Part Two

Public authorities are included in the analysis because they are influential advocates of CSR 

and are often referred to in the public funding calls that are important for transdisciplinary 

research. The data for the CAM, namely the definitions of CSR, were collected from the 

websites of the following ten authorities and policymakers: Amnesty U.K. (2002); the 

European Commission (CSR Europe, 2011; Directorate-General for Enterprise, 2003), the 

European Union (2001), the Government of Canada (2006; 2019), the (India) Companies Act 

(2013), the International Finance Corporation, a member of the World Bank Group (2014), 

OECD3 (2018), and the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO, 2023). 

The third author analyzed the definitions using the same categories as were applied to the 

micro-entrepreneurs’ data, followed by a discussion with the other two authors to reach 

consensus.

5.2 Public Authorities’ View on CSR

All the definitions examined considered the active parties to be the companies rather than 

their managers, and the majority referenced society or stakeholders as the groups to be 

considered. Only the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Enterprise’s white 

3 OECD (2018) refers to RBC and views CSR as philanthropy.
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paper on Responsible Entrepreneurship (2003) specifies target groups, mentioning 

employees, customers, suppliers, competitors, and the local community.

The definitions exhibit considerably different viewpoints on the nature of CSR. Four 

bodies describe it in terms of proactive action. Those were the Government of Canada (2006), 

the Companies Act (2013) of India, the European Commission’s Directorate-General for 

Enterprise (2003), and the International Finance Corporation (2014). There is no agreement 

on the elements of the definition of CSR: three include social, economic, and environmental 

aspects, three comprise social and environmental aspects, one has social and economic 

elements, and three lack any description. Six state the reasons for CSR, of which two see CSR 

as a voluntary action performed for its own sake, and three either as an obligation to match 

or exceed legislative provisions. Hence, the views of public authorities are abstract and varied, 

and indeed may need updating.

Although not included in the analysis above, we would like to adopt the description of 

sustainable development first expounded by the Brundtland Commission (1987). The report 

(1987, I.3.27) states that

 [sustainable development] meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs. The concept of sustainable 

development does imply limits - not absolute limits but limitations imposed by the present 

state of technology and social organization on environmental resources and by the ability 

of the biosphere to absorb the effects of human activities. … …sustainable development 

requires meeting the basic needs of all and extending to all the opportunity to fulfill their 

aspirations for a better life.

 The description sets limitations on growth (in terms of the biosphere and basic needs), 

expressly encompasses all humans, including future generations, and aims to eliminate 
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poverty. The question remains: Should not public authorities view CSR as a vehicle to advance 

sustainable development?

6 Part three: Scholarly Understanding of CSR

6.1 Modified CAM Methodology Applied in Part Three

We modified the CAM to elicit the key components of the concepts used in CSR research. The 

modification of the CAM skips a systematic database search of the literature to collect data 

because several existing reviews offered suitable data (93 definitions of CSR). Accordingly, our 

analysis relies on the following studies that either list existing CSR definitions or review recent 

use of the CSR concept: Carroll (1999, 2021), Cronin (2022), Dahlsrud (2008), Freeman and 

Hasnaoui (2010), Rahman (2011), and Sarkar and Searcy (2016). However, none of those 

articles are based on analysis like that conducted in the current study. Reviews agree on there 

being no single accepted definition of the CSR concept (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012, 2019; Frynas 

& Yamahaki, 2016; Homer & Gill, 2022). In addition to the many definitions of CSR, definitions 

of small business social responsibility (SBSR) have emerged. Although developed to reflect the 

SME context, they are used in some research (e.g., Lepoutre & Heene, 2006; Soundarajan et 

al., 2018) and ignored in others (e.g., Oduro et al., 2024; Spence, 2016), which increases the 

conceptual variety. No definition of micro-company social responsibility was found.

As discussed earlier, the meanings and boundaries of the 93 definitions and descriptions 

of CSR were categorized following an inductive analysis. The categories were the same as in 

the previous two analyses: the actor(s) involved in CSR, the targets or stakeholders 

considered, the nature of CSR, why the actors practice CSR, and what aspects are included. 

The last category refers to CSR’s economic, environmental, social, cultural, philanthropic, and 

ethical aspects. However, the categories reflect Whetten’s (1989) theory development 
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building blocks: What (the aspects), How (the nature), Why (the reasons), Who (the actors), 

and Where (the targets), although excluding When.

6.2 The scholarly view of CSR

The 93 definitions derive from research spanning nearly a century, from 1938 to 2022. Our 

data confirm the earlier reviews that the field is affected by polysemy (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012, 

2019; Frynas & Yamahaki, 2016; Homer & Gill, 2022); a single concept is defined in multiple 

ways. Accordingly, there is potential for conceptual confusion. Over the years, several 

definitions have been applied, and while some share elements, no single stream of 

development toward a unified definition(s) is discernible.

We examined who undertakes CSR activity according to the scholarly definitions. A 

majority (64 %) of those CSR definitions only place responsibility at the company level. 

Surprisingly, only a few definitions (16 %) consider individual managers to be active parties in 

CSR, either solely or in addition to the company. Moreover, most of those definitions that 

place the responsibility solely on managers are early examples (e.g., Barnard, 1938; Davis, 

1960; Frederick, 1960), with only Elhauge (2005) and Basu and Palazzo (2008) being 

contemporary. A minority of the definitions (5 %) provided between 1967 and 2001 name 

managers and the company as active actors. The remainder do not specify any actor. 

Companies represented as collections of several managers or owner-managers (as is common 

in micro-companies) are not mentioned.

Almost half of the definitions consider society as the target of CSR. However, some 

studies also specify other target groups, such as the local community, suppliers, and 

customers. Figure 2 shows that the second most-mentioned target group, stakeholders (20 

%), is also broad, and one that appears in later definitions. Definitions focused on stakeholders 
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seldom include any other target groups, unlike those focused on society. Only Hopkins (2003) 

and Jackson and Hawker (2001) refer to employees / internal stakeholders.

Figure 2. A shift from society to stakeholders as target groups in CSR definitions

Around 65 % of definitions focus on two broad target groups: society and stakeholders. Hence, 

the target groups or groups to consider in CSR are mostly described on quite an abstract and 

general level. The third-placed target group is employees (17 %). Only a few definitions specify 

entrepreneurs, citizens, the government, shareholders, and future generations as target 

groups. Scholars might aim to provide concise definitions with broad coverage, suitable for 

use in any context.

The six categories of the nature of CSR in the definitions are: thinking, attitude, decisions 

or policy, proactive action, reactive action, and impact. Twelve definitions view the nature of 

CSR as actors’ reactive actions, two as reactive and proactive, and seven as proactive actions. 

Hence, most definitions consider that remedying any harm caused by the managers’ and/or 

companies’ activities is sufficient; a smaller number requires deliberate actions to support 

social responsibility. The latter category of studies includes both earlier (e.g., Sethi, 1975) and 

more recent ones (e.g., Mellahi et al., 2016), so no clear shift toward more proactive forms of 

action is evident. Giving equal weight to deliberate actions and preventing or remedying harm 

remains a marginal view.
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The second largest group (16% of the definitions, see Table 2) includes the impact of a 

company’s (or managerial) actions on the definition of CSR, with half of them serving as the 

sole indication of the nature of CSR.

Table 2. Definitions of CSR advocating impact as its nature

Study Nature of CSR

 thinking attitude
decision, 

policy
proactive 

action
reactive 
action impact

Davis 1973 x x  x x
Epstein 1987  x  x
Lerner & Fryxell 1988   x
Wood 1991  x  x x
Frederick, Post & Davis 1992   x
Reder 1994   x x
Gray, Owen & Adams 1996   x x
Frankental 2001   x
Mohr, Webb & Harris 2001   x
Pinney 2001  x  x
Habisch & Wegner 2005     x
Maon, Lindgreen & Swaen 2010 x   x
Sarkar & Searcy 2016 x  x x x
Jamali, Lund-Thomsen & Khara 2017 x
Cronin 2022    x

Of the scholarly definitions, 42% indicated that CSR is practiced for its own sake, although a 

few also add another reason: to benefit the company. Finally, 11% of the definitions state that 

CSR is practiced only because it benefits the company, and none present it as part of a 

company’s risk management.

A majority (62 %) of the studies approach social responsibility as a core element of the 

definition of CSR. However, 38 % of the definitions do not mention social responsibility and 

expressly include economic (e.g., Friedman, 1962), ethical (e.g., Maon et al., 2010), or legal 

elements (Carroll, 1991). Notably, none of the definitions mention cultural responsibility (see 

Maon & Lingreen, 2015).
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We next examine the 62 % majority of definitions that refer explicitly to social 

responsibility, either solely or alongside one or more other elements. We start with the latter 

group.

Table 3 shows that of the studies that incorporate economic responsibility into CSR, two 

(Carroll, 1991; Elhauge, 2005) also included ethical responsibility, and, in addition, Elhauge 

(2005) mentions philanthropy. Carroll (2021) discussed raising economic responsibility as part 

of the business case for CSR to encourage companies to accept the concept. In other words, 

the addition reassures companies that CSR need not jeopardize profit maximization, although 

that is exactly what Manne (1972) argues that CSR should stand for. Nevertheless, since the 

primary aim of most companies is to generate a profit, including an economic element in a 

definition that stresses the importance of social responsibility seems unnecessary, unless 

economic responsibility refers to something other than making a reasonable, but not maximal, 

profit.

Table 3. Definitions advocating social and economic responsibility

Study Social 
Responsibility

Economic 
Responsibility

Environmental 
Responsibility

Ethical 
Responsibility Philanthropy

Heald 1957 x x
Frederick 1960 x x
McGuire 1963 x x
Johnson 1971[1] x x
Davis 1973[2] x x
Eels & Walton 1974 x x
Drucker 1984 x x
Carroll 1991 x x x x
Hopkins 2003 x x
Elhauge 2005 x x x
Sarkar & Searcy 2016 x x

Another way to stretch the boundaries of a CSR definition is to add environmental 

responsibility (e.g., Eilbert & Parker, 1973; Frederick et al., 1992; Foran, 2001). Although 
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appearing in fewer definitions than economic responsibility, we note that this small group of 

definitions excludes one factor, the economic aspect, but includes another, environmental 

responsibility, in the triple bottom line (Elkington, 1997).

A small group of studies (13 %), such as Aguinis (2011), Hardjono and van Marrewijk 

(2001), and Khoury et al. (1999), defines CSR in terms of the triple bottom line concept, 

embracing social, economic, and environmental responsibility. Moreover, two studies, 

McWilliams and Siegel (2001) and Vaaland, Heide, and Grönhaug (2008), also include ethical 

responsibility. Most of these definitions appear during the early part of the twenty-first 

century (2001–2014).

Although we have now discussed three groups of definitions that incorporate 

philanthropic, economic, environmental, or ethical elements into the definition of CSR, those 

focused solely on social responsibility remain the largest group (25%). The period covered by 

definitions of CSR that restrict the sole focus to social responsibility starts from Clark (1926) 

and extends to Mellahi et al. (2016) in our data.

7 Drawing and Comparing the Conceptual Maps

7.1 Conceptual maps of CSR definitions

This section discusses the final step in the modified CAM, creating conceptual maps that 

illustrate the various understandings of CSR. Micro-entrepreneurs (Figure 3) understand CSR 

in terms of proactive actions, decisions, or policies made by the company and its agents, 

considering specific target groups, such as employees, customers, and members of the value 

chain. From that perspective, CSR is practiced for its own sake, based on the entrepreneurs’ 

values.
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Figure 3: A conceptual map of micro-entrepreneurs’ understanding of CSR

The views of public authorities are highly fragmented, as reflected in the conceptual map 

below (Fig. 4). The only common aspects are that the actors are companies and CSR is 

practiced for the benefit of society.

Figure 4. A conceptual map of public authorities’ understanding of CSR

There are multiple scholarly views, which are represented in Figure 5, which combines 

information from five conceptual maps, each representing similar definitions. First, corporate 

social responsibility can be understood as only constituting social responsibility (the black 

oval), which includes companies as actors, targets society, is reactive, and is undertaken for 

its own sake. Second, CSR can be perceived as a combination of social and economic 

responsibility (the blue oval), which a company practices for the benefit of society and for its 

own sake, while also deriving a benefit from it. Moreover, CSR exists at the level of thinking, 

not explicitly at the level of action. Third, CSR is viewed as incorporating social and 

environmental responsibility (the yellow oval, dotted line) and, interestingly, including 

employees and community as target groups alongside society. Nevertheless, the view reflects 
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companies reacting to the CSR concept without any consensus on why CSR should be 

practiced.

Figure 5. Conceptual maps of scholars’ understandings of CSR

Fourth, the triple bottom line view of CSR (the red oval, semi-dotted line) is the briefest. 

Corporate social responsibility encapsulates companies’ reactive activity targeting 

stakeholders. Finally, a view highlighting company ethics (the green oval) views CSR as reactive 

actions, company policy, or impact on society, performed for its own sake. The only shared 

content of the five distinct groups of definitions is the company level. The views reflect not 

only the absence of a collective understanding but also various understandings that lack 

commonalities. Accordingly, previous studies can refer to vastly differing phenomena, 

although using the same concept, an aspect that researchers should acknowledge.

Overall, the conceptual maps (Figs. 3–5) can be used to specify and refine the CSR 

concept, thereby improving its construct validity and scope (Fisher & Aguinis, 2017; Koleva & 

Meadows, 2025).
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7.2 Conceptual differences

Most conceptual maps of scholars differ significantly from of the entrepreneurs, the closest 

being the scholarly view of CSR as social responsibility only. Companies act reactively, target 

society, and pursue CSR for its own sake. Nevertheless, there are differences. Scholarly 

definitions do not view CSR as comprising individuals’ proactive activity; this clearly sets them 

apart from the entrepreneur’s view. Scholars do not commonly see individuals as actors and 

the target groups are expressed only on a highly abstract level. 

The difference in the abstraction level might simply result from scholarly definitions 

tending to be abstract and simplified (Weick, 2007), whereas entrepreneurs discuss the 

routine activities of their companies. Another explanation may be the different approaches to 

conceptualization of the parties (Durose, Perry, Richardson, 2022). Academics using concepts 

to build theory represent is different from people applying concepts to enable change (Durose 

et al., 2022). That is precisely why using the CAM is productive; it reveals the differences and 

facilitates a dialogue with all the parties concerned to formulate a conceptualization that can 

be used to advance transformation in transformative CSR research.

If we scrutinize the meanings micro-entrepreneurs ascribe only rarely to CSR, they 

include considering CSR a means of risk management, an element absent from the scholarly 

definitions. Similarly, scholarly definitions do not address the cultural elements of 

responsibility or the role of entrepreneurs and their families as stakeholders. Only Khoury et 

al. (1999) include an entrepreneur as a stakeholder. Entrepreneurs nominated customers as 

stakeholders more frequently than scholars did. Overall, the entrepreneurs discussed specific 

stakeholders instead of society at large or stakeholders as a general group. For most 

entrepreneurs, CSR is a proactive activity, one that transcends merely assessing the impact of 

the company’s actions.
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One aspect of social responsibility referred to in the academic literature did not emerge 

in the interview data: social responsibility actions as employer brand-building to attract 

prospective employees. The reason may be that many of our informants were solo 

entrepreneurs who did not plan to recruit staff.

The differences detected when comparing the conceptual maps serve in contrasting; 

they highlight the variation in the concept of CSR across different contexts. Utilizing the 

modified CAM can thus improve the logical and empirical adequacy of the concept (Fisher & 

Aguinis, 2017; Koleva & Meadows, 2025).

8 The modified CAM’s potential to advance transdisciplinary research and concept 

specification

This study investigated how the CAM can be utilized as a tool for two purposes: to facilitate 

communication in transdisciplinary research and to develop theory. The steps of the modified 

CAM applied are summarized in Table 4.

The first step involves collecting data that can reveal all the participants’ understanding 

of the key concept. The data collection might involve interviewing representatives of both 

non-academic and academic entities and collecting documents that reflect the understanding 

of public authorities. This data can then be analyzed inductively, or researchers could use the 

areas of theoretical contribution provided by Whetten (1989) as categories. That can be a 

time-consuming task, but overall, utilizing the CAM is not a long-term exercise.
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Table 4. The steps of the modified CAM

Step Participants Methods Key references

1. Collect the data Non-academics

Public authorities
Academics

Interviews, focus groups, and 
written sources
Written sources, interviews
Scholars participating in the 
transdisciplinary study, review of 
studies representing the involved 
disciplines, 

Tähtinen & Havila (2019)

2. Categorize the 
meanings

All Date driven content analysis or
What, How, Why, Who, Where

Krippendorff, 2004
Whetten (1989)

3. Draw conceptual 
maps

All Discussion with the participants, 
adjusting if needed 

Tähtinen & Havila (2019) 
Tähtinen & Suomi (2022)

4. Compare the 
conceptual maps for 
a common language

All Dialogue among the participants Kieser & Leiner (2012),
Grafström et al. (2023)

5. Compare the 
conceptual maps for 
theory elaboration

Academics Concept specification, Contrasting Fisher & Aguinis, (2017), 
Koleva & Meadows (2025)

The third task is to transfer the understandings to conceptual maps of each group of 

participants. We advise discussing the participants’ understanding of the key concept to 

ensure it is accurately represented. The fourth task is a dialogue where the conceptual 

understandings distilled in conceptual maps are compared, and a joint decision is made on the 

common language to be used in transdisciplinary research. The result can be a temporary 

knotting (Grafström et al., 2023), where the difference in understanding is eased temporarily, 

for the duration of the study. Scholars could extend the use of the modified CAM to support 

theory elaboration, based on the conceptual maps, to concept specification or refinement and 

contextualized definitions through contrasting activity (Fisher & Aguinis, 2017; Koleva & 

Meadows, 2025).

9 Conclusions
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The concept of CSR has multiple meanings among scholars, public authorities, and micro-

entrepreneurs, as well as between those groups. The multiple meanings make it challenging 

to forge shared understandings and collaboration efforts in research and practice to enhance 

CSR and measure the impact of such efforts. That is particularly true when collaborating with 

micro-entrepreneurs and small companies. Hence, transdisciplinary research requires tools to 

facilitate the sharing of a common language.

This study modified the CAM to provide a tool for transdisciplinary research and theory 

elaboration. The modified CAM can be used to compare and map how different groups use 

and understand a concept. Such maps provide a starting point to determine how concepts will 

be conceived of and used in the project in question. Moreover, comparing the resulting 

conceptual maps can advance theory elaboration, as they reveal contextual differences.

The results show that differences in the understanding of CSR remain despite calls to 

establish common meanings for key research concepts (Godfrey & Hatch, 2007; Lindgreen & 

Swaen, 2009). This study applied the CAM to CSR because scholars, policymakers, and 

practitioners have used the term for a considerable time. However, the introduction of the 

environmental, social, and governance (ESG) acronym (World Bank Group, 2017) has spawned 

several studies (Berg, Koelbel & Rigobon, 2022; Clément, Robinot & Trespeuch, 2025; Pollman, 

2024) on its definitions and measurement to highlight similar lack of consensus. Hence, 

regardless of which concept or acronym is used, there remains a need to clarify how the 

parties understand it. This study shows that the CAM can be modified to foster mutual 

understanding, despite not being developed to do so or previously being applied to such a 

task.

Using the modified CAM to advance theory elaboration is subject to some constraints. 

The gathering of scholarly definitions of CSR, which relied on existing reviews, may have 
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resulted in some definitions not being identified. However, as the main task in this study was 

to apply the CAM to aid transdisciplinary studies, that risk was deemed acceptable. HThus, we 

acknowledge that this study does not cover every definition of CSR. Sharing the conceptual 

maps with the participants allowed the key concept to be elicited through dialogue, to 

advance transformation, which is a key aim of transdisciplinary research. Using a modified 

CAM, as suggested in this study, could provide a solid foundation to build upon.

We leave the reader to ponder the following questions. Has CSR research been overly 

focused on large corporations? Has it overlooked the fact that at the root of all CSR decisions 

are people who represent the companies they work for or own, regardless of their size? In 

addition, the volume of scholarly definitions that require CSR actions to be proactive and not 

merely reactive is lower than we would have expected. Should managers and companies not 

act proactively to support a worthwhile cause instead of merely trying to avoid acting 

irresponsibly? Moreover, including economic responsibility dilutes the understanding explicit 

in early CSR discussions, such as Manne (1972).

Schneider (2020) argues that CSR has failed and could succeed only in welfare states, 

such as Finland, where this study’s micro-entrepreneur informants are based. Our 

interpretation of how the studied scholarly definitions describe the nature of CSR is equally 

gloomy. Only a few definitions view CSR as comprising proactive activity, in other words, 

protecting and enhancing social responsibility. Most definitions view it as sufficient to react 

only when the company’s actions jeopardize social responsibility or to mitigate the negative 

impact of such activity. The latter case prompts the question of how CSR can be practiced if 

only the impact matters. Do companies measure the actual impact, or are they evaluating or 

estimating the impact of their actions in advance to ensure that the overall impact will appear 

positive (or at least not too negative) to stakeholder groups? If stakeholders remain 
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unspecified or highly abstract (e.g., society), how can companies genuinely measure their 

impact? Should we advocate the view of the micro-entrepreneurs in this study; CSR as 

comprising proactive actions, relying on values supporting CSR? This study’s findings suggest 

that when studying SMEs, the definition of CSR needs to be contextualized. Have we as 

scholars forgotten the Brundtland Commission’s (1987) aim of eliminating poverty? This 

study’s findings on scholarly definitions suggest we have.
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Appendix 1

An example from the analysis tables

Active actor Scope or Stakeholders involved

Firm no
individua
l organization/company employees customers

suppliers/ 
dealers family the OM

(local) 
communit
y

citizens/ 
society competitors

7        

10      

4     

9    

 Nature  Content  
Firm 
no thinking attitude

decision, 
policy

proactive 
action

reactive 
action outcome social cultural economic ethical philanthropic environmental

7       
10        
4        
9     

 Reason

Firm no

for the 
sake of 
it obligation

to 
benefit

risk 
management

7 
10  
4 

9




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Figure 1. The target groups of micro-entrepreneurs’ CSR

 

Entrepreneur Family 

Employees 
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society 
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Figure 2. A shift from society to stakeholders as target groups in CSR definitions
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Micro-
entrepreneurs’ 
CSR

Proactive action, 
decision/policy

by a company and 
individuals 

for employees, customers, 
members of the value 
chain

for the sake of it

Figure 3: A conceptual map of micro-entrepreneurs’ understanding of CSR
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Public Authorities’ CSR 

includes social, economic, and 
environmental responsibility

by a company 

for society and stakeholders

Figure 4. A conceptual map of public authorities’ understanding of CSR
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