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Introduction: The need for more research on CSR impacts 

Robert Kudłak, Ralf Barkemeyer, Lutz Preuss, Anna Heikkinen 

The need for book on CSR impacts 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) can be conceptualized as the corporate-level 

contribution to sustainable development (Bansal & Song, 2017; Moon, 2007). In other words, 

it is only at the overarching systems level where one can know whether any particular corporate 

initiative has contributed to sustainability aims – or not (Hahn et al., 2015). Given the salient 

role of the private sector in the current society, however, sustainable development will not 

happen without contributions by the corporate sector (George et al., 2016). In recent decades, 

there has thus been an unprecedented surge in theoretical studies and empirical analyses of 

companies’ broader role in society and in providing social and ecological well-being. Arguably, 

CSR has entered the mainstream of organization and management studies and an increasing 

number of companies treat CSR on a par with other corporate functions. There is a growing 

literature on the strategies and tools companies can apply to engage with CSR, as well as on 

reasons why they should do so (see e.g. handbook by Crane et al., 2008).  

So far, so good. What has received less attention in the organization and management 

literature, however, is the question what impacts CSR actually has on society (Barnett et al., 

2020). This gap in the literature is somewhat understandable given the in-built focus of 

organization studies on organization-level issues. Researchers and practitioners alike are 

struggling to address challenges that are beyond the scope of an individual organization (Gray, 

2010; Milne & Gray, 2013). This also means that societal-level impacts of corporate activity 

have remained largely outside of the boundaries of organization and management studies, the 

discipline that is arguably best-suited to explore them. 

This situation is even more unfortunate, given that the vast majority of global economic 

activity occurs within global supply chains (Gereffi, 1999; Locke et al., 2009; Kim & Davis, 

2016). Hence, the transition to sustainable development and progress towards Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) will not be possible without the participation of the private sector 

(George et al., 2016; Kolk et al., 2017; Reinecke & Ansari, 2016). It is also worth noting that 

CSR has – at least in the eyes of some observers – been facing a credibility crisis for some time 

(Bansal & Clelland, 2004; Barkemeyer et al., 2014) – making it even more important to 

understand how businesses can have meaningful societal impacts. In other words, there is an 

urgent need to improve our understanding of the wider societal-level impacts of CSR, arguably 

making this topic an important research gap within organization and management studies. 
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In addition, various national and supranational bodies have been very active over the 

last decade or two in launching public policies to mobilize companies to undertake voluntary 

measures combating some of the most pressing social and environmental challenges (Steurer et 

al., 2012; Knudsen & Brown, 2015; Kudłak et al., 2018). For instance, some countries 

introduced CSR into their public policies through adding labour and human rights, 

environmental protection and anti-corruption criteria to procurement requirements (Andrecka, 

2017). In 2011, the EU launched a renewed strategy for CSR, in which the term was defined as 

"the responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on society" (European Commission, 2011). 

Through this document the EU explicitly recognized the role of companies in managing, 

mitigating and preventing negative impacts of their operations, as well as the important role of 

public authorities in encouraging and supporting companies to conduct their business 

responsibly. At an even higher level, the UN adopted the Global Compact initiative and the 

OECD revised its Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises in order to promote responsible 

business conduct. These CSR initiatives are based on the premise that companies can actually 

solve some of the important social and environmental problems which frequently go beyond 

the jurisdiction of national governments. This premise, however, is far from proven. The above-

mentioned initiatives are often criticized for further empowering and legitimizing corporations 

while providing at best soft incentives for private entities to act responsibly. Correspondingly, 

evidence of actual positive impacts of these initiatives still seems rather limited (Deva, 2006; 

Fonseca et al., 2014). This is another argument why we need more research on the social and 

environmental impacts of corporate social responsibility. 

An important practitioner voice who has addressed this question is former Unilever 

CEO Paul Polman. His book ‘Net Positive’ (Polman & Winston, 2021) explicitly asks 

executives to consider: “is this world better off because your business is in it?” As a practitioner-

facing organization, the Academy of Business in Society has argued that “impact is the last of 

several interlinked steps and finally is located on level of society” (ABIS (2014, p. 9) and 

proceeds to develop tools for corporate impact assessment. Overall, however, the question 

whether CSR initiatives actually succeed in offering the societal good that they promise has 

hardly been considered (Barnett, Henriques, & Husted, 2020). Certainly, we posit, it has 

received less attention than the large body of literature on the impact of CSR on a company, i.e. 

the business case for CSR (see e.g. Carroll & Shabana, 2010). Even though a multitude of 

corporate social performance measures have been developed and applied empirically (Wood, 

2010), this has typically been done in an instrumental fashion, attempting to explain their impact 

on corporate financial performance; yet, this body of literature has largely fallen short of 
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making the link to the overarching social and environmental problems these corporate social 

performance indicators align with (Barnett et al., 2020). 

One key challenge in investigating CSR impacts, and in preparing the current volume, 

was to define a social impact. Given that research into our topic is still the exception rather than 

the norm, our starting point was to delineate what a social impact was not. We called for 

contributions that did not investigate companies’ intentions, inputs and processes, Rather, we 

invited works that went beyond a narrow focus on the effects of CSR for the company itself 

(e.g. improved competitiveness or more effective management of human resources). In other 

words, we encouraged contributions that investigated the influence of CSR on improving 

working conditions, alleviating environmental challenges, spurring sectoral and regional 

competitiveness, stimulating local economic development or making a contribution to the 

Sustainable Development Goals. Obviously, this list of potential topics was not exhaustive but 

served to attract studies which explored the various influences of corporate voluntary 

programmes and activities at a wider societal level. In other words, we searched for evidence 

of the consequences of CSR initiatives – whether positive or negative – for whomever other 

than the company itself (Khandker, Koolwal & Samad, 2010). 

This is where our book is positioned. It is part of a recent move towards opening up 

organization and management studies (Crane et al., 2017; Wickert, 2021) to greater engagement 

with “grand challenges” (George et al., 2016) or “wicked problems” (Reinecke & Ansari, 2016) 

in a more meaningful way. It also speaks to literature that seeks to alleviate the disconnect 

between CSR – as it is currently practiced and theorized – and the natural environment (Hahn 

et al., 2017; Schuler et al., 2017; Whiteman et al., 2013). Finding authoritative answers to these 

types of questions can neither be delivered by this introduction, nor by the individual 

contributions in this book alone. Nevertheless, we aim to contribute to this pool of knowledge, 

providing pointers to pockets of research that can help us to gain ground in this context. This 

includes attempts to take stock of extant research and corporate practice in order to improve our 

understanding of and, ultimately, our ability to provide guidance for companies and 

policymakers on how to manage a company’s wider societal-level impact in a more effective 

manner. 

Sustainable Development and wider societal-level impacts inevitably require research 

that is interdisciplinary in nature, connecting organization and management studies with a 

multitude of other literatures. The good news is that, as evidenced by the contributions to this 

book, there are many opportunities for doing so. For example, extant research at the interface 

of CSR and development studies (Blowfield, 2007; Fox, 2004; Gereffi, 1999) can help us to 
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conceptualize the relationship between corporate activity and typical development challenges, 

such as poverty alleviation or child labour. Development studies are more accustomed to the 

attribution of societal-level impacts to individual actors and to develop theories of change that 

connect the two levels. Likewise, the field of environmental science has provided us with 

theoretical lenses, such as ecosystem services (Costanza et al., 1997, 2017), socio-ecological 

systems (Ostrom, 2009), and planetary boundaries (Rockström et al., 2009), that provide us 

with well-established starting-points for embedding corporate activity into wider systems-level 

frameworks. 

Contributions in the book 

The volume starts with two chapters which review and summarize the existing literature 

on social and environmental impacts of CSR. In his work, Kudłak examines academic 

publications that have appeared in 27 leading management, international business and CSR 

journals since 2010, aimed at revealing the impacts of CSR engagement on local communities, 

the natural environment, employees’ well-being etc. Despite a growing interest in CSR and an 

increasing number of CSR-related publications, the evidence concerning its contribution to 

society at large is actually surprisingly scarce. Over a 10-year span only 33 publications were 

found that meet the search criteria. Kudłak arranges the identified studies into four categories 

of explored CSR impacts, namely environmental pollution, developing and emerging 

economies, employment and quality of work, as well as tax avoidance. The findings of the 

publications reviewed are at best mixed and show that CSR engagement can lead to both 

positive and negative impacts. Moreover, studies searching for CSR impacts are burdened with 

numerous methodological shortcomings related, among others, to data collection issues (very 

often self-reported corporate data presenting events and outcomes that coincided with, rather 

than being the result of, CSR), and the lack of a control group and pre/post intervention design. 

Interestingly, some of the identified works show that, regardless of the actual intentions, CSR 

engagement can lead to negative outcomes, especially in developing countries where presence 

of MNEs frequently interferes with local cultures, values and expectations.  These findings 

invite the conclusion that the social consequences of companies’ CSR engagement have 

remained outside the key research interests of organization and management scholars and call 

for renewed attention. 

The chapter by Lindeque and Samuel offer a systematic review of the small business 

social responsibility (SBSR) literature. The key argument behind their research focus is that 

small and medium-sized businesses are strongly embedded in their local and regional economy; 
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hence, they should have a strong economic and social impact. Moreover, these impacts might 

be easier to identify due to the smaller scale of SMEs’ operations and a greater geographical 

proximity between business activity and its consequences. Lindeque and Samuel analyse 226 

articles published between 1980 and 2020 in 40 top business and management journals. 

Drawing on previous work (e.g. Drews, 2010; Weber, 2008), the authors employ a three-part 

definition of societal impact distinguishing between social inputs, processes, and benefits. In 

line with prior reviews (e.g. Kudłak, this volume; Barnett et al., 2020), their work suggests that 

existing studies predominantly report companies’ inputs (e.g. cash, volunteering time) and 

processes (e.g. public dialogue). In contrast, the societal impacts of SBSR (e.g. stakeholder 

effects, institutional and structural effects) receive very little attention. Regardless of the type 

of societal impact, Lindeque and Samuel find that philanthropy was the most frequently 

investigated CSR activity, followed by sustainable employment and community involvement, 

sponsorship, and responding to customer needs. In line with the initial argument regarding the 

local embeddedness of SMEs, the study also reveals that local communities and employees are 

the two stakeholder groups that are impacted the most by SBSR activities. In sum, the two 

initial chapters confirm the existence of a research gap in the CSR literature and support the 

rationale behind the edited volume. 

Bustos, Kaplan, Taussig and Wirtz examine the extent and quality of impact data in 

CSR reports by analyzing the annual reports of the top 10 “Change the World” firms of 2017. 

This list includes corporations with annual revenues of at least $1 billion, ranked according to 

their measurable social impacts, business results, and degree of innovation. These companies 

are often perceived to be frontrunners in terms of their social engagement and impacts. In their 

study, Bustos and her colleagues employ a methodology that is frequently used in other 

disciplines, such as development economics and public health, in order to measure the results 

of various types of intervention (e.g. human aid in developing countries). The change occurring 

as a result of an intervention is tested with the use of an experimental or quasi experimental 

design that compares the status quo (counterfactual) with the intervention. Surprisingly, Bustos 

et al. reveal that only six of a total of 73 CSR programmes reported by the top “Change the 

World” companies offered any information on outcomes. The majority of the reported data 

focus on intentions and activities, which is in line with the findings presented in the first two 

chapters by Kudłak and Lindeque and Samuel, respectively. Some examples of CSR impacts 

include Yara’s worker safety initiative that allowed the company to reduce its rate of injuries at 

work and Novartis’ Malaria Initiative which reduced the number of deaths from this disease. 

Last but not least, the study by Bustos et al. offers an innovative approach to measuring 
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corporate reporting on the issue in question. They conclude by suggesting strategies on how to 

increase the quality of corporate reporting on the outcomes and impacts of CSR initiatives. 

The subsequent chapter by Domnanovich explores the way in which the meaning and 

impact of CSR are affected by those who drive the CSR discourse. Specifically, the chapter 

focuses on the impact of CSR on Austrian labour and work-related welfare arrangements. As 

her work shows, CSR is interpreted differently by traditionally the most important welfare state 

actors, whether trade unions, employers or the state. Actors representing the employers’ 

interests are more likely to understand CSR as a voluntary, self-regulatory measure aimed at 

improving competitiveness, potentially through weakening existing labour and work-related 

institutions. In contrast, employee representatives tend to interpret CSR in a way that protects 

or even extends the interests of their constituents. In other words, whoever holds the political 

power to promote a specific discourse will try to use CSR for their own purposes. In the analysis 

covering almost two decades of the evolution of CSR in Austria, Domnanovich also shows that 

the domestic welfare arrangements are to a great extent inert and protected by the interests and 

ideological stances of the existing political powers. Hence, attempts to use CSR in order to 

change these arrangements might not be effective, especially when the welfare state actors try 

to keep their counterparts in check. Overall, Domnanovich’s work represents an interesting 

study of a macro-scale CSR impact and its locally and temporarily contingent nature. 

Ayuso introduces Integrated Social Value (ISV) analysis to identify and quantify the 

impacts of a CSR compliance programme. ISV was developed by Retolaza et al. (2016) as an 

application of stakeholder theory to social accounting. A novelty of this approach lies in that it 

attempts to capture the value created by an organisation for all its stakeholders, but at the same 

time intends to take into account both positive and negative effects that might not be directly 

economic. The calculation of ISV starts with the identification of the value that is perceived by 

the organisation’s stakeholders, and this value is then quantified through indicators and 

financial proxies to monetise it. Ayuso uses the case study of a large apparel retail company in 

order to demonstrate the validity of the method and to measure the value of a CSR code the 

company introduced to ensure good social and environmental practices in its supply chain. The 

study findings show that first-tier suppliers value the compliance programme because they 

mitigate the negative effects of companies’ operations (e.g. violations of workers’ rights), but 

also because they generate some positive impacts for suppliers’ employees. In sum, the strength 

of the ISV method lies in the facts that it captures the value of CSR from the perspective of the 

affected stakeholders (and not from the perspective of the company) and that it attempts to 

monetise a wide spectrum of impacts, such as improvements in working conditions, 
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improvements of factories’ facilities or increases in compliance with legislation. Although 

being to an extent context specific and requiring elements of subjective judgement, the ISV 

method represents an interesting tool for assessing the impacts of CSR to a wider set of 

stakeholders than just the company itself.   

The following chapter by Corazza, Torchia, Cottafava and Tipaldo shift attention to 

infrastructural megaprojects and develops a comprehensive framework on how to evaluate the 

socio-economic impacts of such projects. Referring to the concept of Megaproject Social 

Responsibility (MSR) (Lin et al. 2017; Ma et al., 2017), they argue that the accomplishment of 

such projects requires attention to the planning, monitoring and measuring of their social, 

economic and environmental impacts. The authors use the case of the Turin-Lyon railway, 

which is part of the Mediterranean Corridor of the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-

T), to develop a taxonomy of macro-areas and indicators for impact assessment. These areas, 

among others, include health and safety in the workplace and for the local population, relational 

capital within the territory and cultural and identity capital in the region. The contribution by 

Corazza and hercolleagues confirms that the existing CSR measurement and reporting tools 

predominantly have an organizational focus (see e.g. Global Compact), while they tend to 

ignore aspects of corporate intervention that operate at different levels.  

Mena and Cavotta start their chapter with the observation that scholars tend to focus on 

exploring short-term CSR impacts, especially financial and, less frequently, environmental 

ones. The authors argue that the longer-term, relational impacts may actually be the more 

interesting and relevant ones. In order to investigate the latter, Mena and Cavotta employ the 

idea of relational work. Originating from economic sociology (Zelizer, 2005), this concept 

explores how social action “creates, confirms, negotiates, or repairs”, intentionally or otherwise, 

an actor’s relationships (Tilly, 2008: 173). The authors claim that when undertaking some kind 

of pro-social action, companies build social relationships and in doing so face both intended 

and unintended consequences. They illustrate their idea of relational impact with two cases: a 

water cleaning programme introduced by a globally operating chocolate manufacturer in a rural 

area of Ivory Coast and a social enterprise in Southern Italy which aims to reintegrate people 

with mental health issues. Through their novel approach, Mena and Cavotta show that pro-

social interventions can lead to positive and sometimes unintended social consequences which 

might differ from the strategic goals of the intervention. Their work also highlights that the 

social impacts of CSR engagement are much more complex than often assumed.  

Finally, the chapter by Windsor calls for a far-reaching shift in understanding, practicing 

and measuring CSR—from the conventional business case to the perspective of society at large. 
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The former, according to Windsor, tends to focus on financial and strategic impacts of CSR and 

its ability to generate wealth for some of the stakeholders in the context of a capitalist market 

economy. Windsor introduces an impact-oriented CSR framework which has a different ethical 

basis than conventional CSR as it aims to maximize positive impacts for society at large and to 

ideally eradicate any negative impacts. This radical shift also requires a move from free market 

capitalism towards a social market economy, understood as an intermediary between free 

market capitalism and state socialism. Windsor uses several cases to illustrate the understanding 

of impact-oriented CSR. The case of Unilever is given to illustrate how corporations can 

genuinely redirect their strategies and operations towards the creation of positive social impacts. 

Windsor’s contribution, although taking quite a radical position that goes much further than the 

rationale of the whole volume, offers an intriguing conceptual stance on the role of private 

businesses in society and provides potential directions for future theoretical and empirical 

endeavours.  

Concluding remarks and avenues for the future research 

The contribution of CSR to society at large remains one of the most central, and yet 

unanswered questions in the organization and management literature. The latter is full of 

publications uncovering corporate intentions, actgivities and outputs as well as works revealing 

the influence of CSR engagement on organizational processes, structures and outcomes. For 

different reasons these topics have received a lot of attention, and rightfully so. Now it is time 

to move out of the comfort zone and face new challenges. This will require not only a shift in 

research focus from the organizational to the community or society level of analysis but also a 

change in the research methods and tools we use. Undoubtedly, such a shift will represent a 

huge challenge for scholars of organizations. However, in light of a growing importance of CSR 

and increasing expectations that private businesses take responsibility for some of the key social 

and environmental concerns, this challenge needs to be taken up.  

Engaging with the call to capture societal level impacts of CSR requires a 

multidisciplinary approach, as hopefully evidenced by the current book. The respective chapters 

represent different theoretical and methodological approaches and traditions. Such richness of 

approaches creates opportunities for cross-disciplinary fertilization, which is especially relevant 

when moving into less charted territory. At the same time, the diversity of the research 

approaches suggests that scholarship on social and environmental impacts of CSR is far from 

mature. Rather, research on CSR seems still to be in its infancy when it comes to selecting 

approaches and methods aimed at determining the societal consequences of corporate voluntary 
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programmes and activities. This conclusion can be drawn from the publications selected and 

reviewed in the two review chapters in this book (by Kudłak and by Lindeque and Samuel, 

respectively). In contrast, the literature concerning the business case for CSR (regardless of its 

limitations) is by now equipped with certain standard ways of research which even allow for 

conventional systematic reviews (Orlitzky et al., 2003). 

A lack of evidence concerning the social and environmental impacts of CSR might not 

necessarily be the result of corporate hypocrisy or window-dressing, but rather the result of an 

inability to establish a causal relationship between means (CSR activity) and ends (social or 

environmental change). Generally speaking, it can be argued that many formal organizational 

structures (such as CSR policies and strategies, ESG criteria) mirror wider social and cultural 

meta-narratives present in the companies’ environment rather than technical requirements 

(Dobbin, 1994). These narratives are a source of myths as to which processes and issues are 

under the organization’s control and what the causal relationships between means and ends are. 

In response to these narratives, organizations introduce formal policies and actions that are seen 

as appropriate and efficient, while in fact there might be very little evidence concerning the 

relationship between means and ends (Bromley & Powell, 2012). This means-ends decoupling 

is especially likely to occur in complex domains where it is difficult to establish causal links 

(Orton & Weick, 1990). For example, companies might introduce CSR policies and practices 

with regard to climate change or local development. These phenomena, however, are so 

complex that it is very hard to link companies’ actions with their outcomes. Hence, companies 

might be tempted to focus on monitoring, measuring and evaluating practices (perceived as 

appropriate and necessary in their external environment – e.g. CSR reports, ESG criteria) rather 

than presenting the actual outcomes of their efforts. Companies might therefore decouple their 

efforts from outcomes, as a result of the high complexity of the social or environmental goals 

to be achieved and the high complexity of the activity-impact causality chain. In sum, it can be 

another reason why it is so hard to identify social impacts of CSR. 

Another important conclusion of our book (and at the same time an avenue for future 

research) is that the existing CSR literature tends to look for positive social and environmental 

impacts, while ignoring the negative ones. To some degree, this tendency can be traced back to 

the voluntary, beyond-compliance nature of corporate social responsibility (Bansal & Clelland, 

2004; Barkemeyer, 2009). Yet, extant research that has explored the role of multinational 

companies (MNCs) in emerging and developing countries can serve as a case in point for the 

oftentimes negative social and environmental consequences of MNC operations in these 

locations (see e.g. Hennchen, 2015; Viveros, 2016; Devenin & Bianchi, 2018). In addition, 
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another layer of complexity is added by the context-specific and subjective dimensions of CSR 

and sustainable development, blending science-based facts with value-based judgments. This 

does not only refer to CSR and sustainable development as such, having been described as 

“essentially contested concepts” (Moon, 2007), but also to divergent issue-level prioritizations 

and evaluations of specific CSR activities. Controversial debates regarding the CSR activities 

of MNCs in non-Western contexts can again serve to illustrate this point, sometimes portrayed 

as imperialist or even neo-colonial in character (Kourula & Delalieux, 2016). Whilst a better 

understanding of the societal level impacts of CSR is unlikely to reconcile these debates, it can 

nevertheless provide a more robust basis for negotiations regarding its positive and negative 

consequences and, ultimately, better informed decision-making in the context of specific CSR 

programmes and activities. 

Finally, scholars who want to determine the societal level impacts of CSR in a more 

comprehensive way may need to rethink and redesign their methodological approaches. Prior 

studies exploring social and environmental consequences of corporate voluntary activities have 

often been conducted in ways that ignore counterfactuals and contingencies that might actually 

be the real causes of social change, rather than the corporate intervention itself. In order to 

separate CSR impacts from impacts resulting from other factors, scholars could try to control 

for such additional factors through the use control groups. For example, if a company introduces 

a CSR project aiming at decreasing the illiteracy level in a given community, the proper 

measurement of the impact of such project would require either the verification of the influence 

of other factors (such as the education policy of the national or regional authorities) or the 

measuring of pre- and post-intervention levels of illiteracy between the affected and control 

populations. This kind of approach is frequently used by development agencies to verify the 

effectiveness of their policies. Existing CSR studies, however informative and thought-

provoking, hardly ever offer such a research design. 

In sum, there is a range of exciting research opportunities in the context of societal level 

impacts of CSR, both in terms of theory-building and methodological advances. We hope that 

this edited volume can serve as a useful starting-point for this important line of research. 
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