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Abstract 
 
This thesis is a moral disengagement theory approach to CSR improvements in Swedish 

companies. The purpose is to investigate what and how justifications are a barrier for middle 

managers’ contributions to a firm's CSR improvements in Swedish companies. There is a shift 

towards a need for a new CSR and on a more personal bases where individual contributions are 

crucial. Bandura, Bero and White’s (2009) moral disengagement mechanisms will be used to 

explain how and why middle managers justify avoiding CSR initiating and improvements. The 

main purpose with this thesis is to answer the questions of what justifications are used and how 

they are barriers for middle manager’s contribution to CSR improvement in companies? This 

has been conducted through qualitative semi-structured individual interviews with middle 

managers in 10 Swedish companies. The findings show that only six of Bandura et al’s. (2009) 

moral disengagement mechanisms were used by middle managers, Moral Justification, 

Euphemistic Labelling, Advantageous Comparison, Displacement of Responsibility, Diffusion 

of Responsibility, Distortion of Consequences, together with one new justification unique to 

these findings, Lack of Demand. Findings shows that the more justifications used, the weaker 

CSR the firm shows, both through their own records/publications and during the interview. It 

is clear that one barrier for CSR improvements can be the thought about barriers itself. Middle 

managers easily identify material, strategic and financial barriers but fail to acknowledge that 

their thoughts on barriers can actually be a barrier. Findings show that justifications used by 

middle managers appear to be a key factor in why companies do not pursue ambitious CSR 

improvements. This thesis has contributed to existing literature by expanding the research field 

regarding new CSR approaches and Bandura et al.’s (2009) moral disengagement mechanisms. 

These findings could be of value for companies with the need to improve CSR since our 

findings show that justifications are barriers in the development of CSR within a company.  
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1. Introduction 

This section introduces the topic and includes a background, a purpose and delimitations. The 

background aims to elaborate why this is an interesting and relevant topic. The purpose and 

the delimitations sets the aim and scope of this thesis. 
 

 

This thesis investigates what justification middle managers use and how they are barriers in 

contribution to a firm's Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) improvements in Swedish 

companies. CSR is a recognised and known concept that has, nevertheless, gone through an 

extensive period of changes and expansion since the concept was first introduced. CSR is a big 

concept with a vast variety of definitions and interpretations. A recognised description of CSR 

is that CSR involves seven areas: environment, corporate governance, community, employee 

relations, diversity, product quality and finally human rights (Boesso, Kumar & Michelon, 

2012). This CSR is argued to be failing due to lack of integration between and within companies 

as well as departments (Visser, 2014). More recent CSR research has focused on a new CSR 

that is more involving and integrated. This type of progressive CSR is referred to as CSR 2.0 

and is the CSR we will be focusing on in this thesis. Moreover, today, CSR requires companies 

to take social, environmental and economic performance to another level by complete 

integration and considering the ethical issues. The last decade of CSR have therefore emphasised 

how critical it is for companies to show responsibility towards the world’s environment and the 

people living in it and not only focus on financial return for stakeholders (Carroll, 1991; Visser, 

2014). 

 

The last few years have been eventful with regard to CSR for many reasons. One of the most 

alarming concurrences is the increasing global, social, environmental and ethical challenges 

despite increased investments and attention to CSR within companies. These challenges include, 

among others, the increased concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere due to human 

activities (IPCC, 2014), growing inequalities when 70% of the population's income is enjoyed 

by only 20% (Ortiz & Cummins, 2011) as well as the increasing amount of bribes and corruption 

among companies and business executives (Transparency International, 2011). The pressure on 

companies of being corporate socially responsible are argued to be constantly increasing. 

Dawkins and Lewis (2003) show that the pressure and demands as well as attitude changes 

comes from all kinds of stakeholders. These involve stakeholders such as consumers, 
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employees, investors as well as legislators. Ayuso, Roca and Colomé (2013) agrees that this 

pressure comes partly from the consumers meanwhile it is argued that large businesses are the 

most demanding ones. This should however not belittle the individual consumer since Pérez and 

Rodríguez del Bosque (2014) show that there is also a constant pattern of demand among 

individual consumers. This shows high expectations among consumers on CSR orientation as 

well as initiatives from the companies. 

 

There is numerous research that has pointed out the importance of individuals’ responsibility 

and that shows how middle managers can indeed make a difference when it comes to CRS 

(Drumwright, 1994; Hemingway & Maclagan, 2004). Previous research also point out the 

concept of policy entrepreneurs and shows that middle managers were often the socially 

responsible change-agents, with regard to CSR improvements (Drumwright, 1994; Hemingway 

& Maclagan, 2004). These developments and changes related to CSR and middle managers 

makes it relevant and interesting to further research what factors are used as barriers of middle 

managers from fully contributing to a firm's improvements of CSR. The question arising is 

therefore if middle managers are taking the initiatives and responsibilities needed and if not, 

why and how are they avoiding it? Bandura, Bero, and White’s (2009) moral disengagement 

mechanisms can be used to explain how and why people justify an unethical action or avoid 

initiating ethical behaviour and addressing unethical issues.  

 

To conclude why this is a relevant and interesting topic to research, there is limited or no 

research that highlights or emphasises on the justifications used by middle managers with 

regard to CSR initiatives and improvements. Furthermore, there is no research on CSR 2.0 

when it comes to justifications and possible factors that are barriers to improvements of CSR. 

Hence, this is a new area of research that might open many new areas within CSR, justification 

and middle managers’ responsibilities. These findings can be of interest for companies, middle 

managers as well as other academics in the field of CSR and/or middle management. It is also 

important for society in trying to deal with the issue of sustainability and having companies that 

contribute to the social good. 

1.1 Problem discussion  

As previously mentioned, CSR is a well-researched area and is increasingly relevant for many 

companies as well as the public today. It has also gained an increased attention within the last 
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few years since emphasis has been on a needed change in CSR work (Claydon, 2011; Visser, 

2014). It has even been argued that CSR is failing miserably (Visser, 2014).  Recent studies 

have furthermore emphasised on the importance of an entirely new approach (Scherer & 

Palazzo, 2010; Visser, 2014). In the recent years, CSR has also moved to a more personal basis. 

Meanwhile past CSR work emphasised on the relevance of the business as a whole and this has 

unfortunately shown to be a problem and not efficient enough (Claydon, 2011; Visser, 2014). 

 

This shift towards a need of a new CSR and on a more personal basis where individuals actually 

can contribute as well as be held liable for lack of fulfilment can be predicted to enlighten the 

importance of improved CSR within a firm. This change can also be assumed to increase 

pressure, not only the directors but also middle managers. Justification is of use to satisfy moral 

dissonance and unethical behaviour (Bandura et al., 2009). The move towards new and better 

CSR can be argued to be held back by justifications. The combination of an increased urgency 

of new CSR models, as well as middle managers’ importance makes it relevant and interesting 

to further research what justifications middle managers use and how they can be seen as barriers 

from contributing to a firm's CSR improvements. 

1.2 Purpose 

The underlying purpose for this thesis is to investigate what and how justifications are most 

commonly used by middle managers that might be barriers for them when contributing to a 

firm's improvement of the firms CSR. Additionally, the purpose will be to make a theoretical 

contribution with regard to future CSR strategies and Bandura et al.’s (2009) moral 

disengagement mechanisms. 

1.2.1 Research question  

- What justifications are used by middle managers and how they are barriers in their 

contribution to CSR improvements in Swedish companies? 

1.3 Delimitations  

This thesis has five main delimitations. These are the eight justifications, middle managers, CSR 

2.0, Sweden and the company size. Firstly, there is a vast amount of existing justifications 

theories and models which has made us limit the concept to make it applicable to our thesis. 

Therefore, we have chosen to use Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight different justification concepts 
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(Moral Disengagement Mechanisms). These are Moral Justification, Euphemistic Labelling, 

Advantageous Comparison, Displacement of Responsibility, Diffusion of Responsibility, 

Distortion of Consequences, Dehumanisation and Attribution of Blame. 

 

Secondly, we have chosen to limit our research to focus on middle managers. A middle manager 

in this research is someone that has employee responsibility but is not included in the upper 

level management such as the board of directors or CEO. They are in the middle; they have 

people that report to them and they also report to others. This choice is based on research 

(Hemingway and Maclagan, 2004; Drumwright, 1994) pointing at the importance of initiatives 

from middle managers when it comes to CSR improvements within a company. This was also 

the foundation to the choice of excluding upper and lower level management from the 

research.    

 

Thirdly, CSR is a wide topic and research area which makes it relevant to specify our 

delimitation within this area. The main focus will mainly be on Visser’s (2012, 2014) CSR 2.0 

DNA model, which will be used as a basis for the questions asked during the interviews 

conducted. This does not mean we will exclude traditional CSR completely since we want to 

make sure there is an understanding of the different perspective of CSR. Common knowledge 

today is the traditional CSR, which has been arguably failing. To be able to understand the new 

concept of CSR 2.0, there is a need to distinguish between the two concepts. 

 

Finally, we have decided to focus this research on Swedish small, medium and large companies 

in different industries due to accessibility and applicability. Moreover, Visser (2014) 

emphasises that one of the main factors to the urgency of a new CSR is that the old CSR is not 

applicable in a greater scale. Therefore, we do not want to include micro companies. 

Nevertheless, the majority of companies are micro (Statistiska Centralbyrån, n.d) but we argue 

that these CSR related questions and initiatives among middle managers are not applicable 

within firms smaller than 10 employees. Lastly, the choice of small, medium and large 

companies in different industries is based on two things. Firstly, our desire to have findings that 

will be applicable to a wide range of other companies. Secondly, acknowledged research point 

at the importance of CSR improvements in all levels despite size, segments and industries 

(Visser, 2014). 
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2. Frame of reference 

In this section, secondary data is presented in the form of a literature review, related to the 

research purpose. Traditional CSR is presented firstly, followed by why this CSR is failing. 

Progressive CSR is then presented where Visser’s CSR 2.0 DNA model is introduced. Lastly, 

middle managers’ responsibilities together with moral disengagement theory based on 

Bandura’s (2009) work is researched.  
 

2.1 The development of traditional CSR  

While there are many definitions of CSR, Dahlsrud (2008) shows that existing definitions are 

congruent to a large extent. The issue is not the need for a universal definition but an 

understanding of how CSR is constructed in specific contexts. Nevertheless, CSR is, despite the 

limitation of the definition issues, still a complex topic with extensive research conducted 

throughout the last decade. To understand this better, it could be relevant to get a better 

understanding of how CSR began. CSR or traditional CSR, can also be called CSR 1.0 (Visser, 

2014) and has been going through a radical evolution and transformation throughout the last 

few decades. It has even been argued that CSR has been around for centuries, however, the CSR 

including printed strategies and records is mainly a product of the 20th century. It is argued that 

the area of modern social responsibility starts as early as 1950 and goes through numerous 

changes and expansions for decades to follow. Especially important events happened in the 

beginning of 1970’s when CSR as a definition began to proliferate and then stayed stable 

throughout 1980’s and 1990’s when more focus was put on the measurement of CSR (Carroll, 

1999). The attention and focus on CSR was constantly growing and the number of published 

papers was increasing throughout the beginning on the 21st century. 

 

CSR history can in some way be described as a tree with, almost endless, branches. Just like 

branches derives from the same roots, so does CSR and many theories and models. Some of the 

most known and used models within traditional CSR is the pyramid model, the intersecting 

circles model and the concentric circles model (Geva, 2008). The leading model and the model 

that has served as a platform from where numerous other studies, research and models has 

derived it the four-part pyramid model developed by Carroll (1991). This model is dominated 

by a hierarchy where economic social responsibility is most fundamental followed by legal, 

ethical and philanthropic. This model has been criticised due to its hierarchical nature and the 
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fact that it only acknowledges the different CSR domains as separate and not correlating (Geva, 

2008; Visser, 2014). 

 

In contrast to the pyramid model, the intersecting circles model ranks the CSR domains and 

emphasises on the importance of acknowledging the intersection and relation between the 

different CSR domains. The non-existing hierarchical nature can be argued to contribut to 

managers acting in their own best interest (Geva, 2008). The last model, the concentric circle 

model, intent to address issues in the previous models by emphasising on the importance of 

having some kind of hierarchy/prioritising or as called in this model, core. By having a core and 

the other domains surrounding the core, the issue of prioritising is addressed meanwhile the 

importance of acknowledging the interrelation between the domains are emphasised (Geva, 

2008). 

 

Despite the impressive history behind traditional CSR, is can be argued to be failing miserably. 

This can be based on the contradictory relationship between the increased poverty, declining 

number of species, increased environmental threats despite the increased emphasis and work 

on CSR among companies. With successful increased CSR work, the environmental and social 

aspect should also be improving. Visser (2014) argues that this can be explained with a 

fundamental flaw in traditional CSR. As an attempt to change this trend, Visser therefore 

conducted considerable research emphasising on the flaws of traditional CSR and developed 

CSR 2.0 including the CSR 2.0 DNA Model. 

2.1.2 How is traditional CSR failing 

Analysing from a wider perspective could suggest that globalisation and economic 

liberalisation is flawed. This is arguable based on crisis within the world's energy, food as well 

as financial market combined with a global recession leading to additional growing inequalities 

and poverty (Utting and Marques, 2010). Additionally, it is argued to be a somewhat disturbing 

relationship between increased ecosystems-. climate-, poverty- and corruption challenges 

despite increased CSR work among companies (Visser, 2014). These increased challenges and 

threats connections and relevance with companies could be found in various research and 

studies. A study by Global Justice Now (2015) shows that three of the largest corporations in 

America has a bigger impact on the world environment than whole countries together.  
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Visser (2014) goes as far as saying that CSR in the best case is just a Band-Aid applied by a 

company to justify previous unethical behaviour and worst case even just a primitive tool to 

hide and cover up systematic unethical behaviour. He further discusses that this could be due 

to the peripheral, incremental and uneconomic nature of traditional CSR.  
  
The peripheral nature of traditional CSR emphasises on the fact that CSR has mostly remained 

in the peripheral by the companies. It has throughout the last decade been popular to use as a 

PR tool and add-on to improve the company's reputation or the brand equity (Visser, 2014). 

The incremental nature of CSR emphases on the fact that CSR has adopted the quality 

management model which lead to incremental problems where the CSR work and 

improvements did not match the scope of the actual CSR problems. The uneconomic nature of 

CSR is based on contradictive academic research that shows the lack of consistency in proving 

whether CSR work is profitable. Moreover, this is also based on the fact that consumers as well 

as the society as a whole mainly encourage and support companies by their profitability and 

market capitalisation (Visser, 2014). 

 
The idea that CSR is failing is also expressed by Blowfield. Blowfield (2005) goes as far as 

saying that CSR, as a discipline, has failed from the very moment it arose. Arguably, the main 

reasoning behind the failure of CSR is the lack of internal critique and international relations. 

Hence this research can also be argued to point at the need for more integrated CSR within a 

firm. 

2.2 The development of progressive CSR  

There is some research within the field of new and more progressive CSR addressing the 

weaknesses in traditional CSR (Porter & Kramer, 2006; Visser 2014). One of the leading 

researchers within progressive CSR is Visser (2014) with his concept of CSR 2.0. It can be 

argued that while traditional CSR focuses on doing less bad, CSR 2.0 is about doing more good. 

Traditional CSR represents perspective where a company is driven by its image. Hence, is more 

focused on being specialised and homogenous. Traditional CSR or CSR 1.0 (Visser, 2014) as 

also referred to, stands for a more western approach with luxury products and a more risk based 

behaviour. CSR 2.0 is focused on performance and is based on a rewarding approach. Products 

are now differentiated to the market, operating on a larger scale and a more collaborative way 

of working. CSR 2.0 focusing on a global market and the concept of CSR is integrated into the 
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business structure (Claydon, 2011). The new CSR should be implemented in the core of the 

business instead of just being used for profitability (Visser, 2012, 2014). CSR 2.0 thus stands 

for a new holistic view of sustainability and how a business should work with CSR. Even if 

CSR 2.0 is something new, fragments from earlier CSR theories can still be recognised and it is 

not as different from earlier research as one might think (Visser, 2012).    

 

As elaborated, there are many signs that indicate a failure of what can be referred to as traditional 

CSR or CSR 1.0. The main critic towards past CSR has focused on the lack of integration (Porter 

& Kramer, 2006; Visser 2014). The newer research within the field emphasise of the importance 

of having a CSR strategy and approach that is linked to the core business and property integrated 

within the company (Porter & Kramer, 2006; Visser 2014). 

 

According to Visser CSR is defined as “The way in which business consistently creates shared 

value in society through economic development, good governance, stakeholder responsiveness 

and environmental improvement” (Visser, 2014, p. 1). An interesting, but maybe less important 

distinction to make is that the author has decided that CSR stands for ‘Corporate Sustainability 

and Responsibility’ rather than ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ as we are used to (Visser, 

2014). CSR 2.0 wants to open for a new understanding of responsibility and sustainability. 

These two concepts are of their very nature similar and important when it comes to CSR. CSR 

2.0 does, however, offer a way of separating them into two components. Where sustainability 

can be described as the strategy, aim and idea of where the business wants to be. While 

responsibility relates to the journey: actions, solutions and leadership (Visser, 2012). CSR 2.0 

does consist of five principles, which can be used to test CSR: creativity, scalability, 

responsiveness, glocality and circularity (Visser, 2012, 2014). 

 

Visser (2012) decided to construct a new form of CSR. The new era, called CSR 2.0 or 

transformative CSR, is also known as radical-, systematic-, and holistic CSR, was first 

developed in 2008. The fundamental idea was presented through a short article where the 

concept CSR 2.0, corporate sustainability and responsibility, was first brought to light. The 

research got mainly positive feedback and in 2010 the author felt the need to introduce principles 

to which a business could be tested against. The five principles, creativity, scalability, 

responsiveness, glocality and circularity, were constructed to test if a company is truly 

sustainable and responsible (Visser, 2012). 

 



 9 

The first principle, creativity, tackles the issue where the environmental as well as social 

problems in society not only complicated but also complex. The existing approach to cope with 

CSR is to do exactly what is needed and nothing more. Moreover, to just tick off each task that 

has been done and not think more about it. The solution proposed is that creativity is needed to 

encounter the complicated situation (Visser, 2012). The importance of creativity has gained even 

more relevance within the last few years and other researches also point out the importance of 

staying creative when it comes to CSR related initiatives (Bohn, Galander & Walgenbach, 

2015). The overall conclusion one can draw is that creativity is needed to come up with new 

ways of staying and develop corporate social responsibility. Hence, not get stuck in the old ways 

of doing business.  

 

The second principle, scalability, relates to the size of the company and the scope of the CSR 

work. At the moment, there are many smaller sized companies or projects that can rightfully be 

described as sincerely sustainable. The problem companies or projects are faced with when it 

comes to being CSR 2.0 is that most of them never reach a larger scale which is needed (Visser, 

2012). This is also confirmed by Idowu (2009) when researching multinational corporations 

CSR work and general global practises. Their finding emphasises that CSR scalability truly is 

important and CSR need to develop in both diversification as well as scalability. 

 

The third principle, responsiveness, unfastens both additional cross sector collaboration and to 

use an approach motivated by stakeholders. This requires implementation at all levels in the 

organisation. A company also needs to evaluate if the company’s way of conducting business, 

or the industry as a whole is contributing towards solving the existing problem or if it adds to 

the problematic situation (Visser, 2012, 2014). This is particularly difficult for small and 

medium sized companies. They have a tendency to show lack of coordination and cohesiveness 

with regard to economic results based on responsible practices and improved competitiveness 

(Murillo & Lozano, 2006). 

 

The fourth principle, glocality, relates to the statement “think global, act local” (Visser, 2012, 

p. 228). According to Visser (2012, 2014) organisations need to find a way to adapt international 

practices into local. Until now companies operating worldwide has, without the need to change 

the product to each market, been able to offer a standardised product. To effectively move to 

CSR 2.0 a more adapted method to fit cultural differences is needed. This without interfering 

with the company's global values (Visser, 2012). To do this, in large international corporations, 
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CSR is therefore commonly initiated by the headquarter and then carried out by local 

subsidiaries (Morand & Rayman‐Bacchus, 2006). 

 

The fifth and last principle presented by Visser (2012) is circularity. The author argues that 

today’s businesses and production system is essentially based on a non-sustainable design, 

where resources are infinite. This is not the reality and companies need to realise that resources 

are limited and new solutions are needed to create sustainability. Companies need to stop 

focusing on doing “less bad” and instead produce products and create a business that do entirely 

good (Visser, 2012). To further elaborate the definition, Visser developed a model called ‘the 

DNA model of CSR 2.0’, which consists of four DNA bases: Value creation, good governance, 

Societal contribution and environmental integrity (Visser, 2014). This model can be found in 

Appendix 1.  

2.2.1 The CSR 2.0 DNA Model 

The CSR 2.0 DNA Model is designed to supplement Visser’s (2012, 2014) five principles: 

creativity, scalability, responsiveness, glocality and circularity. According to Visser (2014) the 

CSR 2.0 DNA Model is supposed to be used as a measurement to see how integrated CSR 2.0 

is in the business. This is of importance since CSR 2.0 is supposed to be integrated into the very 

core of the business to work effectively (Visser, 2012, 2014). The model consists of four 

responsibility bases which can be compared to the four biological DNA bases, also called 

nitrogenous (Visser, 2012). The four bases in the CSR 2.0 DNA Model are value creation, good 

governance, societal contribution and environmental integrity (Visser, 2012). 

 

When referring to the first basis, Value creation in the DNA model of CSR 2.0, it should be 

taken into consideration that it is not only defined as economic profit (Gholami, 2011; Visser, 

2012, 2014). With economic growth as the goal of value creation, important aspects such as 

further improve value for shareholders but also develop the economic aspect in the business. 

This relates to creating job opportunities, making infrastructure investments, provide the 

opportunity to further develop worker skills etc. There are several indicators related to 

performance. One could be related to the product benefits available. If the business’s product 

contributes towards enriched living or if the product is the basis for more damage than it is good. 

Moreover, if the community as a whole benefits from the economic growth of the company or 

not (Visser, 2012). 
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Good governance is the second basis and is not a new concept when it comes to CSR. The use 

of good governance has, however, not been successful in previous attempts to integrate it into a 

sustainable operation. This relates to being fair, transparent and in the long run, truly sustainable. 

If a company fails to accomplish this, it could not be seen as responsible and sustainable. The 

Internet is and will further be a good vehicle, with use of social media, public databases related 

to sustainability etc. to indicate if transparency is fulfilled or not (Visser, 2012). Companies 

have started to recognise the positive public image adequate CSR reporting brings, however, 

there is still a need for improvements. Companies have a tendency to mainly report 

environmental dimension and only refer marginally to the economic and social dimensions 

(Kühn, Stiglbauer & Heel, 2014). This CSR transparency can also suffer the directors and CSR 

committee is independent and diverse (Fuente, García-Sánchez & Lozano, 2017).  

 

Societal contribution is the third basis and is considerably more well-known and used to create 

a sustainable business. This basis relates to philanthropy, supply chain integrity and fair labour. 

The use of child labour and slavery is unacceptable when it comes to creating a sustainable 

business (Visser, 2014). It is still one of the most critical parts of sustainability, and is something 

that is not decreasing in terms of use according to Visser (2012). However, companies do 

arguable not, completely grasp this impact and importance of social contribution. They might 

act accordingly but fail to recognise the impact this has if communicated right (Kühn et al., 

2014).  

 

The last basis is environmental integrity, which is taking the issue of material sustainability a 

step further. Instead of producing better materials and better systems to avoid waste, this basis 

focuses on creating materials and systems that are a part of an ecosystem of zero waste and 

completely renewable energy (Visser, 2012). This is also what companies seem to report mostly 

about, due to its highly prioritised nature among the public (Kühn et al., 2014). 

2.3 Other models and CDCR model 

It can be argued that CSR has reached a form of crossroad where it might either fade away, be 

fully integrated or transform completely. One can defend that it would be least favourable if 

CSR faded away. Meanwhile Visser (2011, 2014) suggest a fully integrated method, there are 

others that appeal to a CSR transformation and a new approach and concept. Visser’s (2012, 
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2014) new theory of CSR 2.0 has been accompanied by other models that to various extent 

criticise his model. 

 

One of the arguable most relevant is Claydon’s (2011) model called CDCR, Consumer-Driven 

Corporate Responsibility. The critic to previous models and research is that they are not relevant 

and applicable in real life. The reality is that companies are mainly driven by consumer demand 

and profitability which clashes with most of the previous CSR models. These previous models 

tend to enlighten CSR and companies are expected to take the first initiatives and educate their 

consumers rather than the other way around (Carroll, 1999; Visser, 2014). According to Claydon 

(2011) CDCR model this will in almost all cases lead to a conflict between economic interests 

and CSR interests. 

 

The model emphasis on the increased number of consumers that demand CSR. Claydon (2011) 

further argues that this will lead to an increased CSR adaptation among companies which will 

lead to an increment in profitability since consumers will choose them. Finally, this will lead to 

an increased customer base which leads to an increasing number of consumers demanding CSR 

and an up-going spiral of increased CSR initiatives from companies. But what will happen if 

the consumers do not demand CSR urgently enough? Who will then take initiative? There is a 

conflicting standpoint within existing literature where some argue that consumer need to be 

responsible for CSR initiatives by demanding it (Claydon, 2011), meanwhile other argues that 

it needs to be the companies that leads this change for consumers to be able to follow (Visser, 

2014). 

2.4 Managers responsibilities 

Besides who should be responsible for initiating the crucial change, what models exists in the 

literature and the discussion which one is optimal and preferable by the whole company but it 

is significant to point out individual's responsibility is of great importance (Hemingway & 

Maclagan, 2004) and that middle managers truly matter (Osterman, 2008). It existence a naive 

attitude that involves a belief that middle managers would, straight off, inherit CSR values from 

the senior management. Findings shows that individuals more often rather bring their own 

beliefs and values (Hemingway & Maclagan, 2004). This leads middle managers to take 

initiatives to changes to address these fundamental personal moral concerns. Individuals can 

indeed make a difference when it comes to CSR. This is also discussed by Drumwright (1994) 
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that emphasises on the concept of policy entrepreneurs. Findings showed that middle managers 

were often the socially responsible change-agents. Findings also showed that middle managers 

do not need the complete and full support from top management or senior management to make 

CSR related improvements. Conclusively, research point out the importance and power of 

middle managers and personal responsibility and initiative (Drumwright, 1994; Hemingway & 

Maclagan, 2004). 

2.5 Barriers to CSR improvements  

There are numerous reasons why middle managers do not contribute to the extent they can or 

should. Some of these reasons might be justification of moral disengagement. There is extensive 

research on why unethical behaviour occurs. Arguably there is some general dividends within 

the field of this research where some researchers seek to explain why people carry out unethical 

behaviour, other than to explain why people avoid ethical issues or initiatives. Reasons to why 

people peruse unethical behaviour can be due to lack of ethical role modelling within 

management and supervisors, personal and corporate commitment to behave ethically, limited 

openness to discuss ethical issues and overall limited reinforcement of ethical behaviour 

(Kaptein, 2011). The level of unethical behaviour is also argued to be based on the method of 

compensation and control implemented by the company itself (Román & Munuera, 2005). This 

means that better compensations and sharpened controls lead to less unethical behaviour. 

Reasons to why people do not do anything against unethical behaviour and let unethical 

behaviour take place can be explained by so called pro-organisational behaviour (Umphress & 

Bingham, 2011). Unethical pro-organisational behaviour is conducted by employees with the 

aim of benefiting their organisation. This is a behaviour that includes a process of neutralisation 

where moral content, unethical action or needed ethical initiatives are overlooked to benefit the 

organisation or the social context. The ones that are most likely to engage in this kind of 

neutralisation is people with strong connection and who strongly identify with the organisation 

(Umphress, Bingham & Mitchell, 2010). This is argued to have to do with these peoples’ 

reciprocity beliefs. The stronger the identity, the more likely the person is to conduct unethical 

pro-organisational behaviour with an anticipation of a future reward from their organisation 

(Umphress et al., 2010).   

 

More specific research on middle managers emphasises that there is a lack of ethical guidelines 

for day to day work that lead to unethical behaviour or avoidance of ethical issues (Fassin, 



 14 

2005). This could be addressed if ethical issues and strategies are included in everyday business 

life and not only constrained to overall large strategies (Fassin, 2005). 

2.5.1 Functions of moral disengagement 

Another barrier when a middle manager encounters cognitive dissonance and moral 

disengagement, is justifications. Justification, mechanisms to moral disengagement, is a concept 

of how people display discord without being violent and the relation between agree-and 

disagreements. The moral disengagement theory is a base in which people create long lasting 

agreements among each other without discord and anger (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006). 

 

Bandura et al. (2009) discusses eight justifications used for moral disengagement. Moral 

Justification is when someone justifies a wrongful actions as something that serves a greater 

socially, economic or moral purpose; Euphemistic Labelling is when someone dresses their 

actions in a more sanitised label to justify them as less aggressive or damaging than they are; 

Advantageous Comparison is the exploration of comparison, referring to a worse case or a 

bigger picture to justify the action as righteous; Displacement of Responsibility is to blame the 

responsibility of one's unethical behaviour on directives or direct orders from an authority or 

similar higher power person within the company; Diffusion of Responsibility is the shift in 

attention from the meaning of the action to a specific details which make small actions seem 

less harmful then the whole action, this is also shown in group decisions where no one feels 

fully responsible; Distortion of Consequences is to simply minimise or avoiding to see damages 

or harm caused by one's actions; Dehumanisation is a justification used to be able to not see the 

people actually being affected; Attribution of Blame is used to see oneself as a victim rather 

than the cause. Bandura's (2002) research is mostly based on graphic and extreme cases such 

as why people can commit terror attacks, participate in war and killing or commit direct abuse 

or torture. However, the fundamental reasoning behind how people justify wrong doing can 

still be argued to be the same weather it is an extreme situation and happening or a subtler event 

such as passivity or neglect with regards to CSR improvements. These justifications are also 

relevant in this research to investigate what and how justifications are used as barriers by middle 

managers from contributing to CSR improvements. 
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3. Method and Methodology 

This part is divided into methodology and method. Method describes what we are going to do, 

step by step, while methodology is the study of the method. The aim is to elaborate on why this 

is crucial for making valid decisions regarding the research approach. 
 

3.1 Methodology 

Methodology can be defined as “The theory of how research should be undertaken, including 

the theoretical and philosophical assumptions upon which research is based and the 

implications of these for the method or methods adopted.” (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015, 

p. 720). 

3.1.1 Methodological choice 

The methodological choice of this research is called “mono-method qualitative study”. Mono 

method, as explained by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2015) is related to the usage of one 

single method. The mono-method is divided into two different strategic choices, quantitative 

and qualitative studies. Quantitative research design is a study where quantity is in focus, and 

the researchers collect as much data as possible in order to reach a quantitative result (Saunders 

et al., 2015). The best methodological choice for this research is qualitative and is characterises 

by a focus on quality in the data (Saunders et al., 2015). 

3.1.2 Philosophy  

The research philosophy is of importance in the thesis, since it holds the premise of the author's 

beliefs and perspective of the world when collecting data (Saunders et al., 2015). It refers to the 

new knowledge authors develop in the field (Saunders et al., 2015). Assumptions present a base 

for the research strategy since authors will constantly make them during the writings (Saunders 

et al., 2015). It can be argued that epistemology is most crucial since it is related to human 

intelligence assumptions and is dealing with source, nature and progress (Bajpai, 2011). There 

are five major and commonly used pillars of philosophical grounds of business and 

management: Positivism, Critical realism, Interpretivism, Postmodernism and Pragmatism 

(Saunders et al., 2015). 
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From the epistemological perspective, this thesis is conducted from an interpretivist viewpoint 

since it is taken into consideration that every individual human differ from one another. The 

thesis is written from the regulation perspective where interpretivism is the main philosophical 

viewpoint. The study requires interpretations of Bandura et al.’s (2009) moral disengagement 

mechanisms and interviews conducted of middle managers. Saunders et al. (2015) discusses 

the importance of having an interpretivist mind in case of businesses being involved, since they 

are complicated and unique in their own way. Concluding, interpretivism is often conducted 

within qualitative methods where the investigations are small and in-depth (Saunders et al., 

2015) as for this thesis. 

3.1.3 Purpose 

Saunders et al. (2015) discusses that the purpose generates knowledge that can reasonably be 

expected to satisfy the aim of the thesis. There are four types of research purposes, exploratory 

purpose, descriptive purpose, explanatory purpose and finally evaluative purpose (Saunders et 

al., 2015). The main purpose for this research is exploratory and the intention is to go further 

than a descriptive research. The choice of exploratory purpose methodology will be reflected 

in the open questions used in order to understand the topic in depth. This will include openness 

to understand middle managers’ positions in small, medium and large companies in order to 

see what justifications are used as barriers to CSR improvement and is suitable for the 

exploratory purpose (Saunders et al., 2015). The interview questions will mostly begin with 

“what” and/or “how”, to really go into depth. Exploratory research is conducted both by 

literature review and by interviewing people that are considered skilful in the area of the issue 

investigated (Saunders et al., 2015). The choice of exploratory research is also bases on the fact 

that the analysis is malleable and can come to change, if necessary, during the process (Saunders 

et al., 2015). Since this study is based on answers gained from middle managers, it needs to be 

space for changes and adaption as the research is proceeded.  

3.1.4 Approach to theory development  

There are three options of approaches to research according to Saunders et al. (2015), they are 

deductive, inductive and abductive approach. The different approaches are a tool to use for the 

reader to fully grasp and understand the importance of the thesis (Saunders et al., 2015). When 

conducting a research, it is arguably difficult to stay within the frame of one approach. This 

thesis shift between two approaches, inductive and deductive. Mainly because a thesis can go 
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through many different dimensions until the actual result is framed (Saunders et al., 2015). 

Firstly, the deductive approach is using data that is based on theories that already exist, for this 

thesis: Visser’s (2012, 2014) theory on CSR 2.0 and theories on justification. Secondly, 

inductive approach builds upon the theory generated (Saunders et al., 2015). This thesis will in 

the end evaluate the data collected from the interviews and analyse whether there are any 

patterns related to middle managers use of justifications with regard to CSR. The continuous 

shift between the two approaches gives the thesis the arguable best possible outcome. Deductive 

approach relates to the research approach and finding real and existing data, while inductive 

approach, relates to forming frameworks is generating a worthwhile research. 

3.2 Method 

Method can be defined as “The techniques and procedures used to obtain and analyse research 

data, including for example questionnaires, observations, interviews, and statistical and non-

statistical techniques.” (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2015, p. 720).   

3.2.1 Research Strategy  

The research strategy can be described as the plan of how the research question will be answered 

by the researcher (Saunders et al., 2015). The research strategy is what links the philosophy with 

the method of conducting and analysing the information received. There are no strict boundaries 

to which specific strategy works with a particular philosophy or approach. The point is to give 

the research paper a well thought out structure, which makes it possible to answer the research 

question asked. There are eight strategies presented by Saunders et al. (2015): survey, 

experiment, archival and documentary research, case study, action research, ethnography, 

narrative inquiry and grounded theory. All these strategies, except from experiments and 

surveys, can according to Saunders et al. (2015) be used for qualitative research. For this thesis, 

the best choice is grounded theory. Grounded theory is used to explain various social 

interactions in a theoretical way (Saunders et al., 2015). It is possible to use this strategy in order 

to investigate or clarify issues related to management or firms. When it comes to grounded 

theory, data is collected in a systematic way. An inductive approach is generally used together 

with this strategy; however, it has been more common to move between an inductive and a 

deductive approach which is what has been done throughout this thesis (Saunders et al., 2015). 
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The gathered data is in need of analysing after it has been collected when one is using a 

qualitative method which is associated with grounded theory (Saunders et al., 2015). This is in 

correlation to what we have done throughout this research. After an interview, valuable 

information has been summarised and then compared to the other interviews conducted in order 

to find connections so that conclusions can be drawn. According to Saunders et al. (2015) the 

information gathered through the interviews should be compared to each other, by connecting 

resemblances to dissimilarities. Memo writing should and has been used as a key component 

of grounded theory. This through notations about: usage of codes, patterns, ideas, etc. (Saunders 

et al., 2015). To focus the research findings, a main category is needed to be selected from the 

primary data. From that, a grounded theory can be used to describe the findings. This is done 

through a continuous comparison between the data (Saunders et al., 2015). All this which is 

true for the thesis at hand. 

3.2.2 Time horizon 

The time horizon is important to consider when it comes to conducting research. There are two 

time horizon alternatives to consider, cross-sectional and longitudinal studies. This research 

was cross-sectional, since this research only focuses on what justifications the middle managers 

use at a specific point in time (Adams, 2007; Saunders et al., 2015).  To be able to elaborately 

describe and discuss an event (Saunders et al., 2015), in this case, what barriers there are for 

middle managers when contributing to a firm's improvement of CSR (Saunders et al., 2015).  

3.2.3 Data collection 

For this research to find valuable information to conduct the research, both secondary and 

primary data has been collected. Secondary data can be described as already existing research 

while primary data is the data collected first-hand by the author(s). There are different ways of 

collecting primary data, such as interviews, surveys and focus groups (Saunders et al., 2015). A 

number of peer reviewed journals and books to gather secondary data were mainly used. Primary 

data has been collected through qualitative individual interviews with middle managers. To be 

able to verify the answers given by the managers, secondary data, CSR reports, strategies etc. 

from the selected companies has also been used. 

 

When categorising and coding the data collected, substantive coding was applied. It is a process 

of coding qualitative data within the grounded theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2011). This process 
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include working directly with the data to fracturing and analysing it. Firstly, this is done by open 

coding for the emergence of a core category and related concepts, and secondly through 

theoretical sampling and selective coding of data to theoretically saturate the core and related 

concepts (Bryant & Charmaz, 2011). In this thesis, the coding was conducted manually due to 

the smaller size of data. Firstly, all interviews were transcribed before the open coding process 

began. Justification were then allocated and core categories emerged. It was clear that the 

justifications found could be categorised according to Bandura et al.’s (2009) moral 

disengagement mechanisms. After the data had been categorised, patterns were allocated and 

evaluated. Categorising the companies according to perceived CSR level was also done with 

open coding. The intention was to categorise the companies according to perceived CSR.  This 

was done by firstly evaluating the company's CSR level mediated by the middle managers 

themselves through the interviewer. Secondly, confirm and evaluating the company's own web 

pages and reports to confirm the middle managers reference. 

3.2.3.1 Secondary data  

The data collected in order to conduct this thesis has been found at bibliographic and online 

databases, such as Jönköping University library and Google Scholar. Data has also been 

collected through peer reviewed journals: Journal of international business ethics, Journal of 

Business Ethics, Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management journal. 

Information regarding specific firm’s CSR strategies has been found through internet sources, 

such as company own webpages.  

3.2.3.2 Primary data 

The primary data collection has been conducted through qualitative individual interviews with 

middle managers in Swedish companies. This is a usual way of collecting data where people’s 

feelings or behaviours needs to be taken into consideration (Adams, 2007). Qualitative research, 

in form of interviews, involves the process of gathering a large amount of data which usually 

results in a smaller sample size (Adams, 2007), which is true for this thesis. A sample size of 

ten companies within different industries has been interviewed. The main purpose of the 

interviews was to find potential justifications that might be a barrier for middle managers’ 

contribution to a firm’s CSR improvements. Moral disengagement theory was connected to the 

answers received during the interviews and to have a reliable base, questions asked was based 

on Visser’s (2012, 2014) CSR 2.0 DNA model (Appendix 2). 
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3.2.3.2.1 Interviews 
The selected method of conducting the research is semi-structured interviews. These are non-

standardised interviews and are often used in qualitative research. All interviews have been 

conducted face-to-face, where the interviewer had a set of questions ready, but had the 

opportunity to depart, add or remove questions during the interview. To minimise personal 

biases, the interviews was held by the same person. The interviews therefore consisted on the 

interviewer, the middle managers and two observers. It is recommended to have more than one 

person in the room while interviewing a person of power, for example a manager, to even out 

power differences (Adams, 2007). The notes taken during each interview were also 

complemented with a sound recording. These settings are common when conducting a semi-

structured interview (Saunders et al., 2015). The interview questions were structured to let the 

interviewee answer openly in a so called open-ended way. The choice of qualitative interviews 

is since more in depth information can be collected (Saunders et al., 2015). Since the nature of 

the study, where justifications are an important part to the findings, it is important for the 

interviewee to feel comfortable in the situation and talk freely about the topic. To receive 

relevant answers, interviewees need to speak freely without leading questions. This in order to 

gain an accurate result (Saunders et al., 2015). 

 

Nevertheless, qualitative method has its challenges. One practical disadvantage is that this 

method is time consuming and it might be difficulties in presenting data and results visually in 

a satisfying way (Saunders et al., 2015). Another disadvantage is that the quality of the research 

heavenly depends on the interview skills of the researcher (Saunders et al., 2015). Interviews 

can also easily be influenced by personal biases and idiosyncrasies which can also effect the fact 

that the researcher is present during the gathering of data and might further influence the 

respondent (Saunders et al., 2015). However, this challenges has been allocated and addressed 

throughout the interviews to minimise biases. 

 

However, this type of interview fits the purpose of the thesis since the interviewee was given 

more freedom to answer the questions given during the interview. Further, since the interviewer 

could shape the interview after the information given to create a good flow. This through: 

restructuring of the question order, adding follow up questions to clarify or go more into depth, 

leaving out questions that is of no importance to the company or to avoid repetition if the 

question has been answered earlier. Each interview was conducted at the office of the manager 

to embrace the convenience of the interviewee. This also set the foundation of conducting a 
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non-accusative interview and approach. This was of great importance for this thesis due to that 

sometimes-sensitive subject of CSR contributions. The intention was to have a setting where 

the interviewee felt relaxed, free spoken and non-judged. All interviews were conducted in 

Swedish and subsequently translated into English. This was to put the interviewee at ease, since 

all middle managers interviewed were Swedish.  

3.2.4 Data analysis 

Throughout the data analysis for this thesis, the concept of grounded theory was used. Grounded 

theory is usually used when non-standardised data together with a large amount of data are 

contained through qualitative research (Adams, 2007). In order to use grounded theory 

transcripts of the data needs to be written down. This process has been done after each 

interview. Then a process of familiarising with the data starts. After this has been done, previous 

research needs to be considered (Adams, 2007). Further, a phase of cataloguing the evidence 

should be performed (Adams, 2007). In this case, cataloguing evidence relates to the process 

of identifying justifications. To reach a better overview, a process of linking essential concepts 

together will be taking place (Adams, 2007), which relates to linking the justifications identified 

to Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight justifications. Further, new findings could be detected. To 

complete the grounded theory process of analysing data, the information gathered should be 

analysed again. This to evaluate if the findings are accurate (Adams, 2007).  

3.2.5 Quality standards  

3.2.5.1 Reliability 

Reliability is the measure of accuracy and relates to how many times the research has been 

conducted and how consistent the results received are. A result can be seen as reliable when the 

same result occurs after repetition of a study. If a researcher use the same strategy as earlier 

research and receive the same outcome, the study results could be considered as trustworthy 

(Adams, 2007; Saunders et al., 2015). Something which can increase reliability is performing 

transcripts after each conducted interview (King & Horrocks, 2010). After each interview was 

conducted, a transcript was written down using the recordings from each interview.  

 

Bias and errors could threaten reliability when conducting a research (Saunders et al., 2015). 

There are four possible threats presented by Saunders et al. (2015). These are: participant bias, 

researcher bias, participant error and researcher error. Throughout this thesis, reliability threats 
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have been taken carefully into consideration. Firstly, Participant bias can be described as factors 

which can possibly result in false answers, such as conducting the interview in an area where 

details could be overheard (Saunders et al., 2015). All interviews conducted was placed at a 

location chosen by the interviewee and under closed doors. Secondly, researcher bias, can 

however, be described as any actions to sabotage fair and true answers (Saunders et al., 2015). 

This has been reduced since all interviews were conducted by the same person. Leading 

questions were minimised could therefore not influence the answer given. Thirdly, participant 

error is according to Saunders et al. (2015) when the interviewee’s performance could be 

affected, this could include a tight and stressful schedule. The participants in the research at 

question have had the opportunity to decline the offer to participate in the interview, reschedule 

if needed, but most importantly interviewees have all had the opportunity to say that they do not 

wish to be included in the study at any point. This information was given to the interviewee 

before the interview begun. Lastly, the fourth possible threat to reliability, as presented by 

Saunders et al. (2015), is researcher error. Researcher error is any factor which can lead to results 

being wrongly interpreted. This has been reduced by being well-prepared before the coding 

stage and by analysing all data together as a group rather than individually in order to avoid 

errors. Nevertheless, allowing for several stages in the coding process has further decreased 

errors. 

 

Reliability can be separated into internal and external reliability. Internal reliability refers to 

consistency and external reliability refers to the method of collecting data, hence, data can be 

replicated with the same results with another researcher. Consistency has been reached through 

taking notes about the coding stage to reach a stable way of analysing data (Saunders et al., 

2015).  

3.2.5.2 Validity 

Validity can be described as “the appropriateness of the measures used, accuracy of the analysis 

of the results and generalisability of the findings” (Saunders et al., 2015, p. 202). In relation to 

reliability, Adams (2007) argues that validity is more important to a research. Validity can be 

divided into four parts, internal validity, external validity, construct validity and conclusion 

validity (Adams, 2007). Validity can be received through the usage of multiple sources of data 

(Saunders et al., 2015). In this thesis, both secondary data and primary data has been used to 

increase validity. Companies CSR documents or strategies has been studied to confirm the 

information given during the interviews conducted which can arguable increase validity. All 
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participants were open for follow-up questions if it was needed after the interviews were 

finished, which also increase validity (Creswell, 2009). External parties such as opponents and 

the tutor were also able to comment on the findings from an objective perspective, which is 

important to reach a valid result (Creswell, 2009).  

3.2.5.3 Generalisability 

It is important to consider generalisability since generalisations can make it possible to apply 

research results to a context outside the specific objectives in the study (Adams, 2007). In the 

thesis at hand, ten interviews have been conducted, this to receive a more reliable result, which 

can be generalised to a wider extent compared to a case study. The middle managers 

interviewed are operating in different industries. Middle managers participating also obtain 

different titles. This choice was made in order to generate a wider research result, which could 

be used as a generalisation. Since similar results have been obtained, no matter the industry or 

title, it is possible to generalise the research at hand. 

3.2.5.4 Ethical issues 

Ethical issues are important to consider throughout the whole process of conducting a research, 

this with regards to both being truthful and fair (Adams, 2007).  There are several concerns 

which needs to be taken into account. Firstly, participants need to be informed and give consent 

in order for the researcher to use the answers given (Adams, 2007). In this thesis, consent has 

been given before and after each interview. Since knowledge about the research topic could 

possibly affect the answers received during the interview, participants were given information 

about the research purpose and aim after the interview. Interviewees were also given the 

opportunity to withdraw from the research at any point. Secondly, it is important to consider 

privacy (Adams, 2007; Saunders et al., 2015). In this case, privacy has been an especially 

important factor. In order to gain honest and valid results, participants were informed numerous 

times that all interviews are anonymous and confidential. All results presented will not, in any 

way relate back to the person or the company. To ensure this, records will not be saved longer 

than needed, all records will be kept password protected and when referring to an interview a 

pseudonym will be used. Nevertheless, confidentiality will also be maintained in the future. 

 

For this thesis, ethical regards have been seen as important factors to consider, due to the study’s 

nature of pointing out what justifications are used by middle managers to defend why CSR is 

not of greater importance for them and the business. The subject, can thus, be seen as sensitive. 
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Therefore, it is important to take ethical concerns seriously. Both to ensure participants 

satisfaction of contributing to the research but also to receive a research to be proud of. It is 

also of great importance to act ethically with regards to presenting information. According to 

Adams (2007) fraud is another ethical issue which is in need of consideration, which includes 

fabricating results, falsifying data and deleting information which does not fit with the study. 

This has been actively avoided through an objective mind-set, with the goal to receive a valid 

and useful research to be proud of. 
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4. Empirical findings  

In this section, the data collected during interviews with ten Swedish companies operating in 

various industries is presented. Pseudonyms will be used throughout this thesis to maintain the 

company and manager anonymity. Companies are referred to as Company X and the middle 

manager as, the middle manager at Company X or the middle manager interviewed. When the 

interviews were conducted (date) and the duration of the interview can be found in Appendix 

3. 
 

 

The aim with the primary data and the interviews was to find which justifications are used by 

middle managers and how it might be a barrier to a firm's CSR improvements. Allocating and 

defining a justification can be done in various ways. One approach of defining a justification is 

when someone contradict a core value shared within the society. This can be done by justifying 

or defend and action or avoidance as right, even though it is unethical, wrong or not truthful 

(Bandura et al., 2009; Goldman, 1979).   

 

Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight justifications are primarily used to explain an unethical behaviour 

after it occurred. These findings have been compared with Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight 

justification to find which justifications are used as a justification to why CSR initiatives are 

avoided or not prioritised. Hence, not as an explanation to why something happened or someone 

acted the way they did.   

 

There are three main findings in this thesis: justifications related to CSR level, justifications 

used by the middle manager, and justifications believed to be used by other middle managers. 
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Company 

Perceived CSR 
Level 

(minimum, 
moderate, 
extensive) 

Manager Title 
Company Size 

(number of 
employees) 

Number of 
justifications 

used 

A Minimal Marketing 
Manager 160 23 

B Moderate Marketing 
Manager 300-400 6 

C Moderate Sales Manager 80 2 

D Minimal Supply Chain 
Manager 20 28 

E Moderate Marketing 
Manager 34 12 

F Minimal Operational 
Manager 43 17 

G Extensive Brand Manager >400 0 

H Moderate Branch Manager 300-400 5 

I Moderate Sales Manager 105 4 

J Moderate Marketing 
Manager 70 12 

Table 1. Perceived level of CSR and number of justifications used by interviewed managers. 

 
Firstly, Table 1 show the perceived level of CSR and number of justifications used. The table 

was conducted to clarify what level of CSR the company were at, and how many justifications 

they used. To decide what level the companies was at, the aforementioned coding method and 

categorisation process was applied. This involved evaluating the companies according to 

accessibility and transparency of their own CSR records as well as the middle managers’ 

elaboration of their CSR. The companies that had a perceived minimal level of CSR all had no 

or limited information regarding their CSR work available. These middle managers also openly 

discussed that they “do not have any specific CSR policies”, “do not work with that stuff” and 

“do not think it is important”. The companies that had a perceived moderate level of CSR had 

more accessible and promoted CSR on their webpage. These middle managers also recognised 

the importance but admitted that CSR is lower prioritised. This was expressed with comment 

“is sure is important, but other things are more important” and “we need to work with this but 

can't right now”. It was clear the higher level of CSR the company had, the less justifications 

used. The company with the most number of justifications, 28, were also a company with a 

minimal CSR level (Table 1). At the same time, the company with least justifications, 0, were 
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also the company with an extensive CSR level (Table 1). This goes for all companies without 

exceptions, the lower the CSR level, the more justifications. 

 

 Company 
Bandura’s 8 
justifications of 
moral 
disengagement 

A B C D E F G H I J 

Moral 
Justification 4   3  2    3 
Euphemistic 
Labelling        1  2 
Advantageous  
Comparison 2 1  1       
Displacement of 
Responsibility 1   7 6 1   2 1 
Diffusion of 
Responsibility 1 2  5 1 3     
Distortion of 
Consequences 7 3 1 7 5 7  3 1 5 
Dehumanisation           
Attribution of 
Blame           
           
Other:           
Lack of 
Demand 8  1 5  4  1 1 1 

Table 2. Number of justifications used by middle managers during interviews conducted in 
relation to justification category. 

 

Secondly, during the interviews conducted, middle managers have used a total number of 109 

justifications. In Table 2 has justifications been categorised into Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight 

justifications and has been divided company wise. An additional justification named Lack of 

Demand has also been found. Numbers presented in the table relates to how many justifications 

of each category that has been used by the manager in each company. All quotes related to 

justifications used by managers from the interviews conducted, which has been categorised 

accordingly to company and justification, can be found in Appendix 4. 

 

As presented in Table 2 a widespread of justifications have been used. Six out of Bandura et 

al.’s (2009) eight justifications has been used, with focus on Moral Justification, Displacement 

of Responsibility, Diffusion of Responsibility and Distortion of consequences. However, two 

justifications of moral disengagement, presented by Bandura et al. (2009) has not been used. 

These are Dehumanisation and Attribution of Blame.  
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When it comes to Moral Justifications (Bandura et al., 2009) a total number of 12 justifications 

related to this category have been used by middle managers throughout the ten interviews 

conducted (Table 2). An example of the use of Moral Justification is when the manager in 

Company A said that the profitability is more important than CSR and justified that time is 

limited and that the company is better off pushing other parts, than environment, forward 

(Appendix 4, p. 53). Another example of Moral Justification is when the manager in Company 

J said “It is very expensive so we cannot spend as much time on charity work as we would like” 

(Appendix 4, p. 58). Cost was in focus and could easily be placed under this justification.  

 

Euphemistic Labelling (Bandura et al., 2009) was not a frequently used justification among the 

managers interviewed, as shown in Table 2 was the justification used only three times. The 

manager in Company J used Euphemistic Labelling when talking about their discussions of 

becoming an even more environmentally friendly company, and stating that they are not 

currently as unfriendly as it might seem (Appendix 4). 

 

Another justification which was not frequently used during the interviews was Advantageous 

Comparison, with a total of four used (Table 2). Advantageous Comparison (Bandura et al., 

2009) could be when the manager in Company B compared purchasing behaviour of materials 

from suppliers and chose to mention that “We have chosen to bring a lot of our production home 

to Europe meanwhile many other companies still buy from Asia.” (Appendix 4, p. 54) in order 

to minimise the environmental damages they cause. This does lower the shipping distance, but 

the manager also mentioned that purchases within Europe allows purchases of smaller quantities 

which results in more frequent purchases. Continuously, the chosen way of transportation was 

not mentioned. Furthermore, another example of the use of Advantageous Comparison (Bandura 

et al., 2009) was when the manager in Company A stated that they follow all requirements and 

legislative guidelines and because of that, justified their company as having no problems 

(Appendix 4). This even though more can be done, this could thus be seen as contradicting a 

core value.  

 

Displacement of Responsibility (Bandura et al., 2009) was used quite often by managers and 

was used a total of 18 times (Table 2). For example, during the interview with the manager in 

Company D, the manager blamed a higher power numerous times, in form of the CEO, the 

county and politicians for the company’s lack of CSR related activities (Appendix, 4). This 
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relates to justifications in the category Displacement of Responsibility (Bandura et al., 2009). 

Six justifications related to Displacement of Responsibility (Bandura et al., 2009) was mentioned 

during the interview by the manager at Company E. One out of these where when the manager 

made clear that their production and choice of materials came from the board of directors and 

that they could not choose materials easily themselves (Appendix 4). 

 

Moreover, Diffusion of Responsibility (Bandura et al., 2009) was also used numerous times by 

managers with a total of 12 times (Table 2). Diffusion of Responsibility (Bandura et al., 2009) 

was used when the manager in Company E said that no one in the industry controls and/or check 

up on any suppliers CSR work. Furthermore, examples of Diffusion of Responsibility (Bandura 

et al., 2009), as mentioned by the manager in Company D would be “We do not have a 

pronounced policy.”, “In reality, this means that people who find this (CSR) hard and difficult, 

just want its suppliers to fill in a form saying that they do this and gets all boxes filled in.” and 

“Companies likes to flaunt their CSR work, but there are not many companies which actually 

put in some effort. Everyone defines the concept differently.” (Appendix, 4, p. 55). Another 

example of Diffusion of Responsibility (Bandura et al., 2009) was when the manager argued that 

they cannot in detail go through and look up the supplier's’ CSR work. The manager put away 

the responsibility and did not believe that they are required to look at their suppliers’ activities 

of CSR (Appendix 4). However, the manager mentioned that it is sometimes brought to light 

that suppliers might contradict the CSR values or break rules and regulations regarding to this. 

The manager then said that they of course had to deal with these issues when something like 

that happened.  

 

The most used justification was Distortion of Consequences (Bandura et al., 2009) which 

managers used as many as 39 times during the interviews conducted (Table 2). For example, 

justifications linked to Distortion of Consequences used by the manager in Company F are “I 

do not think anyone in our industry is in the forefront when it comes to CSR. In such cases, it is 

probably us” (Appendix 4, p. 57). and “CSR is not what sells in this industry” (Appendix 4, p. 

57). These two are both justifications since they minimise the effects of not working with CSR 

(Bandura et al., 2009). CSR proven to be important for innovation and business effectiveness 

(Martinez-Conesa, Soto-Acosta, & Palacios-Manzano, 2017) which is wanted qualities for all 

businesses and could therefore be considered as a core value. The positive relationship between 

CSR and a nation's economic growth has been presented by Škare and Golja (2013) which would 

indicate that CSR is positive for the world’s economic future. This could also be considered as 
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a core value. These statements made by the managers interviewed, thus, contradict the core 

values presented and could therefore be considered as a justification (Bandura et al., 2009: 

Goldman, 1979). The manager at Company H justified their goal as wanting to influence the 

environment with as small impact as possible, this justification also goes under Bandura et al.’s 

(2009) Distortion of Consequences, where the manager minimised their actions. Another 

example of Distortion of Consequences (Bandura et al., 2009) was when the interviewee in 

Company A defended their production technique/machine as only being able to use the materials 

it currently does and that changing the material is out of the manager’s control. Moreover, 

Distortion of Consequences (Bandura et al., 2009) was also used by the middle manager at 

Company C, who justified avoidance of CSR development by pointing out the size of the 

company. The middle manager minimised the consequences by elaborating on how smaller 

companies do not need to consider CSR as much as the larger ones. 

 

Seven out of ten managers also used justifications related to the lack of customer demand when 

it comes to CSR. As many as 21 justifications were related to Lack of Demand (Table 2). These 

justifications did not fully fit into Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight justifications and were therefore 

separated into a separate justification. Something which is further discussed in the ‘Analysis’ 

section. To give an example of these justifications, the manager in Company I said that 

consumers demand specific things and the companies cannot in any way choose themselves 

(Appendix 4). Nevertheless, the manager at Company F used a number of justifications which 

could not effectively be categorised into the justifications presented by Bandura et al. (2009). 

These justifications did mostly relate to the manager blaming the customers for not demanding 

more CSR friendly products. The manager said that “We rarely get any demands or questions 

from customers, cannot come to think about any time when we got any requirements.” and that 

“It is hard to motivate for the customer, why we buy more expensive products from Husqvarna 

AB when we can buy cheaper products from Slovakia, it is not possible to say that to customers. 

That’s the case.” (Appendix, 4, p. 57). Moreover, statements such as “Our customers are the 

ones who choose who to ship with.” and “It is a traditional industry from the customer’s 

perspective, but it will certainly change in the future.” (Appendix, 4, p. 57) was also presented 

by the manager at Company F.  
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 Company 
Bandura’s 8 
justifications of 
moral 
disengagement 

A B C D E F G H I J 

Moral 
Justification 1 2  2  1 4  1 2 
Euphemistic 
Labelling           
Advantageous  
Comparison           
Displacement of 
Responsibility 1 1 1  4 2 2  1  
Diffusion of 
Responsibility  1 3 6  2 1 1  1 
Distortion of 
Consequences        1   
Dehumanisation           
Attribution of 
Blame           
           
Other:           
Lack of 
Demand 1   1       

Table 3.Number of justifications mentioned by managers as barriers to other managers in 
relation to justification category. 

 

Thirdly, the managers interviewed used a total of 43 general justifications, which they believed 

is used by other managers (Table 3) as the answer to the final question of the interview: What 

excuses do you think hinder middle managers’, in general, when it comes to contributing 

towards improved CSR? (Appendix 2). All quotes from the interviews conducted, with regards 

to justifications used as barriers fort other managers, can be found in Appendix 5. The result 

from the findings show that the justifications mostly used where Moral Justification, 

Displacement of Responsibility and Diffusion of Responsibility, which can be found in Table 3. 

“It is not prioritised” (Appendix 5, p. 59) and “There is too little time” (Appendix 5, p. 60) are 

examples of general barriers used as Moral Justification (Bandura et al., 2009). Moreover, 

Displacement of Responsibility was mentioned as a barrier to other managers by seven of 

managers interviewed and an example of that is when the manager in Company C said “The 

board of directors need to take a decision regarding the understanding of CSR and trying to 

apply this to what the company does today.” (Appendix 5, p. 59). Furthermore, examples of the 

use of the third most mentioned justification as barrier for other managers, Diffusion of 

Responsibility, is “There is too little knowledge regarding CSR.” (Appendix 5, p. 59) and “It 

could be that some people, simply, does not care enough.” (Appendix 5 p. 60).  
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The manager at Company H justified Distortion of Consequences as a barrier to managers in 

general and said “It could also be about the company size. There are larger requirements on 

large corporations compared to smaller companies. It is about how much resources are available 

to influence. If you have more resources, the requirements also increase.” (Appendix 5, p. 60) 

Finally, managers at company A and D also made use of justifications related to Lack of 

Demand when explaining what they believed are barriers to managers in general. “As it is now, 

customer demands regarding CSR is too low. It shows even if one see to oneself as a customer, 

what type of product one chooses to buy…” is one example when the manager at Company A 

is talking about Lack of Demand (Appendix 5, p. 59).   
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5. Analysis 

In this section, an analysis and an interpretation reflecting upon the findings is presented in the 

following section. This will include elaborations on the patterns found regarding justifications 

related to CSR levels, justification overlaps and justifications as barriers to CSR.  
 

 

The analysis will include, why some justifications are used more than others and why are barely 

never used, how the use of justifications is related to CSR level, how justifications used by 

middle manager himself goes together with justifications other middle managers use, and 

finally, how justifications are a barrier.  

5.1 Why some justifications are used more and some less  

When analysing the data received during interviews conducted, no clear or limited connection 

has been found regarding middle managers’ titles in regards to CSR records, initiatives and 

justifications. Middle managers working for companies with minimal CSR level all encounter 

different titles, and there is no clear connection to why these middle managers’ titles would use 

more justifications.  

 

Middle managers have during interviews brought up the connection between CSR interest and 

age. According to the manager at Company I, younger people have a stronger interest towards 

CSR compared to an older generation. A few more middle managers interviewed also confirmed 

age as a contributing factor to CSR engagement.  Age also proves to be a significant antecedent 

of ethical behaviour (Román & Munuera, 2005). 

 

First, when the data was coded from the interviews conducted there was an obvious lack of 

justifications related to Dehumanisation and Attribution of Blame. Second, this can be 

explained by the very nature of these justification. Since these types of justifications are 

associated with the victim (Bandura, 2002; Bandura et al., 2009) they do not apply to the 

findings in this research. Elaborately explained, middle managers’ avoidance of CSR related 

initiatives and improvements does not bear any specific victims that can be dehumanised or 

blamed. Secondly, middle managers had a tendency of not speaking about specific people that 

could be affected by their CSR or lack of CSR. This can be argued to be due to the somewhat 

sensitive nature of CSR and believed negative personal consequences that might follow un-
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careful sharing of the companies CSR. This can also contribute to the absence of justifications 

related to Dehumanisation or Attribution of Blame. 

 

When the data was coded and the justifications were divided according to Bandura et al.’s 

(2009) eight justifications, there were numerous of justifications that were troublesome to place. 

These justifications were primarily associated with an eagerness to blame avoidance of CSR 

initiatives and improvements on Lack of Demand from customers. This is also emphasised by 

Claydon (2011), that argued that CSR will only be fully useful when it is demanded by 

consumers. Therefore, an efficient CSR model must incorporate customer demand (Claydon, 

2011). Bandura et al.’s (2009) mechanisms consist of a justification called Displacement of 

Responsibility were the responsibility for an action is put on an authority; this does not cover 

blame put on someone with less authority such as customers. There is arguable a need for an 

additional justification when using Bandura et al.’s (2009) set of justification to explain why 

CSR improvements and initiatives are avoided. The decision to add a new justification category, 

and not include the justifications associated with Lack of Demand in Displacement of 

Responsibility, was also based on the frequency of these justifications. Many middle managers 

frequently used Displacement of Responsibility and blamed lack of CSR initiatives and 

improvements on people or organisations with higher authorities as well Lack of Demand from 

consumers. There was a clear desire to distinguish between these two which contributed to the 

addition of a new justification. The six justifications related to Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight 

justifications together with the additional justification is presented in Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1. The figure show the new set of justifications found and used in this research. They 
included five of Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight justifications meanwhile two have been removed 
and one added. 

 

Another finding is that seven out of ten middle managers mentioned company size as a factor 

that results in less CSR activities. This is a justification related to Distortion of Consequences. 

Out of the remaining three managers, it was two who mentioned company size as a barrier for 

other middle managers when it comes to CSR. It was not only middle managers, in what is 

Justifications 
used to justify 
lack of actions

Moral 
justification

Euphemistic 
labelling

Advantageous 
Comparison

Displacement of 
Responsibility

Diffusion of 
Responsibility

Distortion of 
Consequences Lack of Demand
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considered as small or medium sized companies, who used size as a justification. Company B, 

which is considered as a large company with 300-400 employees also mentioned this as a 

justification. However, the other two companies with the same larger size did not use it as a 

justification, but one mentioned size as a barrier for other middle managers. A relation to actual 

company size and justification related to the company size does not seem to have a connection. 

This could be due to the perception of company size in relation to the market and existing 

competitors. For example, company I did not mention size as a justification. During the 

interview the manager at this company mentioned that they are one of the largest companies in 

Sweden with regards to their industry. Company B, with a company size of 300-400 employees, 

who mentioned size as a barrier has multinational companies operating in the same industry. 

Therefore, size could be related to the perception of where the company is in relation to other 

actors in the market. Further, all companies who made use of any type of justification also made 

use of Distortion of Consequences, however, small and medium sized companies used 

Distortion of Consequences the most compared to large companies. 

 

With regard to CSR initiatives, the majority of the interviewees argued for that responsibility 

needs to come from the board of directors and/or the executive management level, and then be 

delegated to the employers who can implement it and further take the activities to practice. 

Displacement of Responsibility, the justification where individuals who feel their actions has 

been directed elsewhere and can therefore absolve any responsibility from the self (Bandura et 

al., 2009), was used by the half of the middle managers, in 5 of 10 interviews. Company D and 

E used Displacement of Responsibility the most. Interesting enough, these two companies were 

also the smallest companies, with regard to total employees, in this research. The middle 

managers put the responsibility on higher authorities and emphasised that CSR engagement 

must be valued and prioritised “higher up” first. They also mentioned the importance of having 

a duty of CSR coming from a board of director and/or management board in order for the 

companies to actually take the work of CSR seriously. Company G, with the extensive CSR 

work, showed examples of the importance of this where the manager spoke of their 

management board. This manager emphasised on that their company’s management fully 

understood the value of CSR. Looking at Visser’s theory of CSR (Visser, 2014), the importance 

of a spread responsibility, that involves every employer, is crucial. Moreover, Vissers (2014) 

emphasis on the fact that everyone in a company must be involved, engaged and feel responsible 

for a firm's CSR. This is something that can be found in Company G were the executive 

management level seem to take their responsibility meanwhile the middle manager also feels 
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responsible and engaged. Contrary, the companies with moderate or minimal CSR lack the 

initiatives and guidelines from the top management level as well as individual personal 

responsibility from the middle managers.    

 

Moving on to Moral Justification, moral economic and social approvals to non-responsibility 

(Bandura et al., 2009) was used in a total of 40% of the interviewees. All 4 middle managers 

using Moral Justification, all justified cost as a barrier to their actions. Due to the high prices 

around having environmentally friendly products and/or services it is prioritised rather low and 

put on the side. How often is Moral Justifications used? In total by all middle managers. The 

value is not seen as a profitability, but instead as a cost of the company and thereby themselves. 

Time as a Moral Justification was used by 50% of the middle managers who made use of Moral 

Justification. What is interesting is to see how the middle managers who used cost and time as 

Moral Justifications also used it as a general barrier they believe middle managers in general 

face.  

5.2 How justifications are related to CSR level 

 
Number of 

justifications 

Percentage of 

justifications used 

Percentage of 

interviews 

conducted 

Total number 109 100% 100% 

Minimal 68 62.4% 30% 

Moderate 41 37.6% 60% 

Extensive 0 0% 10% 

Table 4. Perceived level of CSR in relation to justifications used, percentage of justifications 

used and percentage of interviews conducted. 

 

As shown in Table 1 middle managers interviewed use a different amount of justifications, from 

0 to 28. To explain this occurrence, all companies have been categorised into one of three CSR 

levels which has been used to evaluate the current level of CSR. These categories were minimal, 

moderate and extensive CSR. When analysing Table 1 it is clear that a total of three companies 

reach a minimal level, while six companies can be considered at a moderate level and one 

company reach the highest level, extensive. An interesting connection is that companies with a 

large amount of justifications also receive a minimal level CSR classification. All companies at 
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a minimal level use between 17 and 28 justifications, which would stand for 62.4% of the total 

amount of justifications used throughout all 10 interviews (Table 4). This is a large amount 

considering that these only represent 30% of the interviews conducted. Managers in companies 

with a moderate level of CSR do use between two and twelve justifications which would 

represent 37.6% of the total amount of justifications used throughout all interviews (Table 4). 

Nevertheless, only one company received an extensive level of CSR and the manager 

interviewed did not use any justifications. 

 

This pattern, were companies with less CSR use more justifications and companies with more 

CSR use less justifications, can be argued to be connected to knowledge, brand image, 

leadership, ethical climate or company culture. Companies with more CSR also expressed a 

deeper understanding of the value a strong CSR record has on brand value. This can be argued 

to have led to more cautious choice of words and expressions associated with CSR to not 

damage their CSR during the interviews. Contrary, companies with less CSR showed limited 

understanding of the value of CSR to their brand. Hence, they were perceived to speak more 

candidly and unrestrainedly about their CSR. 
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5.3 How justifications overlap  

 

Justifications 

 General 
justifications 
mentioned by 

managers 

Overlapping -
Justifications used 
and justifications 
mentioned about 
other managers 

Minimal    
Company A 23 3 3 
Company D 28 9 7 
Company F 17 5 4 
    
Moderate    
Company B 6 4 2 
Company C 2 4 0 
Company E 12 4 1 
Company H 5 2 1 
Company I 4 2 1 
Company J 12 3 2 
    
Extensive    
Company G 0 7 0 

Table 5. Pattern between justifications used by managers during the interviews conducted and 

justifications mentioned as barriers to other managers. 

There is a pattern when looking at justifications used by the middle managers and their answer 

to the final question of the interview, where they freely could mention what they believe are 

barriers to other middle managers’ contribution to CSR activities in general. The middle 

managers of minimal company's CSR work showed a result of a clear interrelation of the 

justifications used to the barriers mentioned in the final question. For example, company A 

justified cost, time and prioritisations and, moreover, also mentioned the same three factors as 

being barriers to middle managers in general. Company D used a total of 28 justifications and 

mentioned seven barriers that he believed middle managers in general face. All of the barriers 

argued by the manager of company D were used as justifications earlier in the interview. The 

middle managers for the moderate companies also mentioned some barriers as justifications in 

the interview, but not in the same extent as the middle managers for the minimal companies 

did. Table 5 shows the result of the pattern between barriers mentioned and justifications used. 

You can clearly see that the minimal companies showed a higher number of similarity between 

used justification and general barriers than the moderate and the extensive companies. This can 

be argued to have to do with a desire to distance oneself from others. Middle managers with a 
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higher CSR might tend to want to make a clearer distinction between their CSR and other with 

less CSR. They used different justifications when discussing others CSR. 

5.4 How justifications are a barrier 

The amount and the nature of justification found, is a clear indications that justifications used 

by middle managers are a barrier to companies CSR work and improvements. The move 

towards new and better future CSR can be argued to be held back by justifications. The findings 

show that middle managers use moral and intellectual resources in terms of justifications to 

blame lack of CSR initiatives on restrained material, strategic and financial resources. This can 

be seen as a vicious circle were intellectual and moral resources blame restrained material, 

strategic and financial resources for the lack of CSR (Figure 2). This can then be a barrier for 

the company from moving forward in their CSR work. 

 

 
Figure 2. Vicious circle -  How justifications are a barrier 

 
The middle managers struggle to see that intellectual and moral resources can in fact be a 

barrier. The pattern is that middle managers only see the material, strategic and financial 

resources as barriers and not the thoughts. The thoughts about the thought of CSR can in fact 

be a barrier.  
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6.  Conclusion 

In this section judgements related to the findings are made and key findings are presented.  
 

 

The main idea for this thesis was to investigate what justifications are used by middle managers 

and how they are barriers in their contribution to CSR improvements in companies. 

Additionally, the idea was to make a theoretical contribution with regard to future CSR 

strategies and justifications impact. After conducting interviews with middle managers at 10 

companies, it can now be confirmed that traditional CSR is failing due lack of integration and 

understanding among middle managers. The main factor is as Visser (2014) argues, there is no 

deeper understanding of CSR activities and it is used as a Band-Aid to cover over the company's 

avoidance of CSR initiatives, more as for show. Further, as Visser (2014) states, this can be an 

action due to the uneconomic nature of CSR, as we have clearly seen from the majority of the 

manager's viewpoint of CSR. Furthermore, as expressed by Blowfield (2005) there is a lack of 

criticism against the company’s own reasoning when it comes to CSR issues and this can be 

concluded from the interviews conducted being true. Instead of seeing the company’s actions as 

lacking CSR, the majority of the middle managers chose to justify them rather than admit and 

acknowledge them. Conclusions can be drawn upon companies with minimal CSR work of not 

criticising their actions enough and instead using justifications to strengthen their activities. 

 

The findings show that only six of Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight justifications, Moral 

Justification, Euphemistic Labelling, Advantageous Comparison, Displacement of 

Responsibility, Diffusion of Responsibility, Distortion of Consequences, together with a new 

justification on Lack of Demand were the main justifications used by middle managers. These 

were the main barriers from initiating company’s CSR activities and engagement. The findings 

show that the more justifications used, the weaker CSR the firm shows, both through their own 

records/publications and the interview conducted for this thesis. 

 

A final thought from our conclusions are for middle managers to be responsive and conscious 

of the company and its actions. Justifications are used internally within the company, which 

obstructs the development of the employers and the managers. Justifications are barriers in the 

development of CSR within a company and can be seen as less important and urgent than it 

actually is. It is important to acknowledge that justifications are used by middle managers to a 

large extent. The awareness brought up by this thesis needs to be taken seriously in order to 
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continuously develop the company when it comes to CSR. Moreover, if justifications are used 

in the area of CSR, what says that managers do not use justifications when it comes to other 

areas as well? 
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7. Discussion  

This section presents a discussion regarding the contributions made to existing research. 

Further, limitations to the method used in this thesis is presented, together with 

recommendations to further research. 
 

7.1 Contributions 

This thesis brings some great contribution to understanding barriers to CSR improvements 

within Swedish companies. It is clear that one of the first and main barriers can be the thought 

about barriers itself and not the actual physical barrier. Middle managers do not have any 

problem identifying material, strategic and financial barrier but fail to acknowledge that their 

thoughts on barriers can actually be a barrier. The main findings from this thesis is that the found 

justifications used by middle managers appear to be a key factor in why companies do not pursue 

ambitious CSR programs and improvements.  The contribution is therefore within the field of 

CSR improvements and related barriers presented. This thesis extent and emphasises on the need 

for progressive CSR and pointing at the relevance of Visser’s (2012, 2014) CSR 2.0 DNA model 

and Claydon’s (2011) CDCR model. Especially the CDCR model was in questions since so 

many middle managers emphasises that demand from consumers as crucial for any progress 

within CSR. This thesis confirms and extend existing literature that emphasises on the need for 

progressive CSR approach within the business context. Pointing at the lacking implications of 

CSR initiatives among business people and in this case, middle managers. Hence, these 

contributions are of greatest importance for any companies with middle managers that 

potentially use justification as barriers.  

 

Additionally, this thesis has contributed to existing literature by expanding the research field 

regarding CSR improvements as well as Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight justifications. As of now, 

no previous research was found on justifications used among middle managers as a barrier to 

CSR improvements in Swedish companies. This can be considered a contribution since these 

findings will raise the awareness of the vast impact individuals’ justifications can have on a 

company's CSR improvement. It can truly be seen as a severs barrier that is easily overlooked. 

The findings from this thesis might contribute to an increased awareness for these justifications 

as barriers and hopefully initiate actions to address them. The findings of this study could be of 

value for companies with the need to improve CSR. As the study is geographically limited to 

Sweden, this is especially applicable for Swedish companies. The study is also of value for 
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middle managers that want to take personal responsibility to minimise their own use of 

justifications. Other academics and researchers could also benefit from these contributions.  

7.2 Limitations of method  

There are several limitations, which needs to be taken into consideration. These are the sample 

size and origin, the chosen reference model and the categorisation and coding process. Firstly, 

related to the sample size, more interviews would have strengthened the result. Due to the 

limited research time, more interviews would not have been possible to conduct. One manager 

interviewed was also new to the position, which might affect the number of justifications used 

since the manager lacked information needed to answer some of the questions asked. 

Additionally, since only Swedish companies has interviewed throughout this research, the 

results cannot be generalised outside a Swedish concept. Another limitation to the method is 

that specific factors such as gender, title of the manager as a bias nor the company’s productions 

and services was taken into consideration. A more equal distribution between gender could 

possibly generate further contributions to the research result. 

 

Secondly, Visser’s (2012, 2014) research regarding CSR 2.0 and the CSR 2.0 DNA model has 

been used as an important resource for secondary data in the thesis. Visser’s (2012, 2014) DNA 

model has also been used as a base for the questions asked during interviews. This can be 

considered as a limitation since Visser’s (2012, 2014) research has been applied to a very small 

extent in real business examples.  

 

Lastly, categorisation and coding of justifications according to Bandura et al.’s (2009) eight 

justifications is a process that has gone through a translation process as well as an open coding 

process which increases the probability of errors, biases, mistakes and misinterpretations. To 

address this, future research should conduct interviews in English and use automatic open 

coding rather than manual. 

7.3 Recommendations to future research 

The arguable most urgent and interesting future research area, building on these findings and 

contributions, is the awareness of existing and threatening barriers to CSR. More research need 

to be conducted to confirm these findings. This could be done within different more specific 

industries or among other management levels. It could be of great importance to find to what 
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extent executive management levels use justification. Those insight, in combination with these 

findings, would make it possible to find the real root to the problems. 

 

The more recent existing literature emphasises on a need for a new approach to CSR 

improvements. Different studies have reached controversial results were the approaches and 

procedures have varied and there is a need for more research within the field to gain a better 

understanding of what barriers middle managers use when talking about CSR improvements. 

When considering justifications, it could be beneficial to consider more factors such as gender, 

titles or industry. This research and these finding could be built on and causes for the found 

correlations could be allocated. 

 

Another interesting aspect that could be further researched is the pressure and demands on CSR 

from consumers. Research done is mainly in the retail industry among end customers. 

Meanwhile the findings in this research shows that few customers have this demand in the 

business to business context. The findings also emphasise on a contradicting aspect of who and 

where the ultimate responsibility should be. For CSR improvements to be initiated, where is 

the most efficient source of pressure? An interesting research area would be to investigate what 

is most beneficial, more pressure from the government's, board of directors and executive 

management or the customers.  
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 - CSR 2.0 DNA Model 
 

 
Figure 3. CSR 2.0 DNA Model (Visser, 2014, p. 3). 
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Appendix 2 - Interview questions 
Interview setting – Information given before the interview 
Anonymous semi-structured interview with open questions and answers. 
It is okay to say “I do not know”. 
The interviewee can whenever he/she wants cancel the interview and decide not to participate. 
CSR = Corporate social responsibility. How a company take responsibility for their societal, 
economic and environmental impact. 

 
Opening Questions 

- How does your company work with CSR today? 
- What is the company’s future/long-term CSR plan? 

 
Individual Questions 

- Do you have any education related to CSR? 
- Have you worked with CSR before? 
- Who is responsible for your firm’s CSR today? 
- Who do you think should be responsible for a firm’s CSR? 
- How do you contribute to CSR improvements? 

 
Value Creation 

- How to you contribute to your firm’s CSR? 
- How important do you think CSR is? 
- How important do you think CSR is to your firm specifically? 
- In what way, do you think you provide sustainable and responsible products/services? 
- How do you develop sustainable and responsible products/services? 

 
Good Governance 

- What is the companies CSR strategy? 
- Do you use CSR in your marketing/profiling? 
- How is the CSR communication, one or two-way? 
- How does that CEO communicate the firms CSR strategy? 
- How does that CEO communicate the firms CSR strategy? 
- How do you communicate your CSR work to the public? 

 
Societal Contribution 

- Do you have any CSR campagnas? 
- How do you know if your customers are aware of your CSR strategy? 
- Do the company make any charity donations? 
- How/what is the labour conditions? 
- What are the employee rights? 

 
Environmental integrity 

- How do you compensate for your environmental impact? Renewable/Waste 
 
Closing Questions 

- What excuses do you think hinder middle managers’, in general, when it comes to 
contributing towards improved CSR? 

- Do you have any CSR reports we could easily access? 
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Appendix 3 -  Interview date and duration 
 
Company (A-J) Title (Middle 

Manager) 
Company Size 

(No. of 
Employees) 

Date Duration 
(minutes) 

A Marketing Manager 160 2017-03-21 24.18  
B Marketing Manager 300-400 2017-03-22 24.12 
C Sales Manager 80 2017-03-27 34.20 
D Supply Chain 

Manager 
20 2017-03-27 35.05 

E Project and 
Marketing Manager 

34 2017-03-28 20.47 

F Operational 
Manager 

43 2017-03-28 20.59 

G Brand Manager >400 2017-03-29 24.21 
H Branch Manager 300-400 2017-04-08 20.36 
I Sales Manager 105 2017-04-23 30.58 
J Marketing manager 70 2017-04-25 31.06 

Table 6. Manager title, company size and date and duration of interviews conducted 
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Appendix 4 – Findings: Justifications used by managers interviewed 

 
Company A – Justifications used during the interview 
Moral 
Justification 

- Reduced electricity consumption is a stupid goal because we want to 
increase production and automate as much as possible to increase 
profitability. Then the electricity consumption will increase. 

- Profitability is more important than CSR. 
- Economic aspects are more important than CSR. 
- But you have limited time anyway, then we think that as a company we can 

achieve bigger results by pushing other things forward instead of the 
environment. 

Advantageous 
Comparison 

- We meet the requirements (legal guidelines) so that is not a problem. 
- CSR is quite important, but yes, I think most people find other issues as 

more important. 
Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- I would say that it is wrong to blame and find faults with the producer, it is 
our suppliers who need to rethink the issue.   

Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- The technology we use, use the materials it uses, it is not so easy to change 
that.  

Distortion of 
Consequences 
 

- We do not want to buy new materials that affect even more negative than 
those we already have. 

- We do not have any hazardous materials. It is the same materials that every 
industry uses.  

- Frankly, as a salesman, you sell what you've always sold. Because that has 
been okay before. 

- I think that, as a company, we are a bit too small to work with those 
questions. I think that you have to be at a Husqvarna AB level to have 
special departments working with CSR. We are a little too small company, 
with limited resources. 

- We do not think anything special about future CSR. 
- No, it had not helped with more CSR education in the role I have now. 
- The man or woman in production does not think about CSR in the daily 

work. There are others in charge of that.  
Lack of 
Demand 
 

- We could say ‘we only use green plastics’ but nobody wants them. Then it 
would not help. 

- It is more important for the customer that we can solve their problem, rather 
than we make it as green as possible. That does not say that CSR is not 
important, but that is reality.  

- Our customers do very rarely make demands when it comes to these issues.  
- Customers have speculated which materials we will use, which we cannot 

influence that decision. 
- There are quite low customer requirements for CSR. 
- There will be no major change without the customer taking responsibility. 
- It is really hard to go to the customer and say something else. It is still the 

customer who has specified which materials that are going to be used. 
- There are more environmentally friendly materials, but it has to be 

purchased in large quantities, which there is no demand for, so it to falls 
due to that. 
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Company B – Justifications used during the interview 
Advantageous 
Comparison 

- We have chosen to bring a lot of our production home to Europe 
meanwhile many other companies still buy from Asia. 

Diffusion of 
Responsibility 
 

- Where the CSR responsibility lies, depends on what level and size you’re 
at and what the company goal is… 

- The responsibility is quite divided among a number of people at the 
moment. So, we think that it is enough to work with only one project at a 
time. Then it is enough that all responsibility lies at one person. We do not 
need a specific person working only with CSR.  

Distortion of 
Consequences 
 

- It is not important to be at the forefront when it comes to CSR in this 
industry, yet. 

- The furniture industry is quite traditional and change comes quite slowly. 
- Now, we are quite small yet. 

 
Company C – Justifications used during the interview 
Distortion of 
Consequences 
 

- The larger the organisations are, the more you think of CSR. The smaller 
you are, the less you think about it.  

Lack of 
Demand 

- Our customers are event-driven, they do not always plan as far ahead and 
do everything to survive in that area. They may not have the requirements 
needed to think about these things. 

 
  



 55 

Company D – Justifications used during the interview 
Moral 
Justification 
 

- If it is the company which initiate CSR work, it will not be able to sell its 
products due to the increased cost and will therefore go bankrupt. 

- CSR requires effort and capital. 
- There is not enough time. 

Advantageous 
Comparison 

- There is not a need to ask a lot of questions related to CSR if our suppliers 
encounter the same values as us, since their goal is the same as ours.  

Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 
 

- Our CEO is a bit older and is therefore not updated when it comes to this 
and it is not a part of his everyday life.  

- The CEO has run the company in a good way, but CSR is not something 
he thinks about or prioritise. He is too old for that.  

- CSR initiatives should come from the county, county council etc. They 
should stop chasing the cheapest price. Media does also have responsibility 
to stop all “sales” and consumers also need to stop chase the cheapest price 
and then go upset over all over-consumption.  

- Our CEO is afraid of conflicts.  
- Looking at the concept, it is quite difficult to define, we pay taxes and then 

everything should work.  
- It is enough to just write that you are responsible, nobody is looking it up. 
- It is not enough for politicians to say that they have an ambition, saying: 

one should think so and so. They need to take initiative.  
Diffusion of 
Responsibility 
 

- We do not have a pronounced policy. 
- In reality, this means that people who find this (CSR) hard and difficult, 

just want its suppliers to fill in a form saying that they do this and gets all 
boxes filled in.  

- Companies likes to flaunt their CSR work, but there are not many 
companies which actually put in some effort. Everyone defines the concept 
differently. 

- The concept is more “for show”. I am an engineer and I like when there 
are rules. When this and this is met, you encounter a certain level.  

- There are very few who have an understanding of CSR. 
Distortion of 
Consequences 
 

- It is not possible to hear a house with only air heat pumps during the winter, 
so we cannot replace everything. 

- CSR is not that important today, in general.  
- Since the company is small and a family business, CSR has not been 

prioritised. 
- The company is very small. 
- It is never anyone who ask about the company’s CSR.  
- It relates to the company size.  
- CSR is hard to define, in reality it is just enough to listen to one’s common 

sense. /.../ It is really hard to listen to one owns common sense.  
Lack of 
Demand 
 

- Customers do think about CSR, but when something gets a bit more 
expensive (due to CSR) they chose to buy from someone else. 

- It takes a lot to make a company to pay a bit extra, but they often chose the 
more environmental friendly alternative if the cost is the same. In the end 
they often chose the cheapest alternative. No one choose to buy a car for 
hundred thousand crowns when there is a car available for ten thousand.   

- When our customer makes a procurement, it is still the lowest price that 
wins.  

- There is too little demand, related to CSR, from the customer. They just 
ask us if we are responsible and are satisfied when we answer yes. We do 
not need to care.  

- Customers does not ask about our CSR since our products are such a little 
part of their end-product and such small quantities.  
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Company E – Justifications used during the interview 
Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 
 

- Then you can talk about toxins/chemicals and such as well. But there are 
quite hard-minded laws today about what to use and not to use. 

- We do not have any own products, we only manufacture for others. What 
we can do is to choose materials that are more or less environmentally 
friendly. But, in most cases, there is a requirement for what materials to 
use. 

- Within Sweden, there are no major problems with working conditions, 
most often. These are large organisations we buy from. 

- Suppliers of plastic for example, where there are the big organisations. 
How they are producing and such, I have not followed up. And often it's 
big factories... But it's hard to say. There we have no one who follow-up 
on that. 

- But the large ones (suppliers) are usually certified and are already being 
examined quite hard, since they work with plastics. So, it is pretty hard to 
see that there would be any problem. 

- There are big organisations that we work with, so I think you assume it's 
right… 

Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- I do not think anyone in our industry work with CSR. 

Distortion of 
Consequences 
 

- The raw material is plastics, but there are thousands, thousands of plastics. 
Some are is forbidden, of course, and those we do not use at all. They 
should not use any of those in the rest of Europe either. Hardly anywhere 
else either. 

- It's a lot with all the writings right now, with plastics in water and so, so 
people think that as soon as it's plastic it's life-threatening and dangerous, 
but that's obviously not true. It is very noticeable at the moment that 
plastics are dangerous. 

- If you say that you are working with plastic parts, you get responses that 
it's not good. It is a bit like that. There are obvious plastics that are not as 
good, which we can do without. 

- And we want to smear down as little as possible. 
- Works very little with CSR, has a small company in that way. 
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Company F – Justifications used during the interview 
Moral 
Justification 
 

- We buy from Slovakia when we can buy from Husqvarna, but it must be 
put in relation to the cost. 

- The environment is not the first thing engineers think about when designing 
new machines. 

Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- We follow the rules and regulations that exist, we invest higher in the work 
environment. 

Diffusion of 
Responsibility 
 

- We should have as little impact on the environment as possible. 
- I'm not very good at this subject but I will take it to the best of my ability. 
- Hard to find staff thinking about this. 

Distortion of 
Consequences 
 

- CSR is not as important in the market. 
- We have no explicit work with it today, not in that way. 
- There is no one who handles such issues. 
- I do not think anyone in our industry is in the forefront when it comes to 

CSR. In such cases, it is probably us. 
- CSR is not what sells in this industry. 
- We are so small. 
- The environment is not the first thing we focus on. 

Lack of 
Demand 

- We rarely get any demands or questions from customers, cannot come to 
think about any time when we got any requirements. 

- It is hard to motivate for the customer, why we buy more expensive 
products from Husqvarna when we can buy cheaper products from 
Slovakia, it is not possible to say that to customers. That's the case. 

- Our customers are the ones who choose who to ship with. 
- Traditional industry from the customer's perspective, but will certainly 

change in the future. 
- It is a traditional industry from the customer's perspective, but it will 

certainly change in the future. 
 
Company H – Justifications used during the interview 
Euphemistic 
Labelling 

- We recycle and sort our waste whenever it is possible.  
 

Distortion of 
Consequences 

- Our goal is to bring about as little impact on the environment as possible. 
- We aim to release less chemicals and work according to the ‘precautionary 

principle’. 
- We use as little harmful substances as possible and choose 

environmentally friendly options wherever possible. 
Lack of 
Demand 

- B2C customers do not think so much about this. I think they think about 
the environment, but I do not think that's why they choose to be our 
customer. Not now anyway. Some might, but not most.  

 
Company I – Justifications used during the interview 
Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- We cannot study, in detail, how things are produced abroad, not in all 
situations. 

- We produce very little in-house, so it's very hard to affect it. 
Distortion of 
Consequences 

- We have installed low energy lamps where we can, it depends a bit on 
whether it works, what kind of lighting it is in the room. 

Lack of 
Demand 

- If you talk about funds and oils and so it is the customer who often 
demands such things. What to use for oils and such... We cannot choose 
that in any way. So, it is all about what customers specified they want. 
What differs most then is, what electrical components, cables, electricity, 
etc. that is used. Then we are controlled by how high the requirements 
from the customers are. 
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Company J – Justifications used during the interview 
Moral 
Justification 

- It is very expensive so we cannot spend as much time on charity work as 
we would like. 

- Because the will/desire exists, we just do not know how to make it 
sustainable. We must earn money, otherwise we cannot help anyone. 

- We are a consulting company, time is always the shortcoming factor. 
Euphemistic 
Labelling 

- Where we are currently discussing how we can become an even more 
environmentally friendly company, however, we are not now a 
particularly unfriendly CSR company. 

- Put working hours to non-profit activities is something we think is good, 
but at the moment we are hard at seeing how it might look like how to 
draw the boundaries. It's hard to put them there limits. You do not want 
to set limits, but if we do so in the company's name, it must follow our 
policy. 

Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- I have not read what our supplier's CSR policy looks like, I assume it 
exists. 

Distortion of 
Consequences 

- So we do not consume or use consumables, so we work with computers, 
we produce nothing so we cannot think about how much water we can 
absorb or what types of materials we use, because we are not 
manufacturing companies that way. 

- But as we said, we do not manufacture that way, we do not consume very 
much, that's how much we use the most, but it's also as efficient as 
possible 

- To some extent, we look at our subcontractors CSR, but all we really do 
is office supplies and then some profile products. 

- Now we are not very big but we try to do what we can because it is 
important for the profile if nothing else too. 

- It has not been a really priority issue. It's just because it's quite small 
things, it's obviously important, but we do not produce anything, so it's 
not about what materials we use, which emissions we release, and then it 
will be less effort. 

Lack of 
Demand 

- Customers do not make any demands. 
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Appendix 5 – Findings: General justifications mentioned by managers 

interviewed 

 
When asked the Question: “What excuses do you think hinder middle managers’, in general, 
when it comes to contributing towards improved CSR?” (Appendix, 2). The 
answers/justifications received when managers talk about other managers are:  
 
Company A – General boundaries  
Moral 
Justification 

- Everyone has a lot to do as it is. I think it is a question of time. 

Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- One thing could be that it is not one’s responsibility to work with those 
issues.  

Lack of 
Demand 
 

- As it is now, customer demands regarding CSR is too low. It shows even 
if one see to oneself as a customer, what type of product one chooses to 
buy… 

 
Company B – General boundaries  
Moral 
justification 

- It is not prioritised. It gets too far down at the list of things to do, it is more 
important to keep the company on track. CSR is not perceived as a source 
of income.  

- It is not prioritised. 
Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- It has to come from the management, with a plan of execution. That this is 
something we need to work with. After that, it might be handed over to one 
department’s responsibility to move these questions forward.  

Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- Everyone in the company should be involved and know that this is 
something we should work with. It does not work with only one pushing 
this forward. Everyone need to work with it. So one feel responsibility.  

 
Company C – General boundaries  
Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- The board of directors need to take a decision regarding the understanding 
of CSR and trying to apply this to what the company does today. 

Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- There is too little knowledge regarding CSR. 
- Lack of education and information.  
- More knowledge makes people realise the importance and then one know 

what could be done.  
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Company D – General boundaries  
Moral 
Justification 

- There is too little time. 
- One think that other things are more important.  

Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- The interest is too low when it comes to CSR. 
- Knowledge about how everything is connected. One does not see the 

connection. 
- One does not care.  
- The individual must think it is important.  
- It has to affect people in their everyday life in order for them to understand 

and make a difference.  
- Everyone needs to have responsibility, something everyone does not need 

to do but something that is just there. 
Lack of 
Demand 

- It depends on what the customer focus on. 

 
Company E – General boundaries  
Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- If one does not get the responsibility to do something, then I think it would 
be hard. 

- I think it has to do with the management. 
- If you cannot have opinions, mandates, on matters that can be resolved, I 

think it's hard to drive the issue yourself, without management and 
management. It must come from above. 

- One need to have an outspoken strategy for the company. 
 
Company F – General boundaries  
Moral 
Justification 

- Age and generation, young people are more interested compared to an 
older generation. 

Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- The one who should be responsible for spreading knowledge may be an 
authority. 

- Bad information regarding CSR. 
Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- Knowledge and expertise from both sides. 
- “We do as everyone else”. 

 
Company G – General boundaries  
Moral 
Justification 

- One does not see the value of CSR. 
- One has not found the time. 
- Many does have a traditional way of doing marketing and outdated ways 

of conducting business. 
- For many, it is about ones’ conscience, they do some things to milder their 

bad conscience. 
Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- A management who does not understand the value makes it though.  
- It is about the business plan, the right person at the right place makes it 

easier. 
Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- It depends on who you surround you, colleagues and management.  

 
Company H  – General boundaries  
Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- It could be that some people, simply, does not care enough. 

Distortion of 
Consequences 

- It could also be about the company size. There are larger requirements on 
large corporations compared to smaller companies. It is about how much 
resources are available to influence. If you have more resources, the 
requirements also increase. 
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Company I  – General boundaries  
Moral 
Justification 

- That would be the case if there is a competitive situation so that you cannot 
get paid for it. Because there is a cost in it. If you compete with companies 
that do not work with it then you usually get a disadvantage economically. 
It does not have to be big (the downside). But those who do not care about 
labour law and so, they are hard to compete with. 

Displacement 
of 
Responsibility 

- There is a lot about the management directives. What controls the 
company. What the company think is the most important. It's no wonder, 
if it's something is said to be the most important thing, decisions will be 
based from that.  

 
Company J – General boundaries  
Moral 
Justification 

- The younger the ages, the more important is CSR issues. 
- One does not think that there is enough time. 

Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

- Ignorance, not being knowledgeable enough. 
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